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Abstract
Learning-to-Learn Camps have traditionally been offered to students who have been unsuccessful in an academic program. St.
Louis College of Pharmacy (STLCOP) decided to use the same Process Education® concepts of the Learning-to-Learn Camps
in its first-year success course for high-achieving freshman entering into its highly competitive pharmacy program. Assessments
indicate that the first-year students consider the course to be engaging and that it increases their academic success. This paper will
discuss which aspects of the course have been most valuable to students, how student feedback has changed over three years of
implementation, and what changes STLCOP plans to make to the course in future years.

Introduction
There is strong evidence that many students struggle during
their transition to college (Crissman, 2005; Gallagher,
2004; Liu & Pryor, 2008; National Survey of Student
engagement [NSSE], 2009). Researchers have stressed the
importance of providing effective transition methods in
order to ensure student retention and progression (Tinto,
1993). According to the research literature, the foremost
factor that impedes students’ adjustment to university life
is lack of preparation for and understanding of the type
of learning that is required (Ozga & Sukhnanden 1998).
One of the most widely known ways to assist students in
their transition from high school to college is a first-year
success course; and there is much literature dedicated to
the development, use, and outcomes of such programs
(Keup & Petschauer 2011). Few colleges, however, have
developed proactive efforts to avoid student difficulties
arising from suboptimal learning and study habits; and in
the literature for pharmacy education, specifically, only
two schools have described transition programs: Auburn
University School of Pharmacy (Berger et. al., 2004)
and Southern Illinois University-Edwardsville School of
Pharmacy (Poirier, Gupshup, & Gupchup 2007).
St. Louis College of Pharmacy (STLCOP), a private,
stand-alone institution, is one of the few pharmacy
colleges in the nation that admits students directly from
high school into a professional pharmacy program. In the
first two years, students concentrate on their liberal arts
and general science courses, and in years three through
six they complete the professional pharmacy program.
Students receive their Doctor of Pharmacy degree
(Pharm.D.) as long as they meet progression requirements
over the six years of the program. Entrance requirements
are high, and students are typically at the top of their high
school classes, academically. Although admittance into
the program is highly competitive, incoming students are
1

seldom prepared for the increased rigor of college, and
they struggle academically to meet the high demands of
the science and pharmacy courses.
For the last ten years, STLCOP has offered a required,
one-credit-hour first-year success course. Although the
course has been evolving in a positive direction over
this period, students have reported that it has not had a
significant impact on their success in college. Students
appreciated that it was taught by upperclassmen, they
enjoyed interacting with their fellow first-year students
in small groups, and they definitely appreciated the “easy
A,” but the majority considered it a waste of time. Many
students commented that they would have preferred to
have used the class hour to study for the more difficult
science courses.
After facilitating a Process Education Learning-to-Learn
Camp at a different institution and witnessing the positive
change in the camp attendees’ learning skills, attitudes,
and confidence, STLCOP decided to incorporate the
Process Education concepts practiced at the Learning-toLearn Camp into its first-year success course. Although
Learning-to-Learn Camps have traditionally been held
for at-risk students, it seemed reasonable to assume that
the Process Education concepts would help prepare highachieving students for the rigors of the courses offered at
STLCOP.
This paper shares how the inclusion of Process Education
principles and practices into STLCOP’s first-year success
course greatly enhanced the first-year experience of
incoming pre-pharmacy students. Also discussed are the
ways in which Process Education and the Learning-to-Learn
Camp experience were incorporated into the course, as well
as assessment results, the changes in student feedback over
three years of implementation, and the changes STLCOP
plans to make to the course in future years.
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The First-Year Success Course
In the first-year success course at STLCOP, first-year
students are distributed among ten different sections
(learning communities) to create class sizes of 20 to 25
students. Each section is led by a pair of Orientation
Leaders (OL), students in years two through five of the
six year program who have demonstrated academic and
personal success at STLCOP. The course meets once a
week throughout the fall semester, and each class lasts 50
minutes. The OL facilitate the first-year success course
in teams of two, and they design their own lesson plans.
They are trained in the concepts of Process Education
by “performing” their lessons to the other OL and the
course facilitators using the texts Foundations of Learning
(Redfield & Hurley, 2009) and the Faculty Guidebook
(Beyerlein, Holmes, & Apple, 2005) as resources. Each
OL pair is required to complete a self-assessment of their

lesson plans using the strengths-improvements-insights
(SII) model. Each pair receives SII feedback as well as an
“SII of their SII” from designated members of the group (a
total of three SII). Thus, the 20 OL will hear a minimum
of 30 SII during training, a strategy that improves their
performance, and increases their skills in giving and
teaching SII. The OL make adjustments to their lesson
plans based on the SII feedback.
After successfully incorporating Process Education
concepts into the semester course and building upon the
strategies used the previous year, the STLCOP course
coordinators modified the first-year success course to add
an intensive three-day experience for first-year students
called Camp Seminar. Camp Seminar, held in the three
days prior to the beginning of classes, serves as a kickoff for the first-year success course and sets the stage
for introducing students to the rigor of academic life at

Table 1  A typical training schedule for orientation leaders
Orientation Leader Training Schedule
Day 1
9:00 a.m.

Review Training
Schedule/Team Building

10:00 a.m. Summer Reading
Processing

Day 2
9:00 a.m.

Camp Seminar Lesson
Planning Time

10:00 a.m. Fall Seminar Lesson
Planning Time

Day 3
9:45 a.m. – 1:30 p.m.
Move-In Crew
(Help freshmen and parents
move into the Residence Hall)

11:00 a.m. Assessment (SII) of
Lesson Plans
11:30 a.m. Lunch & Using SII for
Assessment

11:30 a.m. Finalize Lesson Plans

12:00 p.m. Creating a Quality
Learning Environment

12:00 p.m. Lunch

1:00 p.m.

Nuts and Bolts of Camp
Seminar

1:00 p.m.

Week 1 Prep

1:30 p.m.

Week 2 Teach

Building a Successful
Lesson Plan

2:00 p.m.

Week 3 Teach

2:30 p.m.

Week 4 & 5 HW

3:00 p.m.

Camp Seminar Lesson
Planning Time

3:00 p.m.

Q&A and Best Practices

4:00 p.m.

Assessment (SII) of
Lesson Plans

4:00 p.m.

Reflection Time

4:30 p.m.

Finalize Lesson Plans

4:30 p.m.

Dinner  w/RA's

5:00 p.m.

Dinner

2:00 p.m.
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1:30 p.m. – 5:00 p.m.
Prep Time for Camp Seminar

5:00 p.m.

Move-In BBQ (Optional)
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STLCOP. Attendance at Camp Seminar is mandatory and
absences from the camp impact students’ final grades.
The pace of Camp Seminar is much faster than that of the
semester course. Goals of the camp include facilitating
opportunities for students to form strong bonds with each
other, improving skills that lead to academic success, and
acquainting them with campus resources before semester
classes begin. The new topics incorporated into both
Camp Seminar and the regular semester include reading,
writing, and problem-solving methodologies, as well as
finding and working with sources of information. A typical
training schedule for the OL is shown in Table 1. The
schedule of topics introduced in the revamped course and
Camp Seminar is listed in Table 2.

2. Learning Outcomes
In addition to the traditional objective of easing the
transition from high school to college, the first-year
success course focuses on four of STLCOP’s General Ability Outcomes (St. Louis College of Pharmacy
Academic Catalog, 2010). The four outcomes and the
specific topics related to each that are taught in the first
year success course are listed here.
1. Foundations and Skills for Lifelong Learning:
a. Time management
b. Test taking strategies
c. Different learning styles

Process Education Theories/Techniques

d. General study skills

A number of Process Education theories and techniques
are included in Camp Seminar and the first-year success
course.

e. Stress management
f.

1. Performance Principles

g. Leadership skills development

The underlying principle guiding the activities of
Camp Seminar and the seminar course is to “raise
the bar” of performance expectations. The principles
of Process Education are especially evident in Camp
Seminar, where the fast pace keeps students continually
challenged for the three days as they interact with each
other, learn new skills, and transition into an advanced
degree program.

Self-assessment strategies (SII) to promote
continuous personal and professional growth

h. Work/life balance
2. Cultural and Social Competence:
a. Understand that we live in a diverse world
b. Understand the culture of STLCOP and St.
Louis
c. Demonstrate self-knowledge and an empathetic
understanding of others

Table 2 Typical lesson plan topics for Camp Seminar and the first-year success course
Lesson Plan Topics for Camp Seminar and First-Year Success Course
DATE

TOPIC

Day 1

Camp Seminar – Welcome, Syllabus Review, Summer Reading Projects, and Team Roles/Teambuilding

Day 2

Camp Seminar – Campus Resources & Academic Success Skills

Day 3

Camp Seminar – Faculty Panel & Teambuilding

Week 1

Community Building, Intro to Life Vision Portfolio, Who Am I?

Week 2

Leadership and Involvement

Week 3

Community Building

Week 4

Living and Working in a Diverse World

Week 5

Writing in College / Academic Integrity/ Honor Code

Week 6

Time Management and Academic Success

Week 7

Stress Management / OL Assessment

Week 8

Nutrition and Overall Health

Week 9

Personal Finance

Week 10

Team Challenge

Week 11

Careers in Pharmacy

Week 12

Resume Building and Other Skills

Week 13

Life Vision Portfolio Presentations/Class Assessment
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4. Continuous Development

3. Collaboration

One aim of the first-year success course is to begin the
process of developing the students into “self-growers.”
The OL teach the students how to assess their individual
and group performances using the SII model to help
them learn how to critically examine their academic
performance for continual improvement. In addition,
students are required to write a “Who Am I” paper as
part of completing a Life Vision Portfolio (LVP). The
LVP is “a collection of written work documenting the
thinking processes involved in developing a vision of
what the student wants his/her future self and situation
to be” (Redfield & Lawrence, 2009). The compilation
of the LVP is the end-of-semester project for the
course. The LVP illustrates the personal and academic
growth that has occurred in each of the students since
the beginning of the course. In the last class of the
semester students share their “Who Am I” papers with
their small-group learning communities.

a. Build relationships with peers, faculty, and
staff
b. Understand team roles and be able to resolve
conflict in order to strengthen overall team
cohesiveness and effectiveness
c. Recognize the personal and academic support
resources available to them on campus
4. Valuing and Ethical Decision Making:
a. The importance of ethical decision making,
both in and out of the classroom
3. Relationship Building and Team Work
The course sections of 20 to 25 students are formed
by grouping as many students as possible from the
same floor in the residence hall so that the learning
communities are easy to continue outside of class.
Within each section, the students are broken down into
smaller teams of four or five students. In addition to
classroom work, several events are scheduled to further
develop teamwork within each learning community
and to increase interaction among each of the ten
learning sections. Examples of such events include a
t-shirt logo competition, a competition called First-year
Assembly where course sections compete against each
other in challenges, a scavenger hunt called STLCOP
Amazing Race to help students become familiar with
campus buildings and resources, and a faculty panel
where professors that teach required freshmen courses
field questions from the students and address faculty
expectations of students.

5. Course Assessment
At mid-term, all students complete an SII of the OL
performance and report on how, if at all, Camp Seminar
and the first-year success course have affected their
success at STLCOP. At the end of the semester the
students complete a campus-wide assessment of the
course using the IDEA rating form (Tinto, 1993).

Results of Course Assessments
STLCOP has offered the revamped first-year success
course with Camp Seminar for two years now; midsemester assessments are summarized in Figure 1. Students

Figure 1 Students’ responses to the question, “How much has the seminar course affected your success at STLCOP
thus far?"

How much has the First-Year Success Course
affected your success at STLCOP thus far?
Not at all

13%
6%
56%

Somewhat

Significantly

69%
31%
25%
2011: Total Students 227
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2010: Total Students 214
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are asked to answer the question, “How much has seminar
affected your success at STLCOP thus far?” Students can
choose to answer “significantly,” “somewhat,” or “not at
all.” They are also asked to submit comments to support
their answer. Results indicate that the incorporation
of Process Education techniques has been successful;
87 percent of the students in 2011 responded that their
academic success was “significantly” or “somewhat”
influenced by the activities in the first-year success course.
Figure 2 lists the most common student comments over
the two years since the incorporation of Process Education
concepts into the first-year success course. The topics
of value to the students before Process Education was
incorporated into the course (making friends with each
other and establishing friendships with their OL) were
not lost with the addition of the more rigorous Process
Education activities. But now freshman students value
additional aspects of the course. Useful information about
STLCOP, its culture, and where to find resources topped
the list of most common comments, along with making
friends and learning time management skills. Following
close behind in percentage of comments were meeting

upperclassmen (OL), helping with the adjustment (in rigor)
from high school to college, improving study skills, and
managing stress. With regard to stress management, many
of the students wrote that they simply enjoyed coming to
class because it was “so relaxing” to have discussions with
friends and the OL, and they could “chill out” from the
stress of their other classes. It was clear by the students’
comments that the OL had succeeded in creating a quality
learning environment where a high degree of trust and
respect was achieved, and there was student buy-in and
commitment to accomplishing the learning objectives of
the course.
Student responses remained fairly consistent over the two
years. The largest increase was seen in the percentage
of students who responded that the course taught them
useful information about STLCOP and helpful college
writing skills. Increases in responses about the helpfulness
of writing skills development may be attributable to the
fact that the homework and LVP project required more
reflection and writing than in the previous year. It is not
clear what changes to the class, if any, caused the increased
response from students about the usefulness of information

Figure 2 Students’ open-ended comments about how the course positively impacted their success. The number
noted is the percentage of students giving the response

% of Student Responses
2011

2010
7
7

Did not affect my success

25
24

Time management
Meet people/Make friends

19
20

Useful information about STLCOP

18
20

Meet OL's/role models/ask them anything

15
15
14

Stress management
9
9

Adjust from high school to college

7
8

Study skills
Class provides support system

4

Get more involved at STLCOP
Diversity/Differences in people
Improve writing skills

35

3
4
0.5

7
7
6

11
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about STLCOP, and the OL are currently being queried for
their insights into this.

from this class?” and “How will I use this at STLCOP and/
or after graduation?” This may be a good balance between
the amount of work required and what is gained from the
reflections since there was no negative feedback about the
LVP assignment after this change.

The activity that has undergone the most revision during
the three years is the Life Vision Portfolio assignment,
the capstone project of the course. In the initial year that
Process Education was implemented in the course, students
were required to write a 12-page LVP which required a
considerable amount of time and self-reflection. Although
pedagogically this was an important exercise, the amount
of time required to complete the LVP project, in addition
to the weekly assignments given to the students, was too
much for a one-credit course. The following year, and with
the introduction of Camp Seminar, course coordinators
better integrated components of the LVP to specific
subjects being taught in the first-year success course. The
“Who Am I” activity was retained but smaller, coursecorrelated components were incorporated such as creating
a time management matrix, creating an ideal student
organization, and writing about the area of pharmacy that
is most interesting to the student.

The IDEA Rating Form Evaluation
In 2010, STLCOP began requiring that all courses be
evaluated by students near the end of every semester using
the IDEA (www.theideacenter.org) rating forms. IDEA
gives students the opportunity to self-assess how well a
particular course has met its stated learning outcomes. In
the category “Progress on Relevant Objectives” in IDEA,
students rated the first-year success course as meeting
all four of its learning outcomes. These outcomes were
foundation and skills for lifelong learning, cultural and
social competence, collaboration, and valuing and ethical
decision making. The overall IDEA score improved from
4.2 (out of 5) in 2010 to 4.4 in 2011. IDEA places both of
these scores in its “Higher” category or top 30 percent of
all classes compared in the IDEA database.

However, with this integrated approach of completing
the LVP throughout the course, the LVP seemed to lose
the in-depth self-reflections that the course coordinators
expected from the students. This year, a hybrid approach
was taken to improve the quality of reflection. Students
completed the “Who Am I” reflection at the beginning
and end of the semester, and they were asked to include
a short reflection paper at the end of class each week.
Examples of reflection topics include, “What did I learn

The IDEA rating form allows instructors to add their own
questions to the instrument. This year three short-answer
questions were added to the form. While all students
completed the in-class midterm assessment, the IDEA
form is administered online and approximately one third
(68 students) of the class responded. The three additional
questions and the student responses are discussed,
following.

Figure 3 Students’ assessment of the impact of the first-year success course topics in their social and academic
lives. Numbers represent the percentage of students giving the response

Highest Impact Topics
Careers in pharmacy

27%

Resume writing

13%

Time management

11%

Personal finance

11%

Stress management
Diversity

8%

Nutrition and health

8%

Academic honesty
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9%

4%

Team building

3%

STLCOP resources

3%

Study skills

3%
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1. Has your answer to the question “How has this class
affected you: ‘significantly,’ ‘somewhat,’ or ‘not at
all,’” changed? If different, please explain.”
Most students said that their answer had not changed
at the end of the semester. Students who wrote
additional comments mentioned the same topics
listed in Figure 2.
2. What were the two class topics that affected you the
most positively this semester, and why?

the comments, students who had been exposed to a more
diverse environment before entering college did not feel
as though they were learning anything new from the
discussion. On the other hand, those students who had not
been exposed to diverse environments commented that
the diversity activities helped them think differently about
people.
Many students submitted positive feedback when asked
for open comments about the course. Typical examples
include:

Student responses to this question are summarized in
Figure 3. Students responded that they were affected
most by those activities which they felt were most
closely tied to their future profession of pharmacist.
Learning about the different careers available to them
as pharmacists was mentioned twice as often as any
other topic. Interestingly, half of the students who
responded that learning about careers in pharmacy had
affected them the most also listed resume writing as
their second choice. Both of these topics appealed to
their identity as future pharmacists. Several students
pointed out that “The best topics were pharmacy
careers and resumes because they made the point of
why I am in pharmacy school.”

“Overall this class showed me the necessary
qualities of a pharmacist and how to make it through
pharmacy school.”

3. What were the two class topics that you felt had the
least impact, and why?

“Seminar is a way for me to take a step back from
school and just learn ways to improve myself to
become a better person and a better student.”

There were only three topics that had little impact,
according to a significant number of student
respondents: team building, living and working in a
diverse world, and nutrition and overall health. All of
the other topics listed in Table 2 were mentioned at
least once by students, but not to a significant degree.
In general, students said they rated the diversity and
nutrition topics as having less impact saying “I felt
that they were things I already knew,” or, “It seemed
like common sense and I didn’t learn anything new.”
Team building got very high ratings during Camp
Seminar last year, so this year additional team building
activities were added in the semester portion of the
seminar class. The teambuilding exercises may have
had a low impact on students due to the fact that after
the Camp Seminar experience, students knew each
other well enough to have forged friendships such
that team building exercises were no longer needed
during the semester. Some students commented
that the team building exercises were “dumb” or
“irrelevant,” so “they were not taken seriously” and,
“by now we should know how to work in groups.”
It is interesting that the topic of diversity received a similar
rating as having both a high and low impact. Based on

“I feel it’s a great introduction class to STLCOP.
It allows first years to meet new people, learn
the importance of making new friends, and why
teamwork is important to become a successful
pharmacist.”
“Seminar has taught me the pivotal things I should
know to be a successful college student. The class
has helped me learn the things I will need not just
academically, but also things I can use in my social
life in college as well.”

“I feel more connected to STLCOP through my
seminar course.”
“I feel as though seminar helped in beginning to
adjust and meet new people. It was a great bonding
experience and there were key points that helped us
as students to better learn how to adjust, relax, and
prioritize our college lives.”
A minority of students offered yet another view of the
course: “Most of what we learn in seminar is common
knowledge. The class seems a bit drawn out. It is nice
to have upperclassmen to ask questions of, but the class
doesn’t need to last a whole semester.”

Future Work
Based on assessments, several changes to the first-year
success course are being considered for next year. In
previous years incoming students were required to read
The Naked Roommate (Cohen, 2005) over the summer
and to give a presentation on what they had learned
from the book. The objective of the assignment was for
students to think about issues they may encounter for the
first time in college such as how to live with roommates,
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how to manage time, or how to avoid the “Freshman 15.”
The book is an easy read and the students gave positive
feedback about the assignment, but STLCOP has decided
to broaden the summer reading project by discussing a
book that is more closely tied to the health professions
and which the whole campus will be invited to read. This
approach will encourage faculty to be more involved with
the freshmen students as they will be asked to join the OL
in leading discussions about the book. The author of the
book will be invited to speak to the entire campus and
students will be asked to include a reflection about the
insights they have gained from the book and the author’s
presentation. This exercise will supplement the activities
designed to encourage the growth of students’ identities as
pharmacists.
Changes are also being considered for the topic of diversity.
Although it is not clear why this topic was rated as being
simultaneously most and least impactful, one explanation
may be that diversity education has a lot to do with a
person being ready to accept and learn about differences.
In response, course coordinators need to make sure that
the OL are ready to have these often difficult conversations
with the freshmen students. Coordinators will assess the
current training on diversity and will work with the OL to
develop their facilitation of the discussion and activities.
The team building topic generally gets very high ratings
during Camp Seminar, but it was not rated highly during

the regular semester course. After reading the responses
of the students, we concluded that it may be important to
gather and reflect on the type of team building activities
that are being conducted in the semester class. Camp
Seminar may break the ice so effectively that, during
the semester, different activities may be needed to help
students bond at a deeper level. Or, if the activities
are already in-depth enough, team building activities
during the semester course may not be necessary at all.
Finally, STLCOP is planning to offer an experience
similar to Camp Seminar for students before they enter
the professional years of the pharmacy program. The
professional program begins in the students’ third year of
study and the new Camp Seminar will be offered in the
same time frame as the current Camp Seminar for freshmen.
This camp will focus on professionalism and will further
refine the skills needed for students to be successful in the
professional pharmacy part of the program.

Conclusion
The rigor and pace of the first-year success course
was increased by adding a Learning-to-Learn Camp
Seminar before the beginning of the school year, and
adding activities utilizing Process Education techniques
throughout the semester. Assessments indicated that firstyear students consider the course to be engaging and that
it increases their success at STLCOP.
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