Something my peer leaders and/or co-teachers and I have had a lot of success with over the years is a classroom activity that I first attempted back in 2001, my first year of teaching UF, and that I've used every year since, tweaking it a bit each year.   It is a panel discussion that I've labeled "What I Know Now That I Wish I Had Known as a Freshman."  

I recruit some of my former students to serve on this panel, and my peer leaders or co-teachers also helped recruit panelists; prior to inviting students to serve, we worked together to compile a list of potential candidates and what they might bring to the discussion.  The make-up of the panel is key to its success, so we try to recruit a diverse group in terms of interests and campus involvement, academic success, age and status (sophomore, junior, senior, 5th year senior), gender, race, etc.  While we generally choose students who had outgoing personalities, I've also found success with students who were a bit reserved when I knew them as freshmen in my ENG and UF classes.

To prepare our students for this activity, we explain to our class that we'll be visited by a group of EIU students who will be sharing their EIU experiences with us and we tell our class a little about the panelists.  We then ask them to prepare a list of 3 - 5 questions regarding any campus-related topic (academics -- choosing a major, getting along with professors, handling the workload, etc.; dorm life -- roommate issues, where to eat, learning to do their own laundry, etc.; social issues -- Greek life, getting involved on campus, balancing their lives; and so forth). 

We have our students email us their questions in advance to help ensure their preparation and so that we can scan the questions for good ones to ask our panel if there's a lull in the conversation at any point.

To prepare our panelists, we ask them to be prepared to talk about themselves and their EIU experience briefly (a couple of minutes each), as well as to be prepared to answer the following questions (if our students don't ask these, I do!):  What is the best decision you've made during your time at EIU?  What is your biggest mistake?  What is the best-kept secret about campus or the Charleston community?  What advice would you offer first-semester freshmen?

Students have been very receptive to this activity in the past, and it helps students hear some of the lessons that sound "preachy" from instructors:  the perils of over- or under-involvement, of not studying enough, and other such "warnings" as well as helping to calm students' nerves about such issues as changing majors, finding their niche, overcoming homesickness, etc., as peer advice (reinforcing our peer leaders' various messages as well).  I've also found the peer leaders to be valuable resources in recruiting other students to serve on the panel.

Hope some of you try this and that it works as well for you as it has for me!

Tammy

