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The following information is for students. It identifies some of the 
anxieties/stresses that you might encounter when you first come to 
University and ways of coping with these. 

 

What difficulties should I expect? 

Student life is a transitional period. You undertake a course because 
you think it will enable you to do or have something that you want, 
such as increased job opportunities or enhanced enjoyment of life. 
Studying is part of a process of change and, sometimes, change can 
cause a lot of anxiety. 

 

Leaving home 

If you come to university straight from school, you are facing the 
challenge of leaving home, separating from your parents and 
beginning the process of finding your own identity, as an adult, and 
your place in the world.  This involves many challenges at a practical 
level. Before coming to university it is a good idea to practise 
housekeeping, and this involves things like finding out how the 
washing machine works as well as other kitchen equipment, being 
able to make yourself something to eat, managing a budget.   

 

Mature students 

If you are a mature student you may already have left home, but will 
still have many changes to deal with. You may have less money to 
spend, less free time, and experience a change in your social status, 
for better or worse. You may have a partner and children; your new 
life will have an impact on them, and your relationship with them will 
be affected. 
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Changing identity 

When you become a student you may feel differently about yourself, 
and other people may react to you differently. You will be making new 
friends, and have a chance to make a fresh start. You may be 
working with peers who are your intellectual equals, for the first time 
in your life. You may find you are more academic than you thought – 
or not so academic in comparison to others!  It takes time to adjust to 
this new sense of who you are. 

New opportunities 

There may be sports, social and political activities open to you now, 
which you've never tried before. This has two aspects: it can be very 
exciting, but it can also be a challenge. It can be easy to take on too 
many things, because you don't want to miss out on any new 
opportunities. Recognise how much you are dealing with at once, and 
go at your own pace. 

 

Family relationships 

Relationships with your family may change too. This can be 
especially so if you are the first one ever to go to University, or the 
first of your gender. Other family members can have complicated 
feelings about this. They may secretly envy you, or be afraid that your 
new experience will change you too much and make you no longer 
'one of us'. Their reactions may cause you to feel insecure, lacking in 
confidence or guilty about having this opportunity. 

However, there can also be problems if everyone in the family has 
been to University. Feelings around having to live up to their 
standards, working in the same field as them or maybe they feel 
threatened by your choice of subject.  They might even be concerned 
that you could, in fact, be too successful. 

The most important thing with family situations of this kind is that 
these feelings need to be acknowledged, by being talked about. Only 
then can everyone involved move towards creating a more supportive 
environment. 
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How will I deal with practical issues? 

Accommodation, finance, food, and travel can all present daunting 
problems in your first weeks. Ask for help from your College and DSU 
who will point you in the right direction.  It is normal to feel anxious 
about things but we are here to help so don’t be afraid to ask.  You 
are not the only student to feel this way or alone in your difficulties. 

Eat well 

It’s very important to eat properly, and not to exist on convenience 
foods. The right nutrition can help your concentration for studying and 
help you feel well generally.  

Meet people 

Seek out other newcomers. Loneliness can make the challenges of 
your new life seem much worse. Yet when you start, everyone is 
alone.  Universities recognise this and organise events during 
fresher’s time to help with meeting other students. Take advantage of 
these and any other social opportunities. The very beginning of your 
first term is a key time for making friends.  

If you are shy and find it very difficult to join in, remember other 
students will be feeling nervous too, and trying to hide it. If there is 
something that especially interests you, such as music or a sport, find 
out if there’s a college society that focuses on this. Meeting people 
with similar interests and outlooks makes life more manageable. 

Finances 

Make sure you find out about all of the financial help you are entitled 
to. Nearly all universities now have a special finance service that can 
help you find out if you are receiving the right type and amount of 
loans or funding for your personal situation.  
 
However, if you are funding your studies, don’t wait until any money 
problems get out of control. Seek advice as early as possible, so that 
you can continue your studies without worrying whether you can pay 
your rent or buy food. 
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How will I cope with the academic work? 

Inevitably, you will feel anxious about this to start with. Will I be good 
enough? Can I keep up? This is the major challenge, and you will be 
facing it without the close guidance you may have previously 
experienced. 

Get the right information from the start. How many lectures, seminars 
or laboratory sessions are you supposed to be attending? With 
assignments, what exactly are you being asked to do? How many 
words are you expected to write? What is the deadline for handing it 
in? If you don't clearly understand ask questions. 

Make yourself a realistic timetable. When you are assigned a task, 
estimate how long it will take you. Then add on a bit more time to 
allow for unforeseen changes.  Then set a time each day, or each 
week, to do it. 
 
Thinking ahead also involves taking into account any resources you 
will need to complete the task. It may turn out that the library has only 
one copy of an essential book or paper, and someone else has just 
borrowed it. It’s better to allow too much time, and then find the bonus 
of a couple of hours off, than to stay up all night, drinking black 
coffee, in a panic. 

Set clear priorities 

You need to set priorities and make a realistic assessment of the 
consequences.  You may want to go to meet up with friends, go to a 
film or social event tonight, but your essay has to be handed in 
tomorrow and if you do go out you will not meet the deadline. Or 
you'd like to spend every waking minute with a new partner, but you 
haven't done enough revision which could result in not being able to 
answer the questions in your exam.   If there are genuine reasons 
why you are unable to submit your work speak to your department 
and senior tutor as a matter of urgency. 

Get support 

Beginning to take responsibility for your own learning needs some 
support. If you are struggling in any way speak to your College and 
Academic Department about your difficulties. 
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What if work gets too much? 

If you feel things are getting on top of you, it’s important to 
acknowledge this at an early stage.  The first thing to do is to seek 
objective advice from your College and Academic Department. 

If your workload seems overwhelming it is important to seek help and 
support.  In these instances contact the Academic Department, your 
College Senior Tutor, the Counselling Service and/or your GP. 

What if there’s nobody else like me? 

We all have a natural need to belong, to fit in, especially when 
everything around us is new and pressured.  

You may worry:- 

 Will they like me, even though I’m different?  
 Do they accept that I have a right to be here? 

Those you meet, on the other hand, may worry:- 

 I've never met anyone like her before.  

 What will she be like?  

 Will she like me, even though she’s different?  

When difference leads to hostility, and you are subjected to prejudice, it can be 
upsetting. You may feel alone, powerless and invisible as a person 

It isn’t your problem 

Remember people who are clear and secure about their own identity have no 
need to upset others.  Durham University does not tolerate intolerance and 
support is available to you. 

Seek out others in the same position, they may not be in your College but they 
may be in other Colleges within the University.   

We all encounter problems at times in our lives but also have the ability to 
overcome these.  There are a lot of sources of help within the University so don’t 
be afraid to seek whatever assistance you need.   Don’t feel that your problems 
are less important than other peoples, if something is bothering seek help early 
so thing do not become overwhelming.   We know that by working through any 
personal concerns and worries you have can aid your academic performance.   


