
W-Curve and Transitioning to College Well 

This letter (email) goes to all first year students about three weeks into the school year.  
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Remember when we talked about the W-Curve during Welcome Weekend?  For most of you, 

you have already started feeling the first dip into Culture Shock (or the Pit of Despair).  Don’t 

worry!  You are totally normal and IT WILL GET BETTER!  I promise!  The key is staying 

connected and talking to someone about how you are feeling.  Keep going to classes and doing 

your school work.   Get involved.  Check out the Saints Life calendar on the Saints Life tab in 

Cor. You may have to force yourself to get connected until it “takes” for real. 

To review, W-Curve is a well-traveled and normal pattern of stages that occurs when a person 

experiences a big life change, or a change in culture (i.e. to a new college)!  It is totally normal to 

have the ups and downs of the W-Curve, and knowing about this may help make the transition 

easier. At the first signs of culture shock, some new students may think this means they have 

made a mistake about going to college or that they have chosen the wrong school. If they see that 

this is just part of journey of life that everyone goes through, they may be better able to take it all 

in stride and develop skills for getting through it.  You WILL experience this again when you 

graduate from college, move to a new town, get a new job, get married or have kids.  

Honeymoon Phase 

 Themes: SWEET!  I love this place.  This is kind of overwhelming, but totally fun and 

exciting too. 

 Students start in the honeymoon phase, where they are excited about coming to campus 

and starting a new experience.  



Culture Shock (Pit of Despair)  

 Timing: Usually 3-6 weeks in, this is in full swing.  But some people experience it earlier 

and a few will experience it later. 

 Themes:  OMG. What have I done?  I am dying here.  I don’t know how to do all this.  I 

don’t know if I have any friends that I like.  I miss home.  Can I go home now?  Should 

I have chosen another school? Maybe I don’t belong here.  

 After a time, the newness and excitement give way to culture shock. Academic pressures 

build, social relationships change and students begin to face the reality of the 

adjustments they are making. Students in culture shock may experience homesickness 

and a desire to return to older, familiar cultures of home, high school, or a previous 

college.  

 

Initial Adjustment  

 Timing: Usually 5-9 weeks into the transition. 

 Key Themes:  Okay.  I have figured out a bit about how to study and get around.  I have 

a routine.  I am not really on edge all the time.  I am not sure I am happy or settled, but 

I have things kind of figured out.  

 As initial adjustments are made, new students experience an upswing as they have 

successfully managed many of the issues that have come their way. Simply 

overcoming the culture shock stage brings about a sense of well-being. Students fall 

into a routine as they gain confidence in their ability to handle the academic and social 

environment of college, and feel they have regained some sense of control and 

normalcy in their lives.  

 

Mental Isolation  

 Timing:  Between Thanksgiving time and Spring Break 

 Key Themes: Who am I?  Where do I belong?  Who are my friends?  What do I want to 

do with my life (or major)? 

 As students continue in their new culture, they may experience feelings of mental 

isolation. This is a time of feeling caught between two worlds. The new college 

environment is still not as comfortable as home used to be, and home is now not as 

familiar as it once was. There is a sense of not totally belonging in either place. 

Students experiencing this stage of their transition must work to integrate their history 

and home culture with their new identity and college environment.  Lots of students 

switch friends or major during this time as they move to integrate who they really are 

with being here in this place.  



Equilibrium, Purpose and Belonging 

 Timing: Occurs late in the spring term or during fall semester of next year.

 Themes:  This is where I belong.  I made a good choice to be here.  I am still growing

and changing, but it makes sense and I am on track and connected. 

 Finally, as students become more involved in campus opportunities, gain some history

with new friends and get to know some faculty and staff members, students begin to 

feel a true connection to the campus community. A true sense of acceptance, 

integration, and connectedness occurs when a student has successfully adapted to their 

new world.  Students often describe this as feeling like they are in gear and have a 

sense of belonging. 

Resources and Supports for You: 

All these folks know about the W-Curve and want to talk with you about how you are doing! 

 Your RA.

 Your Dignitas Professor.

 Your Dignitas TA

 Your SSS counselor or Academic Plus Coach (if you are in those programs)

 Counseling Services (www.css.edu/counseling)

If you need support, REACH OUT.  If you SEE someone who might need support, BE BOLD 

AND BENEDICTINE and say hi and ask how they are doing!  Include someone in your dinner 

or hanging out. 

We are so very glad each one of you is here. 

Take care, 

Megan 

This email is adapted from an article posted by the Office for Students in Transition (University of Minnesota 

Duluth) 

The W-Curve information is based Zeller, W.J. and Mosier, R. (1993) “Culture Shock and the First-Year 

Experience.”  Journal of College and University Student Housing, Volume 23, No. 2. 

http://www.css.edu/counseling
https://www.thebarkumd.com/news/2018/2/11/umd-dismantles-students-in-transition-office

