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For this fourth article in our series on supporting the academic success of underrepresented 

minority students, we interviewed Derek Moore, an academic success coach with Pulaski 

Technical College. Besides piloting a highly successful success coach program, Moore has 

taught the first-year seminar since 2007, both regular sections and targeted first-year seminars 

developed specifically for cohorts of minority students. 

In this article, we'll share Moore's tips for developing an effective first-year seminar for an 

African-American, lower-income student cohort. 

Rethinking the Common Reader 

In many cases, the common reader could be used much more intentionally. The selection of 

it should be driven by the objectives of the first-year seminar. 

Derek Moore, Pulaski Technical College 

Moore notes that while this is often the case in at least a general way, there is additional 

opportunity to: 

• Focus the common reader on specific student learning outcomes (e.g., decision-making, 

critical thinking, time management, etc.) 

• Identify a common reader that is relevant for your targeted courses 

Moore cites the example of one year in which two of the core objectives for the first-year 

seminar were critical thinking and effective decision making. Noting the challenges inherent in 

teaching critical thinking and self-reflection, Moore selected Losing My Cool by Thomas 

Williams for the common reader, and then designed a series of learning activities that required 

students to exercise critical thinking. 

The selected memoir describes the author's realization that he had to challenge peer expectations 

and "lose his cool" in order to be effective academically, and recounts decisions he had to make 

along the way. Students were asked to discuss: 



• What has their own most important decision been, on the road to college? 

• What impact has that decision had on their life? 

• What decisions do they expect to encounter soon? How will they approach these 

decisions? 

Moore concludes: "The key is to select a common reader that is relevant, and then construct 

targeted learning activities that help them use that reader as not just a text but a learning tool." 

The Learning Style Inventory 

Assist at-risk minority students in identifying and leveraging the strengths of their learning 

style. 

Derek Moore, Pulaski Technical College 

At a minumum, Moore recommends that your first-year cohorts (minority and otherwise) take a 

learning style inventory, and that your instructors for the first-year seminar be prepared to teach 

to different learning styles. 

Pulaski Technical College is currently laying the groundwork for an ambitious pilot project in 

which: 

1. First-year students, instructors of developmental and core courses, and supplemental 

instructors, teaching assistants, academic success coaches, and tutors will all take the 

learning styles inventory; 

2. For the first-year seminar, students will be paired with instructors and with coaches, 

tutors, and other instructional support that share their learning style; and 

3. The student's learning style is stored and shared with the academic departments, so that 

instructors in other courses have access to this record and can also get a picture of the 

learning styles present in their particular group of students. 

Empowering the Student 

Further measures to empower the student during the first-year seminar include: 

• Create a cooperative learning environment: Encourage faculty to take a primarily 

facilitative role in the seminar, and focus on instructional activities in which the students 

teach other, taking ownership of their learning and of the creation of knowledge; for 

those minority students from low-income backgrounds who may come to college with 

very traditional expectations about classroom authority and the role of the student, this 

can be especially empowering. 

• Provide peer role models: If you do not have a peer mentor program in place, a low-

budget and initial step (though by no means a last step) toward providing role models is 

to offer profiles of students who have successfully and recently completed a degree. 

"Capture those profiles of exemplary students who have achieved success," Moore notes. 

"Consider what it would mean to an African American student from a low-income 



background to receive profiles of other African American students who have reached 

milestones in the same field that student plans to enter." 

• Reset expectations for academic work. Minority students who are also first-generation 

students may be especially under-prepared for the dynamic of classroom dialogue or for 

expectations around time management and completion of assignments (although it's 

important not to paint all students in a given cohort with the same brush, or risk creating 

obstacles through articulating low expectations). While it is common practice to address 

these expectations during freshman orientation, there are further opportunities to 

reinforce them during the first-year seminar -- through learning activities rather than 

through presenting information. For example, Moore recommends engage students in 

team-based competition. (The team with the most on-time assignments achieves a certain 

number of points, etc.)  Activities of this kind can equip students to both identify and 

overcome inaccurate expectations themselves. 
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