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Ireshmen Pay, Mentally and Physically,
as They Adjust to Life in College

New survey provides more data on what happens during that crucial first year

«

BY THOMAS BARTLETT

HE FRESHMAN YEAR is taking a real

I toll on students’ physical and men- .

tal health Colleges now have a bet-
ter sense of that cost. based on the results
of a sew survey

For more than 30 years, freshmen have
been asked about their attitudes. behaviors
and aspuations when they snter college.
But untii recently, researchers have ig-
noted what 1s perhaps more crucial to col-
lege leaders concerned about the freshman
expenence. What happens to students dui-
ing that transformauve first vear?

A new assessment tool tries to answer
that question by surveying students in the
sping and comparing the results with
those gathered from the survey that stu-
dents take at orientation.

The comparisons yield insights into how
the first s ear affects students—aund most of
the news sn t good

The survey 15 the brainchild of John

Gardner, executive director of the Policy
Center on the First Year of College, at Bre-
vard College, in North Carolina. It was
designed to offer a '*more holistic portrait"
of students new to college, he says. **What
we know about freshmen up to this point
has been moslly anecdotal. We haven't
been able to look at broad data that are
empirically verified."

The 2001 report, “*Your First College
Year," was conducted by the Higher Edu-
cation Research [nstitute at the University
of California at Los Angeles, which also
administers the freshman-orientation sur-
vey. The report is based on the responses
of 3,680 freshmen at 50 four-year institu-
tions who were surveyed in the fall of 2000
and again the following year.

Some of the findings are troubling. For
instance, 44.9 percent of freshmen rated
thewr emotional health **above average" at
the end of their first year of college—a sig-
nificant drop from 52.4 percent at the be-
ginning of the academic year. A similar
decline in ratings of physical health over
the course of the year—51 4 percent to
41.3 percent—may be linked to the fact
that students are exercising less frequent-
Iy. The percentage of students who said
they didn't exercise at all during a typical
week doubled, from 5.4 percent to 11.8
percent.

FEELING OVERWHELMED

Also worrisome is the increase in the
number who reported feeling depressed at
some potnt during the past year—from 8.2
to 16.3 percent. Likewise, many more stu-
dents said they felt “overwhelmed by all
that I had to do™"—44.3 percent, compared
with 31.6 percent. “*We've heard it said so
many times to students in orientation ses-
sions that the freshman year is the time of
vour fife,” says Randy L. Swing, co-direc-
L. f the Brevard research center. “Then
you read these data, and it doesn't look
like it's the time of anybody's life.”

Other results provide insights into stu-
dents’ faith. The survey showed a big dip
in the percentage of students who said they
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Mary Stuart Hunter of the U. of South
Carofina: In college, *‘students aren't
able to fall back on some of their

old routines.” '

3
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had attended a religious service during the
past year (84.7 at orientation, 59.6 at the
end of the first year). But more students
said they considered *'integiating spiritual-
ity" into their lives “essential™ or “very
important™ at the end of their first year
(56.7 percent) than at the beginning (47.7
percent).

““At first, those statistics seem to con-
flict,” says Mary Stuart Hunter, director
of the National Resource Center for the
First-Year Expericnce and Students in
Transition, at the University of South Car-
olina at Columbia. “‘But when you think
about it, they really go hand in glove. Stu-
dents aren’t able to fall back on some of
their old routines, like attending a religibus
service with their parents. They're search-
ing for something else. ™

Some of the findings mitror those of the
National Survey of Student Engagement,
which gduges how well colleges encourage
learning. The most recent version of the
annual report, released last fall, revealed
that many undergtaduates studied only
ltalf as much as professors said was neces-
sary, and that a fifth of those surveyed
admitted “frequently" coming to class un-
prepared.

Freshmen are no different. Although
they study more than they did during their
senior year of high school, 65.2 percent of
them said they it the books 15 hours or
less during a typical week.

They are also strugglin': to stay awake in
class. The freshman survey found that 39.5
percent of the respond-nts said they felt
“bored in class"—an increase over the 36
percent who reported {lie same feeling dur-
ing their senior year f high school, *“That
the boredom factor went up s really a red
flag for me,” says Mi. Gardner, of Bie-
vard. “'Colleges expect students to be
m\nr‘e engaged, bt this shows just the op-
Posite. We need to do more than blame

students. We riced to try to figure out why
this is happe ung.”

Not all of the findings in the freshman
survey are discouraging Students shm.v:d
greater interest in **developing a meaning-
ful philosophy of hife’ (50 4 percent. com-
pared with 42.3 percent when they arrived
on campus) and in “helping o promote

racial understanding’” (38.4 percent, com-
pared with 29.6 percent)

While part of the survey was designed as
a foltow-up to the orientation survey. other
questions were new and focused on “'en-
gagement,’” a buzzword among educato. .

There was a disparity between what stu-
dents ranked as " very important'’ in help-
ing them to learn and what actually hap-
pened in the classtoom. Students ranked
“group discussion' as more important
than ‘“‘extensive lecturing ' tut indicated
that the latter was more frequent And
nearly half (46 percent) said “*field expers-
ence or internships™ were important to
them, while onlv 4 7 percent <aid such ac-
tivities took place at their colleges.

Brevard's Mr Swing says professn.rs
should pay close attention to those statis-
tics. ‘“The mismatch between what .. *
dents tefl us they want and what is actualty
delivered is striking,” he says.

The survey also offers a look at the not-
so-rosy financial lives of first-year stu-
dents. A majority (60.4 percent) said they
had overspent their budgets, and a signifi-
cant number (16.7 percent) reported accu-
mulating “excessive" credit-card debt.

KEY OBJECTIVES

When asked about their objectives, stu-
dents ranked “‘raising a family™* (75.5 per-
cent), “‘being very well-off ﬁnancinlly"
(73.2 percent) and ““becoming an authority
in my field” (66.4 percent) at the top of
their lists. Fewer aspired to ““become in-
volved in programs to clean up the env's
ronment” (22.1 percent) or to “influence
the political structure™ (19.9 percent).

The next freshman-year survey, to be
conducted this spring, will include more
colleges—125 have signed up so far. “I'm
interested to see if the trends continue over
the next several years,” Mr, Gardner says
“I's already given us greater clarity about
what's going on during the freshman year
on campuses, and about the kinds of ques-
tions college feaders need to be asking ™

The report will be released in April. The
results of last year's pilot survey are avail-
able on the World Wide Weh (http-//
www.gseis.ucla.edw/herifyfcy). =



