Understanding How Your Mind Functions 


When you were in high school, you probably never had to think about how your mind works.  In college, you will encounter courses where you will need to use the full capacity of your mind.  There are some things that we know about that you might find useful in increasing the full capacity of your mind. 

1. You won’t do well on a test without a full night’s sleep.  There is a lot of neurological research that validates the value of sleep on mental activity.

2. Cramming for a test is not a good strategy.  Within an hour, we tend to forget over half of the information we study by cramming. 

3. Memory comes from continuous study rather one-time binge efforts.  When you review your notes every class period, you are developing long term memory.  Flashcards are an excellent way to build long term memory. 

4. When you feel that your mind is so tired that you can’t study anymore, take a 15 minute nap.  Fifteen minutes can be a great renewal of your thought processes.  Taking a longer nap can be ineffective in that you become very groggy when you wake up again.  A 15 minute nap in the afternoon before an evening test can also be very effective. 

5. If you have a diagnosed learning disability, you should register with the Office of Disability Services so that you are provided the accommodations you need.

6. If you are prescribed medication for a learning disability, you need to take your medication.  Many students who quit taking their medication will find that their grades really suffer.

The challenge that you will face in college is accepting the fact that you can’t ignore the realities of how your mind works. 

Overcoming Panic


If you are like many students, you never had to really work in high school.  When you got to college you knew it would be different.  You studied more for your first round of tests than you ever studied in high school. But the results were disappointing.  You began to panic. 


Often students who panic will do the wrong thing.  Some of the responses to panic include:

· Focusing almost totally on the class where you got the bad grade.  As a result, grades in other classes start to suffer and the panic deepens.

· Dropping the class where you got the bad grade.  There is always a chance for recovery.  If you approach the recovery in the right way, you can bring up your grades.

· Getting in a funk.  You start doubting yourself.  This leads to missing classes, not doing your work, and the first thing you know, you are hopelessly behind in every class. 

There are some proven strategies for dealing with panic situations. 

· Put the bad grade in perspective.  Let’s suppose that you had a 45/100 pts on your first math test.  Suppose the math class has 4 tests worth 100 pts and a final worth 200 pts.  Also suppose the math class counts homework as 10% of your final grade.  If you get the full credit for the homework, you can still get a B in the math course by averaging a 75% on the remaining tests.

· Talk with your teacher about what you can do to improve your grades.  Your teacher might be able to show you what to focus on for the next test.

· Do your own analysis of what went wrong.  Read the note on Learning From Your Mistakes to see how you can do an analysis of what went wrong.

· See your academic advisor or a mentor to see what he/she recommends.  Often you can bring up your grades by just doing some simple things to build discipline. 

It’s easy to say” “Don’t Panic”, but when you are experiencing your first bad grades ever, its hard not to panic.  Even panicking is a better response than denying that there is a problem.

Jessica had a terrible start to college.  She had received bad grades in virtually every class, even those that were typically easy A’s or B’s.  Jessica had very little money for college, so she knew that she needed to have decent grades to maintain the financial aid she was receiving.  Jessica went to her advisor for help.  They talked through her situation.

· She took very good notes

· She never missed class

· She did her homework

· She wasn’t retaining the knowledge for tests

Jessica’s advisor gave her some simple to use tools for improving test retention.  She followed through on the advice exactly as given.  Her grades began to change.  By the end of the semester, Jessica had passed every class and, while her grades weren’t excellent, they were far better than many of her classmates

Managing Personal Relationships (Dating)


One of the most challenging issues for first year college students is managing the relationship with a boyfriend or girlfriend who is not on the same campus as you.  Often your boyfriend or girlfriend may still be in high school or studying at another college.


The reality that you need to face is this: “You Can’t Afford to Go Home More Than a Few Times in a Semester.”  There is simply too much work to do and you can’t afford to spend a lot of time away from campus.


Obviously your boyfriend or girlfriend is not going to be happy and the relationship is likely to suffer.  As harsh as it sounds, you need to think about moving on.  There is certainly no lack of opportunities on campus.


Now let’s suppose that you are dating someone who is on the same campus.  Many people met their spouse on campus.  Generally these relationships work well if you follow some simple guidelines.

· Have study dates – designate certain times during the week when you will get together to study.

· Set mutual academic goals and continually review each other’s academic performance.

· Get to know each other’s classmates and join in on their social events.  What you don’t want to do is isolate your boyfriend or girlfriend from those she/he needs to study with.

· Share career aspirations.  Often those you are close with can help you stay focused on a career. 

Greg was a first generation college student.  When he came to college, he was dating a girl from his high school.  He would go home every weekend to see her.  As expected, his grades suffered and he had a D or F in virtually every class at mid semester.  While he realized he couldn’t go home as often, he was thrown for a loop when he discovered his girlfriend was pregnant.  He didn’t know what to do.  When he received his final grades for the fall semester, he had failed every class.  He lost his Marine Corps scholarship and was immediately called to active duty.  Unfortunately Greg was serving oversees when his child was born.  Will he ever resume his college career?  It’s too early to tell but the odds are against him. 
Managing Personal Relationships (Parents)

During your college years, you will see a dramatic change in your relationship with your parents.  This change will be difficult for both you and your parents.  The best way to think about this is when you learned to ride a bicycle.  If you were like most kids, you were afraid to trust yourself.  Your parents were probably there to keep you from falling and they were just as reluctant to let you go because you might fall.


For many college students, their relationships with their parents can be described as a series of phases:

Phase 1 (Hovering): Your parents are struggling to give you the independence you want.  You have yet to demonstrate that independence is warranted.

Phase 2 (Supporting): Your parents realize that you have changed.  You have earned their trust.  They are still willing to help, but they are looking for you to ask for support.

Phase 3 (Consulting): You are generally independent of your parents.  You are financially independent.  You still call your parents, but these are more adult –to-adult types of conversations.  Trips home are very infrequent.  You consult with your parents about big decisions (e.g. where you will start your career), and they begin to consult with you on major decisions that they face.


For most beginning college students, you want to get through the hovering phases as quickly as possible.  Here are some things that you can do to make it through this phase. 

1. Demonstrate that you can handle the independence.  Obviously academic performance is one important part of this demonstration.  But you also need to show that you are making good choices with respect to friends, what you do with your free time, and a number of life style choices..  Other very visible demonstrations are things such as taking care of laundry, managing money, keeping your parents informed, etc.

2. Let your parents know when you think they are hovering.  Talk with them about how you want to show them you can earn their trust.  An honest discussion of this early in your college career can avoid a lot of arguments along the way.

3. Start behaving like an adult around your parents.  Lose your attitude if that is an issue.  Don’t let your parents “take care of the little things” that most adults do for themselves. 

The hovering phase for most students is over by the Thanksgiving break of their first year in college and the consulting phase begins around your junior year.  The following two emails from parents are a good example of the essence of this note.

He finally decided to come home this weekend, a visit that I was not looking forward to, only to find him a humbled young man.  Pleasant to be around and was also able to hold a conversation with me beyond the normal two words.  I must admit I was impressed and relieved.  I had been questioning myself as to where I had gone wrong.  With that said, I am starting to re-evaluate and think that maybe, just maybe … he just might make it.  He is no longer the big fish in the little pond.

Letting go is the hardest part. 
Jeff’s week home was great – everyone in the family go to see him – some for the 1st time since he has left…Everyone’s comment was similar – he looks great and seems to like college life.  He seems to be maturing …. I can see that just by the emails he has written me.  They seem so put together.  I , too, want to tell you a story about the weekend of October 18th when Jeff came home to visit… It was his high school’s homecoming weekend and we went to the football game.  As I was leaving, I was stopped by the guidance counselor at his high school.  She said Donna, “Oh my God your son” and I said What!!! She said, “How much he has changed.  He gave me a big hug and said “Mrs. O how are you doing?”  She said he made eye contact when he talked to her and told her about WVU, his roommates and other friends there, the football games, etc.  She told him she was very proud of him for going away to college and not being so close to home, not like a lot of the other kids who can’t seem to escape their high school years….It was really nice to hear that coming from someone else.  It made me cry… All the worries I had about Jeff and being away from home have gone and I am very proud of all that he has accomplished in this 1st semester.

Communicating with a Teacher


In high school, teachers were generally in the same building that you were in for most of the day.  In college you may only see a teacher during class.  Their office may not even be in the same building where you have class.  Communication with the teacher may be a challenge.


Here are some pointers on communicating with a teacher. 

1. For short questions, see the teacher after class.  Most teachers will make themselves available to students for a short time after class.

2. If you need more help, see the teacher during his/her office hours.  Most faculty will give their office hours on their syllabus.

3. If you are going to be absent from class, send an email to your teacher.

4. If you have any communications with your teacher that is more formal in nature send an electronic message so that you will have a time stamp on the communications.  Examples of this could be an appeal of a grade, notification of extended absence from a class, etc.  The time stamp is helpful should there be a subsequent dispute as to whether you notified the teacher. 

5. If you have a question that can be answer simply, send an email.  See the teacher if the question is more involved or requires some discussion.

6. If your professor gives you advice on some issue, send a follow up email to let him/her know what resulted from the advice.  This is a matter of professional courtesy.

7. Be professional in your communications

· Use professor or doctor when addressing your teacher

· Be courteous in the language you use

· Give the background on the question you have so the teacher knows the context. 

8. If you don’t get a response to a written communication, try to see the teacher in person.

9. When you meet in person, have an agenda, take notes, be courteous and don’t waste time.
Dealing with Tough Personal Issues


While college is typically the best time in your life, it can also be one of very tough personal issues.  Consider the following issues that are likely to arise every year on campus.

· Divorce of parents

· Breakup of a long term relationship

· Death of a family member (often a grandparent)

· Serious injury (often alcohol related)

· Suicide of a close friend

· Coping with a serious illness (often requiring surgery)

· Missing due to sickness (e.g. H1N1 virus)

· Getting into legal trouble (also typically alcohol related)

· Coping with financial problems

· Dealing with work/class conflicts

· Depression caused by a variety of issues

· Severe homesickness or sense of isolation

While each issue is unique, there are some general guidelines that you can follow in dealing with these issues.

· The number one guideline for all of these issues is to get help before it’s too late.  Don’t try to work through these issues on your own. 

· If you are going to miss class due to any of these issues, notify your teachers.  You should provide as much information as you feel comfortable with in your notification.  The notification should include

· An indication of how long you will be gone from class

· Your plan for making up the work

· If you must miss a test, you need to get the prior approval of the professor.  Generally you will only be allowed to miss a test in the most extreme cases.

· Many of these issues may not require you to miss classes, but they can distract you from your academic studies.  You need to talk to your advisor or someone you feel comfortable talking to. Often these conversations can ease the distractions from you. 

· In most academic programs, there is a person (a mentor) who students turn to for these issues.  You shouldn’t have any trouble finding out who this person is.

· In some cases, these issues may require professional counseling.  The mentor mentioned above can help you make contact with the counseling support you need.

In summary, the keys for all of these issues are

· LET OTHERS KNOW
· DON’T WAIT UNTIL IT’S TOO LATE
· DON’T TRY TO RESOLVE THE ISSUE BY YOURSELF
· WORK WITH A MENTOR
Handling Difficult Life Issues


The common perception is that college is the best 4 (or 5/6) years in a person’s life.  While that may be true in many cases, it can also be a time when you first face difficult life issues as an adult.


What are these life issues?  In a typical freshman class, students will experience the following:

· Divorce of their parents

· Death of a close friend

· Death of an immediate family member (mother, father, sibling, grandparent))

· Being called for military duty

· Having a serious financial crisis

· Having a serious personal illness or injury

· Needing treatment for some condition that affects your course work

· Having relationship problems

· Facing acceptance of sexual orientation

· Having other situations what are likely to change your life’s direction

While it’s easy to say that you need to stay focused even when you are going through a very difficult situation, that’s often hard if not impossible to do.

Here’s an approach that you might want to take should you face one of these situations.

1. Talk to someone who can advise you on what you should do.  This person could be an advisor, a faculty member, a residence hall professional, a counselor.  Explain your situation and ask for advice.

2. If you are referred to professional counseling, be sure to follow up on this.  There’s no shame in getting the help you need.

3. Let your teachers know what is going on.  Often they will help you with accommodations.

4. If you are facing a situation where you are physically impaired (e.g. broken leg) or being treated for some medical condition that affects your academic performance (e.g. chemotherapy).  You should make an appointment to see the Office of Disability Services.  This office can help you with an accommodation letter to give your teachers.  This letter will support you through the situation you are facing.

5. If you are going to be out of classes for an extended time period (e.g. hospital stay, military duty) contact the Office of Student Services.  They will send letters to your teachers asking them to help you make up missed work. 

Often these life issues can be overwhelming to you.  Don’t try to handle these on your own.  Your advisor, your residence faculty leader, or one of your professors can help you out.


In Carolyn’s freshman year in college her mother died.  It was at Christmas time so the approaching Christmas in Carolyn’s sophomore year was a very difficult time.  She was really struggling.  She turned to a professor for help.  In their conversations, Carolyn mentioned that she had given serious thought to suicide.


Her professor immediately contacted the Behavior Medicine Unit at the University Hospital.  Carolyn was able to get an appointment the next morning.  Her professor took her to the appointment and waited for her during her treatment.  The doctor discovered a serious chemical imbalance, and medications were started immediately.  While Carolyn continued to have problems with her mother’s death, she graduated with honors and had a very distinguished career. 
