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Introduction

When you imagined your life in college, you probably pictured some basic scenes: Classrooms with professors and attentive students. Living in a residence hall or apartment with other people. A fun social scene. Hanging out in the quad on a warm day. You were also probably excited about the ability to make your own choices about where to go, what you wanted to do, and with whom you wanted to spend your time.

While you will find all of those things within the college experience, they take place within a relatively stressful context. You and your classmates might need to be that attentive in class because the professor moves so quickly through the material. You might enjoy living in your residence hall, but you and your roommate aren’t getting along too well. You might love hanging out in the quad, but you’re struggling to find a balance between your need to get things done and your desire to relax every once in a while. And while you’re grateful for the independence and the freedom to make your own choices about nearly every detail of your college life, that kind of open decision-making can sometimes feel overwhelming.

There’s no way around it: College is stressful.

You don’t have to be stressed, however, just because you’re in a stressful environment. The key is learning how to soar through the stressors of college without becoming a stressed-out, burned-out mess.

This book will help you learn how to navigate successfully through the common stresses of college life, whether it’s your first semester in college or your last. The goal of the book is to help you identify and deal with stress as you focus on the rest of your college life and, ultimately, graduating. You can read it cover to cover before you ever step foot in a college lecture hall, or you can keep it on your shelf and refer to it as needed.

Because there are so many different aspects of college stress, the material is broken down by topic. Feeling stressed over a bad professor, for example, is a very different kind of experience than feeling stressed over a bad roommate. Additionally, the ways to deal with various kinds of stress will depend on the specifics of the situation.

Each chapter deals with a type of stress that you may encounter during your time in school. You’ll be presented with five questions about each stress-related topic that can help you identify the sources and factors of a particular kind of stress. You’ll then find a multitude of solutions, broken down further for specific circumstances.

While I was doing interviews and research for this book, I lost count of how many people said, “I wish I had something like this when I was in college!” Professors said it, students said it, administrators said it. Encountering and dealing with stress during one’s college years is very much a shared experience—for good and bad.

College, after all, can be one of the best times of your life. And while stress will undoubtedly be part of your college experience, this book will help you learn how to make it a manageable aspect instead of something that completely overwhelms you. Finding the sources of your stress, confronting them, and coming up with approaches to prevent them from resurfacing whenever possible are skills that can help you focus on the more enjoyable parts of being in school. Ideally, with your stress under control, you’ll be able to stay on track to graduate, grow and learn as much as possible along the way, and toss your cap with pride—instead of relief—on graduation day.



CHAPTER 1
Academic Stress

The main goal of attending college is, of course, to earn a degree. Consequently, doing well in your classes should most often be your highest priority. Knowing that your schoolwork is most important can help you prioritize the stressors you face—but it can also add stress to an already stressful situation. After all, the academic and intellectual challenges of college are much different from high school. The stakes are higher for each assignment, and passing some classes can depend on your performance on a single exam, lab report, presentation, or paper. College courses often require different and more advanced study skills, the ability to work collaboratively on group projects, and excellent time management. But how can you make your academics the most important thing on your to-do list without also making them the most stressful? Fortunately, doing so might be easier than you think—with a few smart approaches, of course.

Academic Stress: Identifying the Sources

The most critical—and most helpful—step to take when dealing with academic stress is to figure out the source of that stress. If you’ve been in college for a while, try to remember the exact areas that have caused the most stress in your academic life so far. If you’re just starting college, think back to your high school years. When and in which subjects did you struggle the most? (Even if you’ve been a top-notch student, you’ve undoubtedly had some ups and downs in your academic career.)

It can be very easy to feel stressed-out about your classes without really understanding what that means or where, specifically, that stress is coming from. Do you struggle with study skills? With writing? With reading comprehension? With group work? With test anxiety? With leaving things to the last minute? Spend some time thinking seriously about what makes you the most stressed when it comes to your academic responsibilities. As you work to identify the main sources of stress in your academic life, consider the following questions:

Academic Stress: The Five Questions


	
What academic requirements must I meet this semester? Determine what your most basic goals are. Do you have to earn a certain GPA to keep your scholarship? Do you need to carry a certain amount of units to keep your status as a full-time student? Do you need to pass the first in a series of courses (for example: Chemistry 101 so you can take Chemistry 102 next semester) to stay on track academically? Do you need to complete certain general education requirements (like a foreign language) by the time this academic year is over?

	
What would my ideal academic performance be this semester? Is it important for you to earn straight As? To get As in the courses required for your major? To pass your science requirement? To get to know a specific professor so that you can approach him or her about doing research this summer? To improve your GPA by a certain amount?

	
What is a reasonable academic goal for me to set this semester? Is it realistic to aim for straight As, or is that going to cause you unnecessary stress? What kind of academic performance will you be happy with? What can you reasonably aim for given your own academic strengths, weaknesses, and previous performances?

	
What resources can I use to help me meet my goals? Have you been part of a study group in the past that worked well (and productively) together? Do you know students in some of your classes with whom you can partner early in the semester? Have your professors recommended external texts, websites, or other resources that can help supplement the required course materials? What materials can you utilize from previous classes that might help you with this semester? What offices on campus can help you if, for example, you need help with a paper or with learning some additional study skills? What people can provide individual support? What networks can you tap into that can help you deal with academic stress?

	
How will I know when I should ask for help? What in the past have been indicators that you are falling behind? Not understanding the material? Not studying well for an upcoming exam? What are the signs for when you are starting to feel overwhelmed? How do you normally approach a situation when you are having trouble academically? What kinds of grades do you need to watch out for that will indicate your need to ask for assistance of some kind?



Finding Solutions

Once you’ve identified the exact sources of your stress, it’s much easier to find solutions for each one. As you think about your answers to the questions you just asked yourself, themes will probably arise. Once you’ve highlighted a particular stressor as a key one, you can break down your stress into parts and find ways to avoid or resolve each part.

Solution #1: Talk with Your Professors

Fortunately, your professors can be some of your best allies when it comes to preventing and dealing with academic stress during your time in school. Unfortunately, however, professors can also be intimidating if you aren’t sure how or when to approach them for help.

Try to keep in mind that your professors were once college students, too. They likely needed help, struggled with certain classes, were frustrated with group project assignments, and had general questions about course requirements, grades, and exam preparation—just like you do. Professors help their students learn; they want you to be successful. To that end, they expect to interact with students regularly, to answer questions, and to solve problems.

Planning Your Meeting

It’s perfectly understandable to feel intimidated by someone who is incredibly smart and partly in control of your success in a class. Don’t let that discomfort stop you from asking for help, though. In a college environment, one of your responsibilities as a student is to seek out resources when you need them. And your professors can be a great asset for dealing with academic stress, whether it’s being proactive and helping you do well on an upcoming exam or being reactive and helping you understand why you did so poorly. You might be pleasantly surprised at the reaction you get.

If you aren’t sure where to start, follow these steps:


	Check to see when your professor has office hours; he or she will usually post them online, outside his or her office door, or even on the course syllabus. To set up a time to talk, you can send an e-mail, call, or even ask in person after class.

	Talk with other students about what your professors are like outside of class. The professor you find incredibly intimidating just might be the friendliest person imaginable when he or she is not in class. Conversely, it would be good to know that your seemingly low-key professor prefers if students come to office hours with a specific list of questions or concerns.

	If you aren’t sure exactly what to say during your meeting, use the five questions mentioned at the beginning of this chapter as a springboard for topics. Write down two or three key points that you want to bring up.

	When it’s time for your meeting, arrive a few minutes early. Make sure to introduce yourself, say what class you’re in, and describe why you want to meet. Professors meet with students for a wide range of reasons, so identifying why you’re there will help focus the conversation.



Specific Topics to Discuss

When you want to meet with your professor for academic reasons, your questions will usually fall into one of two camps: a particular concept you don’t understand, or a specific assignment you’re working on. Here’s how to handle those two common situations:


	If you’re struggling with some of the course material, be honest about what’s hard for you. You undoubtedly are not the first person to struggle with a complicated concept, and your professor will ideally have some tips for helping you better master the material. Additionally, he or she might be able to explain things in a different way than what’s allowable during class. If, for example, you learn best by asking many questions, office hours can provide that opportunity, whereas an hour-long class lecture with hundreds of students cannot.

	If you’re struggling with an upcoming assignment, ask for guidance with your specific problem. Is it finding source material? Is it narrowing a broad topic? Is it understanding the assignment itself? It’s okay to ask what your professor is looking for ahead of time—that helps you direct your efforts most efficiently. If you’re starting to work on an upcoming paper, for example, you can ask your professor to review your thesis statement in advance. That way, you can make sure you’re clear on the assignment and headed down the right path before you put too much time into your research. The last thing you need is to add more stress to your life because you wrote a great paper that failed to answer the actual prompt.



Solution #2: Handle a Problematic Class

Unfortunately, even if your professors all seemed reasonable, friendly, and skilled during the first week of classes, problems will inevitably pop up during your time in school. The professor everyone seems to love might seem horrible at explaining complicated concepts, while another might seem unfriendly and hostile to student questions.

If you have a professor or are in a course that you think is not a good fit, you have some options.

Drop the Class

If you still have time, and this course is not a required one for your major or graduation, you could consider the easiest solution: dropping the class. Dropping a class doesn’t necessarily mean you did anything wrong; it just means the class wasn’t right for you at the time.

Before dropping, however, make sure you are aware of what the consequences will be—both financially and academically. If you’re thinking of dropping a class, make sure to meet with your academic adviser as soon as possible. You’ll need his or her approval anyway, and your appointment can be a smart way for you to check in, discuss the situation, and brainstorm your options.


Switching Instead of Dropping

Before dropping a course, see if you can switch to take the same class with a different professor. Additionally, see if you can switch to a different teaching assistant (TA). Your professor might be moving too fast during lecture, but a great TA can utilize your seminar time to help everyone better understand the material.



Determine the Source of the Problem

If it’s too late to drop the class, you can’t or don’t want to drop the class, or you’re otherwise just stuck with a “bad” professor, it’s time to think about what exactly makes this particular class such a challenge for you.


	
Presentation of material: If your professor moves through the material too quickly or doesn’t present it well, think creatively about how you can learn what you need to know. Can you form a study group? Spend more time reading the course materials and going over the lecture notes outside of class? Break up each chapter with some friends so that everyone focuses on one particular concept and then explains it to the rest of the group each week? While your professor is certainly the main resource for the material, he or she is not the only resource you have.

	
Your mastery of a subject: If you are having problems mastering a concept, you can try to adjust your approach to the material. Perhaps just reading the textbook isn’t going to cut it in this class and you’ll need to do something else, like make an outline as you read or prepare flashcards that you can use for studying (and writing papers) later. Ask your friends in the class what they’re doing. Do they read before the class lecture? After? Participate in online discussions when they have questions? Meet regularly for office hours?

	
Grading disagreements: If you think your professor is an unfair grader, it might be time to adjust your expectations. Did you think your paper should have received an A but your professor thinks it earned a B? If so, try talking with your professor about what an A paper would have included. (Be careful, however, to make sure your meeting focuses on what to strive for in a future A-worthy paper instead of why your previous assignment should have met that standard. The point of a conversation like this is to help you better understand your professor’s expectations, not to ask your professor to justify what grade he or she thought you earned.) Next time, be sure you’re clear on what your professor is looking for in a specific assignment. No matter the context, if you’re stuck with this professor and class, it might be time to step up—and adjust—your game so that you can succeed in your class instead of stress out about it.

	
Disagreement with a professor: Lastly, if you find yourself in the unusual situation of having a professor you just don’t agree with—say, in the way he or she analyzes a piece of literature or deconstructs a historical political movement—but whom you are also stuck with, do your best to learn what you can from the situation. In these kinds of circumstances, Professor Thomas L. Burkdall, Associate Professor of Writing and Rhetoric and Director of the Center for Academic Excellence at Occidental College in Los Angeles, encourages students “…to take up the professor’s perspective for the term—even if you disagree, you may learn valuable lessons by seeing the topic from a new perspective.” In essence: Don’t let a bad or mismatched professor turn your required course into a stress-inducing experience. Instead, use the class as an opportunity to learn something new, shift your focus, and transform your stress into a learning tool.




Straight from a Student: Handling a Tough Grader

Christina Bacock, a 2013 graduate of the University of Nevada, Reno, had a journalism professor her first year who was extremely harsh on her writing skills. Her professor’s feedback and questioning of her capabilities left her “appalled and very hurt.”

Bacock, however, wanted to pursue a career in journalism, so she kept her focus on her long-term goal despite her professor’s criticism. Three years later, another journalism professor (who taught Bacock in a Magazine Writing course) was impressed enough with Bacock’s writing that he later published one of her stories in a compilation of student writing.

These different experiences with professors helped Bacock realize that “not everyone is going to like my work…especially when it comes to writing.” She learned to not immediately stress over specific criticisms, but instead to listen and “consider who was saying it, why they were saying it, and to remember what they have said in the past. This helped me reduce stress because I wasn’t thinking of everyone anymore.”

This approach also helped Bacock stay authentic to her work while learning when and how to process feedback. An added benefit, of course, is that Bacock learned how not to become so easily stressed-out as a result of one person’s negative opinion. “Ultimately, I still stress a little bit because I want to be good at what I do, but I don’t let it get to me,” she says.



Solution #3: Be Clear on Your Professors’ Expectations

Ever been in this scenario? You think you are going to own an upcoming midterm like a boss but then end up completely failing. What the heck just happened?

If you aren’t clear on the expectations—from the beginning—in your classes, you’re automatically setting yourself up for frustration, failure, and stress. The best intentions can lead you astray if all of your hard work isn’t contributing to the right end result.

For example, you can spend a significant amount of time studying the lecture notes for a class only to realize too late that the midterm focused on the out-of-class reading, not the lecture material. Or you could have written an amazing essay that discussed the role of women in a particular novel when you were actually supposed to have discussed the role of one single female character in the novel. Did you work hard, put in effort, and do your best in these kinds of situations? Definitely. But you also may have failed the assignment.

Study the Syllabus

There are two great sources for making sure that you’re clear on course expectations: the class syllabus and your professor. The syllabus is often handed out and/or made available online on the first day of classes. It describes the course, lists what readings need to be done prior to each class meeting, has a schedule for when and where the class meets and what each class’s topic will be, and lists major assignments and their due dates.

Before you do anything else for a class, study the syllabus. Yes, you even have to study the syllabus! Follow this two-step approach:


	Read through each syllabus casually the first time, just looking at the general tone and feel of the class. Is the reading load heavy? Are there lots of smaller assignments, or does your grade depend solely on a final exam? Are you expected to do things outside of class, like spend a few hours each week in a language lab?

	After a day or two, go over each syllabus again. This time, mark down on your main calendar (wherever that is—your wall, your smartphone, your computer) every major assignment, their due dates, and reminders. Each class’s midterms, for example, should be marked at least twice on your calendar: once on the actual day of the exam and once as a reminder the week before. You don’t want to inadvertently sabotage all of your hard work by having a major assignment or exam sneak up on you. You are much more likely to put yourself in a stressful situation if you think your statistical physics midterm is in “mid-March sometime” than if you are reminded in your calendar on March 5 that the midterm will be taking place one week later on March 12.



Ask Your Professor

In addition to your syllabi, your professors are the best source for making sure you are crystal clear on what will be expected of you. Take detailed notes whenever your professor discusses what is expected on an upcoming assignment. Make sure to flag or highlight anything your professor mentions will be on the next exam or final. Do your best to keep up with the reading and attend class on a regular basis so that you can always be mindful of what you’ll need to pay most attention to. It’s much less stressful—and much more productive—to think, “Okay, I really need to understand this as I’m reading it because it’s going to be on the final” than it is to say to yourself, “Okay, I have to remember to focus on this later when I catch up on the reading this weekend. If I can get to it this weekend…”

Additionally, be clear on specifics. Some professors, for example, expect you to do some outside research on each paper you submit, whereas others simply want you to analyze a text yourself. Some professors expect you to cite often from a novel you are examining, whereas others find too many quotations to be filler. Even if you only touch base for a quick 10 minutes, make the effort to connect with your professors—during office hours, after class, or via e-mail—about what they are looking for in any major assignments or exams.

If you find yourself in a situation where you performed poorly because you failed to meet course expectations, you can still learn from the experience—even if you cannot change your grade. The lesson? Know what’s expected of you beforehand. Knowing what you’ll need to do, how you’ll need to perform, and when you’ll be expected to do so can go a long way in helping to reduce, if not eliminate, academic-related stress.

Solution #4: Consider Study Groups

Study groups can be an amazing resource. They can help break up difficult assignments, help you better understand the materials, and even just offer a place to commiserate with others when things are particularly difficult.

How to Find or Create a Productive Group

Finding a good study group, however, is easier said than done. You’ll need to consider the following factors:


	How do you learn best? Do you learn best by talking in a quiet study room in the library, for example, or by talking loosely about the material in a busy campus coffee shop?

	Do you learn best with just one or two people or with a large group? Which kinds of group dynamics are you most comfortable with?

	What kinds of people do you learn best from? Are you, for example, an introvert who learns best from other introverts, or do you need an outgoing leader of the group? Remember to think about how you best learn, not necessarily what makes you the most comfortable. You might need to step a bit outside of your comfort zone if you’re going to find your ideal study group arrangement.



Once you’re clear on what kind of study group you want and need, think carefully about which students in your class would work well in that particular kind of group. Is one student you know great at remembering facts in ways that other students can learn from, whereas someone else excels at understanding and explaining concepts? A study group is not just about finding strong individuals; it’s also about finding a group that is, in essence, larger than the sum of its parts. The individuals in your study group should all complement each other’s strengths and weaknesses so that everyone contributes, shares, and benefits equally.

Keeping Study Groups Productive

Working with a study group is complicated. A study group comprising your friends may sound fantastic, but it might not be the most productive. Be clear with a study group that you’re either forming or joining about what the expectations are. For example, you should hash out ahead of time:


	How often will you meet? For how long?

	What will you do for breaks? How long will those breaks be?

	Will people bring food?

	Will you rotate locations?



While your main function will be studying, it’s also important to spend some time getting to know each other and setting some guidelines for how things will work. That way, when everyone is sick and cranky during midterms and finals, you’ll have a structure to fall back on so that your study group becomes a source of strength instead of stress.

Additionally, what started out as a great study group may change as time goes on. You may have done such a great job connecting with your group members that the nature of the group has gone from academic to social. Or perhaps meetings stopped being effective for you because the course material shifted as the semester progressed—at first you needed to memorize facts, but now you’re applying that knowledge to long essays or lab projects. At that point, it’s time to take a hard look at what’s actually going on during the study group.

Jeanette Duffels, MLIS, a librarian at the Southern California University of Health Sciences in Whittier, California, suggests asking yourself, “Are you goofing off more than studying? Do the other members of your group complement your learning style? Are you performing better in class than you would be if you studied alone?”


Study Groups Not Your Style?

Duffels also reminds students that, “It is perfectly fine to try a study group and decide that it is not for you.” A study group, after all, should help you focus on homework and your classes, not add to your stress by misallocating your time. If you are learning fine on your own, don’t feel obligated to join or stay in a study group that’s just draining your precious time.



Solution #5: Keep Your Eye on Your Ultimate Goal—Graduation

It can be easy to become so lost in the trees of college life that you forget to see the larger forest. There are so many things going on all day, every day, that long-term goals seem both unattainable and too far away.

When it comes to keeping your stress in check, however, it’s critical to keep your big-picture goals in mind. True, things can seem overwhelming more often than not, but reminding yourself why you’re making the sacrifices you are is important.

Create Visual Reminders

One way to keep yourself focused on graduating is to remind yourself of that goal daily. Hang up a picture of your high school graduation so you can remember what it feels like to graduate after several years of hard work. Make a small bulletin board with a collage of images of what you’d like your life to be like after you graduate. Do you want to go to graduate school? Have a nice house? Live somewhere in particular? Have the freedom to travel? Be a teacher? A doctor? An entrepreneur? Support a family? Many of life’s simple luxuries are made much easier if you have a college degree. Reminding yourself visually of where you’d like to be is an easy, motivating way to make sure you do what it takes to get yourself there.

Motivate Yourself

Another way to remind yourself of your goal to graduate is to place little motivators where you’ll see—and need—them most. Some quick and inexpensive ideas include:


	Doing a quick Internet search for quotations about education that you can turn into a graphic and use as a background on your computer or tablet.

	Signing up for e-newsletters or following reputable Twitter accounts that provide you with weekly tips and motivation during your time in school.

	Meeting a friend for coffee at least once a month to discuss things that are going really well instead of things that are causing you stress.

	Hanging up a chart with all of your major assignments listed for the semester; as you finish each one, cross it off your list. Reward yourself along the way for doing well and for making it one step closer to graduation day.



A college degree is as valuable as it is because it takes a lot of determination and skill to earn. Try to remind yourself that having to work hard to earn your diploma is something to feel proud of—not stressed about.


Perspective Equals Less Stress

Keeping perspective—both short-term and long-term—can help reduce stress and keep your focus. When working with her students, Lorrie Ranck, MA, Dean of Learning Resources at De Anza College in Cupertino, California, likes “to engage in dialogues around the larger goals of their life and then how their academic goals are situated in the panoramic view. Graduation is a vista point but not the only one, and ultimately you get back in the car and keep traveling.”



Solution #6: Learn How to Study at the College Level

Learning at the college level is likely an entirely new challenge, even if you were successful in high school. What got you by in high school may no longer cut it in college. Or the basic skills you mastered in high school need to be kicked up a notch for college-level material. Reading comprehension, writing, critical thinking, studying, and test-taking all take on new meanings in a college environment.

Give Yourself Some Time

One thing to remember—and not stress about—is that learning to perform academically at the college level takes time. It is an unreasonable expectation to think that you can go from high school to college without experiencing any academic hiccups or challenges. (In fact, for the 2011–2012 academic year, only 16.8 percent of all undergraduates earned “mostly As” in college, as reported by the U.S. Department of Education’s National Center for Education Statistics.) Your classes are different, your exams are different, the material is different, the learning environment is different. So, naturally, your performance will be different. Realize that this is part of your education, not necessarily something to stress over.

That being said, of course, you do want to make sure you adapt to your college academic requirements as best and as quickly as possible. Learning “how to study” might seem basic, but it’s critically important. Simply going to class and doing the reading may not be enough—you’ll probably need to review the material more than once and in different ways in order to really learn it.

Find the Study Habits That Work Best for You

There’s no magic answer for learning how to study at the college level. There is, however, a magic answer for you as an individual. What works for your friends and your roommate may not work for you, but there definitely is something out there that will click with your brain and how you learn—you just have to spend some time to try to find it.

When trying to figure out your own best way of studying at the college level, break the question down into two main parts: your external environment and your internal environment.


	Think about the external environments that most help you learn. Do you like to ask questions and participate in class discussions? Do you like to sit back quietly during a class and let the information sink in? Do you do better in large lectures or in smaller seminars? Do you like to study and write when it’s quiet or when there are people around you? If you could think of your ideal time, place, and method for studying, what would it be like?

	Also think about the internal environment you need to help you learn. Does your mind need to be free from stress? Does your brain work better in the morning or late at night? Do you remember things better if you read them, listen to them, or interact with them? Will you retain more from your Introduction to Psychology textbook if you highlight as you read, take notes as you read, and/or listen to music as you read? Do you work best in short periods or over long stretches of time?
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