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ADJUSTING TO UNIVERSITY LIFE
W2
HOMESICKNESS
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For many students this will be the first time you have experienced living away from home for a sustained period and you may find yourself missing family and friends. This is simply because you are naturally attached to familiar people and places. The problem can be complicated further for international students by the culture shock of living in a new country.

Homesickness often goes away naturally in the first few weeks of term as you invest your attention and energy in the new challenges of your course and social life. The University environment can become familiar pretty quickly, which tends to give a sense of calm and control.

Your homesickness may continue if you are struggling to find your niche, or if there are problems at home that you are worrying about. If you still feel homesick after a few weeks, don’t lose confidence that you can adjust to living independently from home. You may have difficult points, but this is part of the huge transition process that you are in. 
What is the best way to cope with homesickness?

The fact is, there is no single approach that is best for everyone. However, there are several considerations which can be helpful in dealing with homesickness.

Homesickness is a normal and common response that is experienced to some degree by the majority of students who leave home for the first time. Homesickness is characterized by the discomforting feelings of missing family and friends, loneliness, self doubt, concentration problems and preoccupation with returning home.
Understanding why these feelings develop can be helpful in dealing with them. Commonly, home is a place where one feels accepted and secure. Support from parents, family and friends, familiarity with one's surroundings and confidence in one's ability to be successful and meet challenges all contribute to a sense of self assurance and security. When a student leaves this supportive environment for one with few close personal relationships and with new surroundings and challenges, it is understandable that he/she may lose confidence and feel insecure. 
There are some basic strategies which have proven effective in moderating the effects of homesickness.
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1. 
Remember that homesickness is a temporary feeling for most students. Give yourself some time to adjust to your new surroundings.

2. 
Get involved with other students, classes and student activities. The sooner you adapt to your new surroundings, the less intense will be your feelings of discomfort in missing home.

3. 
Call or write home, but avoid getting into the habit of going home every weekend. This is especially important during the beginning of the academic year.

4. 
Talk about your feelings with a friend, peer helper or counsellor. Just getting feelings off your chest can provide a new perspective and sense of relief.

5. 
Professional counselling is advisable if these feelings persist or become so severe as to interfere with your daily activities or class obligations. 

Sometimes homesickness may develop into serious depression if the individual cannot begin to meet his/her needs for love and belonging with new people. In those instances it is recommended that the student seeks professional help promptly in order to talk about and deal with his/her difficulties.
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If you really think you've made the wrong decision...

For a small minority, the first term is a wake-up call! You may begin to feel that you’d like to switch to another course or university. You may even feel that going to university is wrong for you at this point in your life. You may have come here out of a sense of duty, to fulfill some expectations, or from seeing no alternative, but now you’d much rather be working full-time or doing something else. If so, approach the Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre to investigate your options and help you work out what to do.

LONELINESS

It is a cliché that we can feel lonely - even particularly lonely - in a crowd. Unfortunately it is one that is only too true and all too common at university. Here, surrounded by people of a similar age and, supposedly, with lots in common, we can nevertheless feel very isolated and awkward. This is made worse by seeing others who seem perfectly at ease, are rapidly making friends and are becoming embedded in groups, while you feel excluded or only tolerated on the outskirts of groups.
Looked at from another angle, however, it is not surprising that loneliness at university is common especially among first year students. Coming to university is a major stage in 'leaving home'. It may indeed be the first time you are away not just from the supportive familiarity of home and family, but away also from friendships that may have been built up over years.
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Leaving home and coming to university involves a number of changes: in lifestyle, work patterns, and degree of independence. The accumulated effects of these can make people feel uncertain of what to do or how to be. Social insecurities can then creep in, even in people who normally feel quite socially adept. So, for some, loneliness is a new and disconcerting experience, while for others it is more familiar, but may now be accompanied by disappointment that university has not brought a hoped for change.

Loneliness is common at university for many reasons including:
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you are away from friends and family 

· it may be the first time in years - maybe even since primary school - when you have had to 'start from scratch' making new friends 

· you may be missing old friends and finding it hard to replace them - or perhaps even a bit reluctant to replace them with substitutes 

· you may have high expectations of university as a place where you will make friends for life, and be disappointed in the people you initially meet 

· you may have a long distance relationship and feel torn between social life here and elsewhere 

· you may be anxious about the workload, or your ability to cope academically, and feel in conflict about spending time on social activities. 

You can feel lonely:
· when you are alone and have no choice in this 

· when you do not feel part of a group or event 

· when there is no one with whom to share your feelings and experiences 

· when you feel disconnected and alienated from your surroundings 

· when there is no-one to know how miserable and isolated you feel. 

Loneliness can make you feel:
· unloved and unwanted 

· socially inadequate 

· convinced that there is something wrong with you 

· self-conscious and uneasy with others 

· angry and critical of others. 
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These feelings can result in lowered self-esteem; a (usually untrue) conviction that people do not want you around; an unwillingness to even attempt to make friends or take part in social activities; and/or an inability to assert yourself and say 'no' to things you do not want to do, followed by a feeling of being exploited.

What to do about loneliness 
Loneliness CAN BE OVERCOME. But it depends on YOU. It is important to know that loneliness is a common experience. Loneliness does not have to be a permanent state of affairs. Instead it can best be viewed as a signal that important needs are not currently being met. 

Begin by identifying which needs are not being met in your specific situation. You may need to learn to do things for yourself, without friends, and/or learn to feel better or more content about yourself in general. If you are lonely, do something about it:

Developing Friendships
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There are a number of ways to begin meeting your needs for friendship. Consider the following: 

· Seek out situations that enable you to get involved with other students. In doing things you normally do in the course of your daily schedule, look for ways to get more involved with people. For example, eat with others, sit with new people in class, find a study or exercise partner.
· Put yourself in new situations where you will meet people. Engage in activities in which you have a genuine interest. In doing that you will be more likely to meet the kind of people with whom you have something in common.

· Learn to be assertive. If you are shy, learn to say hello or start a short conversation with the student who sits next to you in class, on the bus, etc. Get involved in class discussions.

· Learn to enjoy life by developing your social skills. If you see someone that you like, don't just sit there and hope that the person will come to you. Make the first move. Use verbal or nonverbal cues to let the person know that you are interested in getting to know him/her. For example, make eye contact and smile. You can also go over, say "Hi" and introduce yourself.

· Get involved in organizations and activities. Find out about organizations and activities available on your campus or in your area. Examples are clubs, societies, churches, part-time jobs. Ask for ideas from someone who has been around longer than you have. 

· Do some volunteer work. Helping others will boost your self-esteem and make you feel good about yourself. 

· Don't judge people on the basis of your past experiences. Give your lecturers, fellow-students and others a chance, and try to get to know them. Remember, there are individual differences in people. Learn to admire and accept these differences. 

Developing Yourself

Think of yourself as a total person. Don't neglect other needs just because your companionship or friendship needs are not being met. 
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When you are alone, use the time to enjoy yourself rather than just existing until you can be with others. Whenever possible, use what you have enjoyed in the past to help you decide how to enjoy your alone time now. For example, listen to music or watch a favourite television show. 

Don’t neglect your health and personal wellbeing. Make sure you follow habits of good nutrition, regular exercise, and adequate sleep. Don't let your studies, hobbies, and other interests slide. In fact, you can use your available time to step up your attention to your personal wellbeing and development. 
Use your alone time to get to know yourself. Think of it as an opportunity to develop independence and to learn to take care of your own emotional needs. You can grow in important ways during time alone. 

Avoid merely vegetating (sitting around doing nothing) - deal with your situation actively. Recognize that there are many creative and enjoyable ways to use your alone time. Keep things in your environment (such as books, puzzles or music) that you can use to enjoy in your alone-time. Explore the possibility of doing things alone that you usually do with other people (like going to the movies). 

In summary, don't define yourself as a lonely person. No matter how bad you feel, loneliness will lessen or disappear when you focus attention and energy on needs you can currently meet and when you learn to develop new ways to meet your other needs. Don't wait for your feelings to get you going – get going and good feelings will eventually catch up with you. 

You may find that you could do with some additional help in coping with loneliness. If so, make an appointment with a student counsellor.

GETTING ALONG WITH A ROOMMATE
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Living with roommates can present special, sometimes intense, problems. Negotiating respect of personal property, personal space, sleep, and relaxation needs can be a complex task. The complexity increases when roommates are of different ethnic/cultural backgrounds with very different values. Communicating one's legitimate needs calmly, listening with respect to a roommate's concerns, and being willing to compromise to meet each other's most important needs can promote resolution of issues. 

It is unrealistic to expect that roommates will be best friends. Roommates may work out mutually satisfying living arrangements, but the reality is that each may tend to have his or her own circle of friends. 

Golden Rules for Getting Along With Your Roommate

1. Try to get to know each other. 

2. Don’t expect too much…roommates don’t have to be best friends. Getting along with each other is all that is necessary. 

3. Be open – ask, listen, discuss. Don’t wait until things get out of hand. If you are not open with your roommate, your frustration may keep building until you blow up and say things you really don’t mean. This could result in hurt feelings. Before it gets to that point, talk about it. Tell your roommate in a mature fashion what is bothering you and help her or him understand why. 

4. Be sensitive to each other’s moods. Everybody has bad days, so try to understand when your roommate has one, too. 

5. Share what you can and clearly state what you are not comfortable sharing. 

6. The room belongs to both of you. Decorate together so it meets both of your needs. 

7. When things can’t be worked out between the two of you, seek assistance from someone else, such as your house committee members. 

8. Roommates can be fun and they sure can help ease the loneliness we all feel sometimes. Share successes, say thank you, show common courtesy, and let the other person know when things are going right, as well as when things are going wrong. 

GENERAL TIPS FOR ADJUSTING TO UNIVERSITY LIFE
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Here are some tips to help you through the initial weeks of your first term.
Pace yourself!

Build in some time every day to just chill out rather than bouncing from one event to the next constantly. It is important to get enough sleep, but also to relax with music, the paper, in a hot bath or doing whatever you like doing. Spending time like this will give you time to reflect on your new experiences. You may wish to use it to consider decisions about your course, who to spend time with, or what to get involved in.

Expect it to be nerve-wracking, occasionally!

It's not because you’re not doing it right! Remember everybody is finding their feet, however cool and confident they may appear. You are surrounded by people from different backgrounds and of different nationalities, but the one thing everyone has in common is that they are surrounded by strangers and do not want to be rejected! Anxiety at this stage is totally normal and if you don't find your lifetime friends in the first week or month, you’re not the only one!

Maximise the chances of finding people you get on with by going to things that you know you’ll enjoy, even if your roommates won't go with you. Don't feel you have to stay with the crowd at all costs – being a brand new face to everybody has great advantages too! If you have longed to explore different interests or change your image, but not had the chance, now is the time!

When you have made a few friends and found interesting networks to belong to, you will start to feel settled and secure in this new environment. Don't beat yourself up if you are not always at ease socially, or if you say or do something you later regret. Learn whatever lesson is there for you, then forget about it and move on.

Don't be pressured into doing things you don't want to do
Whether it's spending more money than you can afford, using drugs, having sex or even just going out when you're exhausted, you don’t have to do anything that you don’t want to. It's also important to avoid risky situations, even if you are having a brilliant time, e.g. not walking home alone at 3am. 
Don't bottle up problems 
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Tackle minor things as they come up, whether it's somebody always ‘borrowing’ your stuff or grabbing you for a gossip when you need to go somewhere. Explain what you want clearly and give people a chance to change before you get angry. 
You may have worries to do with your family, your partner or friends. You may have a problem such as depression, panic attacks, an eating disorder or worries about your sexuality. For all of these problems there are support systems at NMMU that can help. Counsellors at the Student Counselling, Career and Development Centre will listen to you and keep what you say confidential. They can also refer you if they think you need further help. Remember, you are not alone!


Be organised from the start!

University life demands a high level of self-organisation because you have so much freedom. Thinking about how you divide up your time and getting clear about how many hours a week of academic work you need to put in will help you to make the most of your free time. 

It is never a good idea to study all the time and miss out on fun opportunities. Equally, you need to participate in your academic work because deadlines are being set and exams are approaching! If you leave all your studying until the last minute you are setting yourself up for exam stress and sleepless nights! Getting the right balance is the key. This balance, however, will differ from person to person and course to course, so you need to determine what works best for you.
ADDITIONAL LEARNING / DEVELOPMENT OPPORTUNITIES
We wish you success with your studies, and with your social life! Look out for out-of-classroom learning opportunities offered by various NMMU departments or units – they are referred to as KEYS workshops: Keys to enhancing your success! You may find various ones that may appeal to you, and assist you with enhancing your academic and/or leadership skills and your personal and/or career development.  
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