
 

Social Belonging 

University administrators recently interviewed some students who were enrolled at different colleges and 
universities throughout a state higher education system. They were asked to describe their experiences in the 
higher education system and how their experiences changed over time. The survey found that most students 
experienced challenges adjusting to college in some way or another at first, but that over time they became 
more comfortable.  

Students commonly reported that they:  
 

o Worried about whether other students would accept them in the context of classes and campus life  
o Worried that professors might view their abilities negatively  
o Were concerned about forming study groups or finding partners to work with in labs 
o Worried about fitting in at a new school if they transferred from another school 

 
 
The same students reported that, over time, they came to feel that they belonged at their institution. They 
reported:  
 

o Feeling comfortable in their classes 
o Feeling comfortable working with other students 
o Making friends with other students 
o Feeling confident that other students and professors had a positive impression of their abilities 
o Feeling comfortable and confident in college 

 

On the next page are some quotes from students from these campuses. These quotes represent the major 
themes students experienced at different stages in college -- first year, second year, and post-transfer. The 
names of students and institutions have been changed for confidentiality. Please read these quotes carefully. 
Your writing exercise (explained on the third page) will be to reflect on these quotes and write a bit about your 
own experiences.  

 
  



 

1. Daryl, second-year student:  
 

Right now, I feel pretty good about my college experience but my first year just wasn’t what I expected. I 
went to class and I went home, so I didn’t get to hang around and be part of college life. I felt sort of 
disconnected, and it seemed like I was the only one who wasn’t totally happy with my college experience. But 
when I complained to my friend Tia who went to a different school, she said she felt the same way when she 
started college but that things got better once she had some time to adjust. Turns out a lot of people I talked 
to said it took a while to really feel like part of their campus. Just knowing I wasn’t the only one who didn’t 
immediately feel at home in college helped. It was easier for me to try out different campus events and clubs 
because I knew that other people there were probably feeling a little out of place too. So I guess it’s just 
something everyone goes through, and the more time I spend on campus, the more I feel like I fit in here. 

 
2. Jessica, first-year student  
 
I had a rocky start but things really improved for me over time. When I started my first semester I thought 
the classes seemed easy, but then I bombed my first couple of exams and it totally freaked me out. I thought 
maybe college just wasn’t for me. Nobody else in my family went to college, and I started to wonder if I 
shouldn’t just go get a job. I told my professor about the doubts I was having. He said that all students have 
these doubts, and that it’s common for students to struggle in their first semester, but that’s just a normal 
part of adjusting to college. Then he gave me some great advice: he said to make a study schedule for myself 
to make sure that I was preparing enough for my exams and see if my grades improved. I was skeptical at 
first, but I wrote out a study schedule and made a point to stick to it, and I actually got a B on my next exam. 
I felt better knowing that I wasn’t the only one struggling – it really took the pressure off. I may not ace every 
exam, but my grades are improving, and I’m feeling more and more confident that I can succeed in college.  
 
3. Jonathan, transfer student  
 
I was really happy at my first campus, but I was stressed out about transferring to a new school. I worried 
that if students and professors knew that I had transferred from a less prestigious college, they would think 
that I wasn’t smart enough or didn’t deserve to be here. My first month or so of classes here were a mixed 
experience. I was able to make friends and liked most of my professors, but it felt like one of my math 
professors just didn’t like me or thought I was dumb. I remember asking him about a homework problem 
after class one day and he just seemed annoyed. That experience really got to me and I remember being 
upset. But later I talked with some other people from the class that I had started studying with. It turned out 
several of them had had similar experiences with that professor. I realized that although he came off as 
harsh, he actually just had high standards and was pushing me to do my best. I started working extra hard in 
that class and attending office hours, and it really paid off. The professor noticed my hard work and told me 
he was impressed by my improvement. Now I take more initiative going to office hours and meeting with my 
professors, and know that the faculty here are invested in me and my doing well. 
 
  



 

4. Simone, transfer student 
 
Before I transferred, I was really nervous about how I was going to meet people. I didn’t have the typical 
freshman experience living in the dorms and getting to know everybody. And I knew a lot of people socialized 
at parties, but that just isn’t my scene. But over time I realized that wasn’t the only way to make friends. I 
tried out a few student orgs and study groups and eventually I found some other people in my History class 
who also liked to play ultimate frisbee. We started playing on the weekends and formed a study group. That 
was a year ago. Now they’re some of my best friends in college.  
 
 
Now we’d like you to think about the quotes you just read and write about how your own experiences in 
college might change over time too. Please discuss how your experiences are similar to those described 
in the quotes and how you think your experience will improve over time. Focus on your thoughts and 
feelings, and don’t worry about spelling or grammar. 
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