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Abstract:

Stony Brook University's Undergraduate Colleges are transforming the way in which undergraduate students experience University life. Every first-year student enters Stony Brook as a member of one of six undergraduate colleges organized around themes of general interest to students. The Colleges support and develop the interests of students and assist them in taking advantage of the vast resources Stony Brook has to offer. Each College is led by an interdisciplinary team consisting of a senior member of our faculty, student affairs staff and academic advisors.  

Institutional Description

Stony Brook University is set on Long Island’s North Shore, 60 miles east of New York City.  Established in 1957 as part of the State University of New York system, Stony Brook has grown rapidly in both size and reputation and is now recognized as one of the nation’s finest public research universities.  In May 2001, the Association of American Universities recognized Stony Brook’s achievements when it invited Stony Brook to join its ranks. Stony Brook University is classified by the Carnegie Foundation as a large, four-year highly residential research university with very high research activity (L4/HR/RU/VH).  Stony Brook enrolls more than twenty-two thousand students, over fourteen thousand of them undergraduates. Stony Brook offers more than sixty majors to its undergraduate students.   

Program Development

The notion of organizing a university around colleges is very old.  The college system of Oxford and Cambridge dates back to medieval times and the colleges still form the core of these institutions.   In this country, the undergraduate college or house systems of Harvard and Yale date to the 1930s.  Among public universities, the University of California at San Diego, one of the best by any measure, is organized around undergraduate colleges, each with its own distinct theme, flavor, and core curriculum.    What all these institutions share with Stony Brook is the fact that the colleges are not an optional element or a special program for just a few students, but an integral organizing element of the university.

The Stony Brook Undergraduate Colleges grew out of a realization that, although Stony Brook has a number of very successful programs that target specific segments of our incoming first-year undergraduate students, these programs are single points having little effect on the great majority of our students. 

The Undergraduate Colleges are on a very fast track to change entirely the way in which Stony Brook undergraduate students experience their education.  Interest in exploring undergraduate colleges first emerged in the spring of 2001, the first college opened in the fall of 2002, and by September of 2004, each of our twenty-seven hundred incoming first-time, first-year students belong to one of one of six thematic undergraduate colleges.

In May of 2001, the Provost led a team of four Stony Brook administrators in academic and student affairs on a visit to the University of California at San Diego, in order to learn more about the colleges there.  UCSD is very similar to Stony Brook in age, size, and mission, and its undergraduate education was designed from the very start around a set of residential colleges.  The UCSD model was intuitively attractive to the SBU visitors, who soon devised an approach to organizing a more sound first-year experience. 

Given the exigencies of time and complexities of long range planning in an institution that is heavily influenced by the unpredictability of state budgeting, it was decided that the Stony Brook undergraduate college effort would be guided by sensitivity to campus culture and knowledge of the best practices.  This approach followed the Indiana model (A Vision for Indiana University Bloomington, 1995; Bolman and Deal, 1991; Senge, 1990).  We opted for being organic, intuitive, but always intentional, rather than spending countless hours carefully crafting an elaborate blueprint or seeking approval to experiment (Hossler, Kuh, et al. 2001).

The Undergraduate Colleges have been a collaborative project in which academic and student affairs are equal partners.  The core of each College team consists of a Faculty Director, a Quad Director, and the College Advisors.  All positions besides the Faculty Director had existed before the Undergraduate Colleges.  The success and growth of the program have led to the hiring of additional advisors, but the increase in the number of advisors has been planned incrementally over a ten-year period.  Because the residence halls had long been grouped into six quads, it was simple to establish a College in each quad at very little initial cost.   The success of the Colleges has led us to organize new facilities that include dedicated programming space, but this construction would have taken place regardless with the expansion of our undergraduate population and services.   The major cost associated with the colleges has been in central staffing of a Director and Assistant Director to the Colleges.  However, the cost of these positions is easily offset by the FTE’s generated by the two College courses, 101 and 102, which are the two largest-enrollment courses in the university and are delivered at a comparatively low cost to 2500 students each semester.  In short, the overall cost of this major change in undergraduate student life has been relatively small.

The essence of the Undergraduate Colleges is to reduce the psychological size of the institution and enhance the academic success of our students (Carnegie Report, 1997).  As Tinto (1996) has noted, in the recent past, institutions have responded to the perceived academic needs of their students in nonacademic terms: introducing a range of remedial (or developmental) courses, tutorials, and supplemental instruction activities to enhance the skills of these students. However, most colleges have seen only modest improvement in academic success.  Tinto (1996) observed that the main reason for the modest gains was that most of these efforts and programs are largely non-academic in nature. Some faculty members have been involved in these programs but they are usually not integral to the academic experience. 

Goals and Objectives

Three clusters of activities associated with the Undergraduate College are critical to student success (Astin, 1993; Braxton et al., 2004; Chickering and Gamson, 1987; Chickering and Reisser, 1993; Greater Expectations, 2002; Kuh, 1993; Love and Estanek, 2004; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Thomas and Galambos, 2004; Tinto, 1993; Tinto, 1996; Upcraft, Gardner, et al., 1989): 

Strengthening academic foundations: We have improved access to appropriate gateway courses, provided more directive advising and limited the credit hours taken (Schwartz, 2004).  Our summer orientation program was changed dramatically: placement testing was removed from the orientation day, advising was personalized, and a socialization component was introduced.

Integrating academic and co-curricular experiences:   We have intentionally arranged co-curricular activities to promote a supportive experience through the undergraduate colleges, including frequent interaction with faculty and advisors. We have also created mentoring opportunities in the context of the colleges that are intrinsic to the structure of the colleges (Kuh, 1995; Pascarella and Terenzini, 1991; Pascarella, Terenzini, et al., 1994; Terenzini, Springer, et al., 1995).

Designing appropriate socialization experiences:  Institutional values and expectations are promulgated through an integrated effort to provide a robust and exciting social experience. 

Program Description

The Undergraduate Colleges are small vital communities, offering individualized support while tailoring the first-year experience for students with similar interests. Each incoming freshman is assigned to one of six Undergraduate Colleges: Arts, Culture, and Humanities; Global Studies; Human Development; Information and Technology Studies; Leadership and Service; Science and Society. The Colleges are named for distinct themes around which academic and social life revolves: the system lets students explore a wide range of interests, both within their intended majors and across the academic spectrum.

All Undergraduate Colleges include customized advising and support, special educational and social programs, and opportunities for close interaction with faculty and fellow students around themes of common interest. Both commuter and residential students are welcomed into College life. First-year resident members of each College are housed together in the same residential quadrangle. First-year commuters have a centrally located home on the Academic Mall, and there are plans for each College to have dedicated programming space (one is in place, two are under construction, and another is in the advanced planning stage).

Interdisciplinary Leadership

Each College is led by a team consisting of a Faculty Director, Undergraduate College Advisor(s) and a Quad Director.  These groups plan programs that reflect the theme of the College and connect students to the University and each other.  They plan events for orientation and opening weekend that introduce students to the College.  They determine College-specific curriculum for the Freshman Seminar 101 and develop ways to build community. In addition, each College has an extended network of support for students including Residence Hall Directors, Freshman Seminar 101 volunteer instructors and Freshman Seminar 102 faculty.  

Partnerships have been created with different departments and offices. Each Undergraduate College has an assigned liaison from the Office of Commuter Student Services and the Career Center. Liaisons with the Center for Prevention and Outreach are planned for Fall 08.  The professional staff members in these departments work with each College to provide information about departmental services, participate in College programming and outreach and serve as a point person for student needs.

Dedicated Academic Advising 

There are nine Undergraduate College Advisors who provide academic advising to students in the Undergraduate Colleges.  The Advisors report to the Director of Undergraduate Colleges and are each part of an Undergraduate College Team. Because the Advisors have a hybrid position, they teach seminars and provide programming through the Undergraduate Colleges as well as provide academic advising.  They interact with students in the classroom, at co-curricular events and through traditional advising appointments. The Advisors work closely with students to register for classes through the summer and winter orientation process and provide follow up and intervention with students on academic action.   The Advisors also provide basic academic advising and policy information to the First Year Seminar 101 instructors to maximize the opportunities for students to discuss their advising needs.

An early intervention system is in place for students who are at academic risk at the end of their first semester.  Students on First Semester Warning met with the Faculty Directors and Quad Directors in small groups to discuss academic success strategies in addition to individual meetings with Advisors.

Orientation 

Students attend summer orientation by Undergraduate College. They participate in a morning-long community development session where students interact with the College team and other students. The Advisors continue to work with students in small groups throughout the afternoon, to create academic plans and register for classes.  This College-based community building continues during fall opening, where students spend an entire day working on College projects and activities. 
Freshman Seminar 101

In the fall, each freshman is enrolled in a College-specific seminar. It's a semester-long opportunity to get acquainted with Stony Brook, taught by staff who know and understand the campus community. The course is designed to give new students the skills they need for success — both academic and social — while exploring aspects of the Colleges' respective themes. These seminars are taught by staff who serve as secondary academic advisors. (see attached textbook for Freshman Seminar 101)
Freshman Seminar 102. 

The spring seminar affords freshmen a unique opportunity to get to know faculty in small, interactive classroom settings. Learning takes place in the context of in a small community (less than 20 students) comprising faculty and students who share similar interests. Senior faculty teach seminars based on their particular areas of expertise and intellectual interest. The Advisors assist students to choose seminars that best meet the students’ interests and abilities.  (see attached course listing for Freshman Seminar 102)

Co-Curricular Programming

Each College hosts frequent, varied social and educational activities. Students can easily get involved through College student councils.  The planning and implementation of these activities inform the work of the Advisors in several ways.  By interacting outside advising appointments, the students get to know and feel comfortable approaching their Advisors. The contact via programming allows Advisors to assess student understanding of the College themes.  (see attached list of co-curricular programming).

Peer Mentoring

The College Fellows program is a two semester sequence that provides an opportunity for students to become peer mentors in their sophomore year and continue their involvement in their Undergraduate College. College Fellows will enroll in UGC 275 in the spring semester of their freshman year and UGC 276 in the fall semester of their sophomore year. During the first semester, students engage in four main content areas: student development theory, scholarship on mentoring and leadership development, concepts of teaching and learning, and programming and event planning. In the second semester, students assume higher responsibility and are given opportunities to apply teaching theories and concepts as learned in UGC 275. Students act as a Teaching Assistant for FYS 101.

Procedures Used in Program Evaluation

This year, Stony Brook University was selected to participate in Foundations of Excellence® in the First College Year, the signature project of the Policy Center on the First Year of College.  It is a comprehensive, guided self-study and improvement process, though which we are examining the entire first-year experience from admission through the entire first year of study.  Over 100 faculty, staff and students are participating in nine subcommittees to assess the Undergraduate College model and make recommendations for improvement.  One major reason for our participation in FoE is to assess this program.  Another is the relation of FoE to our interim accreditation report to Middle States.  The stature of the Policy Center and its leaders lends credibility to the assessment and change process of a sort that is crucial to its success at a research university. Additionally, this assessment exercises provides us with an opportunity to address our challenges and make real changes.  In addition to the Foundations of Excellence project, several assessment projects have been implemented at the divisional and departmental levels.  

Results/Outcomes

Participation in the Foundations of Excellence in the First College Year has provided an opportunity to gather large amounts of data from across the campus and begin to discern themes and patterns.  This data is currently being used to make policy recommendations and has been overwhelmingly positive and supportive of the Undergraduate College model. 

The fall 2007 freshman retention rate is the highest in Stony Brook’s recent history. Freshman retention increased in fall 2007: 89.3% of the full-time freshmen who entered in fall 2006 returned in fall 2007, compared to 88.6% of those entering in fall 2005 and 83.1% of those entering in fall 1996.  Students’ report of satisfaction with their experience at Stony Brook has risen each year since 2004.  

The benefits we have observed for faculty and staff include: increased discussion across constituencies (students, faculty, and staff); dissemination of expert knowledge; creation of a climate for collaboration; greater appreciation of different perspectives; dialogue across disciplines; and most dramatically, opportunities for the different cultures within a research university to understand one another.  
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