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Why the College Transition Is the Hardest One

Of the three major school transitions, the move from high school to college is the most psychologically
demanding. It is the only one in which the young person typically leaves home, leaves their family of
origin’s daily rhythms, and assumes — often for the first time — full responsibility for the structure of
their own life.

This transition is not just educational. It is developmental. Researchers describe the late teens through
the twenties as a distinct life stage called emerging adulthood, characterized by identity exploration,
instability, self-focus, possibility, and a sense of being in-between. College sits at the front edge of this
stage, and the demands of the college environment intersect with the developmental work of becoming
an adult in ways that can either accelerate growth or expose vulnerabilities.

Here is what the research consistently shows about this transition:

• Many students arrive underprepared. Studies have found that high school students often
equate graduation with college readiness, while professors expect a level of content knowledge
and learning skills that high school curricula don’t make explicit.

• Mental health struggles are common. First-year college students frequently report anxiety,
stress, and adjustment difficulties. A meaningful number experience clinical levels of depression
or anxiety, sometimes for the first time.

• Social isolation is a serious risk. Students moving away leave established social networks
behind and have to build new ones — sometimes in lecture halls of hundreds, where they
describe feeling like “another face in the crowd.”

• Self-regulation becomes everything. Without the structure of high school — without parents,
teachers, and counselors providing daily scaffolding — students must self-regulate at a level
most have never been required to. Many can’t, at first.

• Discontinuation is common. A meaningful percentage of students do not complete their first
year. The reasons are rarely academic alone.
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The students who succeed in their first year of college are not necessarily the ones with the highest
SAT scores. They are the ones who arrive with the right combination of academic preparation,
executive functioning skills, internal resources, and a network of support — and who know how to use
all of them.

What the Research Says Predicts College Success

A growing body of research has examined what actually distinguishes students who thrive in their first
year from those who struggle. The findings converge on a relatively short list of factors — most of
which are skills, not traits, and most of which can be cultivated.

Academic Preparation

Studies have found that high school GPA and prior college-level coursework (such as AP or dual-credit
classes) predict stronger first-year university performance. But academic preparation is not just about
content knowledge. It includes study skills, test-taking strategies, the ability to read demanding
material, the ability to write coherent papers, and the ability to engage with material that does not come
pre-packaged.

Self-Efficacy

Academic self-efficacy — the belief that one can execute the actions required for academic success —
is one of the most robust predictors of first-year GPA in the research literature. Students with high
academic self-efficacy invest more effort, persist longer through difficulty, and recover more quickly
from setbacks. Self-efficacy is built, not born; it grows out of accumulated experiences of competence.

Executive Functioning Skills

Organization, attention to studying, goal-setting, persistence, and planning all predict first-year GPA.
The structural difference between high school and college is enormous — fewer class meetings, longer
assignments, more independent work, more competing demands. Without strong executive functioning
skills, even bright students drown.

Procrastination, in particular, has been shown to be strongly negatively correlated with academic
performance. The number of hours a student plans to study is itself a strong predictor of grades —
meaning that intention, planning, and follow-through matter as much as ability.

Resilience and Coping

Resilience is broadly defined as the ability to adapt across individual and systemic challenges.
Research has linked resilient behaviors to more successful transitions, particularly for female students.
Resilience shows up as adaptability, optimism, perseverance, and the willingness to seek help.

Students with better emotional self-management skills cope and manage stress more effectively —
which becomes critical in the inevitable rough patches of the first year.
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Social Support

Three categories of social support have been consistently identified as protective: informational (advice
about what to expect), instrumental (tangible help with money, tasks, tutoring), and emotional
(empathy, listening, encouragement). Students who receive all three from family, friends, and
institutional sources adjust better and perform better academically.

Notably, when students don’t receive the support they need, the perceived gap is itself associated with
higher depressive symptoms. Loneliness is not a minor inconvenience in college — it is a documented
risk factor.

Hope, Goal Clarity, and Motivation

Students who arrive at college with clear goals, the perceived ability to identify pathways toward those
goals, and the motivation to walk those pathways outperform their peers. Goal-setting (both mastery
and performance goals) supports both short-term and long-term success.

The Hidden Challenges of First-Year College

Beyond the visible academic and social demands, several less-discussed challenges affect a
substantial number of first-year students:

Unrealistic Expectations

Recent qualitative research found that unrealistic expectations significantly heighten transition stress.
Students often arrive with images of college shaped by movies, social media, and older students’
edited stories — and reality rarely matches. Honest, calibrated expectations are themselves protective.

The Lack of Structured Support

Secondary school provides a fairly structured system of supports that is largely absent in higher
education. Universities expect students to self-advocate, identify their own gaps, and seek help
proactively. Students who never had to do this in high school often don’t recognize the new contract
until they are already behind.

The “Face in the Crowd” Phenomenon

In larger lecture environments, students often feel anonymous, unable to ask questions, and unable to
approach professors. Smaller class sizes, study groups, and intentional friendship-building counteract
this. Students who never make a single connection with a professor are at higher risk of academic and
emotional struggle.

Family Disruption

Surprisingly, family disruptions — particularly parental divorce — emerged in the research as a
significant interfering factor for some first-year students. The transition is hard enough on its own;
concurrent family upheaval compounds it.
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The Drinking Culture

Some students reported that not drinking made it harder to meet new people. The undergraduate
alcohol culture is a real social pressure, and students who are abstaining — for any reason — benefit
from having alternative pathways to belonging.

Perfectionism

Some students arrive with a level of perfectionism that worked in high school but breaks down in
college. The college environment is often the first place that high-achieving students encounter
genuine struggle, peer competition that exceeds their abilities, or work they cannot ace through effort
alone. Perfectionism that is unmanaged at this stage is a strong risk factor for anxiety, depression, and
burnout.

Warning Signs During the First Year

Parents often have less direct visibility during the college years. The following are signs to watch for in
calls, texts, and visits home:

• Withdrawal from communication, or communication that becomes uncharacteristically thin.

• Comments that suggest hopelessness, exhaustion, or a sense of “not belonging here.”

• Significant changes in weight, sleep, or appearance.

• Skipping classes, dropping classes, or failing to register on time.

• Increasing or concerning patterns of substance use.

• Loss of interest in previously loved activities.

• Statements about wanting to leave school, transfer, take a leave, or go home permanently —
particularly if they emerge suddenly.

• Romantic or peer relationships that seem isolating or controlling.

• Anxiety severe enough to interfere with attendance, eating, or sleeping.

If you see these signs, take them seriously. Do not assume your young adult will reach out for help on
their own. Many won’t, particularly the high-achievers who have built their identity around competence.

What Parents Can Do — Before and During

Before Senior Year Ends

• Practice independent living skills at home — laundry, cooking, budgeting, scheduling
appointments, managing medications, navigating bureaucracies.

• Have honest conversations about what college will and won’t be.

• Build a calibrated understanding of finances, including what is and isn’t covered.
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• If your student has been in mental health treatment, plan continuity — therapist on campus,
telehealth, or a local provider near school.

• Make sure they know how to access campus resources before they need them.

• Talk about substances, sex, and consent — not as lectures, but as real conversations.

During the First Year

• Stay connected without being controlling. Regular contact, low-pressure check-ins, genuine
interest in the world they’re entering.

• Resist the urge to fix problems for them. Coach them to problem-solve. The skill of solving
problems is more valuable than the solution to any single problem.

• Watch for the warning signs above — not anxiously, but attentively.

• Normalize struggle. The first semester is hard for almost everyone. The students who do best are
the ones who don’t interpret difficulty as evidence of being in the wrong place.

• Be willing to support a course correction. Sometimes the right answer is therapy. Sometimes it’s
a different major. Sometimes it’s a leave of absence. Rarely is it just “toughing it out.”

How Pinnacle Supports This Transition

Pinnacle is the most comprehensive tier of the Pathway program, designed for high school juniors and
seniors preparing to launch — and for first-year college students who need targeted support after
they’ve launched. It is built around the protective factors the research identifies as decisive:

• Advanced executive functioning coaching — calibrated to college’s specific demands,
including managing a college-level workload, building study systems that scale, and navigating
the lack of external structure.

• Self-efficacy and resilience building — through deliberate exposure to manageable challenge
and structured reflection on competence and growth.

• Coping and emotional regulation tools — drawn from evidence-based clinical practice,
equipping young adults with strategies that work in dorms, libraries, and 2 AM moments.

• Identity, values, and goal clarification — the work that emerging adulthood actually demands,
not vague optimism but the clear articulation of who one is and where one is going.

• Realistic expectation-setting — honest conversations about what college is and isn’t,
calibrated by clinical experience with hundreds of young adults who have walked this path.

• Family transition coaching — because the parents and the young adult are both moving into a
new relationship, and that relationship needs thoughtful redesign.

• Continuity of care option — with telehealth support during the first year of college for students
who want to maintain a relationship with a clinician they already trust.



PATHWAY  |  Pinnacle

Koy Roberts, Ph.D.  |  drkoyroberts.com  |  Page 6

Pinnacle is not a finishing school. It is preparation for the most demanding developmental task most
young adults will face — leaving home and becoming themselves. The students who do this work in
advance arrive on campus with skills, confidence, and a center of gravity that the environment cannot
easily knock loose.

How the Program Works

Pinnacle is delivered as a structured five-meeting program, beginning with a comprehensive
psychological assessment.

Initial Assessment — BASC-3

Before the first meeting, both the student and parents independently complete the BASC-3 (Behavior
Assessment System for Children, Third Edition) — a standardized, norm-referenced behavioral
assessment used by clinical psychologists. The instrument produces detailed scoring across
emotional, behavioral, social, and adaptive domains, and the multi-rater format provides an integrated
picture from both perspectives. Results are scored and clinically interpreted before the first meeting
and inform every subsequent step of the program.

Meeting 1 — Intake (Student and Parents)

A working meeting with the student and parents together to review the BASC-3 results, discuss the
family’s specific concerns and goals, and establish the focus for the work ahead. The intake produces a
personalized roadmap that guides the three working sessions.

Meetings 2, 3, and 4 — Working Sessions (Student)

Three structured sessions with the student alone, focused on the specific readiness work the
assessment and roadmap identified — building executive function skills calibrated to college’s
demands, equipping coping and emotional regulation tools, clarifying identity and goals, and
developing the help-seeking, self-direction, and independence the next four years will require.

Meeting 5 — Family Integration

A closing 30–45 minute meeting with the parents and student together to present the personalized
recommendations, walk through what was accomplished, align on how the family will support the work
going forward, and review a written summary of recommendations the family takes home.

For students whose situations require more than this preventive structure can address — young adults
home from a difficult freshman year, students with significant readiness gaps, or families navigating
active crisis — Pinnacle Extended offers a longer, customized engagement. Length, structure, and fees
are determined in the initial consultation based on the specific situation.
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A Final Word for Parents

Watching your child prepare to leave home is one of the most poignant experiences of parenthood.
There is pride and grief in the same breath. You have spent eighteen years preparing them for a
moment that, when it arrives, will feel both inevitable and impossibly soon.

The research is clear: the young adults who flourish in college are the ones equipped before they
leave. Not perfectly — no one is — but adequately. They have the executive functioning skills, the
emotional resilience, the social skills, the goal clarity, and the relational support to handle what comes.

That preparation is what Pinnacle is for. If you are wondering whether it might be a fit for your young
adult and your family, I’d be glad to talk.
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