High School versus College: 
Transitioning to Higher Education 
by Robinson Yost

When a student is baffled by a college teacher, it is almost certainly because the teacher and the student are at cross-purposes.  The student’s efforts are 
not matching the teacher’s expectations.

Purpose:

1) Establishing as clearly as possible the expectations for student success in this course. 
2) Examining some of the challenges in the transition from high school to college.
Introduction:
Depending on your previous academic experience (particularly in history classes), this course may have expectations & an approach differing from high school.  For example, if the following student comments remind you of high school, then greater adjusting & adapting on your part are more likely:

1) Not a lot [of reading].  We hardly ever used the books unless in class.  Maybe 2-3 pages a week of that.  The tests were all multiple choice.  We almost never had an essay, not even on finals.  All I would do was re-read my notes and try to memorize everything.  It only worked for a short amount of time.  
2) My teachers were never enthusiastic and we watched a lot of war films.  Less than 10 pages a week [of assigned reading].  We copied down a lot of notes…. We were given a study guide containing all that we needed to know.
3) My history classes consisted of doing packets.  It would have been negative, because I didn’t retain any of the information.  I would look up the information I needed to answer the question, then forget it all after the test. 

4) In high school I usually got a list of people and events to memorize.  Most of the classes involved the copying of notes from the overhead and left little time for discussion… I did not have many writing assignments.  Usually we had worksheets to fill in with a couple short answer questions.

5) In high school I didn’t have any good experiences, because our history teacher was the boys basketball coach… The tests were multiple choice.  I studied by the information given to us that told us what was going to be on the test.  We didn’t do much writing at all…

6) My U.S. History class wasn’t very informative, because our teacher barely taught.  She had her student teacher teach us the whole time… We were never assigned reading, they let us choose to do so.

College students should NOT expect more of the same experiences especially like those described above.  In fact, Kirkwood offers comprehensive assistance outside the classroom to aid students in transitioning to college-level work.  
College instructors will treat you as adults rather than children; as one experienced professor explains, this is not always an easy adjustment:

Almost overnight, the rules change and we find that we can pick our own schedule, choose among teachers, skip class, miss the due dates, or sleep through the morning exam without anyone yelling at us or laying down the law.  But neither will anyone spare us the consequences of those actions.  Most of your teachers, following adult/adult rules, will assume that you are capable of handling your own affairs and would ask for advice of you needed it.  It is sad to see a freshman misunderstand what is going on, make a shambles of the first year, and offer as explanation the perception that “no one here cares.”  In such a case, adult behavior is being misinterpreted as lack of concern.

Kirkwood instructors care about whether you learn & want you to succeed, but they expect each student to behave as an independent adult.  Avoid excuses like “Nobody here cares” or “The teacher wants me to fail.”  Your college success (or failure) is a CHOICE
—many people are readily available & willing to help you—but only you can make that choice.  The four behaviors discussed in the next section all involve decisions that you can make.  Each BAD CHOICE made by you increases the likelihood of poor performance, while each GOOD CHOICE enhances your chances of success.  More importantly, each wise decision means that you will be a) getting more for your money, b) learning content knowledge & important skills, and c) earning an education rather than just working toward a slip of paper.   
Four Keys to Success:

1) Regular Attendance

Even when there is no official “attendance policy,” it makes sense that coming to class matters and that missing classes lowers your grade.
  There is a correlation between grades and attendance, but what does attendance actually mean?  It does NOT mean the ability to warm the seat of your chair; it means more than writing your name on a list during “roll call.”  In college, attendance means being attentive (i.e., actively participating) and being prepared.  As Robert Leamnson explains: “[Learning] is not an automatic consequence of attending and does not depend primarily on the teacher.”  This may shock you, but it is a crucial part of transitioning to college life.  Learning is something you DO TO YOURSELF, it cannot happen by passively sitting in a chair waiting for someone else to make you learn.  With regard to lecturing: “The teacher is a resource, a guide, and a coach… [The] lecture can be a highly efficient learning period, but not if you depend on the teacher to do all the work.”

In college, attendance means being in class (on time), being prepared and paying attention.  Merely sitting there does no more for your brain than staring at exercise equipment does to improve your physical fitness.  Simply put, those who come to class and actively participate do better than those who do not.  Attendance by itself, however, does not guarantee success.
2) Focused Reading

Just as “attendance” can have differing meanings for incoming students and their teachers, so too can “reading” or “studying.”  This is one of the most difficult areas of adjustment coming from high school to college.  If the comments below sound familiar, then you will have more work to do:

1) Almost always the exams or test were multiple-choice and usually I did not study for them but right before the test to refresh my memory. 

2) In high school, for history I really didn’t study for the test cause it was all common sense.  Plus, it was way to [sic] easy on that test.

3) [Exams were] mostly multiple choice.  I didn’t study, didn’t need to.

4) I crammed the night before.  No essays.  We had worksheets to match answers in the book with the questions.

5) I did study guides before the tests.  These were all that would be on the test.  I basically studied the study guide… My assignments were all study guides and multiple choice questions.
6) The tests were all multiple choice.  The teacher gave us multiple-choice homework with the exact questions in different order.  I did not do the homework and studied for the test by memorizing someone else’s homework just previous.  
7) There were no essays and we got all answers to tests the day before…. We would look at notes that the teacher provided and fill out the study guide then study that for the exam…
  

Notice above that “studying” or “doing the reading” is something that, if done at all, is only performed immediately before an exam.  It usually involves “cramming” or short-term memorization for short-term recognition; it can also include “study-guides” that tell you exactly what you need to know for tests.  These “techniques” will not work in this class.  Unfortunately, many students discover this the hard way, while others change their habits or seek out assistance.  

Here are several expectations regarding reading that may require changing your habits:

( Reading should be completed BEFORE CLASS begins, not during (it’s obviously inconsiderate and counterproductive to read your book once class begins).
( Reading is not optional or supplemental to class lectures, it is a REQUIRED PART of the course (otherwise, why buy expensive textbooks?).
( Readings may have to be done MORE THAN ONCE (you may also need to look up words you don’t know in a dictionary or get assistance from the instructor).

( Productive reading should be done WITHOUT CONSTANT DISTRACTIONS (avoid the myth of “multi-tasking”; you cannot read productively while watching TV, talking on the phone, making an omelet, or driving your car).
To summarize, students who regularly read for the bigger picture & meaning—free from distractions—will perform better than those who don’t.  This takes discipline and practice, especially if you’ve never done it before, but it is a choice you can make.  Finally, try reading like your teachers do:
[Pretend] while reading, that you will have to present this material to someone else.  Every teacher will tell you that nothing focuses the mind so keenly as the need to prepare a lecture.  By pretending that you are going to teach someone else, you provide yourself with the motivation to focus your mind and get a clear idea of what the writer has to say… When you are doing assigned reading, try pretending that you are going to present a lecture to your classmates on this topic.

3) Frequent Writing 
Just like regular attendance and focused reading, frequent writing will be a critical component of this course.  There are many reasons why we will be doing a lot of writing, but the most important are that it offers opportunities to show what you’ve learned and how well you understand it.  It also allows you to practice an essential skill that all college-educated people need and all employers want: the ability to communicate, clearly, concisely, and effectively.  
However, for writing to be useful, it “must be the kind of writing that actually activates the thinking part of the mind.  Mechanically transcribing words from on page to another does not require that the words be thought about . . . That kind of writing [otherwise known as copying or plagiarism] does nothing permanent to the brain and does not cause learning.  Writing causes learning when the words are firmly associated with thoughts or ideas.”
  
For the entire semester you have an open invitation to discuss written assignments with me in person.  If you struggle, then the ball is in your court to see me.  You also have an open invitation to write practice essays outside of class (prior to our written exams) and hand it in to me for comments, suggestions, and a discussion on how to improve.  This will take extra effort, but it’s worthwhile if you seek to improve.  Writing will not improve unless you practice, get feedback, understand the feedback, and act on it accordingly.  As Leamnson concludes:
Writing is an important element of learning, and writing well will require effort.  However, being able to state, in clear and precise language, what you have come to understand brings great satisfaction.  You will say some day that it was worth the effort…

Writing provides another example of our central theme:  Learning requires doing the difficult, but mere activities do not guarantee learning just because they are difficult.  Learning comes from doing the right things.  It seems a waste to spend time and energy writing and not to learn while doing it.  Writing is hard work either way; why not engage the mind and learn as you go?

Writing cannot be made easy, but the effort is worth it.  Notice that effort is the key, but it is the right kind of effort.  Just as with exercise, you may not see results immediately, but the long-term benefits will pay off in the end.
4) Asking Questions

At the risk of beating a dead horse: ask questions and avoid making excuses for why you couldn’t or didn’t.  Those who ask for help demonstrate the mature attitude that they want to learn; while those who wait until it is too late are desperate only for a grade.  Two strengths of Kirkwood are its small classes and numerous opportunities for personal interaction with staff & instructors.  In this class, there are many opportunities to ask questions:

( In class (simple, straightforward, raise your hand and ask)

( By phone (see office phone number in syllabus)
( By e-mail (see syllabus)
( Outside of class (see office hours in syllabus)
( In writing (you have an open invitation all semester long to write questions on a sheet of paper and hand them at the end of class)

In short, avoid reasons why you could not or would not get help—it’s up to you to take the initiative and make wise choices.  Again, Leamnson explains a common misconception common among new students:

The absence of continual supervision and monitoring by teachers is, I believe, the aspect of adult behavior that most confuses new students.  Teachers who do not advise students that they have missed assignments or quizzes, or that their performance is not up to par, are seen by some students as indifferent or unconcerned.  Quite simply, this is not a valid conclusion.
  
Teachers at Kirkwood want you to become better thinkers & learners, but they also will assist you by treating you like adults.  Take the first steps: get help, ask questions, and you will get more for your money.  After all, you’re here to get what you’re paying for: an education.
Conclusion:

Everyone is naturally anxious to start something new, but if you take this advice to heart it will make a difference to your success in this course (and your overall success in college).  If you doubt this, consider this sampling of student comments when asked what they would keep about course(s) and the most important thing they learned:

1) When you have quizzes all the time the students have to do the work and get an actual education out of it. [Fall ‘04, Europe: Age of Revolution]

2) Basically my study habits.  I knew for this class I had to take the time to sit down, not only to read, but comprehend & take notes over the text. [Fall ’04, Ancient Mediterranean World]

3) Learning is up to the individual, you have to put in the work to get out the knowledge. [Spring ‘05, Europe: Age of Monarchy]

4) You must force yourself to have discipline when learning.  You can’t memorize facts, you must interpret what they mean. [Spring ’05, History of Science]
5) The work ethic it caused me to develop to do well in this class.  I’d keep it because it is an important skill not only in college classes, but an important life skill to keep. [Fall ’05, Ancient Mediterranean World]

6) I would keep the demands you place on students.  It helps keep students focused and involved. [Fall ’05, Europe: Age of Revolution]

7) Sometimes large tasks seem extremely daunting and it is hard for me to get motivated to do them, but through this class I learned how gratifying it is to complete them. [Spring ’06, Europe: Age of Nationalism]

8) As much as people don’t like to read and take a quiz, it really helps you to learn and remember. [Spring ’06, History of Science]

9) How to read, take notes, & analyze all at the same time.  I’ve always been able to slide by in my classes & never have to open the textbook.  This is really the first textbook I’ve truly had to read. [Spring ’06, Europe: Age of Monarchy]

10) Probably the study habits, in this class we’ve been required to read all the material prior to class and take notes.  I’ve never been forced to do that, and that is why I struggled early on.  This class has prepared me to do what is necessary in the future [Fall ’06, Ancient Mediterranean World]

11) The reading I feel was necessary to survive the course.  It actually imprinted the knowledge in my head instead of going in one ear and out the other. [Fall ’06, Ancient Mediterranean World]

12) Doing the work myself, and not expecting the teaching to tell us everything that is on the test.  Making my note taking technique better [Spring ’07, Holocaust & Genocide]

QUESTIONS:

1) What specific things will be the most difficult for you to adjust to?  Why?

2) What does college education mean to you?  Do you expect it to be different from high school?  If so, then how specifically?  Be specific.
QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION:

1) In what specific ways do your students experience “culture shock” coming from high school to college?

2) What specific things should we do to assist students in adjusting/adapting to “culture shock”?

3) What specific things should students learn to do for themselves in negotiating “culture shock”?
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