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Abstract 

Ontario Colleges expanded enrolment and reached into populations that traditionally did not 

attend post-secondary (Rae, 2005).  The challenge has been to support students who were not 

prepared for college-level academic work (Habley, Bloom & Robbins, 2012).  Lennon, Skolnik 

and Jones (2015) pointed out that colleges have been providing curriculum arguably of high 

school equivalency.  First-semester academic success courses have been a curricular response to 

these challenges.   

 

Academic success courses are a combination of learning skills, involvement, metacognition, 

motivation, and self-regulated learning (Tebe, 2007; Burchard & Swerdzewski, 2009; 

Rasmussen, 2013; Hoops, Yu, Burridge & Wolters, 2015).  There does not exist a set or 

taxonomy of skills and student development concepts described in academic success course 

outlines from across the Ontario colleges.  To fill this gap, I qualitatively categorized skills and 

student development concepts described within academic success course outline documents from 

across Ontario.   

 

The first step was a comprehensive scan of college program websites to determine the programs 

that incorporated an academic success course.  Fifty-nine course outline documents were 

acquired for a content analysis of course descriptions and learning outcomes.  The categorization 

of skills and concepts was based on a synthesis of literature on academic success, academic 

competencies, and the demands of industry.   

 

304 programs incorporated an academic success course.  Academic success courses were used in 

all college credentials.  Results suggested that courses are widely used, though less so in the 
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advanced credentials.  Some courses were structured generically and applied across a range of 

programs while other courses were offered within programs using discipline specific language 

(e.g., business, heath).   

 

A qualitative content analysis revealed dominant course themes of academic skills and personal 

development.  Learning outcomes seldom expressed reading and writing skills.  Learning 

outcomes seldom expressed connecting to the college environment or services.  Learning 

outcomes seldom expressed aspects of resourcefulness or resiliency.  Recommendations for 

curriculum designers to address gaps in learning outcomes are offered.  Further research is 

suggested to clarify the nature and use of academic success courses at the Ontario colleges.   

 Keywords: Ontario colleges, academic success courses, qualitative content analysis, 

student development, skills, credentials, programs 
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Academic Success Courses at Ontario Colleges: A Qualitative Analysis of Syllabi 

Chapter 1 Context: Ontario Colleges, Accessibility, and Preparedness Challenge 

The Ontario colleges are an access point and pathway for post-secondary education (Rae, 

2005; Lennon, Skolnik & Jones, 2015). The college system has historically been under funding 

pressure (Skolnik, Marcotte and Sharples, 1985; Colleges Ontario, 2018a).  To increase access, 

the system expanded by reaching into populations that traditionally did not attend post-secondary 

(Lennon et al., 2015).  One challenge from this expansion is the “long standing problem that 

students entering… are not academically prepared for college-level work” (Habley, Bloom & 

Robbins, 2012, p. 189).  Overcoming the preparedness challenge is important to the colleges 

(retention), students (persistence), and employers (skills) (Colleges Ontario, 2018a, 2018b, 

2018c).  For students, the future is now in terms of developing robust competencies for a 

technological workplace (Thornton, Russek & O'Neil, 2019). Mastering transferable skills 

beyond program specific content is crucial for the workplace.  In Ontario, employers allege there 

is a skills gap between graduates and the demands of industry (Borwein, 2014).  The pressures 

for colleges to prepare students for long-term success is clear.  

Curricula developed to meet these challenges in the form of first-semester academic 

success courses.  Academic success courses have been called high impact practices (Hatch, 

2016).  In the US and Canada, academic success courses have been described as basic learning 

skills (e.g., note-taking, studying, and test-taking) alongside goal setting, critical thinking and 

reflection (Rasmussen, 2013).  The aim of courses has been to improve academic skills (Barefoot 

& Gardner, 1993).  Courses included concepts of involvement, social integration, and life skills 

(Tebbe, 2007).  Burchard and Swerdzewski (2009) studied the development of metacognition for 

students enrolled in a success course.  Academic success courses evolved from basic study skills 
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to include principles of learning, psychology, motivation, and self-regulated learning theory 

(Hoops, Yu, Burridge & Wolters, 2015).  

Significance of Study 

Academic success courses are worthy of study (Hatch & Bohlig, 2015; Barefoot, 1992). 

There is ample literature on academic success courses from a variety of contexts (Bail, Zhang & 

Tachiyama, 2008; Mesa, Jaquette & Finelli, 2009; Burchard & Swerdzewski, 2009; O'Gara, 

Karp & Hughes, 2009; Jamelske, 2009; Purdie, & Rosser, 2011; Tuckman & Kennedy, 2011; 

Rutschow, Cullinan & Welbeck, 2012; Hoops et al., 2015; Bowering, Mills & Merritt, 2017)  

Barfoot and Gardner (1993) noted that: “freshman orientation seminars have probably been 

subject to more forms of systematic evaluation than any other course in American higher 

education” (p. 146).  Yet, a set or taxonomy of skills and concepts described in academic success 

course outlines does not appear to exist from across the Ontario colleges.  To fill this gap, I 

qualitatively categorized student development concepts and skills described in academic success 

course outline documents from across Ontario.   

The first research question was to determine which college programs (certificate, 

diploma, and advanced diploma) included an academic success course? I conducted a 

comprehensive online scan of college certificate and diploma program websites to discover 

where academic success courses are listed in programs.  The online scan generated a dataset of 

course titles, codes, and descriptions.   

The second research question was to determine what student development concepts and 

skills are described in course outline description and learning outcomes? Course outlines are 

documents that describe learning and employability outcomes and are, in a sense, a quasi-

contract (Rumore, 2016) between the institution and students.  Course outlines describe the 
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course content, allocation of grades, and serve as the guiding learning plan for a semester (Parks 

& Harris, 2002).  

Fifty-nine course outline documents were acquired for analysis.  Terms and phrases from 

course descriptions and learning outcomes were coded and categorized in a qualitative content 

analysis.  Qualitative categories were based on a synthesis of literature on student success, 

academic skills, and student development.  Course outlines are a rich source of information 

including the Essential Employability Skills (EESs), and the allocation of grades for course 

assessments.   

Ontario Colleges Under Pressure 

In this chapter I review the founding of the colleges, funding pressures, and expanding 

enrolment.  This includes a case study of an academic success course in a pre-health science 

program.  A skills gap narrative in Ontario expresses a perceived misalignment between 

graduates’ skills and the demands of industry.  I argue that academic success curricula are an 

intersection of system pressures and the challenge of supporting underprepared students.  

Studying courses within an Ontario context will be a valuable contribution to the literature on 

student success.   

Founding 

The Ontario colleges are a story about pressure.  When the colleges were announced in 

1965, the aim was to establish something new that would address the needs of students from a 

local perspective (Davis, 1967). The aim was not to import an existing educational system, nor to 

graft an American model on to the Ontario universities.  Rather, colleges were conceived to 

simultaneously serve local communities by helping students develop industry skills. When the 

Minister of Education announced the creation of the system, he noted the post-war baby boom 

and the rise of technology (Davis, 1967).  A founding principle stated that colleges “must 
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develop curricula that meet the combined cultural aspirations and occupational needs of the 

student” (p. 17).  The pressure to design curriculum that would meet local, cultural, and industry 

needs was present at the creation of the system.  An expanding population, growth in technology, 

and a broadening post-secondary landscape are three enduring pressures that shaped the system.   

Growth 

The growth of the Ontario college system was rapid and Skolnik, Marcotte and Sharples, 

1985) posed four pressures to explain increasing enrolment:  

1. The funding model for colleges created pressures for increasing enrolment 

2. The demand for college admission may be greater than for universities 

3. Admission standards at colleges are more flexible than at universities 

4. College administrators admit more students to address funding issues 

(Adapted from Skolnik et al., 1985, p. 34)  

During this time, college funding decreased 24 percent and university funding decreased 17 

percent in Ontario (Skolnik et al., 1985).  

Vision 2000 

Vision 2000: Quality and Opportunity (Ontario Council of Regents, 1990) reviewed the 

growth of the system and celebrated the breadth of the curriculum and that: “Learners may go to 

college today to learn to read, to fly a helicopter, to dance, to operate heavy equipment or to 

program a robot” (p. 13). Enrolment increased from 35,000 in 1972 to 95,000 by the 1990’s.  

There was a need to create preparatory programs to address the attrition rate of 40%.  At the 

time, research explored how attrition was impacted by a student’s individual background, effort, 

ability, and the environment of the institution.  Dietsche (1988, 1990) suggested that policies and 

administrators could play a role in mitigating attrition through social integration.  
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Vision 2000 (1990) recommended increased accessibility.  The need for academic 

upgrading and preparatory programs far surpassed “the supply of programs and available 

funding” (p. 17).  Foot and MacNevin (1990) cautioned that contemporary demographic research 

which indicated a decline in post-secondary enrolment was incorrect and they projected 

significant increases.  With enrollment increases on the horizon, Vision 2000 recommended 

assuring quality and enhancing opportunity.   

Regarding quality, the report emphasized the foundational nature of college learning, the 

need for generic skills to help students adapt, and to offer “students more [emphasis added] than 

narrow job-specific skills” (p. 24). Regarding opportunity, Vision 2000 articulated the need for 

colleges to foster student success within the curriculum.  Providing the opportunity to enroll 

(access) is just the first step: “after enrolment, there must be a supportive learning environment 

and a variety of strategies to help students succeed in college” (p. 25).  This continued expansion 

included the preparing students for more than strictly job-specific skills.   

Funding pressures continued into the 90’s, which was an era of austerity in Ontario. The 

New Democratic Party lost in 1995 and the Conservative government decreased educational 

spending overall (King & Van Nuland, 2016).  In 2005, the newly elected Liberal Government 

commissioned Bob Rae, the former New Democratic Premier, to produce a report on the higher 

education system in Ontario. The document produced was Ontario: A Leader in Learning (Rae, 

2005) which became known as the Rae Report.  

A Leader in Learning 

Rae (2005) encouraged collaboration to reach the 50% of high school students who did 

not attend post-secondary.  Reaching that population was a priority.  To reduce student financial 

barriers, recommendations increased access to funding through grants/loans, caps on tuition, and 

assistance with loan repayment. The report described a need to assist students who would be the 
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first in their family to attend post-secondary education (First Generation Student). Continually 

reaching into populations that traditionally did not attend post-secondary increased the demand 

for preparatory programs and curriculum.   

In this same era, Ontario High Schools eliminated the fifth year of high school or Ontario 

Academic Credits (OAC).  The new grade eleven and twelve curriculum with “less emphasis on 

the preparation of an academic elite for university” (Brady & Alingham, 2007, p. 418).  The 

elimination of OAC created a “victory lap” phenomenon whereby some students opted to linger 

in high school as a coping strategy for their transition anxiety (Brady & Allingham, 2010).  High 

schools viewed preparation for university, workplace and college as equal value (Brady & 

Alingham, 2007).  Brady and Alingham (2007) characterized high schools as being ambivalent 

about their role in the preparation of students for post-secondary.  

According to Skolnik (2016), because of the vocational emphasis of the college mandate, 

college education has been considered terminal i.e., the purpose of going to college is/was to 

enter the workplace/exit the system.  Over time, this view shifted with the creation of pathways 

and articulation agreements that are now essential to the colleges.  Rae (2005) reported: 

“Students need clear pathways...A college diploma is the conclusion of a course of study, not the 

end of the road” (p. 14).  Tinto (2014) argues that providing access to the system must also be 

met with a variety of academic and social support services in order to curb attrition.  The shift 

away from terminal education introduced the challenge of preparing students for non-terminal 

and continued post-secondary education.   

Despite claims in Rae (2005) that “enrolments have gone flat” (p. 48), government data 

for college enrolment indicates that any stagnation in enrolment was short lived.  In an analysis 

of post-secondary access by Canadian regions, Ontario college rates have been comparatively 

high (Finnie, Childs & Wismer, 2011). Below is college enrolment data from 1996 to 2012.   
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Figure 1  

Ontario College Enrolment 1996-2012 

 

 

Data retrieved from: https://data.ontario.ca/ 

Ontario Colleges Today 

There are twenty-four colleges in Ontario, two of which are francophone.  The colleges 

grant credentials known as Ontario College Certificate, Diploma, Advanced Diploma, Graduate 

Certification and Applied Bachelor’s Degrees.  There are 500,000 students enrolled in the 

colleges and 200,000 attend full-time (Colleges Ontario, 2018b).  According to Colleges Ontario 

(2018a) provincial funding continues to be a challenge.  Ontario per student tuition and grant 

funding is the lowest in Canada (Colleges Ontario, 2019).   

College students in Ontario continue to face challenges.  According to Colleges Ontario 

(2018a) half of students reported a family household income below $60,000 annually.  Student 

profiles (Colleges Ontario, 2018b) indicate that 21% were working full time, 46% were working 

part time, and 24% were not employed.  33% of enrolled students are first generation students.  
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70% of full-time students access the Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP) (a government 

loan program).  The combination of work-life balance, lower family income, first-generation 

students, and funding pressures are all potential barriers to success (Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, 

Bridges & Hayek, 2006).   

According to Colleges Ontario (2018b) 32.1% of entrants were direct from high school 

and 67.9% were non-direct.  Some students attend introductory college programs because they 

did not have high enough academic averages for acceptance into competitive college or 

university programs (e.g., nursing).  The proportion of entrants who have already completed a 

post-secondary credential is 29% of which, 16.5% have a university degree.  Overall, students 

say they enroll in college to prepare for employment/career. However, as the colleges have 

expanded and created pathways, college certificate students expressed a different goal.  

Certificate students expressed a motivation to prepare for further post-secondary education more 

so than their diploma and degree counterparts.  
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Figure 2 

Students’ Main Reason for Enrolling in Credentials 

 

Adapted from Colleges Ontario Environmental Scan (2018a) 

These motivations reflect system changes and how some credentials at the colleges have become 

an access point and pathway to continued education.  

Case Study 

Pathway Programs 

Pathway programs can be found across the colleges.  The Pre-Health Sciences Program 

(PHS) at Durham College includes a first-semester course called Preparing for Academic 

Success (Wilson, 2018).  The course description indicates it is a learning skills course: time 

management, note-taking, research, test-taking, collaboration and so on.  Additionally, students 
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engage in metacognition, self-analysis, and reflect upon their motivations and self-regulation.  

Overall, the PHS program is an example of a preparatory pathway program.   

Vocational Learning Outcomes 

Vocational Learning Outcomes (VLOs) outline the characteristics of pre-health sciences 

programs across the province.  Program standards are overseen by The Ministry of Training, 

Colleges and Universities (MTCU) and by the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario 

(HEQCO).  This is to ensure that pre-health students meet the same standards across the 

province.  While the standards are the same, there is variability of program content across the 

province.  

The Preparing for Academic Success course at Durham College addresses vocational 

outcome five for Pre-Health Pathways: “prepare a personal strategy and plan for academic, 

career and professional development” (Ministry of Training Colleges and Universities (MTCU), 

Program Standard, 2016, p.10). The elements of performance in the program standard state terms 

such as strategy, personal effectiveness, balance, and learning (p 10).  It would seem a 

reasonable assumption that all Pre-Health Pathway programs in Ontario have an academic 

success course. They do not. The vocational outcomes do not explicitly mandate an academic 

success course; program standards allow colleges to shape the curriculum to serve local needs 

(MTCU, 2016).  This partly explains why academic success courses may appear in some 

programs and not others.   

In addition to the program standards, industry needs are expressed as The Essential 

Employability Skills (EESs).  Academic success courses address: 

Personal 

● Managing self 

● Managing change and being flexible and adaptable 
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● Engaging in reflective practices 

● Demonstrating personal responsibility 

● Manage the use of time and other resources to complete projects 

● Take responsibility for one’s own actions, decisions and their consequences  

(MTCU, 2016, p. 14) 

It would appear the intent of Preparing for Academic Success emanates in part from the program 

standard and in part from the Employability Skills.  Examples such as PHS at Durham College 

suggest that academic success courses are addressing the preparation of new students for 

continued post-secondary education and simultaneously transferable industry skills.   

Underprepared Population 

A Rae (2005) report recommendation that was adopted was the outreach into high 

schools and populations that were unlikely to attend post-secondary.  Lennon et al. (2015) stated:  

One of the challenges presented to colleges is the need for remedial programming to 

support student success for the new, non-traditional, and perhaps underprepared 

students… colleges are increasingly responsible for providing basic educational 

programming that is argued to be of high school equivalency. (pp. 14-15) 

Because of the pressure for increased access and outreach, the colleges provided foundational 

curriculum to curb attrition and improve retention.   

The continued expansion into populations that typically did not enroll into post-

secondary created a three-fold problem: a) preparing students in first-semester programs, b) 

preparing students for continued post-secondary education, and c) preparing students for the 

demands of industry.  The colleges became a pathway to further education while simultaneously 

having to balance their vocational mandate.  Continued funding pressure required creative 

solutions.  Perhaps an academic success course embedded into programs is more economical in 
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comparison to creating large college services buildings.  Dietsche (2012) found that the services 

were not being widely used.  As pressures arose, curriculum designers created a course that was 

devoted to serving an underprepared population.  In a way, an academic success course formally 

expresses the preparedness challenge.  The duty to prepare an expanding population of students, 

curb attrition, and socially integrate students into academics are systemic pressures that 

influenced academic success course curricula.   

Skills Narratives in Ontario 

Demands of Employers 

The Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO) has studied college 

students’ skills.  Borwein (2014) posited four claims regarding a skills gap between post-

secondary education and the workplace: (a) there will not be enough graduates to meet industry 

demands; (b) students are earning the incorrect credential to meet demands; (c) even when 

students have an applicable credential, they do not have the key skills employers demand; and 

(b) students have skills but lack the requisite working experience.  The claim of graduates having 

a lack of skills is a germane theme.  

The Business Council of Canada’s survey of employers articulated the expectations 

employers had for graduates (Shepell, 2018).  Employers were satisfied with graduates in terms 

of numeracy, technical skills, and adaptability.  However, employers were “less impressed with 

the human skills and business acumen of new graduates” (p. 7).  Employers expressed people 

skills, communications, and thinking skills (problem solving/analytical) as priorities (Shepell, 

2018).  Borwein (2014) found such descriptions as generously diplomatic and stated that the 

research presented “a dire picture for Ontario” (p. 21).  Critical thinking, problem solving, oral 

communication, and literacy skills posed significant skill gaps (Borwein, 2014).   
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Thinking Skills 

Finnie, Dubois, Pablic and Suleymanoglu (2018) examined critical thinking for a) 

students entering the post-secondary system as compared with graduates and, b) the relationship 

between critical thinking, student characteristics, and the characteristics of programs.  College 

results indicated “no statistically significant difference...between graduating and entering class” 

(p. 2).  These results require some caution as the study was not longitudinal; the test was a 

snapshot of entering and graduating students conducted simultaneously.   

Beletzan, Gabler and Gouveia (2017) tested the validity and reliability of a critical 

thinking and writing skills assessment tool in an Ontario college.  Findings indicated that 

students were not making significant gains toward meeting learning outcomes.  Beletzan et al. 

(2017) noted a difference between courses that taught critical thinking explicitly vs. implicitly.  

In their view: “Critical thinking needs to be taught explicitly and as a skill” (p. 3).   

Transferable Skills 

Lenarcic Biss and Pichette (2018) surveyed students’ perceptions of their skills.  The 

skills are depicted in Table 1 below: 

Table 1 

 

Transferable and Professional Skills in Ontario 

 

Transferable Professional 

Problem solving/critical thinking Financial literacy (budgeting and accounting) 

Creative/innovative thinking Project management 

Teamwork Data analysis 

Communication (oral and written) Business etiquette (e.g., emails, networking) 

Leadership Public speaking/oral presentations 

Organization/time management Software use (e.g., Microsoft Office, iWork) 

Work ethic/personal responsibility IT skills (e.g., web/tech programming and development) 

 Skills specific to students’ field of study 

 

(Lenarcic, Biss & Pichette, 2018, p. 4) 



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 21 

 

21 

 

Weingarden and Hicks (2018) emphasized the importance of transferable skills and argued that: 

“Quality is demonstrated when we test for these skills” (p. 2).  According to their Essential Adult 

Skills Initiative and the Postsecondary and Workplace Skills, findings suggested that final year 

students were graduating with skills that were significantly below what employers expected.   

While a skills gap is a consistent part of HEQCO’s narrative in Ontario, some projects on 

skills have been criticized for a lack of rigor, for boosting response rates regardless of having 

consistent data from across programs, and for putting forth findings as if they were facts (Sa, 

2019; Pinset-Johnson, 2019).  In any case, an ongoing HEQCO project from Weingarten, 

Brumwell, Chatoor and Hudak (2018) continued the narrative of skill deficiency in Ontario 

graduates: “While the majority of graduating students are demonstrating average skills, too many 

present below-average skill levels and too few present superior skill levels” (p. 69).   

HEQCO skills literature in Ontario presents a gap between graduate skills and the 

demands of employers.  While graduates seem to have technical skills, employers and the 

research suggests a gap in transferable, people, thinking, communications, and collaboration 

skills.  According to Beletzan et al. (2017) these kinds of skills need to be taught explicitly as 

opposed to implicitly.  The research on skills in Ontario is not without controversy and making 

firm claims about these narratives remains inconclusive.   

Chapter Summation 

In this chapter I reviewed the growth of the colleges and revealed a number of pressures.  

The funding models required reaching into populations who were perhaps underprepared.  The 

demand for preparatory programs and pathways created non-terminal forms of education.  

Technical skills for the workplace are the foundation of vocational learning, yet the demands of 

employers suggest that college graduates lack communications and problem-solving skills.  

Meeting these pressures is a balance of preparing students in their first semester for continued 
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education toward employment.  Students are significantly affected by going to college (Astin, 

1993; McKelfesh, 1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) and the greatest impact is during the first-

year (Reason, Terenzini & Domingo, 2006).  Academic success courses are a curricular 

expression of system pressures and the challenge of supporting underprepared students. 

In chapter 2 I review a variety of literature on student success.  I begin by questioning the 

definitions of student success within the context of supporting underprepared students at the 

Ontario colleges.   
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Chapter 2 Literature Review: Student Success 

In this chapter I discuss conceptual frameworks relevant to the study of academic success 

courses.  Reviewing frameworks will ground my qualitative content analysis of academic 

success courses by highlighting the skills and student development concepts essential for 

success.  A synthesis of this literature was used to create categories and definitions for analyzing 

student development concepts and skills described in course outline documents.  I begin by 

questioning definitions of student success.  I then review literature on attrition, engagement, 

involvement, psychology, competence, and a first-year integrative framework.  My review 

concludes with a discussion of some empirical and theoretical research on academic success 

courses. 

Defining Student Success 

Definitions of student success often simultaneously express the needs of students, the 

institution, and the demands of employers.  Tinto (2017b) pointed out that the needs of students 

and the needs of the institution, while interconnected, are not identical.  Institutions in Ontario 

typically use measures of student satisfaction, graduation rates, and employer satisfaction 

(Colleges Ontario, 2018a). Across Ontario, the Key Performance Indicator (KPI) data suggests 

that 79.5% of students were Very Satisfied with their college experience. The system wide 

graduation rate was 66.8% and post-graduate employment within 6 months of completion was 

85.7% (Colleges Ontario, 2018a). Complete College America (2012) defined success as 

completing a credential on time.  Only 5% of college students in full-time studies earn their 

credential on time (Complete College America, 2012).  The gap of non-graduation has been 

considered a completion deficit (Davis, 2018).   
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Example Definition 

Kuh, Kinzie, Buckley, Bridges and Hayek (2006) offered a comprehensive definition of 

student success: 

Student success is defined as academic achievement, engagement in educationally 

purposeful activities, satisfaction, acquisition of desired knowledge, skills and 

competencies, persistence, attainment of educational objectives, and post-college 

performance. (p. 7) 

Literature on each of these concepts has been extensive.  Academic achievement (Kulik, Kulik & 

Shwalb, 1983; Hepworth, Littlepage & Hancock, 2018) and student engagement (Astin, 1984; 

1985; Hatch, 2012; Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim & Wilcox, 2016; Hatch, 2016; Hatch, 

Mardock-Uman, Garcia & Johnson, 2018) have been established as cornerstones of success.  

Students’ satisfaction with the college environment can have a positive impact (Reed & da Silva, 

2007). The importance of skill development for industry has been established in Ontario 

(Borwein, 2014). A literature review structured upon a comprehensive definition of student 

success becomes fragmented and cursory.  As related to the study of academic success courses, 

Rasmussen (2013) articulated: “studies vary greatly in terms of student samples, curriculum, 

course components, and course format” (p. 4).  Because of the expansion of the Ontario colleges, 

the definition of success has grown beyond merely traversing the system to completion and 

employment.  

A Preparatory Definition 

A more appropriate definition for academic success in Ontario should include a 

preparatory definition; one that emphasizes continuing post-secondary education though 

pathways, credit transfers, and articulation agreements.  This definition is borrowed from a 

unique remedial program at The University of Ontario Institute of Technology. This university is 
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co-located with Durham College in Oshawa, Ontario, and has numerous pathway programs that 

it shares with the college.  The purpose of the remedial program was to prepare students to 

continue in post-secondary (Percival, Harvel, Stokes, Shah & Zakoor, 2016). As discussed in 

chapter 1, academic success should emphasize preparation for continued education.  For 

example, 41% of certificate students expressed continued education as the prime motive for 

enrolling in the first place (Colleges Ontario, 2018a). Ensuring that students are on the right 

pathway, and that the curriculum is appropriately structured, has been effective in stimulating 

student engagement (Kuh, 2007). With a preparatory definition of continued post-secondary 

education in mind, this literature review will discuss conceptual frameworks for academic 

success to unpack concepts and skills students need to succeed.   

Theoretical Frameworks 

Theoretical frameworks have “shaped how most researchers and practitioners view the 

issue of student retention and departure” (Swail, 1995, p. 11).  Frameworks have shaped studies 

on academic success programming (Swail, 1995; Hutchinson, Mitchell & St. John, 2011; Somo, 

2013; Chester, Burton, Xenos & Elgar, 2013; Sidebotham, Fenwick, Carter & Gamble, 2015; 

Mores, 2016).  This includes studies on orientation programming (Zimmerman, Eaton & van de 

Mortel, 2017), and academic success curricula in particular (Woo Cho & Karp, 2013; Hoops, 

Yu, Burridge & Wolters, 2015; Karp, Raufman, Efthimiou & Ritze, 2017; Hatch, Mardock-

Uman, Garcia & Johnson, 2018).   

Dropping Out 

The different paths students take when leaving an institution make defining a drop-out 

difficult (Panos & Astin, 1968). Panos and Astin (1968) conceptualized the drop-out 

phenomenon as the relationship between the characteristics of students and the characteristics of 

the college environment.  Tinto (1975, 1982, 1987) conceptualized student drop-out as a 
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longitudinal framework.  The framework was novel because instead of merely listing the myriad 

reasons for dropping out, Tinto wanted to address the lack of a framework that would illustrate 

the entire process of dropping out.   

Figure 3 

Tinto’s Model of Student Attrition  

 

Adapted from Tinto (1975, p. 95) 

The longitudinal framework proposed by Tinto (1975, 1982, 1987) begins with the 

characteristics of students before they arrive at the institution.  Kuh et al. (2006) pointed out that 

colleges cannot address pre-enrolment characteristics. Therefore, the second phase of Tinto’s 

(1975) model is the crucial piece, for that is when students first interact with the institution, their 

new social environment, and begin to navigate the system.  Tinto (2014) emphasized the 

importance of quality in-class time alongside goal setting, intellectual development, and social 

interaction. 

Tinto (2014) described dropping out as a process of momentum through the system 

toward degree/credential completion.  Tinto (2017a) described momentum through the system as 

persistence.  Persistence is akin to motivation and resiliency: “It is the quality that allows 



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 27 

 

27 

 

someone to continue in pursuit of goals even when challenges arise” (Tinto, 2017a, p. 2).  Tinto 

(2017a) focused on self-efficacy, a sense of belonging, and the students’ sense of the curriculum.  

A sense of belonging can be developed through daily interactions with the college.   

Some phrases in the literature have shifted away from institutional perspectives toward 

more student-centric perspectives.  For example, retention and attrition are terms that students 

would likely never use (Tinto, 2017b).  A shift away from institutional perspectives toward 

student centrism is portrayed in the Tinto (2017b) persistence model which emphasizes building 

student motivations and efficacy toward persisting through college.   

Figure 4 

Student Persistence Model  

 

 

Adapted from Tinto (2017b, p. 256)  

Persisting through the first year of study is not solely developed in the classroom.  Students 

become involved in many co-curricular activities that contribute to their overall development, 

and indeed their persistence to upper years of study.  The idea of a co-curricular experience is 
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perhaps epitomized by Astin's (1984) theory of student involvement which posits that a 

combination of psychological and physical energy are the underpinnings that gauge the overall 

effort a student is devoting to their educational experience.  Getting involved represents the 

intersection of effort, engagement, and ultimately success.  

Engagement 

Kuh et al. (2006) organized a literature review of student success upon five theoretical 

perspectives:  Sociological, Organizational, Psychological, Cultural, and Economic.  Their view 

was that no single theoretical lens was broad enough to address the many factors that foster or 

inhibit success. Kuh et al. (2006) used a longitudinal framework with a pre-college, during 

college, post-college chronology. They based their framework on the Tinto (1975) model and 

expanded the existing list of pre-college characteristics.  Factors that threaten persistence include 

not being academically prepared, non-traditional entry, working, family obligations, and being a 

first-generation student (Kuh et al., 2006).  Because pre-college characteristics are beyond the 

control of institutions, the central theme of the framework is student engagement.  Colleges can 

stimulate engagement through programming, services, and curriculum.  
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Figure 5 

Student Engagement Model 

 

Adapted from Kuh, et al. (2006, p. 8) 

The quality of student engagement, extracurricular, or social activity, is important.  Hu 

and Kuh (2002) cite the Seven Principles for Good Practice from Chickering and Gamson (1987) 

and described educationally purposeful activities as student-faculty interaction, peer 

collaboration, active learning, time on task, and different ways of learning.  Kuh et al. (2006) 

described similar educationally purposeful interactions as those between students and faculty, 

collaborative learning, and out of class practicums and work experiences.  Such practices 

enhance persistence and academic success overall.   

Disengagement 

The literature on disengagement has conceptualized a lack of engagement as the 

characteristics of students, and the characteristics of the institution.  Hu and Kuh (2002) reported 

disengagement indicators such as: 
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● Students whose parents had a lower parental education were more likely to become 

disengaged;  

● Less academically prepared students or students who were undecided about their majors 

were more likely to become disengaged. (pp. 563-568) 

Brint and Cantwell (2014) conceptualized disengagement into five factors: student values, 

motives, study behaviors, academic interaction, and balancing competing demands.  These 

factors overlap and “Disengagement in one area does not necessarily imply disengagement in 

others” (p. 809).  For example, socially engaged students may enjoy campus life, but do not meet 

the “intellectual and skills development that comes through study” (p 809).  Being academically 

underprepared can be a barrier (Kuh, 2007) that contributes to disengagement behaviors (Brint & 

Cantwell, 2014).   

If engagement is a foundation of student success, there are also barriers and pressures that 

students face.  Tinto (2014) dispelled the myth that students experience an on-campus euphoria.  

The media has depicted students frolicking and lounging around an idealized campus.  Reality is 

far more strenuous.  Work, commuting, and family obligations have made in-class time crucial 

for engagement (Tinto, 2014).  Hatch (2012) agreed on the importance of engagement and 

acknowledged that while there has been ample research demonstrating that engagement is 

positively correlated with success, the practices, nature, and processes of engagement remain 

unknown.   

Involvement 

Astin (1984) posed student involvement as a cornerstone of success.  A blend of social 

integration and psychology, involvement theory offered three approaches to foster involvement.  

Subject-Matter Theory focused on course content and faculty knowledge.  Resource Theory 

surrounds students with a menu of services and supports.  Finally, the Individualized Theory 
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approach is student-centric with accessible pedagogies and services (e.g., coaching/counselling). 

Of these approaches, amassing resources and individualized services have been criticized for 

being resource hungry (Astin, 1984).  Astin (1999) criticized institutions for amassing resources 

to merely appear academically excellent or bolster their reputations. Astin (1985) argued that 

traditional resource and prestige beliefs were a disservice and that a talent development model 

was more appropriate.  

Students are significantly affected by the college experience (Astin, 1993; McKelfesh, 

1993; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991) and the most development is seen during the first-year 

(Reason, Terenzini & Domingo, 2006).  Research suggests that first year performance can 

predict success in general (Oztekin, 2015) and student psychological factors play a role 

(Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim & Wilco, 2013). The impact of first-year has been studied 

using Astin’s (1993) Input, Environment, Output (IEO) framework for the Cooperative 

Institutional Research Program (CRIP).  The framework depicts a longitudinal conceptualization 

of pre-college, during-college, and psychological, behavioral, affective, and cognitive outcomes. 

Within the IEO frame, the model posed categories of: institutional characteristics, curriculum 

characteristics, faculty environment, student environment, and student involvement.    



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 32 

 

32 

 

Figure 6 

Input, Environment, Output Model 

 

Adapted from Astin (1993) 

What Matters in College? (Astin, 1993) emphasized the positive impact of time spent 

studying; course selection; the development of writing and numerical skills; and that different 

learning experiences (e.g., placement, workshops, study abroad) can impact self-growth, 

improved GPA, and the development of job skills.  Astin (1993) pointed out the difference 

between an industrial view of education vs. a medical analogy.  Colleges should not be 

considered production facilities to churn out graduates with only workplace skills.  Colleges are 

more like hospitals where the aim is to improve the conditions of their clients.  While I agree 

with the first sentiment, I submit that a hospital analogy should be updated to express the aim of 

helping students to develop and flourish and not merely to become sufficient.  The involvement 

factors from Astin (1993) that can positively influence students are the environment of residence, 

interaction with peers, and interactions in class and with faculty. 
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Forces of Influence 

Anderson (1985) argued that factors for student success were not as nebulous as we may 

think and conceptualized a force field of factors that influence students’ decision to go to college.  

Anderson’s intent was to create a model to analyze factors of attrition so that institutions could 

build programs and supports to mitigate the negative factors.   

Within the model the student is central.  Surrounding the student are a variety of internal 

and external forces.  Each force has a positive or negative push or pull. Collectively, these forces 

are pushing or pulling for or against the attainment of academic goals.  The model “assumes that 

all behavior is caused” (p. 50) and there is no single causal factor.  Anderson proposed the 

framework to develop initiatives to influence student success.    
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Figure 7 

Force Field of Persistence 

 

 

Adapted from Anderson (1985) 

 

Bellomy (2000) pointed out that within the model meeting degree requirements, studying, 

writing, and testing are challenges all students face in order to meet outcomes.  The Anderson 

(1985) model places these achievements alongside the forces of influence in a way that 

resembles milestones toward degree achievement discussed in McGill (2006).  Swail (1995) used 

the model to inform the development of a Science Technology Engineering Math (STEM) 

retention program. Cooper-Bouchard (1991) used the model to survey the characteristics of 

students on academic probation.  While the force field model is versatile and often cited, there 

are limited empirical studies using the model.  Rather, the model conceptualizes phenomena 

instead of studying the factors themselves.   
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Psychology and Retention 

Bean and Eaton (2001) argued that existing models emphasized sociological phenomenon 

and that psychological concepts were not getting due attention.  Their retention model wove 

together student interactions with the college, coping strategies, locus of control and self-

efficacy.  For Bean and Eaton, sociological constructs are secondary to behavioral factors. 

Within the model dropping-out is a behavior, whether that behavior is voluntary, or involuntary 

(i.e., deciding to leave vs. expelled).  There are four general observations about this model 

related to first-semester student success.  

Figure 8 

Psychological Model of Persistence  

 

 

Adapted from Bean and Eaton (2001) 

Student characteristics are considered before entering the environment with beliefs, 

behaviors and skills as pre-existing factors.  The model conceptualized retention and attrition as 
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a process of student interaction with the environment.  Interactions in the college environment 

are constructed as a feedback loop.  Interactions cause the psychological responses that reinforce 

patterns to boost motivation.  Interactions can increase (or decrease) social integration.  The end 

goal of the model is not degree completion nor employment; persistence is the outcome and the 

essential characteristic for the achievement of milestones 

Bean and Eaton (2001) discussed the psychological factors of retention programs such as 

service-learning, student interest groups, orientation seminars, and mentoring programs.  They 

focused on Approach Avoidance/Coping Strategies, Locus of Control, and Academic and Social 

Self-Efficacy.  Regarding orientation seminars, Bean and Eaton (2001) discussed how first-

semester orientation courses foster the above psychological concepts, academic skills, and social 

integration.   

Somo (2013) used the framework to explore perceptions of students following a period of 

academic probation.  Wasserman, Yildirim and Yonai (2014) used the model to study minority 

students and stressors and pointed out that the model “has received little scholarly attention” (p. 

76). Although the Bean and Eaton (2001) model was not widely adopted, the framework 

emphasized a psychological lens instead of a sociological stance.  Social factors are included, 

however, the driving force for persistence is psychological.   

Foundational Dimensions  

Reason, Terenzini and Domingo (2006) conducted a national study to better understand 

the factors for student success in the first year of college.  College has a significant impact on 

students (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991).  Studies suggest the most significant gains are made in 

the first years of college (Reason et al., 2006).  The researchers created seven foundational 

dimensions aimed at transforming how institutions design the first year of college.  
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The dimensions echo the importance of faculty-student interaction and the emergence of 

student-centric approaches discussed earlier.  Development relies upon engagement and “the 

more actively students involve themselves in the curricular and co-curricular experiences of 

college, the more growth they can expect to experience” (Reason et al., 2006, p. 154).  Student 

engagement (or experience) is the underlying factor for success. Learning and persistence are 

definitive outcomes.  This differs from frameworks where college completion or employment are 

the outcome.  The other important aspect of the Reason et al. (2006) study is that the research 

focused upon academic competence.  

Figure 9 

Comprehensive Model of Influence  

 

 

Adapted from Reason et al. (2006, p. 154) 
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Academic Competence 

The crux of academic success is the development of academic competence during the 

first-year of study.  Reason et al. (2006) defined academic competence as: writing, thinking, 

speaking, analyzing quantitative problems, using computer technology, and acquiring a broad 

general education (p. 161). Reason et al. (2006) studied three factors: the curriculum, the 

classroom, and out of class activities of first-year students.  Students self-reported to what extent 

their experience at college had developed these skills.  Findings suggested that the campus 

environment (engaging and supportive) was the most “powerful predictor of growth in academic 

competence” (p. 170).   

Lizzio and Wilson (2004) studied competence to ascertain what students think of their 

own competencies and development thereof.  Lizzio and Wilson (2004) dissected competence 

and categorized skills into domains: 

 

Table 2 

 

Domains of Academic Competencies 

 

  

Oral communication Managing team/group interactions 

Interpersonal skills Personal effectiveness 

Written communication Career and vocational 

Information literacy Community and citizenship 

Learning and adaptability Organizational effectiveness 

Managing self Professional effectiveness 

 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2004, pp. 116-119) 

 

Students expressed a perception whereby the working world would be more rigorous than their 

current academic environment.  This relates to a second perception that “student’s level of 
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interest in developing skills can be strongly predicted from an understanding of how relevant 

they consider the skills to be [for the future workplace]” (p. 123).  Thus, motivation to learn new 

skills are intertwined, especially in the first-year of study.   

Five Senses of Success 

Lizzio’s (2006) Five Senses of Success framework focused on first-year academic 

success and transitioning into post-secondary.  The framework depicted thirteen elements, 

separated into five quadrants. The framework included a reflective inventory with suggestions to 

foster each element of success.    

Figure 10 

Five Senses of Success Framework 

 

 

Adapted from Lizzio (2006, p. 3)  
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The Lizzio (2006) framework has be applied to first-semester programming and research 

studies.  Hutchinson, Mitchell and St. John (2011) used the framework to structure a focus group 

guide and coding analysis of Australian nursing students and their transition from diploma to 

bachelor’s programs.  Chester, Burton, Xenos and Elgar (2013) adapted the five senses 

framework into a quantitative 73-item inventory to probe the impact of a peer mentoring 

program.  They combined the inventory with the Approaches and Study Skills Inventory 

(ASSIST) from Entwistle (2000), a 52-item inventory that probes deep, strategic, and surface 

learning.  Pre-test, post-test comparisons revealed statistically significant improvement in the 

areas of connection, resourcefulness, and culture.  The purpose of the peer mentoring program in 

Chester et al. (2013) was intended to increase student capability.  However, there were no 

significant increases in capability, and no change in purpose.  These are significant findings 

considering the emphasis on skills and motivation across the theoretical frameworks.  The 

authors discuss the lack of increase in capability as surprising and confounding.  

Zimmerman, Eaton and van de Mortel (2017) studied a full-day orientation program 

matched with a Common Time (CT) study program.  The CT program was an 11 Week program 

of 60-minute academic support sessions.  Both the duration and content of the CT program (e.g., 

time management, test-taking, research) were similar to student success courses.  Zimmerman et 

al. (2017) found improvements for all the categories of the five senses of success.  Conversely, 

Mores (2016) used the five senses to guide improvements to a peer mentoring program and 

found no substantive positive impact on the five senses of success.   

The five senses model has precedent in the literature as a flexible qualitative or 

quantitative research framework.  It captures a holistic combination of social, personal, and skill 

development.  It emphasizes the importance of first-year transition alongside interacting with the 

campus.   
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Paradigms 

The theoretical frameworks on student success portray a variety of paradigms.  Pascarella 

and Terenzini (2005) used three paradigms to organize their review of student development 

theories: psychological, social, and change models.  Whether the model is longitudinal (e.g., 

Tinto, 1975) or focused solely on first-semester (Lizzio, 2006), frameworks expressed the efforts 

of institutions to support retention and mitigate attrition.  Colleges cannot address students’ pre-

college characteristics (Kuh et al., 2006), and institutions spend considerable resources to 

support students’ transition.  The frameworks consistently conveyed that a supportive and 

engaging environment is crucial for success (Reason et al, 2006). Getting involved in the college 

community is a cornerstone for success (Astin, 1984).  A barrier for success is under 

preparedness (Kuh, 2007).  Developing skills (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004) and developing self 

(Krumrei-Mancuso, Newton, Kim & Wilco, 2013) are foundational themes.   

Academic success curriculum are an intersection of skills and student development 

themes reflected in this literature review.  With the theory in place, we turn to the practices to 

foster success and focus on the curriculum of first-semester academic success courses.   

Practices to Foster Success 

Chickering and Gamson (1987) responded to criticism of higher education with seven 

principles for good practice.  Chickering and Gamson (1999) suggested the principles were 

widely distributed and adopted by institutions.  Manifestations of high impact practices are many 

and defining them is difficult (Hatch, 2016).   

Kulik, Kulik and Shwalb (1983) reviewed practices to foster student success and grouped 

them by decade:  

● reading and learning skills courses (1930s and 1940s) 

● group-oriented guidance sessions (1950s and 1960s) 
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● comprehensive support programs (late 1960s) that combined tutoring, advising, learning 

centers, skills courses, and other services (p. 20) 

Bailey and Alfonso (2005) grouped practices into categories of a) advising, counseling, 

mentoring, orientation, student success courses, and supplemental instruction; (b) learning 

communities; and (c) developmental education. Hatch (2016) listed practices of service learning, 

undergraduate research, first year seminars, capstone courses, experiential learning beyond the 

classroom and student success programs (p. 20-21).  Hankin (1996) listed mentoring, advising, 

freshman seminars, tutoring, and early-warning procedures.   

Hatch (2012) criticized the lack of research into these practices.  For Hatch (2012), 

student engagement is the focus.  What matters is the meaningful interaction of students with 

faculty in a positive and structured environment (Kuh et al., 2006; Hatch, 2012; 2016).  

Academic success courses fit such criteria and are cited as having a positive impact upon student 

success.   

Academic Success Courses 

History 

In the United States, freshmen orientation seminars have existed since the early 1900s in 

both colleges and universities (Barefoot & Gardner, 1993).  Seminars focused on “improving 

basic academic skills such as reading, writing, note-taking, and test taking (p. 141). Courses had 

a positive impact on grades, however content and delivery were not well established because 

seminars predated the literature on student retention and attrition (Cuseo, 1991). Barefoot and 

Fidler’s (1992) national survey of orientation courses found the goals of the courses were to: 

develop academic skills, gain knowledge of campus resources, transition from high school to 

college, and increase college success overall.  Topics included study skills, time management, 

connecting to campus resources, and wellness.  Courses built a sense of community by getting 
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students involved with academic and social integration.  A majority of courses held credit value 

toward graduation (Barefoot & Fidler, 1992).   

Impact 

Conflicting claims have been made about academic success courses.  McGill (2016) 

stated: “Research…has demonstrated that the positive effect of enrolling in a student success 

course for these students is large and statistically significant” (p. 88). Conversely, Hoops, Yu, 

Burridge & Wolters (2015) found that enrolling in a course did not support improved retention, 

GPA, or motivation, but did note improvement in self-regulated learning.  Rutschow, Cullinan 

and Welbeck (2012) found no meaningful effects on achievement during semester one, or in 

subsequent semesters.  Burchard & Swerdzewski (2009) reported improvement of metacognitive 

scores using a pre-test, post-test design.   

Targeted Interventions 

In some cases, academic success courses were used as targeted interventions for 

populations that demonstrated academic need (Stovall, 2000) (i.e., they were not a required 

credit).  Bail, Zhang, and Tachiyama (2008) found evidence to support a positive impact on 

higher cumulative GPA, increased odds of completion (graduation), and reduced the odds of 

receiving failing grades.  However, claims about the efficacy of academic success courses are 

tenuous given that the designs and use of courses are so varied.  For instance, Mesa, Jaquette and 

Finelli (2009) used a remedial, subject-specific (calculus) course which the authors claimed had 

no statistically significant positive impact on performance.   

Academic success courses may have a positive impact for underprepared students, but 

less impact for academically prepared students (Jamelske, 2009). Tuckman and Kennedy (2011) 

used a control group to compare the impact on GPAs.  They found that the low-ability students 

improved GPA in first and second year, and improved graduation rates as compared with 
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students who did not take the academic success course.  Complete College America (2012) 

considered remedial programming a bridge to nowhere and argued that students should not take 

such a course because focusing on their discipline specific courses would be a more valuable use 

of time.  

Success Course Content 

The content of academic success courses spans basic academic skills, academic planning 

(Barefoot & Fidler,1992; Rasmussen, 2013), and metacognition (Burchard & Swerdzewski, 

2009).  Courses evolved beyond basic skills to include theories of learning, psychology, 

motivation, and self-regulated learning (Hoops, Yu, Burridge & Wolters, 2015). Courses are 

generally not subject area specific and are often a comprehensive curriculum for helping students 

transition, develop competencies, socially integrate, and develop behaviors through 

metacognition and self-regulation.  Hatch, Mardock-Uman, Garcia, and Johnson (2018) opined 

that they are meta courses; they are courses about taking courses.   

Chapter Summation 

This chapter began by questioning definitions of student success.  A preparatory 

definition of continuing post-secondary education is appropriate in Ontario.   The literature 

review discussed conceptual frameworks relevant to the study of academic success courses.  

Themes of engagement, getting involved in the college environment, building skills, and 

personal development will arise in this study of academic success curriculum.  A synthesis of 

this literature was used to create categories and definitions for analyzing student development 

concepts and skills described in course outline documents.  In chapter 3 I outline my qualitative 

content methodology for the study of curriculum documents from across the Ontario colleges.    
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Chapter 3 Method: Content Analysis of Course Outlines 

This study used a qualitative content analysis to categorize student development concepts 

and skills stated in academic success course outlines from Ontario colleges.  Vitouladiti (2014) 

described content analysis as gathering textual data, and sorting words and concepts into 

categories to create meaning.  Gray and Densten (1998) discussed how content analysis uses 

manifest language to find meaningful patterns; a combination of qualitative data and quantitative 

frequency counts are an effective way to convey findings.  Course outlines are a form of syllabi.  

Syllabi are a form of contract, permanent record, and learning tool (Parks & Harris, 2002; 

Parkes, Fix & Harris, 2003; Mocek, 2016).  A qualitative analysis is appropriate for the study of 

curriculum documents (Graves, Hyland & Samuels, 2010).  Data for this research was online 

course information and course outline documents of academic success courses.  It is a reasonable 

presumption that outlines were written by faculty.  

The first research question was to determine which college programs (certificate, 

diploma, and advanced diploma) included an academic success course? I conducted a 

comprehensive online scan of college certificate and diploma program websites to discover 

where academic success courses are listed in programs.  The scan generated a list of academic 

success course names, codes, and descriptions that were organized by their program and 

institution in a spreadsheet.   

The second research question was to determine what student development concepts and 

skills are described in course outline descriptions and learning outcomes?  Course outlines are 

documents that describe learning and employability outcomes and are, in a sense, an agreement 

between the institution and the students.  Course outlines describe the course content, allocation 

of grades, and serve as the guiding learning plan for a semester.  Course descriptions are a 

paragraph that describe the purpose, themes, and skills within courses. Course learning outcomes 
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are bulleted statements that describe the specific concepts or competencies the course will 

address and assess.   

Using the information from the online scan, I located and downloaded course outline 

documents from the nine institutions with publicly available course outline repositories.  For the 

institutions without public online repositories, I contacted via email program coordinators or 

associate deans to explain my research and request specific outlines.  None of the respondents 

declined to provide their course outline.  Requests for course outline documents took place 

during the fall of 2018 and generated a data set of 59 course outline documents.  

A qualitative analysis categorized student development concepts and skills stated in 

course descriptions and learning outcomes from course outline documents. The categories of 

student development concepts and skills was derived from a variety of skills literature 

documented in Appendix A.   

Course outline documents also contained information about the Essential Employability 

Skills (EESs); mode of course delivery (online/face-to-face); total number of course hours; and 

the distribution of grade percentages across course assessments.  This information was copied 

from course outlines into a spreadsheet for tabulation. Course outline documents were stored on 

a laptop computer and stored on the cloud service Dropbox.  All course outline documents were 

organized by the name of the institution.  The individual course codes were used as a unique 

identifier.   

The Research Ethics Board (REB) concluded that using course outlines was exempt from 

a full ethics review because a) the data set of course outlines is non-human subject research and 

b) there is no expectation of privacy as course outlines are widely distributed.  The decision from 

the ethics review is provided in Appendix B. 
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Courses Across Ontario 

While reviewing program websites, I collected program titles, academic success course 

titles, course codes, and descriptions of courses that appeared to meet the criteria of an academic 

success course.  Inclusion criteria combined academic skills and student development concepts 

discussed in the literature (Barefoot & Fidler, 1992; Rasmussen, 2013; Hoops et al., 2015; Hatch, 

2018).  The combination of course titles (e.g., Preparing for Academic Success) and course 

descriptions were reviewed to determine if a course met the criteria.   

The data were categorized by the college credentials and programs that listed an 

academic success course in their programs of study.  Course descriptions were reviewed for 

keywords to indicate if the course was generically described (i.e., for use across multiple 

programs of study) or described with language situated within a specific academic discipline 

(i.e., situated within the context of business, health sciences, or child and youth care, etc.). 

Course codes were used as a unique identifier to sort and determine the number of individual 

academic success courses.  

Course Outline Documents 

Course descriptions are a paragraph that describe the purpose, themes, and skills within 

courses. Course learning outcomes are bulleted statements that describe the specific concepts or 

competencies the course will address and assess. Key terms from the data set of 59 course 

outline documents were qualitatively coded and sorted into categories.   

Qualitative Categories 

A variety of literature discussed in chapter 2 was synthesized to create categories for 

sorting student development concepts and skills stated in the course descriptions and learning 

outcomes.  Research from Ontario (Dietsche, 2012; Borwein, 2014; Desjardins, Davidson, 

Blayone, vanOostveen, R., & Childs, (Producer), 2015; Finnie, Dubois, Pavlic, & Suleymanoglu 



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 48 

 

48 

 

(Bozkurt), E., 2018;) was combined with skills literature (Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Reason et al., 

2006; Johnson, 2009; Lizzio, 2006; Lizzio, 2011; Jang, 2016) to create definitions for each 

category.  This included student success literature (Kuh et al., 2006) and literature on 

metacognition (Ertmer & Newby, 1996).   

I collected categories of skills and student development concepts from the literature.  For 

example, Borwein (2014) included skills that employers demand.  Lizzio and Wilson (2004) 

created 14 domains of academic competencies and Jang (2016) listed 18 essential academic 

skills.  Lizzio (2006) detailed first semester transition, development, and acclimation.  For this 

study, categories were designed to sort skills and concepts stated in the course descriptions and 

learning outcomes.  The complete list of the literature used to create categories is contained in 

Appendix A. 

There is precedent in the literature for using categories to sort qualitative data for studies 

of student success (Hutchinson, Mitchell & St. John, 2011; Chester, Burton, Xenos & Elgar, 

2013; Moores, 2016; Zimmerman, Eaton & van de Mortel, 2017). However, in some studies, it 

was unclear how each of the categories were defined.  For example, in a thematic analysis of 

student interview comments Moores (2016) stated: “The researcher defined, identified, and 

classified various categories related in the study” (p. 35).  Yet, the precise diction or criteria was 

not fully described nor listed in the appendices.  Sidebotham et al. (2015) sorted open-ended, 

qualitative narratives by adopting a template analysis which they described as “more systematic 

and standardized than subjective and interpretive methods” (p. 203).  They described sorting 

similar concepts into clusters, but it was unclear what the precise criteria was for each category.  

Hutchinson et al. (2011) used an interpretivist model and categorized the words spoken by the 

participants and multiple team members sorted the data.  Though, it was unclear what precise 

diction or criteria were applied.   
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To build upon previous research, a variety of literature was synthesized to define each 

category and create a coding process.  A definitive list of terms and concepts for each category 

can be found in Appendix A should another researcher wish to duplicate or adapt categories for 

another context.   

Coding and Sorting Process 

Course outline descriptions and learning outcomes were copied from course outline 

documents and pasted to a writing software called Scrivener for coding.  The software was used 

to comment on each student development concept or skill stated in the description or learning 

outcome.  Wherever possible, the comments made were the verbatim words from the content 

itself and not an interpretation by the researcher.  For example, here are some statements from a 

course description: 

Table 3 

 

Example of Data Analysis 

 

Statement: Students will create a time management schedule.  

Comment generated = time management 

 

Statement: Apply best practices in the areas of self-reflection, reading 

comprehension… 

Comments generated = reflection + a second separate comment = reading 

comprehension.   

 

Commenting on each term helped separate out concepts within complex phrases.  In the example 

below, commenting more clearly distinguished the precise kind of goals that were described in 

the course outline.  This added precision to the coding to ensure accurate sorting of concepts.   
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Table 4 

 

Example of Data Analysis of Complex Phrases 

 

Statement: ...goals for self, academic success, and career goals. 

Comment made= 3 comments: personal goals + academic goals + career goals.  

 

725 individual comments were generated for course descriptions.  1599 comments were 

generated for course learning outcomes.  Comments were copied to Microsoft Excel 

spreadsheets in two separate documents, one for course descriptions, and another for learning 

outcomes.  Across the top row of each spreadsheet were the categories for sorting.   

Data gathered from course outline documents were analyzed as frequency counts in 

Microsoft Excel.  For each concept or skill in the data, the number 1 was entered into the row for 

the data point under the appropriate category(ies) (as determined by the definitions discussed 

above).  Frequency counts were used to generate totals for each category as percentages of the 

total number of data points awarded across all the categories.   

The Essential Employability Skills 

The Essential Employability Skills (EES) are eleven competencies that are listed on 

course outlines.  These competencies were developed by the Conference Board of Canada (2020) 

and reflect the career and vocational emphasis at the Ontario colleges.  There were 53 academic 

success course outline documents that listed these competencies as elements of the course.  

Frequency counts were used to calculate percentages for each EES included across course 

outline documents. 
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Assessment Percentages 

Parkes, Fix and Harris (2003) studied the allocation of assessment percentages (grades) 

within curriculum documents.  54 course outline documents listed their allocation of percentages 

for assessments.  Categories were created for the different kinds of assessment strategies (e.g., 

testing vs. team project).  These categories were based on the categorization of assessments 

described within the course outlines documents such as course work vs. tests and the allocation 

of grade weight.  The categories were also derived from the curriculum study by Parkes, Fix and 

Harris (2003).  The categories are fully listed in Appendix C.   

Limitations 

Online scanning program websites in this manner is limited because the accuracy of the 

data is dependent upon the quality and currency of the information posted online by colleges. 

Course outline documents do not reflect actual practice of faculty. Course outline documents 

differ in their structure and detail across the system.  Thus, the data will fluctuate at times 

because not all outlines contained the identical information.  When reporting results, tables will 

note the source and size of the data used to calculate percentages.  The focus was on English 

language course outlines. There are only two Francophone colleges and the limited data would 

have made their inclusion difficult to analyze for any meaningful patterns.   

By relying on the manifest text from within course outline documents, the analysis was 

only able to conduct frequency counts which are not representative of how much time is 

allocated to each skill or concept in the course.  Gray and Densten (1998) noted that this “quasi-

statistical approach to content analysis does not necessarily reflect the importance or the nature 

of the data” (p. 420).  Just because a concept or skill is not expressed in a learning outcome does 

not mean that they do not transpire during instruction, assignments, or as a natural part of being 

in college.  
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Chapter 4 Results: Systems Scan and Content Analysis 

Results from the online systems scan located the presence of academic success courses in 

programs of study across Ontario.  The scan of program websites located course outline 

documents.  This chapter analyzes the different ways courses appear across the system.  This 

begins with reviewing the different credentials and academic disciplines that include an 

academic success course.  The patterns in the systems data were complex.  For instance, courses 

were described in a generic fashion or included discipline specific language.  This finding is 

counter to what has been expressed in the literature (see Barefoot & Fiddler, 1992).  Thus, 

considerable time was spent sorting systems data in order to distil the credentials, programs, and 

the individual academic success courses.  The balance of the chapter will report findings from 

my qualitative content analysis of course descriptions and learning outcomes from course outline 

documents.  This includes a summary of the Essential Employability Skills (EESs) and the 

assessment formats described in course outlines.  

Program Website Information 

Program websites listed course codes, titles, and a descriptive paragraph for each course.  

Below is an example of a course title and description for Course Code: GENE 114 from St. 

Lawrence College which was listed across 24 programs of study:
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Table 5 

 

Example of Course Description 

 

Course Title: Professional Effectiveness 

Course Description: This course is designed to enhance student success by helping 

students make the transition to higher learning.  As such, the course recognizes the 

strengths and contributions of all learners, whether they are entering a diploma program 

from high school or as a returning/mature student.  Students will explore concepts 

designed to enhance their individual learning styles.  They will develop their critical, 

analytical, practical and creative thinking skills with a view to providing a foundation 

for future learning.  Special challenges to learning (such as: living with diversity, money 

management, maintaining wellness, stress management, managing emotional problems, 

learning difficulties, etc.) will also be addressed and resources for coping with these 

challenges will be identified. (Babcock, 2014, p. 1)  

 

 

In the above example, the course description states themes of adjustment and integration to 

college, critical thinking, and wellness practices.   

Courses in Programs of Study 

Program websites across the Ontario colleges listed 372 programs that included a first 

semester academic success course in their program of study.  This was based upon course titles 

and course descriptions.  For example, course titles such as College Orientation, or College 

Success would indicate a form of academic success course.  However, not all course titles were 

met with sufficiently detailed descriptions.  Of the 372 programs that listed an academic success 

course, 68 of those occurrences were omitted due to limited online information.  Therefore, the 

total number of programs included in the dataset was 304 (81% of the programs with identified 

academic success courses).   



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 55 

 

55 

 

Courses and College Credentials 

The Ontario colleges award Certificates, Diplomas, Advanced Diplomas, Graduate 

Certificates and Degrees.  Table 6 below portrays programs that listed academic success courses 

in their programs of study broken down by the credential offered.  

Table 6 

 

Programs that Listed an Academic Success Course 

 

Credential 
(n) Programs that Listed an 

Academic Success Course 

Ontario College Certificate  34% (103)  

Ontario College Diploma  45% (138) 

Ontario College Advanced Diploma 16% (48) 

Ontario Graduate Certificate 3% (8) 

Applied or Honours Degree 1% (3) 

  

Inconclusive Data 1% (4) 

Total Programs 100% (304) 

 

Academic success courses were incorporated across all college credentials.  Certificate programs 

can be introductory in nature (single year), while Diploma programs can be discipline specific 

(two years).  Of interest was this pattern of more success courses in Diploma programs.  Course 

use was not limited to introductory Certificates.  Thus, academic success courses are valued 

across the system regardless of credential. 

The presence of academic success courses in Graduate Certificate programs is less 

aligned with the stated purpose of that credential.  Graduate Certificate programs are designed 

with the assumption that students enrolling already have significant work or education 

experience.  And yet, there were a small sample of Graduate Certificates that incorporated an 

academic success course.  For example, Fanshawe’s Health Systems Management Graduate 

Certificate program included Course Code: ACAD-6002 Course Title: Graduate Success 
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Strategies which includes study skills, time management, and academic integrity.  Success 

courses in Graduate Certificates is a noted finding and further research could clarify if these 

courses differ from first semester academic success courses within pathway credentials (e.g., 

certificate programs).  
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Courses Across Colleges 

Table 7 below portrays the number of programs at each college that listed an academic 

success course in their programs of study. 

Table 7 

 

Programs that Listed an Academic Success Course  

 

College (n) Programs that List an 

Academic Success Course 

 

% of Total Programs at 

College 

Total (n) of 

Programs at the 

College 

Algonquin College 9.6% (19)  198 

Cambrian College 2.7% (3)  113 

Canadore College 11.7% (15)  128 

Centennial College 9.5% (19)  201 

Collège Boréal (FR) 1.9% (2)  107 

Conestoga College 4.4% (10)  226 

Confederation College 7.8% (6)  77 

Durham College 11.3% (19)  168 

Fanshawe College 14.6% (32)  219 

Fleming College 10.8% (16)  148 

George Brown College 1.9% (3)  161 

Georgian College 1.7% (3)  174 

Humber College 3.9% (8)  206 

La Cité collégiale (FR) 4.5% (5)  110 

Lambton College 38.2% (39)  102 

Loyalist College 4.1% (4)  97 

Mohawk College 17.3% (30)  173 

Niagara College 7.1% (9)  126 

Northern College 8.6% (6)  70 

St. Clair College 2.5% (3)  119 

St. Lawrence College 31.5% (28)  89 

Sault College 1.1% (1)  91 

Seneca College 10.9% (22)  201 

Sheridan College 1.3% (2) 152 

Total Programs 8.8% (304)  3456 

Note: The Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities’ (MTCU) Assigned 

Program Sequence (APS) (2019) data set was used to calculate the total number 

of programs at each college in order to express the percentages above.   
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Academic success courses were present at all colleges.  Ten of the colleges had more than fifteen 

programs list such a course.  Half the colleges had more than nine programs using a success 

course.  According to The Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities’ (MTCU) Assigned 

Program Sequence (APS) (2019) data set, there are approximately 3400 college programs.  With 

at least 304 programs using a success course, a reasonable estimate of 8.8% of college programs 

across the system have incorporated an academic success course.  However, the inclusion of 

academic success courses varies at each college.   

Generic vs. Discipline Specific 

There are not 304 individual course outline documents.  A common practice is to create a 

generically described course outline for delivery across multiple programs.  Taking a closer look, 

course titles and descriptions were reviewed for keywords to determine if the course was 

generically described (i.e., absent discipline specific language) or described with language that 

was situated within a specific discipline or subject area (i.e., situated within the context of 

business, health sciences, or child and youth care, etc.).  

Of the 304 programs that listed an academic success course, 218 programs listed 

generically described courses that did not express any discipline specific language in the course 

title or description. For example, Lambton College listed a generically described course in 39 

programs of study entitled College Orientation (Course Code SDV-1001).  This course 

description did not contain any discipline specific language.   

On the other hand, 72 programs listed an academic success course with course titles and 

descriptions which explicitly described terms and phrases specific to an academic discipline or 

field of study.  For example, Mohawk College listed a business focused academic success course 

listed by 9 business programs entitled “Business Success Strategies” (Course Code: 
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CRED10106). The course description stated the development of business communications and 

that students will: “Discover the Inter-relationship between the functional areas of Business.”   

Below, in comparison, are two examples of the phenomenon of generic course 

descriptions vs. discipline specific descriptions.  

Table 8 

 

Generic Course Title and Description 

 

College Durham College 

Course Code PREP1300 listed by 9 programs 

Course Title Preparing for Academic Success 

 

Course Description 

 

Preparing for Academic Success is designed to help students discover who they 

are as learners and as active agents of their own post-secondary journey. This 

highly participatory course invites students to define what academic and career 

success means to them through self-reflection and planning exercises. Students 

are also invited to cultivate strategies and techniques that will help them to 

develop critical thinking, informational literacy, goal setting, active reading, note 

taking, test preparatory, time- and self-management skills. This course presents 

opportunities for students to connect with Durham College's services and 

resources to enhance their post-secondary experience. The ultimate goal of 

Preparing for Academic Success is to help students effectively identify and 

clarify skills, attitudes, and outlooks that help bridge the gaps between academic 

achievement, campus and community connections, and life after school, including 

personal and professional aspirations. Through various activities, application, and 

reflection, the material covered in this course should support and assist students 

in their other post-secondary courses. (Wilson, 2019, p. 2)  

 

In the above example, note the absence of discipline specific language such as skills for business, 

nursing, engineering, or mathematics etc.  In the next example, note that the course description 

explicitly stated skills for academic success couched within the academic discipline of business 

and marketing.  
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Table 9  

 

Discipline Specific Course Title and Description 

 

College Algonquin 

Course Code MGT2318 listed by 1 program 

Course Title Skills for Academic and Business Success 

 

Course Description 

 

Course Description: Marketing professionals need to be adaptable and resourceful 

in order to succeed in a competitive global environment. Students acquire 

essential business skills to plan, execute and lead marketing programs. Students 

learn the essential skills of ethical leadership, team building and team 

performance. In addition, essential personal development skills, such as 

presentation and written communication, are covered. Experiential learning and a 

final presentation aim to equip students with these skill sets. (Stukel, 2018, p. 1) 

 

Table10 below portrays the number of college programs with academic success courses 

and whether course titles and descriptions were described in a generic fashion or if they 

expressed discipline specific language.  Patterns indicate that a common method of creating an 

academic success course is to write generic language so that the course can be used across 

multiple programs. 
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Table 10 

 

Generic Descriptions vs. Discipline Specific Course Descriptions 

 

College Name 
(n) Programs Listing 

Academic Success Courses 

(n) Generic Course 

Descriptions 

(n) Discipline 

Specific Course 

Descriptions 

(n) Inconclusive 

Descriptions 

Algonquin College 19 10 9 0 

Cambrian College 3 0 2 1 

Canadore College 15 10 4 1 

Centennial College 19 11 6 2 

Collège Boréal (FR) 2 1 1 0 

Conestoga College 10 7 3 0 

Confederation College 6 2 3 1 

Durham College 19 13 6 0 

Fanshawe College 32 31 1 0 

Fleming College 16 8 8 0 

George Brown College 3 0 0 3 

Georgian College 3 0 3 0 

Humber College 8 5 3 0 

La Cité collégiale (FR) 5 5 0 0 

Lambton College 39 39 0 0 

Loyalist College 4 2 2 0 

Mohawk College 30 12 17 1 

Niagara College 9 9 0 0 

Northern College 6 6 0 0 

St. Clair College 3 2 1 0 

St. Lawrence College 28 24 1 3 

Sault College 1 1 0 0 

Seneca College 22 20 2 0 

Sheridan College 2 0 0 2 

Total (n) of Programs  100% (304) 72% (218) 24% (72) 4% (14) 
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Initially, it appeared that generically described courses were used by multiple programs, 

and that discipline specific courses were used by only a single program.  Logically it would 

make sense that generic courses are used across multiple programs. Table 11 below portrays 

examples of generically described academic success courses and the number of programs listing 

the courses.    
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Table 11 

 

Generically Described Courses and Program Use  

 

College Course Code Course Title 
(n) Programs 

Listing 

Algonquin CST8300 Achieving Success in Changing Environments 2 

Canadore STS 100 Student Success 3 

Canadore PSY123 Applied Psychology 6 

Centennial ECEP-101 Keys to Success in ECE 2 

Centennial GS-150 Pathways to Success 2 

Conestoga HEAL1470 Success Strategies for Health Care Careers 2 

Conestoga LIBS1540 Student Success for Higher Learning 3 

Durham PREP1300 Preparing for Academic Success 9 

Fanshawe  BUSI-1060 Strategies for Success 14 

Fanshawe BUSI-1156 Strategies for Success 7 

Fanshawe ACAD-6002 Graduate Success Strategies 5 

Fleming SOCI-122 Strategies for Success 6 

Humber GPSY 100 Applied Psychology for Student Success 5 

La Cité collégiale 022586 GEN Personal and Professional Development 3 

Lambton  SDV-1001 College Orientation 39 

Loyalist  PROF1019 Succeeding in Fitness & Recreation 2 

Mohawk  CREDCE106 An Introduction To Career Education 5 

Mohawk  CRED10106 Business Success Strategies* 9 

Mohawk  CREDAS101 First Year Foundation 8 

Niagara  STDV1110P The Effective Learner 3 

Niagara  COMM1088P I-Think: The Science of Thinking and Problem Solving 2 

Niagara  STDV1180P Academic and Career Preparation 2 

Niagara  BUSN1100P Business Student Success 2 

Northern  GN1083 Managing for Success 3 

St. Lawrence GENE 114 Professional Effectiveness 24 

Seneca  ISC100 Introduction to Seneca Studies 20 

 

*Note. While the title of Mohawk CREDCE106 is Business Success Strategies, the course description is entirely 

generic containing no reference to business program concepts.    
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On the surface, the examples above from Durham College and Seneca seemed to support the idea 

that generically described courses were being used across diverse programs and fields of study.  

However, upon closer inspection, there were more combinations of how courses were being 

incorporated across multiple programs.  

To probe this further, Table 12 below portrays examples of generically described courses 

and the specific programs that listed an academic success course.   
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Table 12 

 

Examples of Generic Courses in Programs of Study 

 

College Course Code Course Name 
(n) 

Programs 
Program Titles 

Canadore PSY 123 Applied Psychology 6 

Mechanical Engineering - Technician 

Mechanical Engineering - Technology 

Motive Power Technician 

Office Administration 

Civil Engineering - Technician 

Civil Engineering - Technology 

Durham PREP1300 
Preparing for Academic 

Success 
9 

General Arts and Science – General Certificate 

General Arts and Science – Liberal Arts UOIT Transfer 

General Arts and Science – Liberal Arts UOIT Transfer – Forensics 

General Arts and Science – Science and Engineering Preparation 

General Arts and Science – Science and Engineering Preparation UOIT Transfer 

General Arts and Science – Student Success Pathway 

General Arts and Science – Trent Transfer 

Pre-Health Sciences Pathway to Advanced Diplomas and Degrees 

Fanshawe BUSI-1060 Strategies for Success 14 

Business 

Business Accounting 

Business - Entrepreneurship and Management 

Business - Finance 

Business - Human Resources 

Business - Insurance 

Business - Logistics and Supply Chain Management 

Business - Marketing 

Business - Payroll and Bookkeeping 

Business Administration - Accounting 

Business Administration - Human Resources 

Business Administration - Leadership and Management 

Business Administration - Marketing 

Customer Service Fundamentals - Insurance 
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College Course Code Course Name 
(n) 

Programs 
Program Titles 

Fanshawe BUSI-1156 Strategies for Success  

Computer Programmer Analyst 

Computer Systems Technician 

Computer Systems Technology 

Internet Applications and Web Development 

Office Administration - Executive 

Office Administration - General 

Office Administration - Health Services 

Humber GPSY 100 
Applied Psychology for 

Student Success 
5 

General Arts and Science – College Transfer  

General Arts and Science – Technology 

General Arts and Science – University Transfer 

General Arts and Science – University Transfer 

Pre-Health Sciences Pathway to Advanced Diplomas and Degrees 

Seneca ISC100 
Introduction to Seneca 

Studies 
20 

Accounting  

Accounting Techniques 

Accounting and Finance 

Accounting and Payroll 

Pre-Business, 

Business 

Business - Insurance 

Business - International Business 

Business - Marketing 

Business Administration - Accounting & Financial Planning 

Business Administration - Entrepreneurship and Small Business 

Business Administration - Financial Planning 

Business Administration - Human Resources 

Business Administration - International Business 

Business Administration - Management 

Business Administration - Marketing 

Business Administration - Purchasing and Supply Management 

Creative Advertising (Joint Seneca/York) 

Financial Services - Client Services 

General Arts - English for Academic Purposes 

International Transportation and Customs 
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A confounding phenomenon appeared in the above table.  Fanshawe College’s BUSI-

1060 was a generic course description that appeared to be used exclusively by the entire school 

of business.  This differed from other generic course descriptions that were deployed across 

vastly different academic disciplines.  Fanshawe College also listed another course, BUSI-1156 

which was generically described and yet appeared to have been adopted by only the computer 

science and the office administration programs.  Likewise, the Seneca College course was 

generically described and appeared to have been adopted exclusively by the entire school of 

business.  The Canadore College course was also significant: Applied Psychology (Course Code: 

PSY 123) described personal development and was used by engineering programs.  This 

suggests that academic success courses are created and adopted by departments. i.e., they do not 

appear to be college wide initiatives.  Given the variety found within course descriptions, the 

range of skills and development concepts appears to be quite wide.  

Proposed Categories 

To sort the complexity of generic course descriptions vs. discipline specific course 

descriptions and the multiuse phenomenon, the data was recategorized into 6 possible 

combinations.  These categories emerged from the data.  Each program that listed a course was 

examined to determine which category best described how programs were incorporating the 

courses.  Table 10 below describes each proposed category and then summarizes the number of 

programs that have adopted a course in each manner.   
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Table 13 

 

Generic vs. Discipline Description Categories  

 

Category Description of Category (n) Programs that List 

Courses  

Generic Course 

Descriptions 

Listed across multiple programs with 

diverse fields of study.  
30% (66)  

Listed selectively to 1-2 similar 

programs/fields of study. 
27% (59)  

Listed across a specific school or field 

of study (e.g., school of business). 
43% (94)  

Total Generic 
- 100% (219)  

Discipline Specific 

Course Descriptions 

Listed in a single program  70% (50)  

Listed by 2-3 programs 0% (0) 

Listed in multiple programs within a 

specific school or field of study (e.g., 

field of business).  

30% (21)  

Total Discipline - 100% (71) 

 

The way that programs and schools incorporated academic courses varied.  These 

findings suggest that there is no system wide pattern for implementing an academic success 

course in terms of courses being generically described or situated within distinct academic 

disciplines.  An overall finding is that academic success courses were widely listed across 

programs of study.  The types of disciplines that incorporated courses varied.  Findings possibly 

reflect the organizational structure of each school and department (e.g. created in-house).   
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Summary of the Online Scan 

The online scan generated a rich data set.  Findings suggest that curriculum designers 

create courses either generically or with a discipline specific focus.  There appears to be six 

possible combinations of how courses are deployed within or across multiple programs.  The 

range of combinations suggest that some programs are creating their own discipline specific 

success courses and using them only in-house. The other range suggests that a generically 

designed course is more widely adopted by programs across varying disciplines.  Findings 

suggest an opportunity for establishing best practices in terms of adopting courses which are 

generic or discipline specific in design.  This includes an understanding that academic success 

courses are demonstrably used across all college credentials.  

Individual Academic Success Courses 

Using the systems scan dataset of 304 programs listing an academic success course, 

course codes were used as a unique identifier to determine the number of individual academic 

success courses across the system.  Course codes, titles, and descriptions were then compared to 

ensure that each unique course code represented a distinctly different course description. There 

were 129 unique academic success course codes in the data set.  Sixty-seven courses had titles 

and descriptions that were generically stated (i.e., no discipline specific language).  Fifty-two 

courses had titles or descriptions that expressed discipline specific key words and phrases.  Ten 

course titles and descriptions were inconclusive due to sparse or ambiguous information (2 

courses had no codes and were removed from the analysis).  Table 14 below lists the number of 

individual academic success courses found at each college.  
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Table 14 

 

Individual Academic Success Courses by College 

 

College (n) Individual Courses 

Algonquin 18 

Cambrian  3 

Canadore College 9 

Centennial 16 

Collège Boréal (FR) 2 

Conestoga College 7 

Confederation College 4 

Durham College 11 

Fanshawe College 8 

Fleming College 4 

George Brown College 3 

Georgian 3 

Humber College 4 

La Cité collégiale (FR) 2 

Lambton College 1 

Loyalist College 3 

Mohawk College 11 

Niagara College 4 

Northern College 4 

St. Clair College 3 

St. Lawrence College 3 

Sault College 1 

Seneca College 3 

Sheridan College 2 

Total 129 

 

Another phenomenon is the ability to deliver a single course to a variety of programs.  To 

explore the individual courses that were being frequently used by multiple programs, the top 11 

most frequently used courses were rank ordered and are portrayed in Table 15 below.  Lambton, 

St Lawrence, and Seneca are examples of creating a single course and delivering it to multiple 

programs.   
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Table 15 

 

Individual Courses and Frequency of Use  

 

College Course Code 
Generic vs. 

Discipline Specific  
Course Title 

% of Total 

Programs at 

the College  

 

(n) Programs 

Using Course 

 

Total (n) 

Programs at 

Each College 

Lambton  SDV-1001 Generic College Orientation 38.2% (39) 102 

St. Lawrence  GENE 114 Generic Professional Effectiveness 26.9% (24)  89 

Seneca  ISC100 Generic Introduction to Seneca Studies 9.9% (20)  201 

Fanshawe  BUSI-1060 Generic Strategies for Success 6.3% (14)  219 

Durham  PREP1300 Generic Preparing For Academic Success 5.3% (9) 168 

Mohawk  CRED10106 Discipline Specific Business Success Strategies 5.2% (9)  173 

Fleming  BUSN-188 Discipline Specific Introduction to Business and Success Strategies 5.4% (8)  148 

Mohawk  CREDAS101 Generic First Year Foundation 4.6% (8)  173 

Fanshawe  BUSI-1156 Generic Strategies for Success 3.1% (7)  219 

Canadore  PSY123 Generic Applied Psychology 4.6% (6)  128 

Fleming SOCI-122 Generic Strategies for Success 4.0% (6) 148 

 

Note. The course code was used as the unique identifier in the analysis.  

 

The Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities’ (MTCU) Assigned Program Sequence (APS) (2019) data set was used to calculate the 

total number of programs at each college in order to express program use as a percent of the total number of programs at each college.   
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In the table above, Lambton College listed a single generically described academic 

success course (Course Code: SDV-1001) that was listed in 39 different programs.  Similarly, St 

Lawrence College had a generically described success course (Course Code: GENE114) that was 

listed in 24 different programs.  Seneca as well had a single course that was listed in 20 

programs.  Patterns indicate that individual courses can be delivered to a variety of programs and 

academic disciplines.  

Academic Disciplines 

52 course descriptions stated discipline specific language.  For example:  

 

Algonquin College, Marketing Management, Ontario Graduate Certificate Program 

Course MGT1109, Business Skills and Personal Development: Marketing 

professionals need to be adaptable and resourceful in order to succeed.   

 

Conestoga College, Pre-Health Sciences Pathway, Ontario College Certificate, Course 

Code: HEAL1470, Success Strategies for Health Care Careers: This exploratory course 

is intended to support student success in a postsecondary environment, as well as, to 

provide a broad overview of the Canadian and Ontario health care system.  

 

Courses that expressed discipline specific terms were grouped into broad fields of study.  Table 

16 below portrays the fields of study across the system that listed academic success courses with 

course descriptions that conveyed discipline specific language.   
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Table 16 

 

Discipline Specific Course Outlines 

 

Academic Discipline (n) Individual Courses  

Business 7 

Indigenous 7 

Health Sciences 5 

Child and Youth 5 

Legal/Justice 3 

Social Services 3 

Fitness 3 

Fire Fighter 2 

Recreation 2 

Arts 2 

Behavioral Psychology 1 

Media 1 

Personal Support Worker 1 

STEM 1 

Tourism 1 

Wellness 1 

Total 45 

129 individual courses were analyzed to determine the top eleven most 

frequently used.   

Note. The 7 Indigenous courses come from 3 colleges, Algonquin, 

Canadore, and Confederation.  The 7 Business courses come from 4 

colleges, Algonquin, Fleming, Mohawk, and Niagara.  

 

Business programs tend to situate their academic success courses within their specific 

field of study.  There may be geographical and socio-economic factors to consider given the 

Indigenous curriculum approach only appeared at three colleges.  The health science programs 

were predominantly pre-health science programs (3 Ontario College Certificates) or nursing (2 

Ontario College Diplomas).  The limited use by science, technology, engineering and math 

(STEM) programs was conspicuous.   
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Overall, course titles and descriptions expressed themes of preparing students for college 

in first semester by combining academic skills with personal development.  Patterns indicated an 

elaborate use of academic success courses across the system and across academic disciplines.  

With the online systems scan in place, we turn to the qualitative analysis of student development 

concepts and skills expressed in course outline documents.   

Student Development Concepts and Skills 

Table 17 below portrays the categorization of student development concepts and skills 

from course descriptions alongside learning outcomes. 
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Table 17 

 

Descriptions and Learning Outcomes Key Words and Phrases 

 

  Descriptions Learning Outcomes 

Category Examples % (n)  % (n)  

Basic Academic Skills note taking, studying, test taking 23% (171) 13% (220) 

Career Focus future career, resumes, interviews 11% (84) 9% (147) 

Personal Development balance, emotional, self-management 9% (70) 16% (264) 

Acclimatize to College acclimatize, social integration 7% (54) 3% (59) 

Field or Discipline Specific nursing, business 6% (48) 6% (108) 

No Category na 6% (44) 4% (73) 

Learning life-long learning, science of learning, learning ready 5% (38) 1% (21) 

Reflection reflection, journaling, metacognition 4% (33) 1% (22) 

Accessing College Services connecting/accessing services at the college 3% (25) 2% (46) 

Thinking Skills critical thinking, problem solving, design thinking 3% (24) 8% (130) 

Goals personal, academic, or career goals 3% (23) 5% (89) 

Collaboration team work, collaboration 3% (22) 6% (105) 

Time Management time management, scheduling 2% (19) 5% (89) 

Technology learning management systems, computers 1% (13) 2% (38) 

Planning academic, personal, career planning 1% (12) 2% (40) 

Oral Communications oral communications, presentations 1% (11) 3% (51) 

Literacy  information literacy 1% (11) 0.9% (14) 

Learning Style learning styles or multiple intelligences 1% (10) 2% (42) 

Responsibility taking responsibility 0.6% (5) 1% (29) 

Indigenous indigenous content 0.4% (3) 0.3% (4) 

Numeracy or Math numeracy, mathematics 0% (0) 0.2% (3) 

Total  (720) (1599) 

 

Note: The percentages do not sum to 100% because of some concepts were multiple response items.  For example, goals were often 

described as either/or personal, career, academic.   
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The patterns in course descriptions indicate an emphasis on basic academic skills such as 

note taking, studying, and test taking.  The presence of career focus is reflective of the college 

system.  The presence of personal development is a finding that has been noted in the literature 

(Hoops et al., 2015).  There were noticeable gaps in terms of collaboration, communications, 

critical thinking, and literacy that have been noted in Ontario (Borwein, 2014).  The absence of 

mathematics skills was conspicuous.   

Comparison of Descriptions and CLOs 

The patterns between descriptions and learning outcomes did not precisely align.  Within 

course learning outcomes, personal development (and not academic skill) appeared as the most 

frequent course theme.  To encapsulate the difference between course descriptions and learning 

outcomes the table below lists the top 10 concepts and skills being expressed.   
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Table 18 

 

Top 10 Development Concepts and Skills  

 

Descriptions Top 10 Learning Outcomes Top 10 

Basic Academic Skills Personal Development 

Career Focus Basic Academic Skills 

Personal Development Career Focus 

Acclimatize to College Thinking Skills 

Field or Discipline Specific Field or Discipline Specific 

No Category Collaboration 

Learning Time Management 

Reflection Goals 

Accessing College Services No Category 

Thinking Skills Acclimatize to College 

 

While course descriptions are rather general, learning outcomes are assessed and thus, the 

finding that personal development was the most frequently found concept was significant.  One 

pattern that was a concern was the limited appearance of connecting to college support services. 

This theme did not even appear as a top ten theme of learning outcomes which is a shortcoming 

given the prevalence of service-based models in the system and that students often avoid using 

the services as evidenced by Dietsche (2012).  Another pattern was the limited mention of digital 

competency.  It is possible that digital skills are being addressed in other courses (e.g., 

Computers 101).  Ultimately, the absence of math and numeracy skills was noted especially 

given the prevalence of academic success courses within business and health programs discussed 

earlier.   
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The Five Senses of Success 

The data from course descriptions and learning outcomes were categorized using the 

Lizzio (2006) five senses of success framework.  The model poses that student success in first 

year spans across five categories.  These categories are the development of a students’ sense of 

capability, resourcefulness, connection, purpose, and academic culture.  A complete breakdown 

of the model is contained in Appendix A.  In Figure 11 below, the categories are tallied as 

frequency counts for course descriptions. 
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Figure 11 

Course Descriptions Terms Categorized 

 

 

Note. 725 total terms from course descriptions from 59 course cutline documents 

273

388

100

33 45 52 62
24

62

6
0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

Course Descriptions Terms Categorized



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 80 

 

   

 

The same process was used for categorization of terms from course learning outcomes.  

For course learning outcomes, there were 1505 total points (denominator) distributed across the 

categories.  Capability and purpose were the top two categories.  Learning was the third ranked 

category for course learning outcomes.  In Figure 12 below, the categories are tallied as 

frequency counts for course learning outcomes  
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Figure 12 

 

Course Learning Outcomes Terms Categorized 

 

 

 

Note. 1505 total terms from course learning outcomes from 59 course outline documents 
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These analyses found that course descriptions and learning outcomes consistently 

articulated an emphasis on skill, career, personal development, and purpose.  In both analyses, 

there is a lopsidedness in the data after the top two or three categories.  Figure 12 above is a good 

example. Capability and purpose were almost on par with each other followed by a limited 

showing of other concepts.  This sharp decline indicates that skills and purpose are priorities 

whereas other themes of connecting to services or engaging with the college environment are 

less of a priority.   

Essential Employability Skills 

The Essential Employability Skills (EES) are eleven competencies listed on course 

outlines.  These competencies were developed by the Conference Board of Canada and reflect 

the career and vocational emphasis at the Ontario colleges.  If listed in an outline, the 

competency must be assessed during the semester.  53 academic success course outline 

documents listed these competencies as elements of the course.  On average, course outlines 

listed 8 EESs.  The median number of EESs listed was 8 which indicates that half of course 

outlines list most or all of the EESs.  Table 19 below portrays the number of course outline 

documents which explicitly listed presence of each EES.  
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Table 19 

 

Explicitly Listed Essential Employability Sills on Course Outlines 

 

Essential Employability Skills 

(n) Course 

Outlines that 

Listed the EES 

% of 53 

Outlines that 

Listed EESs 

1. Communicate clearly, concisely and correctly in the written, spoken, and visual form that fulfills the 

purpose and meets the needs of the audience. 44 83% 

2. Respond to written, spoken, or visual messages in a manner that ensures effective communication. 39 74% 

3. Execute mathematical operations accurately. 8 15% 

4. Apply a systematic approach to solve problems. 37 70% 

5. Use a variety of thinking skills to anticipate and solve problems. 42 79% 

6. Locate, select, organize, and document information using appropriate technology and information 

systems. 36 68% 

7. Analyze, evaluate, and apply relevant information from a variety of sources. 38 72% 

8. Show respect for the diverse opinions, values, belief systems, and contribution of others. 39 74% 

9. Interact with others in groups or teams in ways that contribute to effective working relationships and 

the achievement of goals. 42 79% 

10. Manage the use of time and other resources to complete projects. 46 87% 

11. Take responsibility for one's own actions, decisions, and consequences. 48 91% 
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The overall pattern in this data suggests that by listing most of the EESs on outlines, there 

may be a perception on the part of designers that the courses are a form of panacea.  For 

instance, there are only a minority of course outline documents that narrowed focus on 3-4 of the 

EESs which would be a more reasonable approach given the difficulty of developing and 

evaluating these kinds of skills within the confines of a single course in first-semester.   

The communications EES #1 is noted in the literature as a potential skills gap (Bowein, 

2014) and its inclusion on 83% of course outlines indicates that courses address this.  Assessing 

EES #11 Personal Responsibility was the most commonly indicated skill on course outline 

documents.  This is a difficult competency to assess.  Further research would need to explore 

how responsibility is assessed by practitioners.  The problem solving EES #4 and information 

skills EES#6 are less frequently indicated on course outlines.  Both of these are noted in the 

literature as possible skills gaps (Bowein, 2014).  The mathematics EESs#3 was limited to only 

eight course outlines indicating that success courses seldom engage with developing 

mathematics skills.  

Course Assessments 

There were 54 course outline documents that listed their allocation of percentages for 

assessments.  Categories were created for the different kinds of assessment formats (e.g., testing, 

team project, journaling etc.).  These categories were developed based on the categorization 

described within the course outlines documents.  Categories were also derived from a syllabi 

study by Parkes, Fix and Harris (2003).  The categories are fully listed in Appendix C.  There 

was a lack of specificity in course outlines for the nature of assessments; outlines tended to list 

percentages with the generic term “assignments”.  The lack of specificity in syllabi has been 

noted in the literature (Graves, Hyland, & Samuels, 2010). Table 20 below lists the frequency of 

assessment categories by rank order.    
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Table 20 

 

Frequency of Assessment Formats 

 

Assessment Category 

(n)  

Percentage 

Using the 

Format  

Median 

Grade 

Value % 

Allocated 

Minimum 

Grade 

Value % 

Allocated 

Maximum 

Grade 

Value % 

Allocated 

Testing 79.6% (43) 20% 5% 100%* 

Coursework 64.8% (35) 25% 10% 70% 

Engagement 55.6% (30) 20% 5% 40% 

Reflective Journaling 27.8% (15) 10% 5% 30% 

Group Work 24.1% (13) 20% 5% 50% 

Time Management, Planning or Goals 20.4% (11) 20% 10% 30% 

Communications Skills 13.0% (7) 20% 5% 30% 

Connection to a College Service 13.0% (7) 10% 5% 20% 

Career 9.3% (5) 20% 10% 30% 

Hybrid/Online Component 5.6% (3) 20% 10% 25% 

Midterm Progress 3.7% (2) 17.5% 10% 20% 

Academic Integrity 3.7% (2) 5% 5% 15% 

Total Course Outlines (n) (54)    

 

Note. 54 Course Outline Documents 

*Only a single course allocated 100% to testing.   

School: Lambton 

Course Name: Student Services  

Course Code: SDV-1001  

This course is used in 39 programs at the college.  

It is also used in some programs in a fully-online format. 

When removed from the data, the maximum grade allocation for testing changes to 75% 

 

The amount of grade value allocated to testing is quite high. This is partly due to courses 

staggering quizzes and tests of varying percent values across the semester.  The presence of 

testing, exams, and quizzes is curious given that many of the concepts being expressed in 

learning outcomes would not align with a testing format.  However, a clear pattern of allocating a 

substantial portion of course assessment value to testing emerged from the data.   

The use of the generic term “assignments” in outline documents prevents precisely 

analyzing the nature of the coursework or assignment format.  One inference is that given the 
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themes described within the learning outcomes, coursework would likely focus on academic 

skills and personal development.  Further research would need to clarify the different assessment 

formats for coursework.   

Allocating percentages to engagement aligns with the literature on student success (Kuh 

et al., 2006).  Though, the limited mention of connecting to a college service is conspicuous 

given that colleges use a services model.  The limited mention of academic integrity as an 

assignment could be reflective of the limited mention of academic integrity as a learning 

outcome as well.  Overall, these findings are inconclusive in terms of establishing the precise 

nature of course work, assessments, and the allocation of grades.    
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Chapter 5 Discussion 

Systems Scan 

Academic success courses are included across the Ontario college system.  The online 

scan generated a data set of 304 programs with an academic success course.  When compared to 

ministry data of college programs (MTCU, 2019) a reasonable estimate of 10% of college 

programs have incorporated an academic success course.  Courses are incorporated across all 

college credentials and are not limited to introductory certificates.  

The first research question was to determine which college programs (certificate, 

diploma, and advanced diploma) included an academic success course?  Across the colleges, 

there appeared to be two approaches to designing an academic success course.  One approach 

was to create a generically described course for use across a variety of programs and academic 

disciplines.  The other method was to create a discipline specific course for use in a field of 

study.  Potential categories for generic vs. discipline specific course descriptions were put 

forward in the results chapter.   

Discipline-specific courses, which are commonly business or health sciences, are a 

notable finding.  They may be a development of academic success curricula; one that couches 

skills and concepts for student success within discipline-specific content or context.  Discipline 

focused courses may represent an extension of course curricula beyond the basic learning skills 

and personal development concepts described in the literature.  Practices to foster success have 

always been evolving (Kulik, Kulik & Shwalb, 1983). The literature has described academic 

success curricula as evolving from basic learning skills (Tebe, 2007; Burchard & Swerdzewski, 

2009; Rasmussen, 2013) to include personal development, principles of learning, psychology, 

motivation, and self-regulated learning theory (Hoops et al., 2015).  Hatch et al. (2018) discussed 

the continual evolution of academic success courses because of their confounding nature as meta 
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courses i.e., they are courses about going to college.  It appears in Ontario a phenomenon has 

emerged in the academic success curriculum which synthesizes skills and development concepts 

within a discipline-specific context.  This differs from non-discipline specific courses (generic) 

in the literature (Barefoot & Fidler, 1992).   

The systems scan found 129 individual academic success courses.  Courses were 

incorporated across multiple programs and varying academic disciplines.  Lambton, St. 

Lawrence, and Seneca College each had an individual academic success course listed by more 

than twenty programs.  Academic success courses are versatile in this regard.  Designing a single 

course and deploying it across multiple programs is handy.  Yet, there did not appear to be a 

college-wide academic success course at any institution.  Lambton College stood out in the data; 

over one third of programs had a success course.  Something to watch for would be a college that 

creates a college-wide academic success course.  This would be a new phenomenon in the 

system.   

Course Learning Outcomes 

The second research question was to determine what student development concepts and 

skills are described in course outline description and learning outcomes?  For this discussion, I 

set aside course descriptions due to their general nature.  The learning outcomes of the academic 

success courses are striking.  Content analyses revealed that personal development and purpose 

were substantial themes.  Skills will always be the bedrock of a success course, but personal 

development and purpose themes were almost on par with skills.  This may alter the perception 

that academic success courses are exclusively skills courses.  Learning outcomes formalize and 

codify a perception that students entering the Ontario colleges require personal development (see 

role of syllabi Parks & Harris, 2002; Mocek, 2016; syllabi as quasi-contract Rumore, 2016).  

This is a significant reflection of the colleges and expanding access to post-secondary; programs 
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must address personal development and the success curriculum appears to be where this 

manifests.  

Beyond the inferences this casts upon students, or their prior education, another question 

is how personal development is being fostered and then assessed in these courses.  There are 

ample ways to assess practical skills that students can demonstrate, but assessing personal 

development is more nebulous.  Personal growth has complex dimensions regarding whether 

people develop intentionally or unintentionally (Robitschek, Ashton, Spering, Geiger, Byers, 

Schotts, & Thoen, 2012).  There is also a question of how college students initiate their own 

personal growth (Stevic & Ward, 2008). While there are personal growth inventories 

(Robitscheck et al., 2012), course outline documents listed self-assessments in a non-specific 

way.  I suspect that personal growth is not being assessed using inventories but rather via 

reflective coursework which emerged to some extent in the analysis of course assessments.   

Course learning outcomes contained rich language on personal goals and balancing the 

demands of college and life.  I revisited the data set for the Lizzio (2006) category of purpose.  

The analysis found that personal development (353) outweighed vocational direction (272) and 

disciplinary engagement (141) subcategories.  The personal development terms expressed 

psychological concepts such as motivation, self-esteem, and self-management.  This was often 

expressed as learning about psychological theories or self-management.  There were also blanket 

statements where personal growth was an outcome.  There were ample concepts in the data: 

managing stress, and finding a balance between academics, life, finance, wellness, and work 

were prevalent themes.   

Self-efficacy, self-management, and motivation were commonly stated in the learning 

outcomes and the literature (Bean & Eaton, 2001; Tinto, 2017b).  These psychological concepts 

align with the program standards for personal effectiveness, balance, and managing self (MTCU, 
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2016).  The personal development theme may also be a reaction to dealing with the self-

regulation of students who may not be prepared for academic work.  My concern is the language 

implies that students, by default, are deficient in these ways.  Perhaps this is unavoidable given 

the context.   

There were gaps in the learning outcomes that did not adequately reflect the environment, 

social engagement, and involvement aspects of the literature.  In the analysis, systems access, the 

environment of the college, and community participation were low scoring themes. This does not 

reflect the literature on the importance of engaging with the college environment (Astin, 1993; 

Kuh et al., 2006).  The college environment can strengthen student success (Reed & da Silva, 

2007; Reason et al., 2006).  Although there is tension between the importance of social 

integration and academic preparedness (Hepworth et al., 2018) the literature consistently 

establishes engagement and involvement as cornerstones of success.  Bean and Eaton’s (2001) 

psychological model placed interacting with the college environment as a central construct.  

Within the content analysis, connecting to a college service for academic or personal 

support was seldom articulated in the learning outcomes.  Connecting to a college service is a 

known gap in Ontario (Dietsche, 2012) and curriculum designers are encouraged to clearly 

express the literature on engagement and involvement with the college as a learning outcome.  

With the outcomes so heavily weighted on personal development and skills, it is possible that a 

form of myopia has occurred and there may be opportunities to adjust learning outcomes to hit 

on a wider array of themes such as resourcefulness and connectedness (Lizzio, 2006).   

Skills are the foundation for creating an academic success course.  Many skills found 

within the learning outcomes align with the skills literature in Ontario.  Within course learning 

outcomes, time management, goal setting (academic, personal, or career), and thinking skills 

(critical, analytical, or problem-solving) were the most frequently expressed themes.  Time 
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management and goal setting are perhaps part of providing high school level curriculum 

discussed by Lennon et al. (2015).  The presence of thinking skills (e.g., critical, problem 

solving) expressed in the learning outcomes is encouraging.  Critical thinking and problem-

solving have been noted as skills gaps in Ontario (Borwein, 2014; Finnie, Dubois, Pablic & 

Suleymanoglu, 2018).  The learning outcomes also expressed a variety of ideas about oral 

presentations and communications that were often tied to interpersonal or collaborative 

dimensions (e.g., team projects). According to Beletzan et al. (2017), thinking skills and 

communication skills should be taught explicitly.  The learning outcomes clearly articulated a 

variety of thinking skills and the collaborative communications demanded by employers. 

Overall, the learning outcomes of academic success courses are expressing a variety of skills 

from the literature.   

These findings align with prior research on academic success curricula.  For example, the 

consistency of reading, note-taking, studying, and test-taking, and other foundational academic 

skills has been well established in the literature on academic success courses (Barefoot & Fidler, 

1992; Swerdzewski, 2009; Rasmussen, 2013; Burchard &; Hoops et al., 2015; Hatch et al., 

2018).  Additionally, the analysis was refined enough to detect gaps within course themes and 

learning outcomes. 

Notable Gaps 

Reading, writing, and arithmetic have consistently been listed in the academic literature 

as essential competencies for college (Astin, 1993).  There are extensive lists of academic skills 

(Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Reason et al., 2006; Jang, 2016) and the limited mention of reading, 

writing, or math skills in course learning outcomes is revealing.  Reading and writing occupied 

entire domains of skills in Lizzio and Wilson (2004).  I revisited the data set of 1599 terms from 

course learning outcomes: reading was stated 24 times, writing 8 times, and mathematics 3 
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times.  Clearly, learning outcomes are seldom tied to these skills.  The purpose of a success 

course is to build or refine the skills that will ensure continued post-secondary success.  Writing 

may be segmented off into another communications course within a given program.  But, reading 

is so foundational to college success its absence as a clearly stated learning outcome is 

conspicuous.  Potentially, reading has falling under the broad statement of “basic study skills”.  

If so, perhaps that should be clarified as a learning outcome.  The Essential Employability Skills 

listed on course outlines did include EES #1 “Communicate clearly, concisely and correctly in 

the written…” on 84% of outlines.  It appears that writing may have fallen into the workplace 

bucket and not the academic skills outcome bucket.  Given the context of an academic success 

course in first semester, I submit that academic reading and writing should be a learning outcome 

that is reinforced by the EES (not the other way around).  This is related to the challenge of 

balancing CLOs with EESs discussed below.  

In the results, there was limited mention of skills with digital technology.  When 

technology was included, it was stated rather non-specifically e.g., using computers, computer 

technology.  Using a learning management system only appeared in three cases.  The limited and 

non-specific mention of technology is perhaps related to programs including a computer course 

in the first-semester.  Other courses may be addressing mathematics skills which also had a 

limited presence in the learning outcomes.  

Learning outcomes rarely stated exploring and understanding the academic pathways 

available for students.  Accessibility in the Ontario colleges is an important feature of the system.  

Ontario has built a variety of access points to help students continue their post-secondary 

education.  I re-visited the course outline documents. When pathways were mentioned, they were 

focused on career pathways in contrast to better understanding the different educational 
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pathways available for students.  There were some examples of educational pathway learning 

outcomes.   

Course Code: BUSN1100, Course Title: Business Student Success, Niagara College, 

CLO #6: Explain the education pathways available to achieve lifelong learning and 

career success.   

 

Course Code: LIFE17208, Course Title: College Success - Health, Sheridan College, 

Unit #2: Establishing a potential academic pathway into a certain career upon 

graduation. Understanding admissions requirements, program length, credentials, etc. 

for subsequent programs in your academic pathway.   

 

That course allocated 30% to an academic pathway project.   

I also revisited the course outline documents regarding the limited mention of academic 

integrity or citation.  Academic integrity was addressed in detail within course outlines under 

course policies and boilerplate language on plagiarism.  Academic integrity or citation skills 

were seldom stated as a learning outcome.  However, below is an example of a learning outcome 

for addressing integrity and citation:   

Course Code: BUSI-1060, Course Title: Strategies for Success, Fanshawe College. 

CLO#2: Define academic integrity and plagiarism and use a documentation/citation 

format.  

The recommendation is that curriculum designers borrow from these examples and include more 

explicit learning outcomes for understanding educational pathways and academic integrity skills.   
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Learning Styles 

Learning styles are a theory that information processing is affixed to visual, verbal, 

auditory, and kinesthetic learning (Willingham, Hughes & Dobolyi, 2015).  Learning styles are 

neuro-myths (Howard-Jones, 2014).  Nancekivell, Shah and Gelman (2020) found that half of 

their sample believed in an essentialist construct where learning styles were: “determined at 

birth, unchanging, detectable in the genes, heritable, mutually exclusive, marking distinct kinds 

of people, instantiated in the brain, and predictive of career and school outcomes” (p. 232).  

Hammer and Dusek (1995) pointed out the dangers of stereotyping via learning styles in this 

manner.  The neuro myth of learning styles has persisted even though the literature has 

consistently “drawn the conclusion that there is no viable evidence to support the theory” 

(Willingham et al., 2015, p.267).   

Learning styles are a useful way for practitioners and students to tackle difficult topics 

such as the challenge of helping students learn how to study.  However, the presence of learning 

styles within learning outcomes denotes that there are course assignments, self-assessments, or 

in-class activities based upon learning styles.  The intent of including learning styles is likely a 

positive one i.e., helping students reflect on the diversity of their learning abilities.  Curriculum 

designers are encouraged to revisit the scholarship on learning styles and revise content and 

instruction accordingly.  This may represent an opportunity for courses to review principles of 

learning, cognitive theories, and different ways of learning.   

Balancing Employability Skills 

The course outline documents relied heavily on the Essential Employability Skills (EES).  

This calls into question how best to balance the first-semester learning outcomes alongside 

employability skills.  With the frequency of the EESs so high on course outline documents, there 

may be a perception (conscious or not) that academic success courses are a panacea.  As with 
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learning outcomes, EESs are to be assessed, and further research would need to clarify the 

assessment strategies within the context of an academic success course.  The limited presence of 

the EES for mathematics being included is conspicuous.  This implies that a) math may be 

addressed in a separate math course, or b) math is simply not valued within the context of a first-

semester academic success course.  Numeracy and mathematics skills are as essential as reading 

and writing (Astin, 1993) and further research could shed light on why there is limited mention 

of these skills.   

Ambiguity of Course Assessments 

Unfortunately, the allocation of percentages for course assessments was too generically 

labeled (e.g., assignment, coursework, test) to yield significant findings with regard to the nature 

of coursework.  Ambiguous labeling of coursework in syllabi is noted in the literature (Graves, 

Hyland & Samuels, 2010). Designers are encouraged to more clearly articulate the nature of 

coursework in outlines so that students have a clearer sense of the curriculum (Tinto 2017b) and 

value of the course.  For instance, given the prevalence of personal development as a course 

theme, more clearly expressing this in the assignment descriptions may encourage engagement 

with course work.   

The amount of grades allocated to tests and quizzes over the course of a semester was 

substantial.  The presence of testing is curious given that many of the concepts expressed in 

learning outcomes would not align with a testing format.   It is unclear if course tests/quizzes are 

a) testing course content or b) practicing test-taking skills for other courses.   

Engagement was clearly stated in the breakdown of coursework which is encouraging 

and aligns with the literature (Kuh et al., 2006). Reflective journaling was also expressed and has 

been well established as an effective metacognitive practice (Liuolienė & Metiūnienė, 2011).  

Clearly labeling connecting to a college service within course assessments is encouraged.   
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Chapter Summation 

Findings revealed the breadth of student success concepts stated in course outcomes.  

Courses are a bold curriculum response to the preparedness challenge.  Curriculum for personal 

development is a brave endeavor.  The span of what academic success courses represent suggests 

that designers have thought deeply about what students need in order to achieve their goals.  That 

curriculum designers have answered with personal development in addition to skills suggests that 

courses are not merely about imparting content but are invested in helping students develop as 

people.   

Future Research 

Curriculum designers and programs could benefit from further clarification of the nature 

of academic success courses in order to assemble best practices for implementation.  Findings 

from this systems scan could be compared with ministry data to track if the inclusion of 

academic success courses are increasing.  Further research could clarify the phenomenon of 

discipline specific academic success courses.  Probing the personal development theme further 

would be worthwhile.  Given the challenge of assessing personal development, practitioners 

should be queried about their pedagogies and assessment strategies.  This study aggregated the 

skills described in learning outcomes and further research should focus solely upon those skills.  

The outlines were a rich data set and listed credit value, course hours, and delivery method, all of 

which could help round out our understanding of courses.  Finally, students who complete an 

academic success course should be queried about what they found valuable in the course and 

how they believe the course supported their success.   

Conclusion 

The challenge of preparing Ontario college students manifests in academic success 

curricula.  The online systems scan found that academic success courses are used across the 
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system, are incorporated across all credentials, and span a range of generic to discipline specific 

descriptions.  Approximately 10% of college programs system wide include an academic success 

course.  The qualitative analysis revealed course themes emphasize academic skills and personal 

development; this included rich language on psychological concepts and personal growth.   

Findings suggest opportunities to incorporate concepts such as the college environment, 

social engagement, and involvement aspects of the literature.  Reading, writing, and mathematics 

skills were seldom stated in outlines.  There are opportunities to add learning outcomes to 

address the academic pathways available to students.  The inclusion of learning styles should be 

revisited and revised by course designers.  The inclusion of Essential Employable Skills should 

be deliberate to avoid a panacea approach.  More detail regarding course assessments is 

encouraged.  This research demonstrates that course outline studies can probe both system and 

curriculum research questions.   

The span of what academic success courses at the Ontario colleges represent suggests 

that in addition to imparting skills, courses are investing in helping students develop as people.  

To the curriculum designers and practitioners of academic success courses in Ontario: let us 

acknowledge the braveness of tackling these concepts and the work it takes to engage students 

with developing in ways that will serve them academically, in the workplace, and in their lives.   
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This thesis was completed during the global pandemic of 2020.  The Ontario public 

education system shut down all locations and moved online.  The post-secondary system opted, 

where possible, to move what remained of the winter semester to fully-online formats.  It appears 

that summer semesters will be fully online.  In light of these events I felt an afterword was 

appropriate.   

My research captured the limited inclusion of digital competency in academic success 

course outlines.  Though, I did not emphasize this in the findings or discussion.  The move to 

fully online delivery raises a host of considerations.  In order to be successful in this new (and 

uncertain) context, students will require digital literacy and competencies.  This will require a 

shift in thinking for course outline updates which normally occur in the spring at the colleges.  

Curriculum designers will need researched lists of digital skills to consider.  Earlier lists of skills 

will need to be redrawn.  For example, of Lizzio and Wilson’s (2004) 76 academic skills, 

computer and digital skills were mentioned twice.   

Researchers at OnTech U have developed a General Technological Competency and Use 

(GTCU) assessment of digital readiness (DiGiuseppe, vanOostveen, Childs, Blayone & Barber, 

2017). The model has four orders of digital competency: technical, social, informational, and 

epistemological (Desjardin, 2005).  Course designers will need to consider the online 

environment of their learning spaces.  DiGiuseppe et al. (2017) situate the GTCU within the 

Fully-Online Learning Community (FOLC) framework.  The model groups competencies into 

four orders: social presence, cognitive presence, collaborative learning and digital space. 

While the move to fully-online occurred suddenly in Ontario, fully-online learning is not 

a new paradigm.  Curriculum designers of academic success courses will need to consider how 

skills, personal development, and engagement can occur in fully-online formats.  Indeed, 
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academic success courses may become a sought-after tool for programs to support students in 

this new context.    
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Appendix A 

In order to create clear definitions for each category, a variety of research was combined.  In the tables below, you will find the variety of 

literature, and examples of the kinds of key terms that define each category.   

Table 21  

 

Literature Based Categories for Skills and Development Concepts 

Header 

Category Example Key Terms Literature 

Basic Academic Skills note taking, studying, test taking 
Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Lizzio, 2006; Lizzio, 2011; Reason et al., 

2006; Jang, 2016 

Career Focus future career, resumes, interviews Lizzio, 2006; Lizzio, 2011; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Borwein, 2014 

Personal Development balance, emotional, self-management Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Lizzio, 2006 

Acclimatize to College acclimatize, social integration Lizzio, 2006; Kuh et al., 2006 

Field or Discipline Specific nursing, business Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Emergent in the Data 

No Category not categorizable NA 

Learning life long learning, science of learning, learning ready Borwein, 2014; Lizzio, 2006 

Reflection reflection, journaling, metacognition Ertmer & Newby, 1996 

Accessing College Services connecting/accessing services at the college Dietsche, 2012 

Thinking Skills critical thinking, problem solving, design thinking 

Borwein, 2014; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Johnson, 2009 

Finnie, Dubois, Pavlic, & Suleymanoglu (Bozkurt), E., 2018; Jang, 

2016 

Goals personal, academic, or career goals NA 

Collaboration team work, collaboration 

Borwein, 2014; Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Johnson, 2009; Johnson, 

2009; Finnie, Dubois, Pavlic, & Suleymanoglu (Bozkurt), E., 2018; 

Jang, 2016 

Time Management time management, scheduling NA 

Technology learning management systems, computers 

Reason et al., 2006;  

Desjardins, Davidson, Blayone, vanOostveen, & Childs, (Producer), 

2015; Jang, 2016 

Planning academic, personal, career planning Jang, 2016; Lizzio, 2006 
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Oral Communications oral communications, presentations 
Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Essential Employability Skills; Jang, 2016; 

Reason et al., 2006 

Literacy  information literacy Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Lizzio, 2006; Jang, 2016 

Learning Style learning styles or multiple intelligences Emergent in the data 

Responsibility taking responsibility Lizzio & Wilson, 2004; Essential Employability Skills 

Indigenous indigenous content Emergent in the data 

Numeracy or Math numeracy, mathematics Lizzio & Wilson, 2004 

 

For each of the categories, the breakdown below contains the exhaustive lists of terms that helped define and sort terms from course outlines 

documents into each category.   

Basic Academic Skills Career Focus Reflection 

Note taking Job application skills Appreciate the capabilities that I already have 

Test Taking Employment seeking skills Self-assessment 

Exam Taking Relevant course of study (to career) Metacognition 

Writing Guest Speakers (from workplace) Metacognitive Knowledge 

Listening Clear career direction Metacognitive Control 

Citation/Referencing Work experience learning Monitor 

Time management Industry Self-Regulation 

Quizzes Professional ethics Accessing College Services 

Mastery Link curriculum to job/career tasks Use the various academic supports and learning services  

Resourcefulness Career sessions Invite support and library staff into class 

Study skills Where degree might take me Normalize the use of learning services 

Deconstructing tasks Future identity Accessing to following 

Writing assignments  Desired career direction connects with what I am studying Disability Services 

Persuasive Argument Skills 
Appreciate relevance of what I am studying to my current and 

future life/career Math Services 

Proof-reading and editing A sense of professional ethics Language/Writing Services 

Format and referencing Personal Development Counselling 

Outlining the knowledge and skills that 

each course assumes I have mastered  
Manage the competing demands and commitments of my life 

Tutoring 

Self-study exercises Self-managed learning Career Counselling 

Find the information I need Self-organization and focus Academic Advising 

Development of academic skills  Asserting oneself Career Resource Centres 

Mastery and proficiency Reasons for attending Thinking Skills 

Writing academic text Develop strengths/talents Critical thinking 

Reading skills Mental health Problem solving 

Embed academic skills development 

exercises  Wellness Creative Thinking 

General Writing Skills Clarity of life purpose Decision Making 

Learning and study strategies Political awareness Analytical thinking 
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Efficient writing processes Confident self-presentation Integrative Thinking 

Adapting to change Balanced lifestyle Analyzing data or information  

Self-Regulated learning skills Sound personal relationships Judging the qualities of things 

Education and Training Skills Coherent personal identity Literacy  

Resourcefulness Awareness of one's context Reading literature 

Research Skills Broaden my thinking Reading skills 

Active listening  Seeking help or advice Find the information I need 

Active learning Help me to mature Information literacy skills 

Documenting/recording information  Social and recreational activity Document Use 

 Extra-curricular activities Evaluating information 

 Systematically develop their strengths and talents Understanding Information 

Acclimatize to College Field or Discipline Specific Evaluating information  

Identification or Affiliation with the 

school Practicum Learning Style 

College Branding Field projects Learning Style 

Integration Name of Program Multiple inteligences 

Social clubs Discipline language Goals 

Learning Communities Learning Career Goals 

Study Groups Learning Mindset Academic Goals 

 Learning and renewal skills 

 Intellectual Curiosity 

 Continuous Learning 

 

 

Collaboration Time Management 

Team work Scheduling 

Collaboration Semester maps 

Conflict management Calendar/Time management 

Monitoring Team processes Technology 

Providing Task Directions Computer literacy  

Interpersonal Skills Using the Learning management system 

People Skills Using Software (Microsoft etc.) 

Leadership Interacting with computers  

Supportive team relationships Planning 

Maintaining Work Relationships Develop a learning plan 

Establishing and maintaining interpersonal relationships  Planning out the semester 

Coordinating the work and activities of others  Organizing, planning, and prioritizing work  

 Developing and building teams  Scheduling work and activities  

Oral Communications Responsibility 

Speaking Skills Being Accountable for work 

Public Presentation Skills Indigenous 

Explaining ideas to others Wellness Wheel 

Listening to others Indigenous Framework 

Active listening  Numeracy or Math 

Social perceptiveness  Numbers/Math/Skills 

Communicating with supervisors, peers, or subordinates  Numerical problem solving skills 
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The Lizzio (2006) five senses of success provides useful categories for sorting concepts.  In the table 

below are the categories with examples.   

Table 22  

 

Lizzio (2006) Five Senses of Success  

Subcategories with Examples of Key Term Definitions for Categorization of Course Descriptions and Outcomes.  

Header 

Category Subcategory Examples 

Purpose 

Disciplinary Engagement 

Program choice, relevance of course of study, choice of 

degree 

Vocational Direction 

Job application skills employment seeking skills, clear 

career direction 

Personal Development 

Personal goals, reasons for attending, clarity of life 

purpose 

 

Capability 

Community Participation & 

Contribution Extra curriculars, student government, sports 

Academic Competence Note taking, test taking, critical thinking 

Task & Role Clarity Expectations, role as student, learning ready 

 

Resourcefulness 

University – Life Interface 

Ability to balance, work/life/school, seeking help or 

advice 

Physical Environment 

Learning spaces, sense of place, flexible services and 

amenities 

Systems Access and Navigation 

Learning management systems, get help they need, 

student services 

 

Connectedness 
Institutional Identification  

College brand, identify with my school program, college 

values 

Student-Staff Relationships Engage with faculty, advisors, relationship with staff 

Student-Student Relationships Team work, peer learning, capstone 

 

Academic Culture  Academic integrity, ethics, diversity 

 

 

Additional Categories Added During Sorting 

 

 Metacognition Reflection, self-evaluate, metacognition 

Learning Learning theories, problem-based learning, learning styles 

Health & Wellness Mental health, wellness, counselling 

Indigenous Medicine wheel philosophy, indigenous world view 

Pedagogy Practical exercises, guided activities, applied learning 

activities 
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Note.  
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For each of the categories, the breakdown below contains the exhaustive lists of terms that helped define and sort terms from course outlines 

documents into each category.  The original Lizzio (2006) document contains paragraph descriptions and the inventory framework.   Lizzio (2011) 

student life-cycle provides descriptive language for each of the five senses. Zimmerman et al. (2017) has a table (p. 613) that establishes each of the 

five senses and concepts therein.  Hatch et al. (2018) provided a table of academic success course elements as did Rasmussen (2013).  Finally, there 

is a rich description of student capability in Lizzio and Wilson (2004) that contains language related to nine generic, and five applied domains of 

capability.  Reason et al. (2006) also contains descriptions of academic competence.  

Purpose 

Disciplinary Engagement Vocational Direction Personal Development 

Field Career Planning 

Health Vocation Personal Goals 

Business Job Reasons for attending 

Sciences Relevant course of study Develop strengths/talents 

Program choice Industry Skill development 

Rewarding study Demands Mental health 

Engagement with discipline  Guest Speakers Wellness 

Choice of degree Job application skills Clarity of life purpose 

Relevance of course of study Employment seeking skills Political awareness 

Identify with my School program Clear career direction Confident self-presentation 

Appreciate relevance of what I am studying to my current and 

future life/career Professional knowledge base Balanced lifestyle 

Underlying purpose/goals of the curriculum Professional ethics Sound personal relationships 

Explain how courses build on each other Practicum Coherent personal identity 

Excitement and enthusiasm for field Work experience learning Awareness of one's context 

Disciplinary Stimulation.  Link curriculum to job/career tasks Learning and renewal skills 

 Future identity Resourcefulness 

 Where degree might take me Seeking help or advice 

 Career sessions Systematically develop their strengths and talents 

 Field projects Self-managed learning 

 

Desired career direction connects with what I am 

studying Help me to mature 

 Employability Self-assessment 

 

Appreciate relevance of what I am studying to my 

current and future life/career Learning plans 

 Career Goals Broaden my thinking 

  Challenge ideas and attitudes 

  Social and recreational activity 

  Extra-curricular activities 
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  Manage the competing demands and commitments of my life 



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 120 

 

   

 

Capability 

 

Academic Competence Task & Role Clarity Community Participation & Contribution 

Skills Expectations Extra Curriculars 

Note taking Role as student Student Government 

Test Taking Deadlines Sports 

Exam Taking Preparedness Publishing 

Writing Learning Ready Being a peer tutor 

Listening Learning Community Contributions 

Citation Negotiating Expectations Commitment 

Speaking Skills Class engagement Student government 

Team work Realistic expectations Sports 

Time management Roles and tasks of university study  Commitment to contributing to learning community 

Quizzes Learning ready Engaging students as active members of a learning community. 

Mastery Understand expectations  Influence my learning environment 

Numbers/Math/Skills Clarifying and negotiating expectations Hosting welcoming events and activities 

Problem solving Clear about what is expected of a university student  Peer-assistance programs 

Critical thinking Discuss class attendance Involvement in research programs 

Job application skills Amount of out-of- class work Staff-student councils 

Employment seeking skills In-class behaviours Sense of ownership of my school 

Resourcefulness Form learning contracts Extra-curricular activities 

Study skills Student Charter Social 

Deconstructing tasks Clear about what I can expect from staff  

Writing assignments  Teaching standards 

Reading literature Terminology language used at University 

Proof-reading and editing 

Understand the ways in which ‘studying at uni’ will 

be different from my previous learning situations  

Format and referencing Q & A 

Better prepared  Consultation sessions 

Basic academic skills  Transition workshops 

Development of academic skills  Developing learning plans 

Collaboration Setting small achievable tasks on a weekly basis 

Outlining the knowledge and skills that each course 

assumes I have mastered  Encourage students self-assessing study skills 

Self-study exercises Program booklets 

Self-managed learning Formative feedback 

Develop a learning plan 

Use the various academic supports and learning 

services  

Invite support and library staff into class 

Embed academic skills development exercises  

Normalise the use of learning services 

Appreciate the capabilities that I already have 

Find the information I need 

Manage the competing demands and commitments of 

my life 

Mastery and proficiency 
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Public Presentation Skills 

Persuasive Argument Skills 

Education and Training Skills 

Asserting oneself 

Explaining ideas to others 

Listening to others 

Writing academic text 

General Writing Skills 

Efficient writing processes 

Ethical use of information 

Information literacy skills 

Reading skills 

Monitoring Team processes 

Providing Task Directions 

Conflict management 

Adapting to change 

Being resourceful 

Self-organization and focus 

Learning and study strategies 

Learning from experience 

Taking responsibility  

Self-Regulated learning skills 

Computer literacy  

Using the Learning management system 

Academic Goals 

 

 

 

Resourcefulness 

 

Systems Access and Navigation University – Life Interface Physical Environment 

Learning management systems Ability to balance  Accessibility 

Get help they need Work/Life/School Commuting 

Library Advocate/Speak up Learning Spaces 

Student Services Student Services Field Trips 

Procedures Health Orientation Day 

Orientation Day Wellness  Navigating the campus 

Seeking help or advice Manage Challenge Guided tours 

Navigating the campus Time management Scavenger Hunt  

Online navigation Seeking help or advice Sense of place 

Proactively manage challenges  willingness to speak up if they have a problem Character in buildings 

Ability to navigate the university system  Ability to balance their work, life and study commitments Flexible services and amenities 

Get the help and information they need Encouraging timely help-seeking behaviour. Identity through my environment 

willingness to speak up if they have a problem Ways to explain university to family/parents and partners Safety and security 

accessible roles, procedures and resources Manage the competing demands and commitments of my life How to maintain my personal safety, 

Terminology language used at University Advice on finance/budget 
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Use the various academic supports and learning 

services  Accommodation, welfare, part time employment 

Invite support and library staff into class 

Procedural clarity 

Procedures and practices 

Find the information I need 

System works fairly 

Solving common complaints 

Access to advising 

Referral 

Support services 

Capacity to navigate the system by reminding me of 

important deadlines and milestones 

 

 

Connectedness 

 

Student-Staff Relationships Student-Student Relationships Institutional Identification  

Engage with Faculty Team work College Brand 

Interviews with Faculty Peer Learning Extra Curriculars 

Mentoring Capstone College Values 

Advisors collaboration Affiliation 

Learning Community Learning Community Orientation Day 

Relationship with staff Peer learning involved with the university 

Hosting social activities Peer tutoring Satisfaction at university 

Encouraged to talk with staff  Relationship with peers I belong or fit and that this is the right place for me  

Clear information about consultation hosting social activities Pride as a member  

Informed about the backgrounds and interests of staff Relationship programs  Success stories 

Provide information about staff as people as well as academics Develop effective working relationships 

Understand and connect with “school values” and the contribution it aspires 

to make in society 

Understand the wider roles and tasks of academic staff outside of the 

classroom Team building activities Discuss school/program mission 

Work profiles of teaching Cooperative projects Identify with my School program 

Communicating staff research interests Valuing of diversity ‘history and story’ of the university 

Research, service & community involvement, Structured sharing of story Identify with my School program 

Feel known or recognised by at least one staff member Cross age group, gender, culture, race, 

To know the ‘leaders and elders’ of my School/program Respect 

Senior staff teaching in first year, Cohort membership 

Speaking positively to students Modelling of senior students 

invite support and library staff into class Give/receive help and support from fellow students  

Staff-student councils Study groups, home groups, car pooling) 

Invite support and library staff into class  
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Academic Culture 

 

Academic Culture/Values 

Culture 

Academic Integrity 

Citation 

College Values 

Ethics 

Diversity 

Accessibility 

Policies/Procedures 

How things are done 

What is college? 

Orientation Day 

 ‘how things are done’  

Values 

Leadership of others 

Self-leadership 

Being accountable 

Maintaining work relations 

Appreciation of the core values 

Ethical principles of the university 

Appreciate the basis of effective and respectful interactions 

with my peers and staff 

Independence 

Critical thinking 

Collaboration 

 

Additional Categories 

 

Meta Cog Learning Health & Wellness 

Reflection The Brian Mental health 

Self-Assess Learning Styles Sexual health 

Self-Evaluate Multiple inteligences Wellness 

Metacognition Learning Theories Counselling 

Journaling Problem based Learning Balance 

Reflective Work/Assignments Cognition  
encourage students self-assessing study skills  
Self-study exercises   
Appreciate the capabilities that I already have  
Mindfulness   
Self-awareness   
Self monitoring   
Self-control   
Questioning self   
Understanding the type of learning  
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Keeping track of progress   
Predicting learning process   
Self-Regulation   

 

 

 



 

ACADEMIC SUCCESS COURSES 125 

 

   

 

Appendix B 

Ethics Review 

As per the UOIT REB SOP 203 Activities Requiring REB Review and the Article 2.2 of 

the TCPS2 this project will not require REB approval.  This study is reviewing course 

outlines which are neither of the above.  For this study, 9/24 of the course outlines are 

available online and legally publicly accessible to anyone with no expectation of privacy. 

Furthermore, the remaining course outlines have been disseminated publicly with no 

prior expectation of privacy so if they are freely handed over to the researcher after 

submitting [his] request, [he] will still not be in possession of something that wasn’t 

publicly disseminated and that had no expectation of privacy. (Dr. Ruth Milman, REB 

Chair, OnTechU, 2018).   
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Appendix C 

The categories below were used to sort the allocation of assessment percentages 

described in course outlines.  The categories emerged from the data. 

 

Testing 

Test(s) Quiz(s) Test/Quiz/Exam 

Test Taking 

Module/Assignment Final Exam Midterm Exam 

 

Engagement/In Process/In Class/Face to Face 

Participation/Engagement 

In-Class 

Work/Assignments/Activities Consultation 

In 

Process/Ongoing/Homework Professionalism Discussions 

 

Technology/Hybrid 

Hybrid 

Assignments Technology use there of 
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Communications 

Email 

Assignment Linkedin Profile Presentation(s) In Class 

 

Reflection/Journaling 

Journal Reflective 

Assignment 

Photo 

Reflection 

Reflection 

Assignment/Project 

Final/Later Reflection 

Assignment 

Time Log 

Journal 

Self-

Evaluation 

Spending 

Journal; 

 

Time/Planning/Goals/Pathways 

Time Management 

Assignment/Mapping 

Success/Learning 

Plan Assignment 

Goal 

Setting 

Assessing Progress SMART 

Goals 

Ongoing Personal and Career Goal 

Reporting 

Academic Pathways 

Project 

 

Career/Vocational 

Career 

Research 

Career Research 

Project 

Resume/Cover 

Letter 
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Academic Integrity/Referencing 

Academic Integrity 

Assignment 

Academic 

Referencing 

 

Coursework 

Homework Assignments Assignment(s) Case Study Written Assignments 

Writing Labs Report Essay(s) Role Play 

Applied Learning Diversity Assignment Research Assignment Projects 

Application 

of Theory 

Community 

Event Project Portfolio 

Video Interview 

Assignment Interview Assignment 

 

Group Work 

Group Written 

Assignment 

Group 

Presentation 

Group 

Project 

Group 

Work 

 

College Service Connection Assignment 

 


