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Navigating the Transition to 
College:  How to have a 

successful first year of college
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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 or Professional Demands

• Social landscape

• Independent Living

• Orientation towards future

Proprietary & Confidential



What can 
happen during 
this transition?

• During this transition, young adults are 
particularly susceptible to both 
psychological and physical symptoms 
of stress:

• Loneliness 
• Depression
• Homesickness 
• Health concerns and problematic use of 

substances
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SOURCES: 
Aspinwall & Taylor, 1992; Gall, Evans & Bellerose, 2000; Sadava & Pak, 1993; Scopelliti & 
Tiberio, 2010; Tran, Williams, & Ya, 2022; Thurber & Walton, 2012; Wechsler et al., 2002



What can happen 
during this transition?

• For Fall 2022 cohort, 68.2% were 
retained at their starting 
institution, while 76.5% persisted 
at any U.S. institution by Fall 
2021 (N = 2.3 mil). 

•  An average of 8.6% of first-year 
students transferred to a 
different institution by the 
following fall, with full-time 
students more likely to transfer 
than part-time peers.

SOURCES: 
June 27, 2024. Persistence and Retention Fall 2022 Beginning Postsecondary Student Cohort, Herndon, VA: National Student Clearinghouse Research 
Center. Persistence, Postsecondary, Snapshot Report |

https://nscresearchcenter.org/category/persistence/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/category/postsecondary/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/category/snapshot-report/


“Why do young 
adults fail at 

college?”

1. Not Ready or Prepared:
• “Mismatch” between high school 

and college/”young adulthood”

• Poor Lifestyle & Study Habits

2. Low Motivation or Lack of Effort

Take-away:  Young adults recognize 
the reason they may not succeed is 
within their control 

Handout:  University vs High 
School

SOURCES: 
Cherif et al., 2013, 2014; McCarthy & Kuh 2006
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What do I need to succeed?

Key factors for success are:

1. Balanced lifestyle for 
physical/emotional health

2. Time management

3. Motivation

4. Sense of Belonging
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SOURCES: Brooks & DuBois, 1995; Gerdes & Mallinckrodt, 1994; Pritchard & Wilson, 2003; Rickinson & 
Rutherford, 1995



Factor #1 & #2:  Balance & 
Time Management

• In order of importance:

• Physical & Emotional Health (eat, sleep, 
exercise)

• Work (or being productive)

• Social

• Ask Your Young Adult/Yourself:

• When is the last time you ate/slept well?

• When is the last time you connected with 
friends?

• When is the last time you “moved”? (Small vs 
Large moves)

• Handouts:  Time Management Schedule

  Course Load Formulas
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Factor #3:  Motivation

• Your ability to self-control and motivate is 2x 
more predictive of health, academic 
performance, income levels and relationship 
stability in adulthood compared to IQ and SAT 
scores (Duckworth & Seligman, 2005).

• Tips to increase motivation and effort:

• Rest & Eat!

• Consistency and structure

• Remember:  It’s the process, not the person

• Key Strategy:  Distributive Practice!

• Social accountability:  Find a “body 
double”
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Factor #4:  Sense of 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

• Prioritize close friendships!

• Paradox:  Technology/social media is 
surface connection (not depth).

“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.”

SOURCES: Narr et al., 2017



Common Myths vs Reality



MYTH:  “EVERYONE” 
Finishes “On-Time”

• For the starting cohort of 2018, 61% of 
students had completed a bachelor’s degree 
at the same institution where they started by 
2024 (within 6-year graduation rate; N = 
2.3mil )

• 43.5% of 2018 cohort completed their 
bachelor’s degree 48 months or less after 
first enrolling in postsecondary education. 

• As many as 80% of all undergraduate 
students change majors at least one time 
before earning a degree.

• 3 out of 5 college graduates would change 
major if they could go back

SOURCES: NSC Research Center. (Dec 4, 2024). Yearly Progress and Completion. Retrieved  from https://nscresearchcenter.org/yearly-progress-and-
completion/; Student Research Group (Jan 24, 2025).  Retrieved from https://studentresearchgroup.com/category/college-major/

https://nscresearchcenter.org/yearly-progress-and-completion/
https://nscresearchcenter.org/yearly-progress-and-completion/


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. 

• 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.

“Maybe you had to leave in order to really miss a place; 
maybe you had to travel to figure out how beloved 

your starting place was”

-Jodi Picoult

Proprietary & Confidential



Early Red Flags
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Communication 
noticeably drops 

(or increases)

Skipping classes or 
work

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

Multiple requests 
for money

Drop in social 
connection

Loss of interest in 
pleasurable 

activities

Written 
report/early 

academic warning



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”. 

STEP IN when you hear:

Loss of interest in activities

Lack of energy and 
motivation to “keep up”

Lack of interest in goals

Proprietary & Confidential



Strategies to 
Support

• Validate and normalize!

• Tell yourself:  “This transition is very 
difficult and normal; it takes time but I can 
do this!”

• Engage in social connections; avoid isolation

• Ask self/young adult:  “Have I connected 
with……(neighbor, former teammate, 
classmate)?”

• Explore and expand familiarity; get creative!

• Ask self/young adult: “I miss yoga; where 
is the closest studio to practice?

• Share with others:  “Guess what I tried 
recently?”



Strategies to 
Support

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

• Once-a-week Facetime with family and 
even pets ☺

• Visit home or with parents (NOT the first 2 
weekends of college)

• Set realistic expectations

• Tell self/young adult: “What can I 
focus/improve/work on for today?”



Strategies to 
Support

• If feeling socially disconnected: 

• Scroll through your phone/email/Facebook list 
of contact. Make a list of people you haven’t 
seen or spoken to for a while.  Reach out via 
social media and say hello! Anticipate feeling 
anxious or awkward, but you can do it!  And it’s 
not “weird”!

• If feeling emotionally disconnected: 

• Reach out to one of your social supports.  

• Try a meditation or mindfulness practice.  

• Journal and offer self-compassion

• If feeling physically “off”: 

• Break a sweat and raise serotonin!

• Commit to some form of exercise (moderate 
walk, exercise class) for at least 30 minutes.

• “Check in” with yourself:  Hungry?  Sleep-
deprived? Engage in “self-care”



Resources 
For The 
Future



1. Notice 5 things that you can see. Look around you 
and become aware of your environment. Try to pick 
out something that you don’t usually notice.

2. Notice 4 things you can feel. Bring attention to the 
things that you’re currently feeling, such as the texture 
of your clothing or the smooth surface of the table 
you’re resting your hands on.

3. Notice 3 things that you can hear. Listen for and 
notice things in the background that you don’t 
normally notice. It could be the birds chirping outside 
or an appliance humming in the next room.

4. Notice 2 things you can smell. Bring attention to 
scents that you usually filter out, either pleasant or 
unpleasant. Catch a whiff of the pine trees outside or 
food cooking in the kitchen.

5. Notice 1 thing you can taste. Take a sip of a drink, 
chew gum, or notice the current taste in your mouth.



TED Talks 
you should 
check out:

• Andy Puddicombe: All it Takes is 10 Mindful 
Minutes

• Dan Gilbert: The Surprising Science of 
Happiness

• Angela Lee Duckworth: The Key to Success? 
Grit

• Susan Cain: The Power of Introverts

• Matt Cutts: Try Something New for 30 Days

• Guy Winch:  Emotional First Aid

• Brene Brown:  The Power of Vulnerability
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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” to identify how you feel

• Then the app recommends guided 
meditations for your 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
about T2U College Prep Seminars this 

Summer?

Scan HERE to Request Info
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