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FROM LAUNCH PAD TO STRATOSPHERE: 
FOLLOWING THE TRAJECTORY OF STUDENT LEARNING 

GRACE KALETSKI-MAISEL AND MEGAN 2¶1EILL 

OVERVIEW 

 In this article, we review findings from a cohort study that studies the degree to which a selected group of students at Stetson 
University (Florida) acquire, develop, and retain information literacy and writing skills over the course of four years in a writing-
intensive JHQHUDO�HGXFDWLRQ�FRUH�FXUULFXOXP��7KH�SURMHFW�³3RLQWV�RI�6LJQLILFDQFH´�EHJDQ�LQ�������WKH�UHVXOW�RI�DVVHVVPHQW�SURMHFWV�
in general education that showed patterns of learning gains in students taking their required First Year Seminar (FSEM) and their 
required Junior Year Seminar (JSEM). Curious as to where and how students were encountering opportunities to hone and refine 
their skills, the Writing Program Director and the Learning and Information Literacy Librarian formed a research team that has met 
with the student cohort every semester for interviews. This article focuses on the patterns we see developing from the first year and 
the second year. Specifically, we review data indicating that students found their FSEM experiences very important to their f irst-
year acculturation to the university culture of values and learning, with explicit learning gains in matters of composition, revision, 
and information handling; the second year, in contrast, demonstrates a surprising student focus on strategies of ways of reading.  

INSTITUTIONAL AND PROJECT BACKGROUND 

Stetson University in Florida is a small, private liberal arts university with two strong pre-professional schools in Business 
Administration and Music. Stetson belongs to the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U) and adopted the 
SULQFLSOHV�RI� WKH�/LEHUDO�(GXFDWLRQ�DQG�$PHULFD¶V�3URPLVH��/($3��XQGHUJUDGXDWH�FRUH� LQ�������FUHDWLQJ�D�ZULWLQJ�DQG�UHVHDUFK�
intensive general education program. The LEAP emphasis on high impact practices makes student learning in writing-rich core 
courses a promising area for study.  

Our goal in the long-WHUP�FRKRUW�VWXG\�³3RLQWV�RI�6LJQLILFDQFH´�LV�WR�XQGHUVWDQG�WKH�GHJUHH�WR�ZKLFK�D�VHOHFWHG�JURXS�RI�
students at Stetson University acquire, develop, and retain information literacy and writing skills over the course of four years. 
Because writing and information fluency are foundation skills, because they are complex skills to identify and measure, and because 
6WHWVRQ¶V�*HQHUDO�(GXFDWLRQ�FXUULFXOXP�DQG�DVVHVVPHQW map locates instruction in these learning outcomes in the same courses, we 
hope to use what we learn to target and enhance sites of instruction so as to maximize teaching and learning strengths.  

METHODS 

 We began the project in the fall of 2015. Thirty five students were initially recruited from among the FSEM courses required 
of all incoming freshmen. Twelve of these students have returned every year. These students represent a number of disciplines and 
programs on campus and in many ways present an accidental microcosm of the Stetson student population:  
 

Gender:  9 women, 3 men.  
Ethnicity: African-American (3); Asian (International) (1); Caucasian (8) 
 
Majors: Business (1), STEM (4), Social Sciences (5), Theater (1), Elementary Education (1) 
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Students meet individually with the project directors once during fall semester and once in spring semester, with spring interviews 
often taking place in small groups to elicit shared experiences. Students respond to questions about their current writing and research 
SURMHFWV�DQG�KRZ�WKHLU�³QHZ´�OHDUQLQJ�PDSV�RQWR�ZKDW�WKH\�EURXJKW�WR�WKHVH�SURMHFWV��(DFK�VWXGHQW�EULQJV�D�VHOI-selected copy of a 
writing/research project they see as significant in their learning. Each student receives a $25 gift card for their participation. These 
interviews are transcribed and reviewed by the project directors for key words, concepts, and trends. As of this writing, project 
directors have recorded interviews from Fall 2015, Spring 2016, Fall 2016, Spring 2017, and Spring 2018. (Fall 2017 interviews 
were cancelled following the impact of Hurricane Irma.)  
 
YEAR ONE DATA: REVIEW 

Students taking their FSEM course responded to questions regarding learning in research and writing skills.  Common 
themes included  

x Encountering and adapting to more stringent requirements for revision of student writing than students had been 
accustomed to in high school  

x Developing an ability to reach out to professors for assistance and revision suggestions on assignments 
x Developing an ability to self-edit or rely on sharing their writing with peers 
x Learning and applying new strategies for gathering information 
x Learning and applying distinctions between different kinds of information sources 

 
Non- or extra-curricular learning spontaneously reported by students included a constant narrative about time management. In the 
context of a small liberal arts college with a wide range of social opportunities, students typically join as many organizations as they 
can. Students in the Points of Significance Project followed the trend toward over-engagement but also found ways to manage their 
time more efficiently by use of technology (for example, multiple apps on their phones and tablets used as reminders, planners, and 
note-taking software). This theme of time management becomes important for reasons that will become clear later in this article.  

YEAR TWO DATA 

$W�WKH�VWDUW�RI�<HDU�7ZR��ZH�IRFXVHG�RQ�DVNLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�UHWHQWLRQ�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ�DQG�VNLOOV�IURP�WKH�SUHYLRXV�\HDU¶V�
)6(0�DQG�ZKDW�³QHZ´�ZULWLQJ�DQG�UHVHDUFK�VNLOOV�WKH\�ZHUH�GHYHORSLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�VRSKRPRUH-level coursework. We expected the 
students to tell us about learning introductory skills and concepts in their disciplines; instead, we heard that the students majoring in 
67(0�GLVFLSOLQHV�ZHUH�H[SHULHQFLQJ�ZKDW�RQH�FDOOHG�³D�JDS�\HDU´�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�QHZ�LQIRUPDWLRQ�RU�FRQFHSWV��,Q�FRQWUDVW��WKH�VWXdents 
majoring in the social sciences perceived much of their learning as discipline-related, although they did not use that terminology; 
LQVWHDG��WKHLU�FRPPHQWV�GHVFULEHG�OHDUQLQJ�WKDW�VSHFLILF�SURIHVVRUV�KDG�VSHFLILF�H[SHFWDWLRQV�RU�WKHLU�UHDOL]DWLRQ�WKDW�³WKDW¶V�MXVW�KRZ�
WKH\�GR�LW�´�PHDQLQJ�SURIHVVLRQDOV�LQ�WKH�GLVFLSOLQH��  It is possible that students are experiencing a sequenced learning curve: they 
initially assume that different expectations are simply the preferences of individual instructors, only gradually coming to understand 
WKDW�WKHVH�³GLIIHUHQW�H[SHFWDWLRQV´�DUH�DFWXDOO\�GLVFLSOLQDU\�GLIIHUHQFHV�� 
Student comments in their second year centered on a number of themes:  

x Narrowing down their initial topic ideas to viable projects  
x Sticking to strategies, processes, and resources that worked in the past  
x Encountering new genres and forms 
x Refining processes of searching for information and revising written work 
x Being pushed out of their comfort zones and developing a sense of creativity 
x Developing reading strategies for managing information and reading to gain a sense of disciplinary convention.  

Although there was not, overall, a set of writing or research skills that they learned as a cohort of second year students, we 
found that each of the students in the study was talking about reading. Each student devised ways to ingest as much information in 
as organized a fashion as they could. It is here that we see a connection to the emphasis on technologically-oriented time management 
strategies from Year One: students have developed more reading-centered methods of absorbing material with limited time.  

Many different types of reading came up during Year Two, but two types stand out for both their frequency and impact: 
first, learning how to understand and manage what they are reading, and second, learning to read in their disciplines. These two ways 
of reading emerged as common experiences that seem to define the second-year learning experience.  

Several students discussed strategies for managing and understanding what they were reading. For example, C, an 
LQWHUQDWLRQDO�VWXGHQW�VWXG\LQJ�3K\VLFV��VKDUHG�WKHLU�VWUDWHJ\�IRU�LPSURYLQJ�FRPSUHKHQVLRQ�WKURXJK�QRWHWDNLQJ��³,�GHYHORS�DQRWher 
time where I take notes in class. And then she gave us this homework sheet. I would cut it down and stick it on. From that part, and 
there's the issues like read for example 3.1 and 3.2 and I'll put note 3.1 and I'll read through the material and then I'll do my own 
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notes... that basically means I read all of the material for the clDVV��VR�,�DEVRUE�PRUH�LQ�WKH�FODVV�WKDQ�,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�´�/��PDMRULQJ�LQ�
3XEOLF�+HDOWK��GLVFXVVHG�OHDUQLQJ�WKH�YDOXH�RI�UHUHDGLQJ��³,�VDW�GRZQ�DQG�SUREDEO\�ZURte about a quarter to half of [the paper] EXW«�
I came up [short] and I was stumped. So, I sat down and I actually read the article and having re-read the article, I came across a lot 
RI�GLIIHUHQW�SRLQWV�WKDW�,�GLGQ¶W�UHDOO\�JHW�LQ�P\�ILUVW�UHDGLQJ«�WKDW�,�ZDV�DEOH�WR�LQFRUSRUDWH�DIWHU�WKH�VHFRQG�UHDGLQJ�´ 

Reading as a disciplinary activity was also prominent in our second-year interviews. Through reading, students were introduced to 
disciplinary conventions. The following quotes illustrate how four students learned to read as novices in their discipline:  

x D, a Biology major��³)RU�P\�6FLHQFH�PDMRU�,�ORRN�DW�ZKDW�KDYH�SHRSOH�GRQH�EHIRUH�DQG�ZKDW�WKH�FULWLTXH�RQ�LW�LV��VR�,�
FDQ�OHDUQ�IURP�WKHLU�PLVWDNHV�RU�HUURUV«�RU�LI�WKHUH¶V�QR�FULWLTXH��WKLV�LV�SHUIHFW��,�KDYH�WR�ORRN�DW�WKH�DXGLHQFH�ZKLFK�
WKH\¶UH�JLYLQJ�LW�WR�DV�ZHOO�´� 

x C, a Physics major��³:KDW�,�OHDUQHG�LV��ZKDWHYHU�P\�SURIHVVRU�JLYHV�PH�IRU�IRUPDWWLQJ�IRU�D�VFLHQWLILF�MRXUQDO�>DUWLFOH@��
I would go online and open like three extra scientific journals. Short ones though, not 20 page ones. Maybe read through 
the formatting DQG�ZKDW�WKH\�SXW�LQ�HDFK�SDUW��)RU�H[DPSOH��EHFDXVH�WKH�GHVFULSWLRQ�KHUH�WKH\�JLYH�LV�OLNH��µ'HVFULEH�
WKH�HTXLSPHQW�DQG�H[SODLQ�WKH�NH\�SRLQW�DQG�KRZ�GLG�WKH�GDWD�ZDV�FRPSOHWHG�¶�7KDW¶V�RQH�OLQH��DQG�WKHQ�WKH\�SXW�³GR�
not do this, do not do this, do not dR�WKLV�´�$QG�WKHQ�\RX�ZRXOG�UHDG�RWKHU�SHRSOHV¶�SDUDJUDSK�DQG�µRK��OLNH��DFWXDOO\�
LW¶V�QRW�LPSRUWDQW�DERXW�KRZ�ZKLFK�SURJUDP�,�SXW�LQ�>RU@�ZKLFK�>SODFH@�,�SXW�LW��MXVW�VD\�WKH�JHQHUDO�SURFHGXUH�¶�«6R�
what I learn is to like compare and [contrast] and learn LW�ERWK�ZD\V�LQVWHDG�RI�MXVW�OLNH�UHDGLQJ�LQVWUXFWLRQV�´� 

x I, a Sociology major��³,Q�RQH�RI�P\�FODVVHV�ZH¶UH�UHDGLQJ�D�ERRN�D�ZHHN�DQG�OLNH�ZH�KDG�WKLV�RQH�ERRN�E\�%RUGHDX[�
and it was like 500 pages long or something crazy like that and we had to read it in like a week. So I talked to [my 
SURIHVVRU@�DQG�VKH�ZDV�WHOOLQJ�PH��LQ�JUDG�VFKRRO�\RX¶OO�HQG�XS�KDYLQJ�D�ORW�RI�ERRNV�OLNH�WKDW�DQG�ZKDW�\RX�GR�LV��\RX�
just read the introduction and the conclusion and read a couple chapters that seem important to what your class is 
DFWXDOO\�WDONLQJ�DERXW��$QG�WKHQ�UHDGLQJ�UHYLHZV�RQ�WKH�ERRN�RQ�WRS�RI�WKDW�LQVWHDG�RI�MXVW�UHDGLQJ�WKH�HQWLUH�ERRN«�
5HDGLQJ�WKH�OLW�UHYLHZV�UHDOO\�WROG�PH�ZKDW�FKDSWHUV�ZHUH�UHDOO\�LPSRUWDQW«�ZKLFK�ZDV�VR�KHOSIXO�´ 

x T, a Business major��³7KH�Zebsites I go on [for investment scores] have a lot of numbers and those numbers have 
PHDQLQJ��,�ZRXOGQ¶W�VD\�LW¶V�����SDJHV�ZRUWK�RI�ZRUGV�EXW�\RX�VWLOO�KDYH�WR�NQRZ�H[DFWO\�ZKDW�\RX¶UH�ORRNLQJ�IRU��<RX�
KDYH�WR�VD\��µRND\��WKLV�VWRFN�SULFH�LV�JRLQJ�XS��,�QHHG�WR�ILJXUH�RXW�ZK\«ZKDW�QXPEHUV�UHIOHFW�WKLV"¶�6R�WKDW�,�FDQ�XVH�
WKDW�LQIRUPDWLRQ�LQ�P\�DQDO\VLV��6R�LW¶V�ILQGLQJ�«NH\�LQIRUPDWLRQ��OLNH�VLIWLQJ�WKURXJK�DOO�RI�WKH�QXPEHUV�WR�ILQG�ZKDW�
numbers you really need for your analysis. What reflects the informaWLRQ�WKDW�\RX¶UH�WU\LQJ�WR�SRUWUD\"�,�JXHVV�VR�LW�LV�
LQ�HVVHQFH�D�OLWWOH�ELW�OLNH�>UHDGLQJ@��LW¶V�MXVW�QRW�ZRUGV�´� 

 
FRAMEWORK DOCUMENTS 

Here, we turn to two documents that help us to interpret the data: The WPA Framework for Success in Post-Secondary 
Education (CWPA, 2011) and the revised Framework for Information Literacy in Higher Education issued by the Association of 
College and Research Libraries (ACRL, 2015). Recent scholarship focusing on the rich connections possible²the extrapolations, 
threshold concepts, and pedagogies²has offered approaches to understanding and capitalizing on the relationships between writing 
and information literacy. Specifically, reading for information management as indicated in the quotations above develops abilities 
in critical thinking and metacognition, skill sets that appear in both sets of Frameworks.  
Generally speaking, we find these correlations between the Frameworks:  
WPA Framework Æ ACRL Framework  
Writing Processes Æ Research as Inquiry 
Rhetorical Knowledge Æ Authority is Constructed & Contextual, Scholarship as Conversation, Info Creation as Process 
Knowledge of Conventions Æ Scholarship as Conversation, Info Creation as Process  
Critical Thinking Æ Authority is Constructed & Contextual 
 

In Year One, we identified student learning in areas of Writing Processes, Rhetorical Knowledge, and Critical Thinking; 
they began to understand concepts of research as inquiry and scholarship as conversation.  Our data from Year Two, which indicates 
that students had fewer opportunities than in Year One to further develop these understandings, suggests that students grappling with 
learning go through a process that is incremental and non-linear.  

Reading skills, although not addressed specifically in either Framework document, present as a priori skills required in 
order to begin that process of maturing as a reader, writer, and critical thinker. Current research confirms this perception and 
contextualizes it further. For example, in their chDSWHU�³,QIXVLQJ�WKH�,QTXLU\�&\FOH�ZLWK�&RQWLQXRXV�&XULRVLW\�´�%XVK�DQG�0DVRQ�
�������GHVFULEH�UHDGLQJ�VNLOOV�DV�³SUHFHGLQJ�WKH�DQDO\WLFDO�DQG�PHWDFRJQLWLRQ�VNLOOV�QHFHVVDU\�IRU�HQJDJLQJ�LQTXLU\�DQG�FRPLQg to 
YRLFH´��p. 35). Reading critically and effectively is essential for each of the critical abilities.  
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Reading is an act of both consumption and production; reading provides models of what is possible in writing; reading 
forces exercise of critical thinking function; and reading is itself an iterative process, in that we read, and reread multiple times, 
because we have different ways and models for reading. Reading therefore partakes in consuming information, assessing information 
credibility, contextualizing information for specific audiences and purposes, and synthesizing information for production to a variety 
of audiences, key critical skills for both writing and information literacy development. (See Adler-Kassner & Wardle, Maid & 
'¶$QJHOR��DQG�+RUQLQJ�	�.UDHPHU��DPRQJ�RWKHUV���  

In Year Three, students in the cohort study will complete their general education core requirements (the Junior Seminar aka 
JSEM) while simultaneously deepening their immersion in disciplinary expectations. We expect to see continued development of 
rhetorical knowledge and knowledge of conventions, with an equivalent growth in student understanding of the IL concepts 
scholarship as conversation and authority is constructed and contextual. However, because student learning is, as we have already 
learned in this project, non-linear and incremental, we are interested to hear their stories of learning writing and information literacy 
skills.    
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