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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

The changing landscape of technology, information, and communication is chal-
lenging higher education to rethink its approach to learning. With current develop-
ments in educational technology, formal and informal learning communities have 
tremendously enhanced peer-to-peer connections, knowledge sharing, social learning, 
and critical thinking for first year students (Kennedy, Judd, Churchward, Gray, & 
Krause, 2008). A prominent advantage is that emerging technologies create a new 
dynamic for learning beyond the traditional classroom experience. Online resources 
are social and collaborative, which impact the academic realm. Although online 
learning has been present in higher education, the shifting technological trends have 
altered how and when this learning occurs, specifically amongst first year students.
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ORGANIZATION BACKGROUND

Introduction to First-Year Experience

In the US context, First-Year Experience (FYE) programs are designed to help 
transition students from high school to college/university. Typical program varies 
between institutions of higher education; however, the first-year experience pro-
gram can include summer orientation programs, first year seminars, living learning 
communities, designated housing assignments, and themed learning environments. 
Although first-year students have been the focus of programmatic efforts in higher 
education for some time, educational contexts have shifted, as have expectations of 
college students today. One type of program that has spanned the changing contexts 
of the first year experience is learning communities.

Learning Communities

Traditionally, learning communities “purposefully restructure the curriculum to 
link together courses or course work so that students find greater coherence in 
what they are learning as well as increased intellectual interaction with faculty and 
fellow students” (Gabelnick, et al., 1990, p. 41). Learning communities were first 
utilized as a programmatic effort in the early 1900s. As the college student popu-
lation grew in 1920s and 1930s, there was an increased focus on the first-year of 
higher education (Dwyer, 1989). In an effort to intentionally adjust the curriculum, 
Alexander Meiklejohn, sought to help students connect the formal in-class learning 
with outside-of-class experiences (Gabelnick, et al., 1990). This “experiment,” based 
on the “great books” program designed for those in primary education, emphasized 
the necessity of connected learning. Although it was not a long-standing success, it 
was the first real challenge to the traditional structure of the curriculum, and paved 
the way for a learning community curriculum.

As college students came to be regarded as “whole students” who could contribute 
to their own learning, their co-curricular experiences of community, acclimation to 
the university, and development of academic skills gained attention. The new focus 
of the modern learning community became to “purposefully engage faculty, staff, 

This case study, an honors first year seminar from the University of Florida, USA, 
demonstrates the benefits and challenges of these developments in education. The 
case expands the definition of formal, informal, and online learning communities 
in the context of a first year seminar.
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