Transitional Issues for College Bound Students

Overview

National data on binge drinking has revealed an interesting occurrence which happens as high school students make the transition to college. While in high school, college-bound students drink less than their non-college-bound peers, but after graduation, the rates often flip with college students drinking more than their non college-bound peers.
 Many students who chose not to drink during high school will start during their first year of college and those who were moderate high school drinkers often become heavy drinkers in college.
  

Developmentally and socially, this is a unique time for adolescents as they progress from high school to college.  This transitional period needs special attention because teens are especially vulnerable to the negative consequences associated with high-risk drinking and other drug use. 

The increase in high-risk drinking might be explained by the unprecedented freedom which is characteristic of college life. Perhaps it’s due in part to the distorted perceptions about the culture of drinking that some students have thanks to conventional wisdom, the media, and college lore which portray college as a world in which alcohol plays a central role in sporting events, social life, parties, dates and fun. What ever the cause, colleges and high schools have a shared responsibility to support students as they prepare for, and make, the transition from high school to college. The alcohol prevention process for college students needs to start before students even step foot on campus. 

Naturally most schools place academic preparation as a high priority placed, but to truly prepare students for college, it is necessary to include social preparation so that students can be aware of some of the increased stresses and social pressures they will most likely face in college and develop skills to make healthier choices with regards to risky behaviors like high-risk drinking. According to the National Institute of Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism (NIAAA), the first six-weeks of the semester are particularly critical to a first-year student's academic success. The high-risk drinking that often occurs during these initial weeks of college can set the pace for the rest of their college career.
When asked what they expect college to be like, most high school students talk about academic challenges, dorm life, new friends and increased independence.  Inevitably the subject of drinking often comes up.  While usually an exciting time, the period of transition to college is also marked by a lot of unknowns and new situations, many of which make students more vulnerable for making unhealthy decisions to make with these changes and in need of extra support. Here are some of the characteristics that mark this transitional period:
· Many students will find themselves sharing a room with someone for the first time. 
· Developmentally, older adolescents are striving for independence, intimacy, and identity.  Many are managing their time, finances, and especially their health for the first time.

· Parental supervision is diminished – many parents feel their “job is done” once their child turns 18. 

· Little fish/Big pond – Most students are leaving the comfort of old friends and climbing into unknown territory where they will have to make new friendships in a world that seems much larger than the community the left behind

· Freedom increases exponentially. Expanded freedom may mean students go “overboard” at parties, drinking excessively because they feel unrestricted by parents’ rules. 

Today’s college students (the millennial generation) have unique vulnerabilities:

· Many feel an added pressure from their parents and schools to get into a high caliber institution. College prep starts as early as elementary school with students being “groomed” toward getting into “the right college”. 

· Studies show that the numbers of students who feel overwhelmed and stressed have doubled since 1985(NYU Child Study Center (2005). 

· More Americans are going to college than ever before. 
· More first generation college students are going to college than ever before.

These factors place students at risk for making unhealthy decisions about alcohol and other drug use in the face college stress. Emerging adults are among the heaviest users of alcohol and other drugs.  They are starting to look and sound more like adults than children. They are increasingly independent (unsupervised), have older friends (many of whom are already in college), increased financial freedom, and access to cars.  

The negative consequences,
 such as 1,700 student deaths from alcohol-related injury, also, sexual assault, arrests, violence, health problems and academic underperformance, are particularly prevalent the first six weeks that students are in college.

Existence of prevention programs targeting older adolescents

Currently there is a dearth of existing programs specifically geared for college-bound older adolescents.  Proven curricula designed to decrease teen drinking are desperately needed.  However, programs that accurately attack teen drinking (particularly high risk drinking), provide effective solutions, and discuss the specific transitional issues of college-bound teens are not available.
  However this is slowly changing with the appearance of some promising programs that as of the time of publication of this chapter are presently in development. 
   The vast majority of substance abuse prevention programs today focus on middle-school children.  Their goal is to catch students before they start using. Unfortunately, this literal interpretation of prevention ends up excluding older teens who likely have already begun to experiment with alcohol, or even use regularly. 
Prevention programs must be targeted in age-appropriate ways.  Unlike their more junior counterparts, by the time teens reach age 16 or 17, they are capable of more mature thinking.  Older teens are able to tolerate greater subtleties of meaning.  They have more of a future orientation and are willing to consider how a particular behavior matches their own value system.  This does not mean they are easy to reach, however.  Despite their more mature thinking, these emerging adults are still impulsive, highly focused on immediate gratification, and subject to peer influences.  By this time, many have had prior experiences with alcohol and other drugs with few negative consequences and are skeptical about the value of more traditional warnings.  

Role of the College in Supporting Students as they Transition from High School to College

Most colleges promptly begin prevention messaging as soon as students arrive on campus—either through orientation, the health center, dorms or even a “freshman experience” course.  College prevention can start even before students arrive on campus. Basic goals of efforts to support students in transition include:

· Reduce use among older teens

· Challenge social norms and change attitudes 

· Prepare students for college AOD challenges

· Reduce alcohol use and related consequences for first year students

Here are some specific strategies colleges can use to reach in-coming students, parents, high schools, and the larger community:

Students

· When sending orientation information to incoming students, include the college’s alcohol and drug policy 

· Require students to read and sign the ATOD policy before stepping foot on campus

· Require students to take an online college prevention course before their first year.

Parents

Colleges are increasingly recognizing the influence of parents in discouraging and/or encouraging alcohol abuse among their students. Prevention efforts at the college level are maximized when parents stay connected and provide consistent rules and discipline, talk to their teens about drugs/alcohol, monitor their activities (as much as is possible when a teen is away at college), get to know their friends, understand their problems and concerns. 

Many colleges have looked to parents as partners in the effort to reduce binge drinking in colleges.  Parents can help promote prevention messages before students get to college. For instance, parents can serve as a source of accurate normative information regarding college drinking. Here are some examples strategies used by colleges and universities to (1) educate parents about college alcohol use and (2) encourage active involvement of parents in prevention:

· Develop an orientation program specifically for parents to support them through the transition and familiarize them with campus resources. 

· Encourage parents to communicate with the school regarding pre-existing health concerns, particularly about prescription drugs the student is taking and will continue to take in college - Because prescription drug abuse on college campuses is becoming a wide spread issue, encourage parents to talk to their students about not sharing their prescription medications and the dangers of using a prescription medication other than as intended.

· Prepare parents for the predictable ups and downs of the first year experience and provide them with tips on useful parental responses. 

· Clarify for the school’s expectations of students/code of conduct so that parents can help reinforce the college’s rules.

· Develop a specific section of the college web site for parents and/or a Parent e-mail newsletter to keep parents informed.

· Specify a designated parent liaison at the college.

· Many colleges have a parent association or other department designed to help students and parents with the transition to college.

· Clarify the college’s stance on parental notification for things like infringement of the drug and alcohol policy or if the college has a concern about the students use of substances.
· Establish a protocol for parents to be able to communicate with the proper school officials in the event of a crisis pertaining to alcohol and other drugs.

High Schools

High schools and colleges share the responsibility of bridging the gap between twelfth grade and the first year of college. Here are some suggestions for connecting with high schools: 

· Look for opportunities to facilitate interaction with the high schools that feed into colleges and universities.

· Host a brown bag lunch inviting local high school faculty, staff, and students to visit campus and discuss ways to collaborate.

· Suggest AOD prevention activities for high school students that compliment the prevention that they will receive once on campus—helping to ensure continuous education and consistent messages.  

· Connect high school guidance counselors with 1st year student faculty to increase consistent message about campus life.

· Provide professional development opportunities for high school teachers and counselors to learn more about prevention efforts on college campuses.

· Provide trained peer educators to go into high schools and teach social norms and other prevention messages.

· Encourage high schools to adopt a more holistic approach to college prep, which includes social prep for college in addition to academic. 

· Provide high schools with accurate statistics on college drinking rates helping them to change student perceptions of college life.

· Encourage high schools to broaden any existing prevention to include skills that will prepare them for college; such as information about alcohol poisoning.

· Provide technical assistance to help high schools implement social norms campaigns.

The Community

The larger school community is a great resource for helping to bridge the gap between high school and college. Here are some strategies for reinforcing your schools prevention efforts by incorporating the larger community:

· Work with local community coalitions or initiate new ones.

· Provide college-sponsored school alcohol-free activities for the community. 

· Coordinate enforcement policies with parents, school districts, and law enforcement.

Implementation

While these strategies may seem important on paper, in reality they are often hard to implement. Budget constraints and staff limitations often make it nearly impossible to go beyond the basic prevention efforts on your own campus. Following are some practical next steps you can take to make it happen:

· Get support from high-level administrators at your college. Pitch the economics of student recruitment and retention to the Dean or Student Admissions Office. Every year thousands of dollars are spent on recruiting new students. With as many as 1,700 dropping out every year, many due to alcohol use, it’s worth considering ways to help students make an easier transition to school.

· Work at the high school district level rather than on the individual school level to form partnerships and bring about change in policy around prevention programming and college prep.

· Utilize any free or low cost resources on campus. These might include health education students looking for extra credit courses and peer educators who can do some of the program development an outreach for free or at low cost.

· Look for funding resources to support outreach to high schools, the development of a community coalition that examines transitional issues in your community, or a community public awareness campaign.

· Some possible places to look are your state’s alcohol and beverage control commission or ABC. Visit http://www.ttb.gov/alcohol/info/faq/subpages/lcb.htm for a state-by-state directory of ABCs.

Summary Statement

As prevention professionals you are already committed to changing the attitudes and expectations around drinking.  Together we can help students to make the transition to college a successful evolution to adulthood where they can make the most of their college career and beyond. 
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