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THE FRESHMAN INQUIRY WRITING SEMINAR:
AN INNOVATIVE APPROACH TO PREPARING
STUDENTS FOR ACADEMIC SUCCESS
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Dr. Orly Krasner, Instructor

" M o d e m American Short Story" class meets on the quad

City College has c h a n g e d all that.

In 2006,

first-semester f r e s h m e n , as the centerpiece
of its new General Education initiative.

CCNY's Freshman Inquiry Writing Seminar is
a six-credit topical seminar taught jointly by a
senior professor and a writing instructor, often
a member of our graduate creative writing
program. It is based on the principle that
students will learn to write well -

with

authority - if they are writing about subject
matter that they care about. By teaching new
freshmen the mechanics of writing through
immersion in a topic that they have selected,
the Freshman Inquiry Seminar models the
marriage of good writing and content that they
will need to succeed in their college career.

Instructor working with student on assignment

"Quilt IVIaking in American History" students display their final projects

CREATING ACADEMIC EXCITEMENT
FOR STUDENTS AND TEACHERS
Central to the writing seminar concept is the belief that the freshman experience
must reach far beyond mastery of skills. Through the seminars, students get opportunities to explore exciting, college-level subjects early in their academic careers.
The topical course content draws students into a new kind of learning, teaches critical
thinking skills and walks them through the process of writing a research paper, a
project shared by both instructors.
The two instructors who teach the seminar work in partnership. Together, they plan
the course, develop assignments and assign grades. Working in tandem, the topic
and composition sections of the course show students how writing relates to critical
thinking. The two sections also introduce other topics that will appear in the General
Education Requirement: ethics, logic, political thinking, aesthetics and the relationship among the individual, culture and society.
Because faculty members in the freshman seminar program can creatively draw
upon their areas of expertise and academic passions, their investment in the classes
they teach inevitably translates into greater student engagement. The seminars
offer a glimpse of the academic excitement and possibility that is at the heart of a
new subject. They harness the powerful intellectual energy within the institution by
finding where that faculty energy is and applying it to the student experience.

SHARING THE EXPERIENCE
THAT PREPARES STUDENTS
FOR SUCCESS
The seminars are small, with no more than
22 students registered to a section. In this
environment, students can develop personal
relationships with their instructors and each
other.

In a college of more than 16,000

students and 1,700 new freshmen, our newest
students could easily feel lost. The Freshman Inquiry Writing Seminar provides for
freshmen a built-in cohort, an opportunity to
bond and share common experiences with a
small group of peers.
The seminar also creates a powerful common
experience for all City College students, who
will follow divergent paths soon after freshman year.

Even in our flagship programs

in architecture, science, engineering and
biomedical

education, whose

demanding

professional curricula exempt students from
fulfilling all General Education requirements,
the Freshman Inquiry Writing Seminar is
mandatory.

students in "King Arttiur and the Mytli of England" visit the Cloisters

By completing the writing seminar, students not only receive a reminder of City
College's powerful investment in writing and the arts; they get an academic
experience that incorporates many of the ingredients needed for success in all
disciplines:
• Analytic writing and critical thinking skills
• Academic research proficiency (and the completion of an academic
research paper)
• College readiness skills (attendance, timely submission of assignments,
student / instructor communication, preparedness, academic integrity,
public speaking, student performance skills...)
• Participation within a "learning community" - where six hours a week are
spent with the same group of students, the same team of instructors
• Close contact with full-time faculty

CHOOSING FROM A BROAD RANGE OF TOPICS
Most students complete the Freshman Inquiry Writing Seminar during the fall semester. They can select from nearly 60 different offerings in the humanities and
arts, sciences, social sciences, architecture and engineering. Here are some of
the choices:
Midwives, Healers and Physicians

Modern American Short Story

Sculpture in African Art

The Poetry and Prose of Latino Identity

Cancer and Society

Jewish Nightmares, Jewish Dreams

Exploring the Architecture of New
York City

The Rise and Fall and Rise of Mass
Media

Narrative Medicine

Shakespeare and Music

Science and Society - In The Future

Cervantes's Don Quixote

Environmental Impacts: A Sustainable
Future

Energy: What we use and where it
should come from

Consumerism in America

The Politics of Economic Crisis

Comic Books and Conflict: Studying
Society through Graphic Novels

Memory and Identity: The Psychology
of Remembering

Writing For Your Life - Literature and
Human Rights

The Hearts of Darkness: Readings of
Imperialism and Self-Discovery

Literature, Art and the Blues Aesthetic

History of Astronomy and P h y s i c s

The City Where We Live:
Literary Portraits of New York

From Kerouac to Tupac: A Musical
Approach to Understanding Modern
Poetry

King Arthur and the Myth of England

EMPOWERING STUDENTS, IMPROVING RETENTION
City

College's

Freshman

Inquiry

Writing

Seminar program is empowering the diverse,
urban student population that City College and other CUNY schools - serves to clear a
critical obstacle to success in higher education,
Enabling these young men and women to
write with confidence, enthusiasm, and commitment is helping to transform their lives so
they can make a greater contribution to society.
Early data shows not only improved writing and
critical thinking skills but also an improved
retention among those students who took a
writing seminar compared to those who took
a traditional composition class.

students in "Exploring the Architecture of New York City" visit Lincoln Center

ENRICHMENT & SPONSORSHIP
Enrichment

activities

are

the

"secret

sauce" that can transform any class from
the mundane to the truly memorable.
providing unique learning

By

experiences,

often beyond the four walls of the classroom, they stimulate thinking and imagination. City College's location in New York
City offers abundant enrichment possibilities
for our Freshmen Inquiry Writing Seminars.
Through a partnership with the 92nd Street
Y, for example, we are able to purchase tickets so classes can attend lectures, concerts
and literary readings. Other classes attend
opera events and museum exhibits or visit
the city's notable buildings and parks. Similarly,
classes invite guest speakers and performers
to complement classroom discussions.

"/ personally felt that the
live performance allowed
me to understand the
textures, moods and time
signatures of the pieces
of music for myself. I just
learned the symphony style
about a week prior to the
night of the performance,
I left happier that I came
because I understood what
I had learned for myself."

Sponsorship of enrichment activities

Matthew B. Joyce, student, reflects

enable the College to sustain and expand

on a concert at the 92nd Street Y

the many high-quality learning experiences
that heighten student engagement and
create teachable moments.

