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Culture Shock

Many students experience culture shock in their first year of
university due to changes in:

Academic setting
Living conditions
Expectations
Friendships
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Comparison

High School University
Class Time / Course
Class Size
Learning
Environment
Course Load / Term
Assessment

Expectations
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment Based on projects,

homework, tests and
exams

Based more on
tests and exams

Expectations
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment Based on projects,

homework, tests and
exams

Based more on
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment Based on projects,

homework, tests and
exams

Based more on
tests and exams

Expectations Medium High
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment Based on projects,

homework, tests and
exams

Based more on
tests and exams

Expectations Medium High
Grades ∼ 80
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High School University
Class Time / Course 110 hours 48 hours
Class Size ∼ 30 ∼ 100
Learning More controlled Less structured
Environment
Course Load / Term 4 courses 5 courses
Assessment Based on projects,

homework, tests and
exams

Based more on
tests and exams

Expectations Medium High
Grades ∼ 80 ∼ 70
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Typical Time Commitments (hrs/week)

High School

Fun (46)

Sleep (70)

Class (25)

Other (12)

Homework (10)

Studying (5)
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Typical Time Commitments (hrs/week)

High School

Fun (46)

Sleep (70)

Class (25)

Other (12)

Homework (10)

Studying (5)

University

Sleep (56)

Fun (40)
Class (25)

Homework (25)

Other (12)

Studying (10)
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Easing the Transition

Several initiatives are in place at university to help ease the
transition including:

University preparation
Workshops on study skills, exam preparation,
time management ...
Use of technology
Academic Policies
Awarding credit for AP & IB courses
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Sources of Help

Various sources of help are available:

Professors and Teaching Assistants
Help Centres
Program Advisors
Counselling Services
Office for Persons with Disabilities
Residence Dons
Family, Friends and Peers

sing, play soccer, or swim?  These are activities that 
are meaningful to you and we encourage you to continue 
them. There are pianos available around campus for you 
to play, there are choirs and orchestras, dance groups and all kinds of athletics. 
These are the kinds of things that keep your life balanced and reduce stress. 

2. Seek out resources:
How to Ask For Help! 

 It is worth noting here that we all have different ideas about asking for help. 
Some of us have been taught early in life that we should ask for assistance when 
we need it, that it is our right and is a perfectly acceptable thing to do. Some of 
us have been taught early in life that we should not ask for help outside of our 
family or community. Some of us have learned that we must “do it all” ourselves 
and prove that we are independent and resourceful. Our recommendation is that 
you seek out the kind of help that will make your university career as successful 
as possible. We have a number of resources on campus to help students with 
physical and mental health challenges, with living and accommodation issues, 
with academic and student rights issues and with career planning and 
exploration needs.

Counselling Services offers three kinds of counselling:
1. Personal counselling: help to solve issues that become obstacles to your 

success and happiness
2. Study skills: to learn efficient and helpful skills to manage the workload 

and schedule
3. Career Counselling: to help you explore your career options, identify your 

interests and strengths to help match your career path

Some of the reasons why students use counselling are:
 when they are not doing well in school
 unsure about their program of study
 having roommate difficulties
 having family problems or losses

Serge D’Alessio - Director of First Year Studies The Transition from High School to University
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

Hard work!
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

Motivation, dedication &
discipline

Hard work!
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

Effective time
management skills

Hard work!
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

Effective study skills

 the Professors don’t always know everyone by name or notice if you are 
absent

 you have to develop an internal system of reward: short and long term 
goals and rewards for the motivation to work hard

 university course work, the workload and schedule will be challenging; 
grading and the examination process might also be very different 

 you were likely the top of your class in secondary school; you will now be 
surrounded by students who were also at the top of their class; not all of 
you will be the top of your class in university.

__________________________________________________

STUDY SKILLS
Counselling Services and the Writing Centre offers many 
courses for you to learn to study smarter, not harder! You can learn to manage 
time and workloads, to manage priorities and implement accurate writing styles 
and skills.  Remember that you may have a certain preference to learn a certain 
way, but the University structure may not support this preference. Many 
students depend on memorization as their primary study strategy. Research tells 
us this is the least reliable  form of learning. For all of these reasons it is 
important to access Study Skills training early on in your academic career. See 
Counselling Services website for information about workshops and individual 
appointments.
www.adm.uwaterloo.ca/infocs/

____________________________________________________

Hard work!
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

A positive and healthy
attitude

__________________________________________
Intimacy:

This is often a difficult subject to discuss. The university 
experience includes making friends and 
developing relationships, sometimes intimate ones.

You may have roommates whom you’ve never met before (and may or may not 
have chosen as your friends). You may come from very different backgrounds 
and have different beliefs and values.

You may be attracted to someone and find the emotional and physical feelings 
are confusing. Your values and beliefs about sexuality may be challenged and 
some students may find themselves questioning their sexual orientation for the 
first time. You may face the decision of whether to have sex, if this is consistent 
with your values, if this is something that is your choice, if this is something that 
can be safe and positive for you. Many students have to face the reality of 
sexually transmitted diseases, pregnancy, relationship break ups and other 
losses. 

Alcohol and Drug Use:
Alcohol and drugs exist in many environments. Many of you have chosen not to 
use substances all through your teen years. Some students fall into using these in 
university thinking that they have to do so in order to be accepted. Many use 
them because they feel it helps them feel more relaxed in social situations. 
Research tells us that it is a myth that all students drink and take drugs. The 
truth is many students do not take drugs or use alcohol. They have fun and have 
like-minded friends that take part in a variety of different kinds of activities. 

Isolation:
We know from research into mental and physical health and disease that when 
people are isolated and do not have supports, they can get sick. People need 
people and if you notice that you are spending all of your time alone, if you are 
not talking to anyone all day, if you stay in your room and do not engage in 

Hard work!
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Recipe for Success

Surviving first year requires:
Attendance!

Lead a
balanced life

Hard work!
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Advice Worth Sharing with your Students

Go to university with an open mind
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Advice Worth Sharing with your Students

Go to university with an open mind
Don’t go to university with high school expectations!
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Advice Worth Sharing with your Students

Go to university with an open mind
Don’t go to university with high school expectations!
Enjoy the independence and freedoms!
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Advice Worth Sharing with your Students

Go to University with an open mind
Don’t go to university with high school expectations!
Enjoy the independence and freedoms!
Take the time to learn the academic policies and rules
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Advice Worth Sharing with your Students

Go to University with an open mind
Don’t go to university with high school expectations!
Enjoy the independence and freedoms!
Take the time to learn the academic policies and rules
If you get sick, assess your illness carefully
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The End

Thank You!
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