
experiences, trying out new identities
(Apter, 2001)1. Terri Apter describes
how parents and those in institutions
underestimate the adjustment process
new students undergo. They are treated
and considered as independent adults,
yet they are in a complex process of
transition: ‘thresholders’ is her term. The
transition can leave students vulnerable
to psychological deterioration and 
give rise to depression, panic attacks 
or eating disturbances, for example.
Other common dysfunctional behaviours
include unsafe sexual behaviours or, 
on the academic side, overworking or
underworking.

Mature students are at a different life
stage, yet it is likely that they will go
through a related process, to an extent
losing the sense of competence they may
have acquired while working, bringing up
family or simply functioning independ-
ently. Suddenly at university they can be
deskilled, disoriented and regressed to
an earlier life stage, reminded of previous
educational experiences where they
may have been deemed to have failed. 

Whether a student is mature or an
18 year old school leaver, being thrown
together with hundreds or thousands
of unknown people is an extreme
experience. A new school will have
been significantly smaller. If it was a
local school the new pupil may well
have known others already. Starting a
new job usually entails a smaller intake
and often more personal attention.

Previous experiences 
Many students now live in fragmented
or blended families. Starting a new
course can re-evoke questions of ‘Where
do I belong?’ and ‘How many new siblings
do I have to contend with?’ Evidence
suggests (Stroebe et al, 2002)2 that 

students with emotional insecurities are
more prone to homesickness. The same
research indicates that homesickness
affects students’ sense of competence
and stability and, if not addressed, can
increase the risk of distress or depression.
Homesickness decreases over time but,
in the UK, over 80% of students surveyed
indicated that they had been homesick to
some extent since coming to university
and some continued to be affected for
a significant period. Such students are
among those at most risk of drop out.

For others the experiences re-evoked
may be those of exclusion, of not being
welcome – ‘Will I be discriminated against
here?’ This may be the experience of
those from religious or ethnic minorities
as well as that of disabled students.
International students and the children
of peripatetic families may feel that
familiar attachments have been abruptly
ruptured; for the latter group, serial
ruptures. More extreme still are the 
histories of refugee students.

Added to this initial insecurity can be
the lack of a sense of a secure future,
whether job, financial or ecological
security. The world students emerge
into is an uncertain place. It is also a
competitive world, leading students to
believe that only a 2:1 or a first-class
degree will ensure success.

Conversely, those whose history 
has provided security, continuity, 
predictability and familiarity may find
their established world shattered by
the new experience. Though we might
expect these students’ early secure
attachments to offer the possibility in
the longer term of a more successful
adjustment, these students can feel
their confidence undermined, at least
temporarily. Perhaps from feeling special
and appreciated, they may suddenly find
themselves just one of the crowd,
anonymous.

Students need ‘relationship’
The early days in the new environment
offer students a predominantly group-
based experience: group tutorials, 
lectures, clubs, societies. Apter (2001)1

argues that at this early stage students
are offered an ‘excess of choice and
paucity of guidance’. There may be an
un-met need to be seen as an individual

and an absence of real relationship. This
can be compounded by the size of many
institutions, modular courses, perhaps
the lack of a consistent, familiar cohort.
Establishing group affiliations is, of
course, important (Lago and Shipton,
1995)3, but so is the experience of being
seen as an individual, metaphorically
held in the care-taker’s gaze.

Tutors do not always see their role
as that of offering a ‘relationship’. The
attention available from a student’s
tutor can resemble that of an absent 
or distracted parent (Rana, 2000)4. Do
students then respond with the 
behaviour of an anxious or avoidant
attachment, either clinging or showing
an affected detachment? Student 
residences and student houses may or
may not offer the desired belonging.
Other early possible ‘attachments’ can
be potentially compromised for instance
by competition (peers) or judgment
(tutors). Strangely our institutions may
appear to offer a more individual, more
attentive relationship to students once
they have left, encouraging them to feel
special and wanted when promoting
alumni relationships and fundraising.

Counselling services
By contrast counselling services can
offer some students somewhere to
think. In counselling the students can be
helped to articulate and contextualise
their experience, and to name the un-
nameable, whether culture shock (Lago,
2004)5, sense of loss (Rana, 2000)4, or
feelings of ambivalence (Apter, 2001)1.
With our understanding of the relational
perhaps we can offer a bridge for some
students; a transitional relationship
between old and new attachments.
Given the diversity within our 
institutions it is important that in so
doing we pay attention to providing 
a safe space for all, whatever their 
background. This relationship begins 
at the induction process where, if we
make ourselves available we can enable
students to be seen, heard, and ‘felt’.

Making a difference to
induction processes
Of course, an individual counselling
relationship can only be offered to a
small minority of students. However,
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the psychological understanding and
expertise residing in the counselling
service can also be used to inform
induction processes and generate better
starting experiences for all students. 
A counselling service can make a 
difference to induction processes by:
■ Educating the rest of the institution
as to the significance and complexity
of the settling-in period.
■ Recognising and having others 
recognise our significant role as people
who understand and can comment on
the process rather than just giving
information.
■ Participating in the organisation and
planning as well as (or perhaps for some,
instead of) the delivery of relevant parts
of the induction process; highlighting the
human in contrast to the bureaucratic.
■ Ensuring balance in the information
and impression conveyed to students
which can include a bewildering mixture
from relentlessly upbeat (recruitment
offices), to promoting a social norm of
drinking and sex (students’ unions) to
downright alarming, emphasising how
hard you have to work so as not to fail
(some academics).

The form of the intervention can be in
writing, on paper or via the web; or in
person, through presentations or by
offering groups during and beyond the
induction period, for all students or for
specific groups such as international
students (Barty and Raven, 2003)6. 

Research by UKCOSA (2004)7 shows
that international students who attended
an induction event had lower levels of
anxiety than those who had not
attended. The research also shows that
international students do not primarily
turn to institutional support structures,
but that when they do, they are found
helpful. Anything that can encourage
such use is to be recommended.

Advantages for counselling
services
Counselling services will themselves
benefit in several ways from this 
participation in induction processes: 
■ Gaining opportunities for linkages
with other departments such as the
students’ union, student recruitment,
international office, academic depart-

ments, and students’ residences.
■ Early reaching out to ‘absent groups’
(those less likely to make use of the
counselling service) such as male 
students, international students, students
from commonly excluded communities,
whether economic or ethnic, and
those students unfamiliar with the
range and remit of counselling. There
are opportunities here to demystify 
counselling for those where shame 
or stigma may inhibit an approach to
the counselling service 
■ Opportunities to emphasise to 
senior management the contribution
counselling services can make to 
retention through active participation in
the induction period: early identification
and intervention where required,
including support of homesick students
or assisting students to review hasty or
pressurised decisions, and to make
more careful choices.

Examples of participation
in induction events
At SOAS the counselling service has,
over recent years, developed the 
following initiatives during and after
the induction period:
■ Involvement in planning international
and UK student inductions and in 
feeding back after each event.
■ Direct input to an induction weekend
for international students where we
introduce the work of the counselling
service and offer groups on managing life
in London, largely practical in focus while
addressing some of the feelings of mov-
ing to such a large, busy and diverse city.
■ Input to general induction week for all
students, including an explanation of
the role of the counselling service and
presentations on managing university
life, aimed at normalising some of the
confusions and ambivalences as well as
acknowledging hopes and expectations.
■ Open groups in students’ residences
during first week.
■ An ongoing group during the first
term for language foundation students,
exploring social and academic life and
likely cultural differences.
■ Participation in ‘bridging’ courses for
adult returners, addressing ways of
recognising and managing stress.
Other possible initiatives include peer

support schemes, such as that developed
at the University of Oxford, which now
exist in many institutions.

Conclusion
When considering a high profile and
level of participation in induction
processes, there may be concern that 
if the counselling service is so visible, 
it may generate even more work for
already over-stretched resources. There
can also be a risk of being expected to
participate in inappropriate ways.

However, there is much that the
counselling service has to offer, with
the tools to manage boundaries, 
projections, and our own and others’
anxieties. Participation in induction
processes has the potential to connect
a counselling service more closely with
the life cycle of the institution as a
whole, improving relationships with
students and colleagues, and greatly
benefiting the wider institutional 
community. ■ 

Alison Barty is senior student counsellor and
student services coordinator at the School
of Oriental and African Studies, University
of London. She has a particular interest in
issues affecting international students.
ab91@soas.ac.uk
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