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The Companion for the First Year at 
City Tech 

The Companion  is… 
• A text 
• A workshop series 
• A teaching approach 



Part 1: 

Developing  
The Companion  

as a Text 



Initial Stages of The Companion 

• Prior to 2007, the University Skills Immersion Program 
(USIP) offered summer courses free of cost to students 
in remedial Reading, Writing, ESOL and Math. 
– These courses focused on test preparation and remedial 

skills 
• In 2007, USIP implemented the Portfolio Project, with 

the aim of improving college readiness skills.  This 
project included: 
– A series of extra-curricular workshops 
– In-class self-assessment sheets that students completed, 

compiled, and turned in as a “portfolio” 



Transition from the Portfolio Project  
to the Companion 

In 2009, Lauri Aguirre and Janet Liou-Mark received a 
grant, Aim for Success CUE Innovation, earmarked to offer 
a text to help students transition into college life. 
Drawing on the positive response to the Portfolio Project, 
a search was made to find a text that would offer: 

• Self-assessment activities 
• Goal setting activities 
• A definition and exploration of college study skills 
• Time management skills 



Transition to the Companion 

Existing college acclimation texts for incoming 
freshmen were reviewed but were not appropriate 
for City Tech students who are:  

• Non-residential  
• Often first generation college students 
• Pursuing professional and technical rather 

than traditional liberal arts studies 
 

So, a decision was made to write a text tailored for 
the student population at City Tech. 

 



Transition to the Companion: 
Integration of AAA10101 Materials 

An existing course (AAA1010: Academic Access), 
a freshman acclimation class taught by City Tech 
Counseling Center staff, focused on similar skills: 

• Orientation to college life 
• Academic skills 
• Support systems, stress management 

Materials from this course were generously 
offered for inclusion in the future Companion. 

 



Transition to the Companion 

The four authors who serve different roles 
within the college: 
Lauri Aguirre, First Year Programs Director 
A.E. Dreyfuss, Learning Developer 
Janet Liou-Mark, Professor in Math Department 
Jennifer Sears, Professor in English Department 

collectively recognized types of challenges 
common to our students. After discussion, an 
organizing principle for three sections emerged. 



Organizing The Companion 
Chapter 1: YOU- Your New Direction 

Study skills, self-assessment, goal setting, responsibility for 
college success, and time management. 

 
Chapter 2: Your College Studies: The Formal System 

Understanding the (seemingly) impersonal institutional 
environment, understanding academic consequences and 
grades, and navigating the physical campus. 

 
Chapter 3: Your College Life: The Informal System 

Understanding the importance of campus involvement, 
extracurricular offerings, student support, and counseling.  

 



1st Edition  
The Companion (2010) 

Included within the three sections were: 
• Quotes from surveyed City Tech students about 

their first-year experiences were used to frame 
content  

• Narratives by the four authors who discovered 
they had difficult first-year college experiences 
based on naïve decisions typical of freshmen 
students. These stories were offered to show 
the experience of being new to the institutional 
environment and to help students see their 
anxieties as common ones. 
 





Chapter 1: Your New Direction 
Focus on the student as “YOU”  

Defining Success 
Time Management 
Study and Learning Skills: Reading, Writing & 
Mathematics 
Testing Strategies 
Evaluating Success 

Emphasis is placed on assuming personal 
responsibility for college success, developing 
confidence, and establishing the habit of reflection 
and self-assessment. 

 





Chapter 2: Your College Studies:  
The Formal System 

Focus on entering a formal academic system: 
Registration Procedures 
Explanation of the NYCCT Grading System 
Grading Procedures 
NYCCT Attendance Policy 
Financial Aid and Scholarships 
Student Support 
Maps of City Tech’s campus 
Emphasis is placed on learning to navigate the 
impersonal institutional environment. 

 





Chapter 3: Your College Life:  
The Informal System 

Focus on: 
College Etiquette 
City Tech Clubs 
Personal Support Services 
Information Services 

Emphasis is placed on understanding the 
importance of extracurricular activities,  
establishing a social identity and finding a 
personal niche as means of identifying and 
showcasing educational goals. 



Continuing Development of the 
Companion 

2nd Edition (2011) Minor changes in text and design 
3rd Edition (2012) 
• Implemented student stories based on 

“overcoming obstacles” in college. 
• Professional graphic artist Ramon Rodriguez 

redesigned and illustrated the Companion. 
4th Edition (2013) 
• Revised titles and overall text in response to 

implementation of CUNYfirst and cessation of 
publication of the NYCCT Student Handbook. 

 
 



Part 2: 

Developing  
The Companion  

as a 
Workshop Series 

 



The Companion Workshop Series 

•One-hour weekly Companion  workshops are led 
by peer mentors 
•Peer mentors are current or former students at 
City Tech who have navigated the first year process  
and undergo intensive training preparation for 
topics and presentation skills 
•Workshops are held in addition to class time 
without classroom instructor presence 
•Students have the opportunity to discuss personal 
issues with the group and an experienced mentor 



Workshop Topics  

 
Orientation 
Campus tour 

Time management skills 
Library 

Registration 



Part 3: 
 

Developing  
The Companion  

as a 
Teaching Approach 



The Companion as a Teaching Approach 
Teacher participation is a crucial aspect of successful 
integration of Companion materials, requiring faculty 
who: 
•  Value and are comfortable facilitating spontaneous 

discussion with students 
• Are sympathetic to transitioning students’ emotional 

and social needs 
• Have interest in educating the “whole” student 
• Are willing to undergo training and work with and 

contribute to  a team of faculty and peer mentors 
• Are willing and able to set aside some course time 

for the project 
 



The Companion as a Teaching Approach 

Summer Immersion programs are more conducive 
to intensive work with the Companion because: 
• The students are a “captive” group with fewer 

course conflicts  
• Courses that meet four sessions a week (as 

opposed to two during the semester) allow for 
consistent interaction between students and 
instructor, creating a classroom dynamic 
conducive to discussing personal concerns. 
 



The Companion as a Teaching Approach 

In Spring 2013, a Teaching Guide for the Companion was created 
in response to surveyed  FYP instructors.  
Each of the 17 lesson plans includes: 
• A stated objective 
• A list of materials from the Companion referenced in the plan 

and other materials 
• A suggested agenda that includes class discussion, small group 

activities, and homework 
• Summaries of selected faculty and student narratives 
• Three additional plans are specifically designed for teaching 

the developmental exams in reading and writing 



The Companion as Teaching Approach 
Lesson Plan 11: 

Using the Stories: Getting Serious about College Study 
OBJECTIVE: 
To understand why an attendance policy is in place and to consider the challenges and 
consequences of procrastination. 
  
COMPANION MATERIALS: 
“First Week Attendance Really Does Matter!” by Lauri Aguirre (p. 34) 
“It All Begins with a P: Procrastination” by Lori Younge (p. 33) 
Activity 7: PASS: Persistence, Attendance, Self-Discipline, Self-Assessment (p. 35) 
  
Summaries for Instructors: 
(Note: CATW Instructors might assign summaries as class exercises.) 
Lauri Aguirre’s story examines the freshman experience of skipping the first weeks of 
classes and how her actions irreparably affected her GPA and her relationship with her 
instructors.  The story ends with focused tips on how attendance during the first week 
of classes provides an invaluable understanding of the course requirements and makes 
a positive impression on the instructor.   
  
Lori Younge’s story examines the freshman experience of first identifying and then 
dealing with procrastination.  Younge shows how small changes in her habits, such as 
starting assignments on time, enabled her to get this habit under control and made a 
radical difference in her grades, study habits, and personal well-being. 



Developing Student Self Assessment  

Student self-assessment activities have been a core 
component of the Companion teaching approach since 
its beginning. These activities guide incoming students 
to consider: 

• what they are learning and why, beyond goals such as 
passing tests 

• how personal responsibility and effort determines 
personal progress 

• how to effectively deal with perceived setbacks and 
challenges 

• definitions of success beyond getting a college degree 
to “make a lot of money.” 



Developing Student Self Assessment  

Self assessments in the 4th edition include: 
PASS: Persistence, Attendance, Self-discipline, 

Self-Assessment 
Balancing College and Personal Responsibilities 
I’m so Excited! Well, OK…Not Always (Course 

Preferences) 
Unravel Snags in Your Study Skills 
The Good and the Bad: Using Instructor Feedback 
Time to Assess Your Strengths 
Evaluate Your Goals and Move Toward Success 

 



Alignment With Other Programs 

In addition to USIP courses, the Companion has 
been used in other college-wide programs 
including: 

• First-Year Learning Communities 
• Black Male Initiative at City Tech 
• COPE 
• CLIP 
• Some Bridge courses 
• College Now course (Summer 2014) 
 

 



Coming soon… 

The Companion will be available on a newly-
developed website for First Year Programs. 
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