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The Differences Between High School and College 
and the Importance of Student-Faculty Interaction for 
College Success 

by Dr. Drew Appleby, Professor of Psychology, Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (IUPUI)  

Page 1: The Differences between High School and College 

In High School In College 

 

Academic expectations are not always high, and good 
grades can often be obtained with minimum effort. This 
is especially true for bright students who have 
discovered they don’t have to expend much effort to 
earn high grades. Unfortunately, part of being “cool” in 
high school often depends on the ability to project the 
appearance of not working hard.  

Academic expectations are much higher, and minimum 
effort usually produces poor grades.  

 

Teacher-student contact is close and frequent with 
classes that usually meet 5 days a week. Teachers are 
usually very accessible.  

Classes meet less often—sometimes only once a 
week—and faculty are usually only available during 
their office hours and by appointment to address 
student concerns.  

 

The teacher prepares a lesson plan and uses it to tell 
students how to prepare for the next class period (e.g., 
“Be sure to read Chapter 3 in your textbook.” or “Don’t 
forget to study for tomorrow’s test.”)  

The instructor prepares a syllabus, distributes and 
discusses it on the first day of the class, and expects 
students to follow the syllabus without having to be 
reminded about what will be done or what assignment 
is due during the next class period.  

 

Students are assigned daily homework, which teachers 
collect and check to insure that assigned work is being 
done. For example, a term paper will require many 
intermediate steps before the final paper is submitted.  

Instructors assume students have learned how to “keep 
up” with their assignments in high school and can be 
trusted to do course work without being constantly 
reminded or assigned “busy work” homework.  

 

Parents, teachers, and counselors give advice to and 
often make decisions for students. Students must abide 
by their parents’ boundaries and restrictions.  

Students must learn to rely on themselves and begin to 
experience the results of their own good and bad 
decisions. It is their responsibility to seek advice when 
they need it and to set their own restrictions.  

 

Teachers often contact parents if problems occur. 
Parents are expected to help students in times of crisis.  

Students have much more freedom, and must take 
responsibility for their own actions. Parents may not be 
aware that a crisis has occurred because the Buckley 
Amendment protects their sons and daughters’ privacy.  
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There are distractions from school work, but these are 
at least partially controlled by rules at school and 
home (e.g., curfews, dress codes, and enforced study 
hours).  

Many distractions exist. Time management and the 
ability to prioritize become absolutely essential survival 
skills for college students.  

 

From my point of view, the major difference between high school and college is that college faculty assumes their 
students are responsible adult human beings.  

This leads me to believe that successful college freshmen are those who live up to faculty expectations by acting 
in a responsible and adult manner.  

 

The importance of the connections students can make with faculty and staff. 

Years of research in higher education support the fact that student-faculty interaction positively impacts many 
aspects of a student's success, including college satisfaction, persistence (not dropping out), academic 
performance (GPA), and graduation.  

In High School, it is the responsibility of teachers to make sure that students learn. In College, it is the 
responsibility of faculty to provide students with an environment in which to learn, but it is the student’s 
responsibility to take advantage of this environment. This is a natural part of the healthy transition from passive 
learner to active learner.  

In High School, it is the responsibility of teachers to get to know their students. In College, it is the responsibility of 
students to help their teachers to get to know them. This is a natural part of the healthy transition from childhood 
to adulthood and from high school to college to the world of work  

 

A three-step strategy to facilitate student/faculty connections 

Stage 1: Get Noticed 

The best way to help a college instructor to notice you in a positive manner is to help that instructor form the 
impression that you are an active, interested, responsible, and motivated student.  

Some of my students have told me that the “good” students in their high schools were the ones who simply didn’t 
engage in “bad” behaviors. In college, simply not being “bad” doesn’t make you “good.” Being a “good” 
student in college means understanding what is expected and doing what is expected in an accurate, correct, 
courteous, and timely manner.  

Here are some ways to get noticed as a “good” college student:  

 Read and understand the class syllabus.  
 Come to class.  
 Come to class on time.  
 Come to class prepared.  
 Participate actively in class.  
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 Ask questions about unclear material.  
 Take advantage of your professors’ office hours.  
 Utilize the services and expertise of your Teaching Assistants (TA’s).  

Here are some ways to get noticed as a “not-so-good” college student:  

 Carry on side conversations with your fellow students while your instructor is trying to lecture.  
 Let your cell phone ring in class or—worse yet—take a call and carry on a conversation in class.  
 Sit in the back of the classroom when there are empty chairs in front.  
 Behave as if you are bored by what your teacher is trying to teach.  
 Pack up your books noisily before class is over.  

 

Stage 2: Perform Well 

Performing well means earning high scores on tests, producing written work that is professional in both content 
and appearance, and speaking in a clear and articulate manner.  

The ability to perform well is dependent upon willingness to:  

 Be savvy - not clueless! Know what your teachers expect you to do, then actually do it. And seek help 
when you need it.  

 Work hard - don't be perceived as a slacker! Don't just do the minimum required to pass the class. Make 
it a point to work harder than your classmates  

 Take an active role in the learning process. Don't just sit back and passively expect to be taught.  

 

Stage 3: Just Do It! 

There are many ways to get involved with faculty, including serving as a teaching assistant, research assistant, 
mentor, tutor, peer advisor, club or organization officer, work-study student, or an OTEAM member.  

Some examples of faculty and staff who freshmen will find to be particularly approachable include learning 
community faculty members, teachers of "gateway" classes (usually your 100 and 101 classes), Academic 
advisors, club or organization advisors, and members of academic support services such as the Writing Center, 
Career Center, Bepko Learning Center, etc.  

Also, try to seek the advice of upperclassmen about particularly approachable faculty members.  

 

College 101 

Professor Drew Appleby has taught first-year students for over 30 years and has received many national 
awards for his teaching, advising, and mentoring. His tips have helped numerous students’ transition from high 
school to college and succeed in the classroom.  

General Tips from Dr. Drew Appleby 
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 If your son or daughter must work, see if it is possible for them to work on campus.  
 Tell them to take orientation and their learning community class very seriously.  
 Help them see the relevance of what they are doing in school so they don’t take classes just to “get them 

out of the way.”  
 Encourage them to make friends with the other students in their classes and to form study groups with 

them.  
 Suggest that they get involved in at least one student club or activity.  
 Tell them to take advantage of service learning and internships.  
 Encourage them to seek the advice of successful upperclassmen.  
 Suggest that they get to know the librarian in their learning community.  
 Give them any help you can that will enable them to learn how to manage their time (e.g., tell them 

parking will be a challenge if they wait until the last minute to drive to class).  
 Encourage them not to be PCP (Parking Lot > Classroom > Parking Lot) students. The time they spend 

time on campus will be a sound investment in their academic success.  

Some bright students get though high school successfully by simply showing up. However, they often reach a point 
where just showing up stops working, and they actually have to put forth serious effort to perform well. If they 
have never had to study before, they may not know how. If you suspect this might be the case for your son or 
daughter, then my suggestion is that you gently—but persuasively—suggest that he or she should become 
familiar with the many support services that IUPUI has to offer and use these support services if and when the 
need arises. 

 

Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis, one of the top 15 “up and coming” American universities that 

U.S. News and World Report says people should be watching; home of nationally-ranked programs in nursing, 

public and environmental affairs, law, and health; and a campus renowned for service learning and civic 

engagement. 


