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•What to expect during this transition

•Key factors of a successful transition

•Myths vs. Realities

•Distinguish between “red flags” of difficulty and normal 
adjustment reactions

•Homesickness and what to advise

•Know when to "step in" and when to "step back" 



Why this transition matters
 An opportunity for growing intellectually and 

personally, creating new social connections, and 
establishing a sense of community within a new 
environment. 

 Significant shift in:

 Academics

 Social landscape

 Independent Living

 Orientation towards future
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What can happen during this 
transition?

 During their first year of college, students are particularly 
susceptible to both psychological and physical symptoms of stress 
(Baker & Siryk, 1984; Compas, Wagner, Slavin & Vanatta, 1986; Gall, 
Evans & Bellerose, 2000).  

 Loneliness (Cutrona, 1982)

 Depression (Fisher & Hood, 1988; Wolf, Scurria, & Webster, 
1998)

 Homesickness (Scopelliti & Tiberio, 2010; Thurber & Walton, 
2012) 

 Health concerns and problematic use of substances (Aspinwall & 
Taylor, 1992; Sadava & Pak, 1993; Wechsler et al., 2002). 
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What can happen during this 
transition?

 Many of these students withdraw from the university 
within their first year (Hamilton & Hamilton, 2006; Levitz 
& Noel, 1989).

 Of all students who started college in Fall 2016, 73.9 
percent persisted at any U.S. institution in fall 2017, 
while 61.6 percent were retained at their starting 
institution. 

 Nearly one in eight students who start college in any fall 
term transfer to a different institution by the following 
fall.

SOURCE:  Snapshot Report – First-Year Persistence and Retention by NSC 

Research Center | Jun 27, 2018
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“Why do students fail at college?”
 Cherif, Adams, Movahedzadeh, Martyn, and Dunning, 2014

 For faculty, the number one reason (37% - 40%) for college student failure 
was "Not Ready for College" followed by Lack of Effort (11-13%).

 Cherif, Movahedzadeh, Adams, and Dunning, 2013

 For students, the number one reason (34.6%) for college student failure was 
“Motivation” followed by Study Habits (17.3%).

 Take-away: College students recognize the reason they fail courses is 
within their control and responsibility

 McCarthy and Kuh, 2006

 In survey of over 170,000 American students, results indicated a serious 
‘‘mismatch’’ between high school students’ learning habits and the habits 
expected of them at university. 

 Handout:  University vs High School
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Your 1st Year of College
 Only one-quarter (25.2%) of students reported that they 

frequently maintained a healthy diet. 

 Nearly one in five students (19.1%) shared that they never had 
adequate sleep since entering college. 23.1% of students reported 
below average or extremely low emotional health.

 Of the students who reported low emotional health, only 41.0% 
indicated that they sought personal counseling since entering 
college. 

 38.6% reporting that they frequently felt anxious. 

 Handout:  Common First Year College Issues

SOURCES: Couch, V. (2018).  2017 Your First College Year Survey. CIRP at the Higher Education Research Institute at 

UCLA (N = 8, 264)



Key factors to a successful transition

 Individual, social, and emotional factors are key 
influences on first-year students’ adjustment and 
success at their new university life (Brooks & 
DuBois, 1995; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; 
Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; Rickinson & Rutherford, 
1995). 

 Key factors are:

1. Motivation

2. Sense of belonging

3. Emotional Health

4. Time management



Key factor #1:  Motivation
 Compared to IQ and SAT scores, one’s ability 

to self-control and motivate was twice as 
predictive of health, income levels and 
relationship stability in adulthood.

 Self-discipline outweighed IQ in predicting 
academic performance (Duckworth & 
Seligman, 2005)

 Academic engagement linked to intrinsic 
motivation

 Tips to increase motivation and effort:

 Rest & Glucose

 Meditate (“working” on self-control)

 Consistency and structure

 Parents’ Advice:  It’s the process, not the 
person
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Key factor #2:  Social belonging
 The degree to which they “fit in” and 

perceive their university as a match 
is predictive of college success and 
retention (Wintre et al., 2008) 

 Proximity is huge contributor to 
making friends

 Two essential variables:  regularity
and familiarity

 Quality over Quantity:  requires 
one-on-one time

 Teens who prioritized close 
friendships had lower social anxiety, 
an increased sense of self-worth, 
and fewer symptoms of depression 
by the time they reached age 25 than 
their peers (Narr et al., 2017).

“These [early relationships] are precursors for how they 

will function in life socially for the rest of their lives. How 

well you do [with peers] tells us a whole lot about how 

you manage in a lot of different ways as an adult.”
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Key factor #3: Emotional Health
 “Overwhelming anxiety” increased to 62% in 

2016 compared to 50% in 2011 

 More than one-third (38.6%) frequently felt 
anxious (2018 update).

 13.9% anticipate “very good chance” of 
seeking counseling

 30% rise in students seeking appointments 
at counseling centers between 2009–10 and 
2014–15

 Of those seeking counseling, college students 
report anxiety (61%), depression (49%), 
stress (45%), family issues (31%), 
academic performance (28%) and 
relationship problems (27%).

SOURCES: Eagan et al., (2017).  The American Freshman:  National Norms Fall 2016. Los Angeles: Higher Education 

Research Institute, UCLA.(N = 137, 456)



Key factor #4:  Balance time
 Balance between Academic, Social, and 

Personal Lives

 In order of importance:

 Biology (eat, sleep, exercise)

 Academics

 Social

 Parents’ Ask:

 When is the last time you ate/slept 
well?

 When is the last time you connected 
with friends?

 When is the last time you spoke to 
your professor or visited academic 
tutoring?

 Handout:  Time Management Schedule
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• Students' reported alcohol and tobacco 
use are at the lowest levels in 30 years & 
hold steady. 

• In 2016, 32 percent of college students 
reported binge drinking (past 2 weeks)

• In 2016, 39% of full-time college 
students aged 19-22 indicated that they 
used marijuana at least once in the prior 
12 months, and 22% indicated use in 
past 30 days.

• In 2016, any cigarette smoking in past 30 
days among college students was 8.9%, a 
record low since 1980

• Adults who tried vaping rose from 12.6% 
in 2014 to 15.3% in 2016; however, daily 
use fell from 3.7% in 2014 to 3.2% in 2016 
(JAMA, 2018).

MYTH:  “Everyone” Drinks and Smokes in College

Schulenberg, J.E., Johnston, L.D., O’Malley, P.M, Bachman, J.G., Miech, R.A., & Patrick, M.E. (2017). 

Monitoring the Future national survey results on drug use, 1975-2016: Volume 2



• In 2014, 38.8 percent said they spend less 
than five hours each week with friends, 
while just 18 percent said they spend 
more than 16 hours weekly with friends. 

• From 2007 through 2015, about a quarter 
of students consistently reported 
spending six or more hours per week 
using social media. 

• In 2016, the proportion of students 
using social media for at least six 
hours per week jumped to 40.9%

• Three-quarters (75.2%) of students who 
spent at least six hours per week using 
social media during the past year also 
spent at least six hours per week 
socializing with friends in person. 

MYTH:  “EVERYONE” Parties in College



MYTH:  “EVERYONE” Finishes “On-Time”

 For the starting cohort of 2010, less than 40% 
graduated within 4 years.

 For the starting cohort of 2010, 60% of students 
had completed a bachelor’s degree at the same 
institution where they started.

 50-70% of college students will change their major 
at least once.

SOURCE: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics. (2018). The Condition of 

Education 2018 (NCES 2018-144), Undergraduate Retention and Graduation Rates.

https://nces.ed.gov/programs/coe/indicator_ctr.asp


MYTH:  “College is the happiest time of your life”

• Over 95% first-year students report 
homesickness in the first semester  

• Homesickness stems from two factors:

#1.  a lack of security and familiarity

#2.  A sense of distress caused by 
separation. 

• Most experience “homesick separation” 
vs “homesick distress”

• Variables that can predict, impact, or 
worsen homesickness, including: 

• A lack of experience with living away 
from home.

• Control over the transition.

• Attitude toward the transition.

• Response from the family.

"Homesickness is a bit like seasickness. You don't 

know how awful it is until you get it, and when you 

do, it hits you right in the top of the stomach…."   

-Roald Dahl
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How to support when homesick

 Validate and normalize!

 Parents:  “Yes this transition is very difficult; it’s so common 
and normal to feel this way”

 Encourage social contact; avoid isolation

 Parents:  “Have you spent time with……(roommate, 
suitemate, classmate)?”

 Explore and expand familiarity; identify places or people on 
campus that are similar to home

 Parents: “I remember how much you love Fly Wheel; 
have you tried that new studio near campus yet?”
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How to support when homesick

 Listen for clues of a developing “family”, aka their tribe.  
Reassure that it will happen with time and frequency.

 Encourage developing routine to new life (e.g., same coffee 
shop, same exercise class)

 Parents share:  “Guess what I tried recently?”

 Schedule supportive phone calls and home visits 
accordingly (does not mean often):

 Once-a-week Skype/Facetime with family and even pets 


 Visit home or with parents once every 4-6 weeks (NOT
the first 2 weekends of college)

Proprietary & Confidential



Early red flags
 Communication noticeably drops (or increases)

 Skipping classes

 Hearing several “late nights” (or naps) in a row

 “When is the last time you had a decent night’s sleep?"

 Multiple requests for money

 Drop in social connection

 Loss of interest in pleasurable activities

 Midterm report/early academic warning
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When to Step Back vs. Step In
 STEP BACK by:

 Saying less and listening more

 Asking clarifying questions

 Validating experience

 Offering support by asking “What can I do to support 
you?” Anticipate residual consequences for “unloading”. 

 Availability as an Emotion Coach

 STEP IN when you hear:

 Loss of interest in activities

 Lack of energy and motivation to “keep up”

 Lack of interest in goals
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Suggestions for Support
 How to support from a distance:

 Email may be convenient way to share more

 Schedule time for a “real” check-in 

 How to support financially:

 Make it clear what you will pay for and what you will not

 Assist with a daily/weekly/monthly budget

 Share your perspective on CCs

 How to support emotionally:

 Be an Emotion Coach
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Be an “Emotion Coach”

 Five steps of Emotion Coaching are:

 Be aware of your emerging adult’s emotion

 Appreciate the emotion as opportunity for trust, 
connection and teaching

 Listen, empathize and validate their emotional 
experience (“mirror”)

 Assist with articulation of emotions (versus heightened 
expression)

 Set limits; what are your “office hours”?
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Now that you have free time…
 Redirect time & energy

 Social modeling:  take on new activities

 Familiarize yourself with resources, dates, and information

 Big Three:  Academics, Health & Wellness, Campus Life

 Important Dates:  Drop/Add & Withdrawal

 Guy Winch:  Emotional First Aid

 Guide, don’t pressure

 For questions about major & career:  Encourage conversations with 
other adults in a range of positions and careers.

 For conversations about “feeling left out”: Quality vs. Quantity

 Normalize mistakes:  College is a “safe” place to do so

 Plan Ahead - Handout:  Parent-Young Adult Contract
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Mindfulness & Meditation

 Insight Meditation Timer
 Variety of topics to chose from, customizable, and the ability to 

track your progress

 Stop, Breathe, and Think.

 A short “interview” where the user selects several words to 
describe how they are feeling

 Then the app recommends guided meditations for their 
current state.

 Smiling Mind. Designed for adolescents (Australian or 
British accent!)

 Take a Break! Short guided meditations for stress relief 
(Work Break or Stress Relief)
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http://stopbreathethink.org/
http://stopbreathethink.org/
https://itunes.apple.com/au/app/smiling-mind/id560442518?mt=8&ign-mpt=uo%3D4
https://itunes.apple.com/us/app/take-break!-guided-meditations/id453857236?mt=8


Interested in learning more?

 Upcoming Seminars (August 7, 2019):

 Transition to University College Prep Seminar

 Prepare for how to successfully navigate the transition from high school 
to college; what are the characteristics that define a successful first-year 
student?

 Contact:  Dr. Melinda S. Harper at mharperphd@gmail.com

 www.charlottepsychotherapy.com

mailto:mharperphd@gmail.com



