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Abstract 

This case study examined the connection of First-Year Seminars (FYS) and Performance Funding 

outcomes in the State of Florida. The comparison of Florida State performance metrics and the 

empirical evidence on the effectiveness of FYS on these metrics was conducted to determine which 

performance metrics, if any, can be indirectly supported by student participation in the course. The 

findings demonstrate that, for the state of Florida, FYS can be used as an intervention to promote 

the following four metrics common to all institutions: (1) academic progress rate, (2) four year 

graduation rate, (3) average cost to the student, and (4) percent of bachelor's graduates enrolled or 

employed. Additionally, the seminars can potentially be utilized to support institutional 

effectiveness in the two choice metrics (i.e. metrics chosen by the institutional Board of Trustees): 

(1) bachelor’s degrees awarded to minorities and (2) bachelor degrees awarded annually. 

Implications and recommendations for future research are discussed. 

Keywords   

Performance funding, first-year seminars, student outcomes 

Introduction 

The number of states adopting Performance Funding (PF) models is increasing each year. The 

common objective behind this trend is to maximize effectiveness and resourcefulness of public 

institutions by stimulating student performance, retention, and degree attainment. By the end of 

2015, 33 states adopted PF models with several more states announcing their intention to 

implement these programs in the next few years (Dougherty, Jones, Lahr, Natow, Pheatt, & Reddy, 

2016). 
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The widespread adoption of PF models, however, places an urgent demand on participating 

colleges and universities to formulate new or reinvent existing institutional effectiveness plans in 

a way that would best support their improvement in the targeted areas. To this day, there is very 

little research on how the institutions that adopt PF models navigate the organizational learning in 

this area, develop strategies for responding to their metrics, and execute this important decision-

making process (Dougherty et al, 2016). What makes this scholarly gap even more alarming is the 

fact that assessing the performance of higher education institutions (HEIs) surfaced as a much-

needed educational reform issue back in the mid-1980s (Burke, 2002). 

At the same time, HEIs are certainly not lacking initiatives for designing, piloting, and practicing 

a wide variety of strategies aimed to promote student success. Among these initiatives, First-Year 

Seminars (FYS) have received a growing scholarly and practical attention as an intervention 

specifically designed to not only support student academic and social integration, but to pave a 

steady path to their timely graduation.  

The most recent survey on First-Year Seminars revealed that, among the responding institutions, 

89.7% reported offering a course of this kind to their incoming students (NRCFYEST, 2013). The 

strong reliance on using FYS courses to improve student outcomes is substantiated by the same 

data which revealed that for more than half of these institutions seminars constituted a general 

education requirement. Credit hours were another indicator of the value placed on FYS seminars. 

The majority of surveyed institutions designed their seminars as three-credit hour classes (40%), 

while the remaining ones offered these classes as either one credit (30%) or two-credit hour courses 

(10%). According to the Institute of Education Sciences (2016), the most pronounced outcomes of 

the seminars were found to be in the areas of credit completion, academic achievement, and degree 

attainment.  

The expansion of FYS offerings is commensurate with the research efforts directed toward 

evaluating their effectiveness on not only traditional measures of student success (i.e. performance, 

retention, graduation), but also on many other factors proven to affect student performance. In this 

regard, the scholarship is becoming increasingly interested in comparing the benefits of different 

types of FYS courses, assessing the course impacts on diverse student populations, identifying less 

frequently recorded course outcomes, and many other, not commonly explored factors. However, 

the potential of FYS courses to serve as a tool for improving performance funding outcomes seems 

to be absent from contemporary literature.  

In order to overcome such limitation, this study examined the following research question: 

How effectively can First-Year Seminar (FYS) courses be used to improve Performance Funding 

(PF) outcomes? 

Due to the scope of the research problem addressed in this study, the investigation was limited to 

the case of the State of Florida. The research question was examined by conducting a review and 

analysis of the existing evidence in the two examined domains: a) the Performance Funding 

metrics in the State of Florida b) the effectiveness of FYS courses on these metrics.   
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Consequently, the overarching purpose of this study was to promote educational reform in both 

states that already implemented PF programs and those that announced adopting this practice over 

the next few years. Overall, this study was designed to provide all catalysts of educational reform 

with historical evidence on the connection between First-Year Seminars and PF metrics and the 

ways in which this high impact practice can be more strategically used to maximize institutional 

effectiveness.  

Literature Review 

Performance Funding 

Performance funding ties state funding directly to institutional performance, measured in terms of 

student outcomes and other outcomes-based metrics, most commonly student persistence, 

completion of specific courses, degree attainment, and job placement (Dougherty et al., 2016) 

Among the 33 states that adopted FB by the end of 2015, two different models were applied. Type 

1.0 was implemented by those institutions who, upon meeting their funding metrics, received a 

bonus above their regular state funding. On average, this bonus varied between 1% and 5% of the 

state funding. Examples of such program include Tennessee, Florida, and Ohio. On the other hand, 

performance funding 2.0, usually referred to as outcomes-based funding, designates regular state 

base funding for colleges and universities. Notable examples include Pennsylvania, Indiana, Ohio, 

and Tennessee (Dougherty & Natow, 2015).  

As illustrated in Table 1, 15 states implemented PF model 2.0, while 12 states followed model 1.0. 

The remaining six states – Florida, Hawaii, Indiana, North Dakota, and Wyoming had PF types 

1.0 and 2.0, which means that their funding models included both a bonus above the regular state 

funding and the regular state funding.  

Among the states that implemented PF, additional variances exist, primarily in terms of the 

proportion of state money subject to the funding, the type of public institutions included in the 

model (i.e. two and four year), and student population prioritized (e.g. underrepresented, low 

socioeconomic status, non-traditional students, specific major, etc.). As presented in Table 1, even 

though the majority of these 33 states applied PF to all public institutions, some states limited its 

application to either 2-year colleges or 4-year universities. The states that restricted the 

implementation of PF to 2-year colleges only included Hawaii, North Carolina, Texas, 

Washington, Wisconsin, and Wyoming. On the other hand, in Arizona, Maine, Mississippi, 

Oregon, and Pennsylvania, only 4-year institutions were subject to such funding. 

While the funding for the majority of these states was dependent on the outcomes of special student 

populations, 10 states choose not to prioritize any particular student group. Among the special 

student populations whose outcomes determined the institutional appropriations, the most 

prevalent group were students with low socioeconomic status (16 states), as well as under-

represented minorities (seven states). Lastly, 20 states whose funding was determined by the 

outcomes tied to a special student population prioritized several different groups simultaneously 

(e.g. non-traditional students or specific majors, such as STEM).  
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Table 1: The Overview of Performance Funding Models in the United States (2015) 

 

State PF Type Institution Type 
Special student 

group 

Arizona 1.0 4 year Yes 

Arkansas 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Colorado 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Florida 1.0, 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Hawaii 1.0, 2.0 2 year Yes 

Illinois 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Indiana 1.0, 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Kansas 1.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Louisiana 2.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Maine 2.0 4 year Yes 

Massachusetts 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Michigan 1.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Minnesota 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Mississippi 2.0 4 year Yes 

Missouri 1.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Montana 2.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Nevada 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

New Mexico 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

New York 1.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

North Carolina 1.0 2 year No 

North Dakota 1.0, 2.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Ohio 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Oklahoma 1.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Oregon 1.0 4 year Yes 

Pennsylvania 2.0 4 year Yes 

South Dakota 1.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Tennessee 1.0, 2.0 2 year, 4 year Yes 

Texas 2.0 2 year Yes 

Utah 1.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Virginia 1.0 2 year, 4 year No 

Washington 1.0 2 year No 

Wisconsin 2.0 2 year Yes 

Wyoming 1.0, 2.0 2 year No 
Adapted from: “Performance Funding for Higher Education,” by K. J. Dougherty, S. M. 

Jones, H. Lahr, R. S. Natow, L. Pheatt, and V. Reddy, 2016. 

 

Florida Performance Funding 

The Performance Funding model currently used in the state of Florida was established by the 

Florida Board of Regents in 2013. This model involves both PF types 1.0 and 2.0 with bonus 

funding and performance indicators embedded in the base state funding. Prior to 2013, the state of 

Florida operated under the Performance-Based Budgeting model (1996-2008) and the Workforce 
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Development Education Fund (1997-2002). The first model included only the state’s community 

colleges to which the funds were distributed based on their performance on three indicators: 

awarded certificates, the associate of arts degrees, and associate of science degrees. Also limited 

to community colleges only, the second model included different performance measures: adult 

basic education completions, vocational certificates, the vocational associate of science for certain 

student populations, and job placement (Dougherty & Natow, 2015). 

The current PF model includes 10 metrics used to evaluate institutional effectiveness and 

determine the allocation of state funds. Of these 10 metrics, two are Choice metrics which means 

that one performance indicator is selected by the Board of Governors and one by the institutional 

Board of Trustees. Table 2 illustrates seven metrics that are applied to all higher education 

institutions in Florida and metric eight which is applied to all institutions except New College. 

Metric nine represents Board of Governors’ choice metric, also common to all institutions. Lastly, 

metric 10 refers to a choice metric selected by the institutional Board of Trustees as the most 

relevant for the mission of a particular college or university. 

Table 2: The Overview of Florida Performance Funding Metrics (2018) 

 

Performance Funding Metrics 

1 Percent of bachelor's graduates employed or continuing their education  

2 Median wages of bachelor’s graduates employed full-time 

3 Average cost to the student 

4 Four-year graduation rate  

5 Academic progress rate  

6 Bachelor’s degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis 

7 University access rate  

8 a Graduate degrees awarded in areas of strategic emphasis 

8 b 
Freshman in top 10% of graduating high school class (New College of 

Florida only) 

9 Board of Governors choice – Percent of bachelor’s degrees without excess 

hours 

10 Board of Trustees choice 

Adapted from: Performance Based Funding Overview, Florida Board of Governors, 2018 

 

Metric 10 represents a performance measure selected by the institutional Board of Trustees 

which was deemed as the most relevant to the mission of a particular college or university. Table 

3 provides an overview of this metric for the higher education institutions in the State University 

System of Florida.  
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Table 3: The overview of Board of Trustees Choice Metrics 

 Institution Metric 

10 a 
Florida Agricultural and  

Mechanical University  

Percent of research and development expenditures  

funded from external resources 

10 b 
Florida Atlantic 

University 
Bachelor’s degrees awarded to minorities 

10 b 
Florida Gulf Coast 

University 
Bachelor’s degrees awarded to minorities 

10 b  
Florida International 

University 
Bachelor’s degrees awarded to minorities 

10 c Florida State University 
National rank higher than predicted by financial resources 

ranking based on a US and World News Report 

10 d New College of Florida 
Percent of undergraduate seniors participating in a 

research course 

10 e 
University of Central 

Florida  
Number of bachelor’s degrees awarded annually 

10 f University of Florida Number of licenses/options executed annually 

10 g 
University of North 

Florida 
Percent of undergraduate FTE in online courses 

10 h 
University of South 

Florida 
Number of postdoctoral appointees 

10 i 
University of West 

Florida 

Number of undergraduate students aged 25 and  

older enrolled in Fall 

Adapted from: Performance Based Funding Overview, Florida Board of Governors, 2018 

 

First-Year Seminars 

The importance of helping first-year students transition to the new academic environment was 

recognized early in American higher education. However, several factors influenced the expansion 

of First-Year Seminars to happen during the early 1970s. First, changes in university admissions 

criteria allowed access to students who had previously been excluded from or underrepresented on 

college campuses (e.g. minorities, women, non-traditional students). Consequently, it was not 

uncommon for these students to arrive on campus lacking the required academic skills and needing 

additional guidance to adjust successfully. Additionally, new and diverse courses were added to 

university curricula, thus creating a more complex educational system for students to navigate. As 
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a result, FYS began to receive a more prominent role in American higher education and have 

enjoyed a steady expansion ever since (Gordon, 1991). 

Barefoot and Fidler (1992) identified five types of FYS seminars, creating a typology that has not 

changed much since it was first introduced. The five seminar types included: a) extended 

orientation seminar, b) academic seminar with uniform content across sections, c) academic 

seminar on various topics, d) pre-professional or discipline-linked seminar, and d) basic study 

skills seminar. To these five types, National Resource Center added the sixth category – a hybrid 

FYS or a course that encompasses the characteristics of two or more seminar types. 

According to the latest survey of First-Year Seminars, conducted in 2013, the top three course 

outcomes reported by the responding institutions were: a) developing a connection with the 

institution, b) providing orientation to campus resources and services, and c) developing academic 

skills. In terms of the FYS type, approximately 40% of HEIs offered an extended orientation 

seminar format and a nearly similar percentage of institutions offered an academic-themed 

seminar. In terms of institutional type, 61.7% of courses were offered at four-year colleges and 

universities and 38.3% at two-year institutions. Private institutions were more likely to host a FYS 

course (62%) than public colleges and universities (38%).  

The three most frequently reported categories of students required to take a FYS course were: a) 

academically underprepared students, b) students from specific academic majors, and c) students 

enrolled in developmental or remedial courses. In public institutions, FYS courses were usually 

mandatory for academically underprepared students, students enrolled in developmental courses, 

provisionally admitted students, and students participating in student support programs such as 

TRIO (National Resource Center, 2013). 

The most recent and future directions of research on FYS courses are highly dynamic and hard to 

anticipate. Scholars are moving away from assessing the traditional student success measures, such 

as retention and GPA, towards exploring less known course effects (e.g. development of soft skills, 

career readiness, learning behaviors, motivation, self-regulation, and other life-long skills and 

competencies). Additionally, the literature is becoming increasingly concerned with the potency 

of the course to support diverse student groups, as well as with identifying the student groups that 

benefit most from participation in the seminar. The research in this particular domain, however, is 

still scarce and needs to be brought up to date. On the other hand, a comparison of seminar types, 

curricula, or even delivery method represents a recent novelty in the research in this field. In that 

regard, this research study sought to advance the existing knowledge and add to the continuously 

expanding research on FYS courses by exploring the role of the course in a not yet investigated 

context – performance funding.  

The Relationship between Performance Funding and First-Year Seminars 

While PF models stipulate very specific and clearly defined outcomes, policymakers do not 

prescribe any strategies, programs, or initiatives to be used for accomplishing these outcomes. 

Instead, they entrust each institution to develop its own action steps and design effective 

programming that can promote the fulfillment of performance outcomes (Dougherty et al., 2016). 

As a result, in states with PF models, higher education policymakers, faculty, and staff become the 
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catalysts of reform by ensuring that all campus entities join their efforts toward accomplishing 

common outcomes.  

The scholarly evidence in this area, however, documents that efforts to reform educational 

practices to be better aligned with PF outcomes are usually limited to four specific areas: a) 

reforming institutional spending; b) reforming academic policies and programs; c) reforming 

academic support services; and d) reforming the policies regulating student services (Dougherty 

& Reddy, 2013). As FYS courses are most commonly defined as the intervention programs 

designed to facilitate students’ integration and development (Hunter & Lindner, 2005), the 

recommendation for reforming academic policies and programs becomes particularly relevant in 

the context of this study.  

Among the institutions that attempted to improve PF outcomes by reforming their academic 

policies and programs, specific interventions were usually very limited in scope. In most cases 

these interventions included one of the following three initiatives: a) eliminating academic 

programs with low graduation requirements, b) revising existing graduation requirements, and c) 

initiating professional development for faculty in the courses of greatest student concern 

(Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). In that regard, this study sought to examine if there is a sufficient 

and compelling empirical evidence to support the argument that such reform of academic policies 

and programs should be expanded to include the strategic utilization of FYS courses.  

Methodology 

The research question was examined by conducting a review and analysis of: a) the Performance 

Funding metrics in the State of Florida and b) the empirical evidence of the effectiveness of FYS 

courses on these metrics. Case study research was selected as the most appropriate method for 

investigating this question due to several reasons. First, a case study is defined as an in-depth study 

of one or more instances of the phenomenon. Second, case studies are generally used for either: a) 

producing detail descriptions of the phenomenon, b) developing possible explanations of it or c) 

evaluating the phenomenon (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 2007). Similarly, the purpose of this research was 

to produce a detail description and explanation of the PF system in the State of Florida, as well as 

the empirical evidence on FYS effectiveness. In addition, this research sought to evaluate the FYS 

potency to serve as an intervention for improving PF outcomes. 

As every case study is bounded by clearly defined parameters, such as place and time (Yin, 2009), 

the unit of analysis for this study was defined by pre-established boundaries of the case. Thus, the 

description and analysis of Performance Funding models were limited to the State of Florida. This 

case was examined using the sample of 11 institutions which are the members of the State 

University System of Florida (Table 3). 

The analysis and evaluation of the effectiveness of FYS courses on PF metrics were limited to 

peer-reviewed empirical evidence disseminated through several publication sources: refereed 

articles, books or book chapters, dissertations, and technical reports. The sample of empirical 

studies was further bounded by the year of publication and research setting. Due to the lack of a 

more recent evidence in some domains of FYS scholarship, the final sample of the explored 
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empirical research included the findings from the past 20 years (i.e. 2008-2018). The research 

setting was limited to the FYS in the United States. 

Findings 

The comparison of Florida State PF metrics and the empirical evidence on the effectiveness of 

FYS was conducted to determine which PF metrics, if any, are connected to FYS course impacts. 

In that regard, the findings demonstrate that, for the state of Florida, FYS courses be used as an 

intervention to promote five metrics common to all institutions and two metrics chosen by the 

Board of Trustees (i.e. metric 10).  

Metric 1:  Academic Progress Rate 

This measure refers to second-year retention with a GPA above 2.0. An institutional performance 

is measured calculating the percentage of First-Time in College (FTIC) students first enrolled in 

Fall (or summer continuing to Fall) who were still enrolled in the same institution in the following 

Fall and who completed their first year of studies with a minimum GPA of 2.0 (Florida Board of 

Governors, 2018). As presented in Table 4, the overall score for this metric for the institutions in 

the State University System of Florida was 5.19, indicating the need for additional improvement 

in this area.  

Table 4: Institutional Scores for Academic Progress Rate in 2017-2018 

 

Institution Score 

Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 0 

Florida Atlantic University 5 

Florida Gulf Coast University 0 

Florida International University 2 

Florida State University 10 

New College of Florida 6 

University of Central Florida 7 

University of Florida 10 

University of North Florida 1 

University of South Florida 6 

University of West Florida 10 

Average score 5.19 

Adapted from: Performance Based Funding Overview, Florida Board of Governors, 2018 

 

Historically, student retention (i.e. persistence) and academic performance (i.e. achievement) have 

been the two most frequently assessed outcomes of First-Year Seminars. Second-year retention, 

in particular, constitutes one of the most common academic progress measures used to evaluate 

FYS impacts. An abundant body of literature has examined this particular outcome and produced 
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compelling evidence on the course potency to improve student academic progress. Overall, 

positive impacts in this domain constitute a common finding among empirical studies embracing 

a multitude of research methods (e.g. quantitative, qualitative, mixed, experimental, quasi-

experimental) for course participants from all student populations (e.g. at-risk and high-achieving, 

minority and majority, male and female), and among institutions of all types, control, and sizes (2-

year and 4-year, public and private, small, mid-sized, and large). 

Nationally, FYS courses have been shown as a highly effective intervention in supporting students 

to progress to the sophomore year of undergraduate education in public 4-year institutions 

(Burgette & Magun-Jackson 2009; Clark & Cundiff, 2011; Cox, Schmitt, Bobrowski, & Graham, 

2005; Miller, Janz & Chen, 2007; Sidle & McReynolds, 2009; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011). 

Commensurate effects were noted for FYS participants in community college settings (Cho & 

Karp, 2013; Garza & Bowden, 2014). 

The effectiveness of FYS courses in the State of Florida is comparable to national trends. 

Examining the impacts of the seminars across the state, the Division of Community Colleges 

within the Florida Department of Education documented that course participants, compared to 

non-participants, recorded significantly higher rates of continuous college enrollment. 

Additionally, these positive impacts were not restricted to at-risk students, but were recorded 

among academically prepared students as well (Florida Department of Education, 2006). 

Given that the retention measure for this PF metric is determined by a GPA of 2.0 or above, it is 

important to include the evidence on the potential of FYS to not only facilitate continuous 

enrollment, but to support the fulfillment of the required academic threshold. In this regard, 

empirical findings demonstrates the potency of the seminar to improve not only academic progress, 

but also students’ first-semester and first-year GPA.  

National evidence illustrates a positive relationship between FYS participation and increased first-

semester semester GPA across HEIs of all types and sizes. Even though the majority of the findings 

have been recorded for 4-year public universities (Lang, 2007; Swanson, Vaughan & Wilkinson, 

2017; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011; Vaughan, Parra & Lalonde, 2014), other institutional types 

seem to benefit in this domain as well. For example, first-semester GPA was found to be higher 

among seminar participants, compared to non-participants, in 4-year private institutions 

(Connolly, Flynn, Jemmott, & Oestreicher, 2017) and community colleges (Ellis & O-Quinn, 

2012; Fowler & Boylan, 2010; Garza & Bowden, 2014). 

Additionally, course effects on student academic achievement were found to extend beyond first-

semester and into the second year. Again, 4-year public universities have produced the most 

evidence in this regard (Burgette & Magun-Jackson, 2009; Noble, Flynn, Lee & Hilton, 2007; 

Sidle & McReynolds, 2009, Williford, Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001). Even though smaller in scope, 

significant impacts were recorded for other institutional types such as community colleges 

(Jamelske, 2009) and liberal arts colleges (Barton & Donahue, 2009; Starke, Harth, & Sirianni, 

2001). 

Lastly, abundant findings have confirmed the seminar efficacy in improving the standing of 

students who struggled academically, increasing the number of students in good academic 
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standing, and decreasing the number of students on academic probation (Fowler & Boylan, 2010; 

Mellor, Brooks, Gray, & Jordan, 2015; Tampke & Durodoye, 2013; Weiss, Brock, Sommo, Rudd 

& Turner, 2011). Of particular interest is the finding that persistence to second-year for high-risk 

students showed double the improvement of that of low-risk students (Pittendrigh, Borkowski, 

Swinford & Plumb, 2016). Lastly, the findings from the state level showed that developmental 

students in a college in Florida who participated in a FYS course had significantly higher pass 

rates in their remedial courses than their peers who did not enroll in the course (Griffin & Romm, 

2008).   

Metric 2:  Four Year FTIC Graduation Rate 

This measure includes the percentage of FTIC students enrolled in Fall (or Summer continuing to 

Fall) who obtained their bachelor’s degree within four years. It is important to note that this 

particular metric was introduced in March 2018 to replace the previously used, six-year graduation 

measure (Florida Board of Governors, 2018). This stringent amendment placed additional 

emphasis on FTIC students’ graduation rates, a measure that many institutions still struggle with. 

Table 5 illustrates 2017-2018 institutional scores for this metric for the State of Florida, when this 

measure still included six- instead of four-year graduation rates. As it can be seen, the overall score 

for the members of the State University System of Florida was 4.64, indicating the need for 

improvement in this area even before the implementation of the new and more rigorous evaluation 

measure. 

Table 5: Institutional Scores for Six-year Graduation Rates in 2017-2018 

 

Institution Score 

Florida Agricultural and Mechanical University 4 

Florida Atlantic University 0 

Florida Gulf Coast University 5 

Florida International University 0 

Florida State University 10 

New College of Florida 4 

University of Central Florida 8 

University of Florida 10 

University of North Florida 0 

University of South Florida 7 

University of West Florida 3 

Average score 4.64 

Adapted from: Performance Based Funding Overview, Florida Board of Governors, 2018 

 

In addition to academic progress, graduation rates represent the second most common positive 

effect of FYS courses. Similar to the first outcome, the positive impacts on the seminar to time to 
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degree, persistence to degree, and program completion were not found to be moderated by 

institutional type and size, seminar type, or student population.   

 

For some universities, FYS courses were most effective in either improving 4-year graduation 

rates (McGrath & Burd, 2012; Miller & Lesik, 2014; Schnell, Louis & Doetkott, 2003) or 

enhancing degree attainment within 5-years (Cambridge-Williams, Winsler, Kitsantas & Bernard, 

2013; McGrath & Burd, 2012; Noble, Flynn, Lee & Hilton, 2007, Schnell, Louis & Doetkott, 

2003). For other institutions, however, positive course effects were recorded for 4, 5, and 6-year 

graduation rates simultaneously (Lang, 2007; Starke, Harth, & Sirianni, 2001; Tuckman & 

Kennedy, 2011; Williford, Chapman, & Kahrig, 2001). 

 

Metric 3:  Average Cost to the Student 

 

This measure refers to net college tuition and fees per 120 credit hours. In the State of Florida, the 

cost of higher education is calculated based on resident undergraduate tuition and fees, books and 

supplies, the average number of credit hours attempted by students who were admitted as FTIC 

students and obtained a bachelor’s degree, and financial aid (Florida Board of Governors, 2018). 

Even though the research in this domain is not as extensive as the scholarship on FYS impacts on 

persistence and academic achievement, the existing findings in this area are overwhelmingly 

positive. For instance, students who participated in the FYS course in a community college setting 

were found to have earned more college credits within the first year than non-participants (Cho & 

Karp, 2013; Karp, Raufman, Efthimou & Ritze, 2017). Moreover, course participants in one 

midwestern community college earned imposing 50% more academic units than their peers who 

did not take the seminar (Deutch, 1998). The research conducted in 4-year universities further 

confirmed the course effectiveness on increasing the ratio of attempted and completed credit hours 

(Sidle & McReynolds, 2009). 

Metric 4:  Percent of Bachelor’s Graduates Enrolled or Employed 

This PF measure includes all bachelor’s degree recipients who are either enrolled or employed in 

the United States one year after graduation (if employed, minimum annual earnings must be 

$25,000). This data is inclusive of non-Florida states and districts, as well as the District of 

Columbia and Puerto Rico (Florida Board of Governors, 2018). 

Career exploration and vocational planning constitute common and important topics among 

modern FYS courses. As mentioned, Barefoot and Fidler’s (1992) perennial classification of FYS 

courses distinguished pre-professional or discipline-based seminars as one of the five traditional 

categories of FYS courses. Discipline-based FYS are usually embedded in the FYS curricula as a 

tool for introducing first-year students to a particular major, academic department, or profession. 

In most cases, they are housed in individual academic departments, but can be also be integrated 

into institutional First-Year Experience (FYE) programs.  

The scholarship on the effectiveness of FYS programs on student career outcomes is consistent in 

the finding that these courses can be effectively used to promote student career exploration, 
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navigation, and readiness. For example, National Survey of Student Engagement (2005), which 

included students’ survey responses from more than 80,000 first-year students, reported the course 

participants’ greater engagement, satisfaction, and development in the area of career advising and 

planning. Mills (2010) confirmed this finding documenting the course participants more frequent 

use of career services and increased willingness to seek advice about career plans from seminar 

instructors or career advisors.  

In addition to directly contributing to students’ career exploration and planning processes, FYS 

were found to have a positive impact on participants’ long-term goal setting, goal monitoring, and 

understanding the interrelationship between goals, motivation, and self-regulated learning, all of 

which constitute important factors of career readiness (Hoops & Atrip, 2016). This finding was 

further elaborated by the evidence that FYS can also positively affect student’s life-long learning 

orientations (Padgett, Keup & Pascarella 2013). 

Additionally, the course effectiveness on participants’ career readiness can differ among special 

student populations. For example, international students in a public 4-year institution rated their 

FYS course as the most effective in preparing them to learn more about career interests. At the 

same time, however, career exploration was the only learning outcome that these international 

students rated higher than their domestic peers (Krsmanovic & Johnson, 2019).  

Lastly, the empirical findings in this domain show that FYS courses can be equally beneficial for 

students who do not have a clearly identified career path. In that regard, evidence exists to support 

the claim that seminars can be of particular advantage for undecided students. For example, 

Tampke and Durodoye (2013) supported this premise by recording a strong impact of the seminar 

on academic performance on undecided students, as indicated by their increased GPA, the 

percentage of students in good academic standing, and second-semester retention. 

Regardless of the approach that FYS programs take to incorporate career readiness in their course 

curricula, scholarly evidence demonstrates that the benefits of such practice are unequivocally 

positive. Moreover, these positive impacts seem to only be moderated by the student population, 

while remaining unaffected by seminar type or students’ commitment to a particular major. 

Metric 5:  Board of Trustees Choice 

Bachelor’s degrees awarded to minorities (Metric 10 for Florida Atlantic University, Florida Gulf 

Coast University, and Florida International University) 

This measure includes the total number or percentage of Bachelor's Degrees Awarded to minorities 

(i.e. non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic students) over one academic year. This measure is not 

inclusive of non-resident aliens (i.e. international students) and the students with missing race data 

(Florida Board of Governors, 2018). 

The impacts of FYS courses on historically under-represented and other diverse student 

populations represent the future direction of research on this high-impact practice. At the same 

time, however, this particular focus represents the major limitation of FYS scholarship and the 

research area that needs to be supported with a more recent evidence. Thus far, the course 

effectiveness has been documented for a limited number of diverse student groups, mainly 



Krsmanovic:  Using first-year seminar courses to improve performance funding outcomes – A case study 

of the State of Florida 
 

38 
 

international, non-traditional, and first-generation students. Of particular importance for this study 

are the two minority student groups whose college outcomes determine the funding for several 

HEIs in the State of Florida: non-Hispanic Black and Hispanic students. 

The research on FYS impacts on African-American participants can be traced back to mid-1990s 

illustrating the positive effects on their second-semester retention and academic performance 

(Grunder, & Hellmich, 1996), as well as their second-year persistence (Fidler & Godwin, 1994). 

Contemporary findings remain consistent with this early evidence documenting that, even though 

the majority of course participants benefit from taking the seminar through increased first-semester 

GPA and first-year persistence, these effects can be even more pronounced for minority students 

(Swanson, Vaughan & Wilkinson, 2017). Moreover, the positive course effects on second-

semester persistence were also recorded among Hispanic students, the student population whose 

academic success, along with African-Americans, determines the state fudging for several 

institutions in Florida. 

While the majority of research in this area examined the seminar benefits for one specific student 

population, some studies corroborated the claim that FYS can be used to support college success 

and first-semester performance of both African-American and Hispanic students simultaneously 

(Connolly, Flynn, Jemmott, & Oestreicher, 2017). Moreover, these effects were found to extend 

into the second year, as indicated by the improved second-year GPA and second-year retention for 

both student groups (Azizova, Clark, Krsmanovic, Johnson, & Mendez, 2018).  

Bachelor Degrees Awarded Annually (Metric 10 for the University of Central Florida)  

This measure refers to the total number of bachelor’s degrees awarded in one academic year. The 

students who earned two distinct bachelor’s degrees in one academic year are counted twice, while 

double majors are counted only once (Florida Board of Governors, 2018). 

The effectiveness of FYS courses on this particular performance measure was analyzed and 

discussed within the following above-investigated metrics: Academic Progress Rate, Four-Year 

FTIC Graduation Rate, and Average Cost to the student. As illustrated, the findings in this area 

emerged as overwhelmingly positive regardless of the variable used to measure the course impacts 

on the number of percent of bachelor’s degrees awarded annually (e.g. continuous enrollment, 

persistence to degree, program completion, number of earned college credits, or the ratio of 

attempted and completed credits). Moreover, the presented analysis of the interrelationship 

between FYS outcomes and PF measures revealed that these positive effects remained highly 

consistent among different institutional types (e.g. public and private, 2 and 4-year, large and mid-

sized) and among diverse student populations. 

Discussion 

Significance and Contribution 

This study contributes to addressing one important limitation of the research on First-Year 

Seminars – the connection of these courses with PF outcomes. Additionally, this study offers an 

alternative way for examining state and institutional capacities to address their PF outcomes by 

reforming academic practices and programs. Overall, this research provides several innovative 
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insights to understanding how First-Year Seminars relate to PF outcomes and what their potential 

role is across institutions subject to PF appropriations. 

Many policymakers, scholars, and practitioners have emphasized the unintended impacts (i.e. 

drawbacks) of Performance Funding. The most commonly cited ones include narrowing 

institutional missions only to the areas defined by PF metrics, neglecting the outcomes not directly 

related to PF, limiting admission of academically underprepared applicants, and lowering 

academic standards for admitted students (Dougherty et al., 2016). Among these practices, many 

institutions admitted weakening their academic standards in order to meet PF metrics, mainly by 

means of grade inflation or removal of certain academic requirements (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). 

The evidence presented in this paper suggests an educational reform that could maintain the focus 

on PF outcomes while protecting the academic standards. As supported by the evidence on FYS 

impacts on student academic progress, GPA, and time to degree, there are several tangible ways 

in which these courses can potentially assist institutions in meeting their PF outcomes while 

preserving high academic standards. 

Similarly, many institutions operating under PF models reported resorting to the practice of 

restricting the admission of academically underprepared students which, in many cases, consist of 

either underrepresented or socioeconomically disadvantaged student groups. In this regard, in 

particular, the historical overview of findings in this domain suggests that some of the PF 

challenges can perhaps be alleviated by improving institutional capacity to support these special 

populations through the implementation of FYS courses. However, a more recent empirical 

evidence is needed to evaluate if these historical trends can still serve as a rationale for the 

inclusion of such practices in the PF era. If this proves to be the case, the FYS courses designed to 

promote college success of special student populations could potentially aid the institutions subject 

to PF could in reducing their inclination to restrict the admission of these student groups in the 

fear of their unsatisfactory performance. 

Lastly, the scholarship and practice in the domain of Performance Funding have already been 

characterized by insufficient institutional understanding of PF models as well as poor institutional 

responses to their PF metrics (Dougherty & Reddy, 2013). It is also interesting to note that, even 

though college leaders are largely aware of their PF goals, the levels of such awareness are not 

comparable among all institutional systems. In fact, the knowledge of PF models within an 

institution significantly decreases as one moves down the organizational and leadership hierarchy 

(Dougherty et al., 2016). 

In this regard, the intentional alignment of institutional PF measures with FYS outcomes could be 

introduced as a tool to assist both students, faculty, staff, and stakeholders to become more familiar 

with the common PF goals. In turn, such increased awareness could help higher education 

leadership and other catalysts of change more purposefully focus on the improvement in the 

targeted areas. The ultimate goal of such a practice would be setting HEIs apart from other 

competing state institutions and increasing their funding opportunities.  

Limitations and Future Research 
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As discussed in the opening section of this paper, Performance Funding models differ greatly 

across states. Consequently, the variances among PF types pose different challenges for HIEs 

subject to these models and offer them different ways in which they can respond to the established 

metrics. This study, on the other hand, was limited to the case of only one state. The extent to 

which FYS courses can be utilized to increase the PF outcomes in the remaining 32 states requires 

a separate empirical investigation. 

Next, the overwhelming majority of the studies synthesized in this research assessed the course 

impacts within only one institution, in relation to only one seminar type, and at only one point in 

time. Even though limited in scope, evidence exists that not all FYS courses are equally effective 

in improving student outcomes. Several published studies recorded the lack of course effectiveness 

in following areas examined in this study: second-semester retention (Barton & Donahue, 2009; 

Ellis & O-Quinn, 2012), second-year retention (Jamelske, 2009; Miller, Janz & Chen, 2007), 

second-year GPA (Clark & Cundiff, 2011; Keup, 2005), and graduation rates (Miller & Lesik, 

2014). In fact, after examining 682 published resources in the area of First-Year Seminars, 

Permzadian and Crede (2016) found that the effectiveness of these courses can be substantially 

moderated by seminar characteristics (i.e. seminar type), institutional characteristics (i.e. 2-year or 

4-year institutions), and study characteristics (i.e. study design). Moreover, the same findings 

identified the literature on FYS courses to be characterized by a high” file-drawer effect” or the 

practice of not publishing non-significant empirical findings. Consequently, it could be argued that 

the predominantly positive evidence included in this research study might have been the outcome 

of this effect. 

Third, even though the findings of this study implied the connection between the historical 

evidence on FYS outcomes and current PF measures, this connection must be used with caution 

and can, by no means, serve as a compelling evidence of FYS courses effectiveness in this domain. 

Before any such assertions is attempted, the evidence on FYS impacts needs to be examined in a 

more recent setting and in a direct connection with institutional PF measures.  

Therefore, the recommendations provided in this study should be used with caution. Even if PF 

outcomes improve after introducing or redesigning a particular FYS course, such a change may be 

caused by many other factors and not necessarily the intervention itself. Hence, it is critical that 

every institutional change of this type is followed by the empirical assessment that would control 

for other variables, apart from the FYS course, that might improve PF outcomes. After all, Barefoot 

and Gardner’s (1993) historical but enduring recommendation for implementing an effective FYS 

courses stated:  

Whatever outcomes are intended as a result of the freshman orientation seminar, 

these outcomes should be evaluated and reported. Freshman seminars share with 

all non-traditional courses a somewhat tenuous position within the curriculum, and 

thus they repeatedly must prove themselves effective in order to survive. (Barefoot 

& Gardner, 1993, p. 157). 

 

 



Krsmanovic:  Using first-year seminar courses to improve performance funding outcomes – A case study 

of the State of Florida 
 

41 
 

Implications for Higher Education Institutions 

There are several ways in which the presented findings can be used by HEIs, both in the State of 

Florida and nationally, to increase institutional awareness of their Performance Funding outcomes. 

For the State of Florida, the next steps could be directed toward either: (a) introducing FYS courses 

in the institutions that do not yet offer the courses of this kind or (b) redesigning their existing FYS 

by more closely aligning the course outcomes with their PF measures. Comparably, the other states 

subject to performance funding can follow the same binary approach. 

For instance, the review of institutional websites for the 10 colleges and universities in the State 

of Florida listed in Table 4 reveals that, at the time of this study, all HEIs except one offered a FYS 

course. For these nine institutions, the findings of this research could be used to enhance their 

freshman seminars by more intentionally focusing on the learning outcomes that are comparable 

to their PF metrics and that have been identified as related to these metrics. For the institution that 

has not yet introduced a FYS course, the first step should be utilizing these empirical findings as 

a tool for identifying the areas of greatest learning gains for course participants and then 

formulating the course objectives accordingly. 

These same implications should be extended to the national level with the addition of one extra 

step. The HEIs in the states that are subject to PF first need to clearly communicate their 

performance measures to all institutional entities, especially those that can affect student success 

and, thus, PF outcomes (i.e. academic programs and services). Next, the institutions with seminar 

courses could focus on the historical evidence from FYS research related to their PF measures and 

use this evidence to align their course objectives accordingly. Additional empirical evidence may 

be needed for other PF measures not examined in this study.  

The overarching recommendation and call for action stemming from this study is essentially the 

one introduced by the creators of FYS courses, Barefoot and Gardner, back in 1993: “All colleges 

and universities should offer some type of a freshman orientation seminar” (p. 155).  The unique 

recommendation of this study, however, is that for the most effective utilization of FYS for 

accomplishing specific institutional goals, in this case, the PF measures, a close collaboration of 

all campus entities needs to be established. In particular, campus academic programs need to have 

clear lines of communication with high-stake entities, decision-makers, and educational leadership 

responsible for developing institutional effectiveness plans and influencing funding opportunities. 

Only by ensuring that the knowledge of PF models within an institution is disseminated to the 

lowest levels of the organizational hierarchy, can colleges and universities ensure that the 

effectiveness of their academic programs, in this case, FYS courses, is truly maximized.    
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