Recommendations for Freshmen
Who Want to Survive

NOTE:  Freshman Seminar is indebted to the University of South Carolina for sharing this information which was adapted from the academic and personal development of Penn State freshmen, during a longitudinal study, by Upcraft, Peterson, and Moor, prepared by Professor Ray Murphy, Office of Residential Life Programs, Division of Student Affairs, The Pennsylvania State University.

I. Surviving your freshman year

Because some non-academic factors may have as much to do with whether you stay or leave as academic factors, you should work as hard at your personal development outside the classroom as you do at your scholastic development inside the classroom.

According to this study, success doesn’t depend on whether you’re black or white, rich or poor, or whether your parents went to college.  None of these seems to have anything to do with surviving your freshman year.

But other things do matter.  Be certain about wanting to come to college in the first place.  Don’t come because it’s the thing to do, or because all your friends are going.  If you come to college with specific vocational goals in mind, you’ll be more likely to come back for your sophomore year.  Uncertainly about a specific major, however, is nothing to worry about.  In fact, you may be better off not having a preference for a major as a freshman, if you are unsure about it.

Whether or not you work during your freshman year won’t affect your choices of survival, but how much you do work does matter.  The dropout rate of those who work more than 20 hours a week is five times that of those who work less than 20 hours a week.

Certain types of personal problems may affect your chances of returning for your sophomore year. If you have difficulty getting along with people, if you are lonely, if you are ill, you are more likely to drop out. So deal with little problems before they become big ones. 

Live on campus.  Freshman who live off campus drop out at a rate nearly twice that of on-campus freshmen.  Make a real effort to get along with your roommate, and try to stay with that person during your entire year.  But, if you have irresolvable differences, request a room change because prolonged incompatibility will increase your chances of dropping out.
Finally, be concerned if you run into academic difficulty.  As you might expect, students who are having academic difficulties are more likely to drop out than others.
II. Towards academic excellence

Succeeding in college is more than simply a matter of studying hard and applying native intelligence.  You may be thinking about whether you should find a job during your freshman year. It’s alright to work as long as you don’t overdo it.  Clearly, going to college full-time and working more than half-time is an open invitation to earning lower grades.

Have a good relationship with your parents.  Students who have a very close relationship with parents earn significantly higher grades than those who are incompatible with their parents.  Don’t assume that just because you’re away from home, your parents don’t matter anymore. 

If you get sick or injure yourself, have financial problems, or have difficulty getting along with people, you are likely to earn lower grades.

Live on campus.  Freshman who live off campus tend to earn lower grades, as a group, than freshmen living on campus.  Get along with your resident assistant, for this can lead to better grades.

III. Towards personal growth

It’s interesting to note that who you are, in terms of your background and characteristics, prior to entering college may have a greater effect on your personal development than anything that happens to you during your freshman year.  Things such as working less than 20 hours a week and a good relationship with your parents seem to have little impact on personal development.

But still there are things to watch out for.  Lots of traumatic events and problems in the freshman year can negatively affect your social emotional development (illness, injury, academic difficulty, difficulty in getting along with people, loneliness, etc).

Otherwise, personal development doesn’t seem to be affected by whether or not you live on campus, or how well you get along with your roommate.

NOTE: Remember, these are generalizations, and represent the result of a study.  Even so, they should help freshmen recognize the warning signals and thereby, be better prepared to alter them.
