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The COVID pandemic has magnified many of the challenges that universities have been facing for quite some time. Although administrators and instructors might rank
these challenges differently, they will agree that the concerns about the psychological and personal well-being of their students and faculty top the list.

Post-secondary institutions have developed strategies and created resources in an effort to help their students (for instance, by hiring additional wellness and mental health
counselors). We believe that such efforts will have positive effects on some of their students’ overall well-being. However, there remains an obvious, but hard, question to
answer: Whatisitin an incoming undergraduate student’s life that may negatively affect their motivation, cause frustration, stress, and anxiety, and jeopardize their acade-
mic success?

Needless to say, we are not in the position to provide a comprehensive answer to this question. Instead, based on our experiences in working with thousands of students
over many years, and supported by research (see, for instance, [1, 2]), we suggest a component that could shed some light onto it. Our premise is that a number of challenges
that novice undergraduate students face are related to, or exacerbated by, the expectations that they successfully navigate through academic and non-academic situations
which require a certain level of emotional, cognitive, and/or psychosocial maturity (maturity, for short).

In our view, recognizing that the process of increasing maturity is an important part of becoming a university student is an step forward. Why? Because we can help our stu-
dents (and we have been doing it, routinely) to better manage their own abilities and overall potential in the university setting, and thus help them to respond to their aca-
demic and non-academic challenges in more adequate, appropriate, and satisfying ways.

What do we mean by maturity? Researchers in education have conceptualized the transition from high school to university using the anthropological notion of the rite of pas-
sage [3,4]. A rite of passage involves events in an individual’s life (such as the birth of a child, graduation, or entering a spousal relationship), where their customary life rou-
tines are disrupted or distorted, thus creating a “life crisis.” With the help of their community, and through an experiential and/or learning process (which could, and often
does, take a long time), the individual makes necessary modifications to their life routines to overcome the “crisis.” As a result, they become more mature, with an enhanced
understanding of themselves and the world around them, and thus, better prepared to face future challenges.

Incoming university students, typically in their late teenage years, enter their institution with a set of habits and expectations brought from, and affected by, their high
school education, family and other personal and societal experiences. The forces of the rite of passage into becoming university students disrupt many of these habits and
expectations, and this is, in our view, a significant cause of growing pains, anxiety, and frustration that our students experience.

To illustrate what this disruption brings in, we mention two common scenarios.

We need to iterate that at a university, the final course grade is calculated based on the course outline, written before the course starts, and agreed upon by students, ins-
tructors, and the institution. However, some students are surprised that their requests to “boost” their grade (for instance, by completing extra work) are flat out rejected, in
order to ensure equity and fairness of the course assessment.

Some of our first-year students are not prepared to accept the post-secondary culture of a strict academic integrity conduct. Unlike high school, the sanctions for cheating in
university may be severe even for the first offence, and could range from a mark of zero, to a failed course grade, or even suspension.

The rite of passage to university demands a mature approach to a real struggle, or to an anticipation of challenges when students question their ability to negotiate them
successfully. Instead of accepting it as a necessary step in their learning process and an integral part of growing up, students dread —what they deem is—a failure. Not facing
itearlierin life or school (due to, for example, “helicoptering” by their teachers and parents), they feel paralyzed by a failed test or a low course grade. This inability to effecti-
vely face real, or anticipated, failure and to move on, or not reacting quickly enough at the signs of a problem and postponing until it’s too late, are in our view, a significant
cause of students’ distress. Instead of proactively reacting to the first signs of trouble, or attempting to learn from their mistakes, some students are quick to blame their
instructors.



We have seen students, including those who are committed, hardworking and academically capable, experiencing serious crises. There may be many reasons for this: from
the pressure to obtain good grades, to overestimating their abilities by signing up for a larger than manageable course load, to not knowing how to study effectively, to the
pursuit of a subject that really does not resonate with them. On top, often unknown to their instructors, students might be dealing with financial problems, or with a break-
up in their family or in their relationship, or with a serious illness or death of someone close to them; they might be saying that they are depressed, or silently suffering from
a (learning) disability or possibly not even being aware of it; or they might be experiencing boredom and loneliness due to the lack of meaningful social contacts.

Anthropology teaches us that a rite of passage can succeed only when the individual undergoing it is supported by their community (by seeing its member in crisis, the en-
tire community is in crisis and needs to react). But who constitutes this community in our students’ transition to university?

Students frequently turn to their instructors, who they see for 3 to 4 hours a week, for help and assistance with both academic and non-academic challenges. One of the rea-
sons is that the “system” (e.g., student support, mental health, or wellness programs and assistance), students say, is often too slow to respond, or too complicated to navi-
gate [5]. Thus, we, the course instructors, must become a part of that community, even though we are not trained nor equipped to handle many of the challenges that our
students face. We are also aware (or fear) that, if we do not respond to a student’s plea or concerns, academic or not, and something happens, we may be held liable for not
taking the necessary steps to prevent it. Not to mention how such an event would affect us mentally and otherwise.

These days, university is expected to be that “community” that will guide students through their rite of passage, and even beyond. Universities are becoming all-inclusive
spaces whose mission is to address a wide diversity of students’ needs, from academic, to mental and physical health, to social interactions, and beyond. Universities regu-
late their students’ relationships and sexual behaviour, give advice about recreational substance use, provide social spaces (e.g. student clubs), offer financial advice and
support, create safe environments, and so on. The proverbial village that is supposed to raise a child seems to have shrunk to the boundaries of a university campus.

University instructors have realized that teaching their beloved subject only does not suffice to help their students reach the next stage of their professional and personal
lives. To support students’ psychological and personal well-being, the instructor needs to find the means to guide their students on their path to maturity. Sometimes this
includes causing growing pains, by insisting on high academic standards. Sometimes the instructor needs to become a surrogate life-coach, in an effort to educate and sup-
port students in dealing with issues that are well outside of a course curriculum.

Acting responsibly and effectively dealing with challenges takes time, thought, energy, and experience. As we work through these challenges, we learn and become more
serious and prepared, that is, more mature. This is why, in our opinion, it is crucial that university instructors persuade their first-year students that completing a university
degree is nota race. Itis important to spend time figuring things out (including figuring out who we are!), when we are unsure of what our next step should be. A good first

step is to spend time to mature and to grow up.

Andie Burazin is a passionate university mathematics educator at University of Toronto Mississauga who enjoys supporting students and instructors in any capacity. You might catch her
watching sports, or travelling somewhere.

Veselin JungiC is a Teaching Professor at the Department of Mathematics, Simon Fraser University and the coordinator of the Math Catcher Outreach Program.

Miroslav Lovric is a professor in the Department of Mathematics and Statistics at McMaster University. In spite of his age, or maybe because of it, he is still very passionate about teaching and
everything teaching related.

References

[1] Pedrelli, P, Nyer, M., Yeung, A., Zulauf, C., & Wilens, T. (2015). College Students: Mental Health Problems and Treatment Considerations. Academic psychiatry: the journal of
the American Association of Directors of Psychiatric Residency Training and the Association for Academic Psychiatry, 39(5), 503—511. https://doi.org/10.1007/s40596-014-0205-9

[2] Dhakal, S. (2019). The effect of emotional maturity on academic stress. In: Psychology for a Better World: A Cross-Cultural Anthology on Emotional Well-Being (pp.145-152).
Cambridge Scholars Publishing.

[3] Clark, M. and Lovric, M. (2008). Suggestion for a Theoretical Model for the Secondary-Tertiary Transition in Mathematics, Mathematics Education Research Journal, Vol. 20,
No. 2, 2008, pp 25-37.

[4] Clark, M. and Lovric, M. (2009). Understanding Secondary-Tertiary Transition In Mathematics. International Journal of Mathematical Education in Science and Technology,
Volume 40, Issue 6, pp. 755-776.

[5] Treleaven, S. (2020). Inside the mental health crisis at Canadian universities. Maclean’s, October 8, 2020. Available at https://www.macleans.ca/education/inside-the-
mental-health-crisis-at-canadian-universities/

Copyright 2020 © Société mathématique du Canada.



