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Transitioning into the university community often results in a number of previously held 

conceptions or expectations of “collegiate life” being reinforced or challenged.   Regarding their 

expectations and their arrival at OSU, nine student interviewees expressed many similar 

concerns and ambitions about their academic careers.  Tied to these responses, student 

development theories were then examined in relation to general experiences or particular 

circumstances that potentially documented instances of development among those interviewed.  

Student responses were gathered following several face-to-face interviews, in addition to a 

number of written responses received in the form of paper surveys and email replies.  General 

reactions were also documented following the first class session of AHE 199 – Resident 

Assistant Training.   

The most common trend among the students that were interviewed involved expecting to 

face incredibly challenging coursework (made known by Kelsey, Josh, Keith and Nic). Another 

student (Tim, second-year) expected his academic coursework to grow in amount (not 

necessarily in terms of difficulty).  Tim noted that, though he had expected to be bogged down 

with busy work and other tasks related to school, he found it “surprising to see how much free 

time I really had” (T. Shepard, personal communication, March 27, 2011).   Saskia (third-year 

transfer), who originally attended Western Oregon before transferring to OSU, expected her art 

classes and coursework to be challenging and thought provoking when beginning her college 

career.  For her, this did not turn out to be the case.  Coursework at Western was not what she 

had expected, and she was so dissatisfied with her experience that she eventually transferred into 

OSU, as their program seemed to be more appealing.   Saskia’s intellectual expectations were 

eventually met through her classes at OSU. 
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Jeremy (first-year transfer) expected to be more self-sufficient with respect to his studies.  

This expectation was challenged upon arriving to OSU, as faculty expectations were seemingly 

unclear, resulting in Jeremy’s need for additional support and communal ties.  Face-to-face 

contact with faculty (which is something he had experienced while attending Clackamas 

Community College) was also challenging, resulting in unmet expectations.  Tied to what can be 

labeled as a “lack of development,” Theresa noted that her self-described inability to grow or 

change resulted in limited sociability with other students (T. Suico, personal communication, 

March 31, 2011).  This greatly challenged her expectation to become actively involved in the 

OSU community.  Chantal’s expectations at her former university were ultimately not met, 

resulting in a transfer to OSU, which she describes as a university with a better sense of 

community, as well as extracurricular activities that enhances her experience. 

Theoretical application to these student responses can help to tease out the underlying 

developmental issues that are occurring within these student’s lives.  The utilization of theory 

can also provide an opportunity to (in many ways) test the validity of said theories, resulting in 

continued credence being granted to the theories that have shaped this field.  Of the readings 

conducted in preparation for this piece, Schlossberg’s Transition Theory appears to be most 

fitting as far as application is concerned.   The theory examines what factors contribute to a 

transition, such as “any event or non-event which results in changes relationships, routines, 

assumptions and roles” (Evans, Forney, Guido, Patton, & Renn, 2010, p. 215).  Though the 

transition to college was typically considered to be an anticipated transition, numerous other 

happenings might constitute smaller non-events (events predicted to occur which do not) (Evans 

et al., 2010).  Obviously, attending university was an anticipated transition for these student 

interviewees; however, as noted, expectations were left unmet or challenged.  Chantal and 
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Saskia, for example, expected particular experiences at their previous institutions which 

ultimately did not occur, resulting in disappointment and an eventual shift from one university to 

another.  Jeremy and Theresa also experienced similar non-events, as their own desired 

development did not blossom. 

Within Schlossberg’s theory are several components aimed at identifying factors that 

influence one’s ability to cope with the transition.  The 4 S’s, or such outlets through which 

coping can be achieved, include Situation, Self, Support, and Strategies (Evans et al., 2010, p. 

216-217).  In discussing how specific academic needs have been met (or not met), students 

reflected on how support has been achieved in lieu of their transition into the university and 

throughout their educational career.  Support, in this sense, refers to “social support” as 

established by Evans et al. (2010), which includes “relationships, family units, networks of 

friends, and institutions or communities” (p. 217).  Theresa noted that the institution itself (which 

is comprised of faculty, advisors and other groups or resources) has provided her with a great 

deal of assistance, primarily in the form of the Math Learning Center and faculty member.  Nic 

also mentioned the Math Learning Center, as well as the Mole Hole and other resources available 

to him that aided in stabilizing his academic career.  Tim briefly commented on the “learning 

experiences outside of the classroom” that have helped him better grasp course concepts, as well 

as extensive resources that have aided him in his academic career (T. Shepard, personal 

communication, March 27, 2011). 

Several students (Jeremy, Josh, Chantal, Theresa, Keith and Nic) described the need for 

greater intimacy between other students and faculty.  This could be, according to Keith, 

accomplished through student mentors, tutors, or TAs working with students in the classroom.  

Smaller classroom sizes also appeared to be the most common response among those 
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interviewed, primarily because of the desire for greater connection with other students, as well as 

the opportunity to participate in more conversation-based sessions.  Related to stronger ties with 

faculty, Josh commented on the need for “more of an opportunity to meet with faculty outside of 

limited office hours” (J. Short, personal communication, March 27, 2011).  Saskia, however, 

commented on the fact that her need for connectivity with other students and faculty has in fact 

been met through her program (that being Art). 

Much of what Tim discussed in terms of hands-on experience and out-of-class 

demonstrations leading to his personal success as an engineering student coincides with Kolb’s 

Theory of Experiential Learning.  Kolb discussed the necessity of learning with respect to 

development, as learning entails “the transformation of experience” (Evans et al., 2010).  In 

summary, the formulation of observations and concrete experiences, which lead to reflection and 

observation, will inevitably lead to the generation of ideas and the pursuit of action (Evans et al., 

2010).  These stepping stones in turn create different learning styles.  Learning styles, as defined 

by Kolb, are in many ways reactionary to the environment in which one is situated, thereby 

influencing “one’s undergraduate major, career choice, current job, and current task with a job” 

(Evans et al., 2010).  This then might also account for the ways in which many interviewees 

desire smaller classes or more group conversations, as opposed to lecture, or perhaps more 

hands-on experience.  The often daunting size of classes promotes (within the student’s mind) 

that smaller, more intimate spaces might allow them to better interact with peers and form more 

meaningful connections with faculty.  In Tim’s case, a preference for hands-on experience can 

often be fulfilled within the sciences as opposed to more abstract fields, such as Philosophy, 

which may have influenced his decision to pursue said field.  Tim’s support received through 
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such activities, both from faculty as well as from the experience itself, may have further pushed 

him to pursue engineering.   

One final theory that can be referenced with respect to these responses is Baxter 

Magolda’s Theory of Self-Authorship.  The theory emphasizes a move from “external to internal 

self-definition,” which I find to be of particular value in examining the underlying significance 

of these student responses (Evans et al., 2010, p. 184).  Phase 2 of Magolda’s theory, labeled 

Crossroads, signifies the dissonance experienced when individuals no longer wish to pursue a 

path that has been laid out for them.  In essence, this marks the turning point in one’s 

development where the individual will begin establishing “new plans that better suit their needs 

and interests” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 185).  With respect to the transition into college, but 

especially for those who transferred to OSU (such as Jeremy, Saskia, Keith and Chantal) to find 

more suitable programs, it becomes evident that self-authorship is at the core of many students’ 

educational careers.  Few individuals interviewed fully achieved the third phase of Magolda’s 

theory; however, by the end of their college careers, perhaps the students will feel “compelled to 

live [their values] out” (Evans et al., 2010, p. 186).  Facets of the third stage are evident in a 

number of student responses, especially (again) from those that have chosen to leave other 

institutions in favor of OSU.  Such facets include a strong self-concept, weighing personal needs 

with desires, and exploring needs of others (Evans et al., 2010, p. 186). 

Ultimately, I found a number of student responses to be somewhat expected, particularly 

with the call for smaller class sizes, which many individuals believe will personally enhance 

their own learning.  I was quite surprised that only two of the nine respondents (Nic and Kelsey) 

listed “partying” as part of their expectations for college.  I too shared similar sentiments when I 

first attended university, and believed that much of what was to be expected in college involved 
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alcohol use.  This was not the case at all.  What also surprised me was that many students 

expected to be busy, or expected coursework to be challenging, promoting the idea that certain 

individuals who attend higher education expect that college will be more difficult.  Through my 

work as the Academic Success and Engagement Coordinator with University Housing, I’ve 

come to work with many students who believed college would be easy; an extension of sorts to 

what they learned through IB or AP courses in high school.  It would be interesting to note, in 

future activities or interviews, where students generated their personal conceptions of the 

collegiate lifestyle. 

Self-Authorship was admittedly something I chose to focus on, as I’m greatly interested 

in the subject of identity formation.  Many of the responses (particularly those who are transfer 

students) resonated with me, and challenged me to reflect on my own actions which led to 

pursuing something that I believed would benefit my own growth and maturation.  If anything, 

these results (especially when focusing on one’s academic experience) help further establish that 

the college experience can in fact lead to the pursuit of self-authorship.  With respect to spiritual 

development and faith formation theories, I found many of the survey questions (which heavily 

focused on one’s academic experience) did not adequately allow for such answers to be shared, 

and so no one in particular elaborated on their own development with respect to religious beliefs 

and a sense of personal meaning.  I would have liked to engage in deeper conversation with 

students on this subject. 
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