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Abstract

The current study investigated personal (i.e., the Big Five personality traits, academic resilience,
and academic engagement) and social characteristics (sense of school belongingness) as
predictors of first-year students' transition to university. The study also sought to create a
regression model that demonstrated the relative importance of each factor concerning a student's
transition while also investigating which factors best predict one's transition overall. The sample
consisted of 81 female and two non-binary-identifying students at a university in London,
Ontario. A Pearson correlation analysis revealed a significant positive correlation between a
student's sense of school belongingness and a successful transition to university. Additionally,
academic resilience and engagement were positively and significantly correlated with a
successful transition. Of all the Big Five personality traits, neuroticism was the only trait with a
significant negative relationship with a student's success in adjusting to higher education. A
multiple regression analysis revealed that the combination of neuroticism, academic resilience,
sense of school belongingness, and number of schools attended were the best factors predicting a
student's success in transitioning to university.

Keywords: transition to university, Big Five, academic resilience, academic engagement,

sense of school belongingness, student population, undergraduate



Personal and Social Characteristics as Predictors of First-Year Students' Transition to
University

The transition to a higher level of education, such as the adjustment from public school to
high school or high school to university, can be a challenging journey for many students. The
transition from high school to university can be especially tough because, in addition to striving
for academic excellence, many students face additional stressors, including moving away from
their families, navigating a new environment, building new relationships, and learning to care for
themselves and their space independently for the first time. New opportunities and challenges set
forth by university institutions can be exciting and daunting, and there is no doubt that these
adjustments and the overall transition may come easier to some students than others.

Research investigating students' transition to higher education has long been studied. As
Gilbert et al. (1997) stated, for as long as there has been some form of post-secondary education,
there has been some form of a broadly defined educational experience for incoming university
students. Research has demonstrated that a successful transition into university is required for
undergraduate students to achieve academic success (Parker et al., 2017; Strayhorn, 2012). Perry
and Allard (2003) describe transition as an internal process occurring when students move to the
unfamiliar while adjusting to higher education. Further literature has highlighted that most
university students experience this transition as burdensome and that challenges such as
increased workload, academic standards, loneliness, and homesickness exacerbate this
(McMillian, 2013). Finally, research has asserted that the intense initial strain of transitioning to
university significantly impacts students' well-being, with some students reporting they are "just

surviving" throughout this process (Gall et al., 2000; Richardson et al., 2012).



Students choosing to obtain a university-level degree often have numerous expectations
or preconceptions about what they anticipate the transition and experience will be like. Some
students are overly eager to start a new beginning in a more academically advanced environment,
and others demonstrate psychological distress. Research in this area has found personal
characteristics to be important.

Personality has been a recurrent theme throughout the literature on the transition to
higher education. Although definitions vary across the literature, personality can refer to the
stable patterns in how people think, act, and feel that make them unique (Cribbet & Williams,
2013). Many psychological theories attempt to explain personality differently, but they all agree
that personality helps determine behaviour. Trait theories of personality are the most researched
and widely used approaches among all personality theories. Trait theorists argue that relatively
stable and consistent traits determine our cognitions, emotions, and behaviours (Matz et al.,
2016). Trait theory proposes that the traits comprising an individual's personality are
dimensional; for example, individuals high in extraversion and those high in introversion are at
the opposite ends of the same dimension. Currently, the most widely accepted and researched
trait theory is Costa and McCrae’s five-factor model (Matz et al., 2016).

The five-factor model (FFM) proposes that five fundamental traits comprise an
individual's personality. The "Big Five" personality traits include openness to experience,
conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism, and individuals can vary in the
degree to which they express each of the five traits (Costa & McCrae, 1992). The FFM has also
been referred to as the universal model of personality, as it is replicable across gender, language,

and culture (Chmielewski & Morgan, 2013).



One trait highlighted in the FFM model is openness to experience. Individuals high in
openness to experience are broad-minded and willing to try new things. Characteristics
associated with openness to experience include being imaginative and creative, inventive, open
to unusual ideas, adventurous, and nonconformity (LePine, 2003; Salmon, 2012). Individuals
low on the trait of openness to experience are described as uncreative, unimaginative, self-
constrained, and also tend to be most comfortable with the current world they live in, adhering to
the daily routines and procedures they know and are familiar with (Shi et al., 2016). Openness to
experience has been linked to academic and educational success. For example, research has
shown openness to experience to be the most strongly associated with IQ test performance out of
all Big Five personality traits (Schretlen et al., 2010). Additionally, research on in-class and
online learning demonstrates that students who are more open to experience are better at
adapting to new and changing situations (LePine et al., 2000). Further research posits that
individuals high in openness tend to succeed academically, as they are more likely to possess a
deep interest and curiosity in their learning and more likely to study for the pure desire of
knowledge (Corazzini et al., 2021).

Another factor in the FFM is conscientiousness. Conscientiousness refers to being self-
controlled, responsible to others, orderly, and rule-abiding (Jackson & Roberts, 2017). As
proposed by Costa and McCrae (1992), the attributes of an individual with this trait are hard
work, organization, punctuality, ambition, and perseverance toward achieving their goals. By
contrast, an individual with low conscientiousness would be described as disorganized, lacking
motivation toward goals, having problems with impulse behaviour, negligent, lazy, and
consistently late. Past literature on conscientiousness has repeatedly shown its importance

concerning individuals' academics. For example, one study identified conscientiousness as the



most robust predictor of college academic performance (Noftle & Robins, 2007). More
specifically, multiple research studies have consistently shown conscientiousness to be positively
related to students' grades, achievements and test scores even when cognitive ability is controlled
for (Spengler et al., 2016; Lechner et al., 2017; Brandt et al., 2020).

Another factor that forms the FFM is extraversion. Individuals high in extraversion tend
to be more sociable, talkative, assertive and outgoing. Characteristics associated with
extraversion include being active, affectionate, fun-loving, and passionate (Costa & McCrae,
1992). Individuals low in extraversion are described as high in introversion. Those high in
introversion tend to have a reserved attitude, are calm, quiet, and shy, prefer to work
independently, and often avoid over-stimulating environments (Vifias, 2014). Research findings
linking extraversion to the transition to university have been inconclusive. For example, research
studies have acknowledged that extraversion negatively correlates with academic success in
higher education (McKenzie, 1989). In other words, rather than promoting student's educational
success, extraversion may hinder it. A possible explanation is that extroverts tend to participate in
more social and impulsive activities and spend less time studying daily, which, in turn, can
impact their transition (McCown & Johnson, 1991). By contrast, research by Harris et al. (2017)
highlights that students high in extraversion may find it easier to make friends, hang out with
them, and enjoy the new university environment overall. In line with this research, extroverted
students are argued to possess specific social skills, making their transition to university more
effortless.

A fourth factor of the FFM, agreeableness, is the ability to get along with others.
Individuals high in agreeableness are trustworthy, soft-hearted, generous, acquiescent, lenient,

and good-natured (Costa and McCrae, 1992). In contrast, individuals low on agreeableness are



said to not get along with others well, be less sympathetic towards others and their feelings, and
are stingy, irritable, critical, and less trusting of others. Research on agreeableness and the
transition to university has inconsistent findings. For example, research by Klimstra et al. (2012)
demonstrated that agreeableness was positively associated with student's commitment to their
education. Moreover, further research by Tackett et al. (2019) suggests that agreeable individuals
may better adjust to school demands, excel in academic tasks, build positive relationships with
teachers and school peers, and, thus, have a better transition to higher education. By contrast, a
meta-analysis conducted by Trapmann et al. (2007) found that agreeableness did not predict
academic success in higher education. Furthermore, other studies have found that agreeableness,
at best, has minor effects on students' academics (Tackett et al., 2019).

The last factor that comprises the FFM is neuroticism. Neuroticism is defined as the
disposition to experience negative affective states such as anger, anxiety and irritability (Costa &
McCrae, 1995). Costa and McCrae (1992) propose that individuals high in neuroticism worry a
lot, are self-conscious and self-pitying, temperamental, emotional, and vulnerable. Individuals
low in neuroticism are labelled as high in emotional stability. Those high in emotional stability
are described as calm, even-tempered, unemotional, hardy, and finally, self-satisfied and
comfortable with themselves (Costa and McCrae, 1992). Research findings linking neuroticism
to the transition to higher education, like extraversion and agreeableness, have been inconsistent.
Most research has demonstrated a negative correlation between neuroticism and students'
academic performance. For example, research by Nechita et al. (2015) suggests that students
who score high in neuroticism have anxiety and strong negative feelings that impact their
memory, attention, confidence, and learning capacity, which, in turn, then negatively affects their

transition. By contrast, Rosander (2013) found a positive correlation between neuroticism and



academic performance. She suggested that the anxiety and vulnerability component of high
neuroticism may be beneficial for students' academics. Specifically, Rosander proposes that
students with more anxiety and more substantial vulnerability are more likely to fear failing and
thus be motivated to study harder; increasing their motivation and receiving better grades may
aid their transition into higher education.

In sum, abundant research has examined the link between the "Big Five" personality
traits and students' transition into higher education. Most research findings conclude that of all
traits in the FFM, openness to experience and conscientiousness are the most significant and
positively correlated with students' academics. Research on the remaining FFM traits,
extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism, has provided inconsistent findings.

Another personal characteristic studied concerning the transition to university is
academic engagement. In simple terms, academic engagement entails all student behaviours
around planning, managing, and completing one's university education (Amerstorfer & Freiin
von Miinster -Kistner, 2021). More specifically, past literature claims that academic engagement
occurs when students dive deep into learning activities and are mentally and emotionally
invested in their study materials (Amerstorfer & Freiin von Miinster -Kistner, 2021). As
proposed by Hattie (2003), academic engagement goes beyond surface-level learning. Instead, it
draws students into more profound thinking activities, such as analyzing and understanding
complex topics, rationalizing procedures, and deducing meaning from course concepts.

Academically engaged students participate in several behaviours in the classroom,
including writing, participating in class tasks, reading aloud, reading silently, discussing
academics, and asking and answering questions (Greenwood et al., 1984). Further research has

shown that academically engaged students demonstrate engaging behaviours by immersing



themselves in enriching educational activities (e.g., workshops), seeking guidance from staff
(e.g., attending office hours), and working collaboratively with other students (Coates, 2005).
Further research on academic engagement has revealed that it strongly predicts student's learning
and personal development (Sengsouliya et al., 2020). Moreover, research by Lei et al. (2018)
found that academic engagement is necessary to prevent student dropouts and favour high
academic success. Considering that engaged students tend to have better learning and academic
achievement, it could be expected that these individuals will have an easier time with their
school work and, thus, a more seamless transition into university.

In addition to personality and academic engagement, academic resilience is another
personal characteristic studied regarding students' transition to university. Resilience refers to
positive adaptation despite adversity (Fleming & Ledogar, 2008). More specifically, academic
resilience is defined as overcoming acute or chronic adversity that significantly threatens
educational development (Martin, 2013). In other words, Rudd et al. (2021) suggest that resilient
students are those who continue to demonstrate high levels of academic performance despite
being exposed to such adverse circumstances.

Martin and Marsh (2006) propose that there are five factors or character skills that
academically resilient students possess. Specifically, they suggest that self-efficacy (which they
also term as 'confidence'), coordination (i.e. time management skills), control, composure (i.e.
low anxiety), and commitment (which they also term as 'perseverance') are all linked to academic
resiliency. Despite all skills being solid predictors of academic resilience, research has
particularly emphasized the importance of composure and self-efficacy, asserting that low

anxiety and confidence are the strongest predictors of student academic resilience.
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Further research on academic resilience has demonstrated that it is positively related to
mastery orientation, self-regulation and academic achievement while negatively correlated with
self-sabotage, anxiety, procrastination, and failure avoidance (Perez et al., 2009; Martin &
Marsh, 2008). Considering previous literature, it could be expected that the less students
procrastinate, fear failing, self-handicap, and are anxious, the more students are self-regulated
and resilient during the transition to university, which, for many, is commonly marked by
academic adversity. The less students are affected by challenges set forth by their institution, the
more effortless their transition to university will be.

In addition to personal characteristics such as those previously mentioned, social factors
have also been studied concerning students' transition to university. For instance, a sense of
school belongingness has been commonly investigated. Belonging is a fundamental human need
characterized by the subjective feeling of deep connection with social groups, physical places,
and individual and collective experiences (Allen et al., 2021). More specifically, Ahn and Davis
(2020) describe a sense of school belongingness as a student's feelings about being accepted,
included by, and connected to their institution.

Specifically, research has suggested that students possessing a strong sense of school
belongingness are more likely to be committed to their studies, not drop out, exhibit fewer
emotional and behavioural problems, and are less likely to be involved in risky behaviours such
as bullying and substance abuse (Bond et al., 2007; Georgiades et al., 2013). Additionally,
students who feel like they belong at their institution tend to enjoy school more, are more
engaged, have positive attitudes towards themselves and others, are more accepting of authority,

and are more empathetic towards others (Osterman, 2010). Further research by Korpershoek et
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al. (2020) has demonstrated that students who feel a sense of belonging show better academic
performance and are more motivated to learn.

By contrast, research by Voelkl (1997) suggests that students with a low sense of
belonging do not feel like an accepted member at their school, have little or no sense of fitting in,
do not feel comfortable in the school setting, and often fail to incorporate school into their self-
definition. Moreover, those with a low sense of belongingness often have anger toward the
institution, would rather be anywhere other than school, and are sometimes distrustful or
suspicious of the university and those who represent it.

In the current study, it is expected that personality traits, academic engagement, academic
resilience, and a sense of school belongingness will all affect students' transition to higher
education. Specifically, it is hypothesized that the higher the individual's score on openness to
experience and conscientiousness using the Big Five Inventory-2 Short Form (Soto & John,
2017), the higher the student's subjective rating of their transition into university using Krause
and Coates (2008) Transition Engagement Scale (TES) will be. Research on extraversion,
agreeableness, and neuroticism has provided inconsistent results, and therefore, the current study
will aim to resolve this discrepancy. Finally, it is predicted that those scoring higher on the
Academic Resilience Scale (Cassidy, 2016), the Academic Engagement Scale (Krause & Coates,
2008), and the School Belongingness Scale (Arslan & Duru, 2016) will also score higher on the
TES. The current study will create a regression model to demonstrate the relative importance of
each factor and develop a model that best predicts the transition to university.

Method

Participants
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In the current study, 81 female and two non-binary-identifying students enrolled in
Psychology 1015B at Brescia University College were recruited as participants during the Winter
2024 term. The recruitment strategy involved using SONA systems, Brescia’s research

participation system.

Materials

The Big Five Inventory-2 Short form (BFI-2-S) is a 30-item self-rating questionnaire
(Appendix B) that was used to assess Costa and McCrae's Big Five personality domains,
including openness to experience, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism (BFI-2-S; Soto & John, 2017). The BFI-2-S uses a five-point Likert scale where
participants can select a choice of either (1) disagree strongly, (2) disagree a little, (3) neutral; no
opinion, (4) agree a little, or (5) agree strongly. The BFI-2-S is an abbreviated form of the
original 60-item Big Five Inventory-2 (BFI-2). Research shows that at the level of the five
domains, the BFI-2-S retains much of the original measure’s reliability and validity (Soto &
John, 2017).

The Academic Resilience Scale (ARS-30) is a 30-item self-report questionnaire (Appendix
C) that was used to measure university students' responses to a hypothetical but authentic
vignette (ARS-30; Cassidy, 2016). The vignette was created to portray an example of academic
adversity, where a hypothetical student experiences many academic challenges and struggles.
Participants are asked to imagine themselves as the student characterized in the vignette;
responses to the 30 scale items were made along a 5-point Likert scale from (1) likely to (5)
unlikely (Cassidy, 2016). Research demonstrates that the ARS-30 has good internal reliability
and construct validity. Research also suggests that it is a valid construct measure of academic

resilience relevant for research in university populations (Cassidy, 2016).
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The Students’ First-Year Engagement Scales were created to assess the extent to which first-
year university students engage in activities linked with high-quality learning outcomes (Krause
& Coates, 2008). The current study used two subscales: the Academic Engagement Scale (AES)
and the Transition Engagement Scale (TES). Research by Krause and Coates (2008) has shown
that both subscales are reliable and valid measurement tools. The AES (Appendix D) includes 10
items that focus on three key areas: the student’s self-initiated study behaviours, contributions to
class discussions, and attendance patterns. The AES scale attributes the agency to the student
rather than the institution and invites the student to self-assess strategic workload management
and help-seeking behaviours (Krause & Coates, 2008). In the present study, the wording of one
test item was modified to make it more appropriate for the sample. The TES (Appendix F) has
seven items which measure the extent to which students engage with university life and
experiences during the transition to higher education (Krause & Coates, 2008). This scale
captures students’ views on their university transition in three dimensions. The first dimension
includes evaluating the success of the university’s orientation program in helping students
connect with other students and services to support their learning and experience overall. A
second dimension investigates how much advice students receive on their courses and their
decision-making regarding their subjects. Lastly, a third dimension of this scale looks at student
identity and whether students feel their expectations concerning their transition to university
have been met. The current study used the TES to measure student’s overall transition to
university. Both scales utilized a 5-point Likert scale for participant responses.

The School Belongingness Scale (SBS) is a 10-item self-rating questionnaire (Appendix E)
that was used to assess school belongingness levels and consisted of two sub-dimensions:

acceptance and exclusion (SBS; Arslan & Duru, 2016). The SBS was initially created for high
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school students; however, the current study used a modified version that used words applicable
to university rather than secondary students. The SBS uses a four-point Likert scale where
students can select (1) almost never, (2) rarely, (3) sometimes, or (4) almost always. Previous
research by Arslan (2018) has shown that the SBS scale has sound psychometric properties,
strong internal reliability (o = .86), and convergent validity with school-specific subjective well-
being indicators (i.e. school connectedness, academic efficacy), as well as loneliness and life
satisfaction. In the present study, the wording of one test item was modified to make it more
appropriate for the sample.

Procedure

Using SONA Systems, students were able to choose to participate by viewing the study’s
“Call for Participants,” a short, detailed study description. Upon selection, participants clicked on
a link, bringing them to Qualtrics. Participants were first presented with the letter of information
and then began with a brief demographic questionnaire (see Appendix A) asking participants
their age, gender, living situations, and if they have attended more than one elementary school
and more than one high school. Following the demographic questionnaire, respondents filled out
the five measurement scales in the following order: BFI-2-S, ARS-30, AES, SBS, and TES.

After completing the surveys, participants were shown the debriefing form.

Results
All analyses were conducted with Jamovi version 1.6.23. Pearson correlation coefficients
were calculated to determine how the “Big Five” personality traits, academic engagement,
academic resilience, sense of school belongingness and overall transition to university are
related. The variable most strongly and positively correlated with students’ transition to

university was a sense of school belongingness (7(81) = .56, p <.001, 72 = .31; see Figure 1). In



Figure 1

Relationship Between Sense of School Belongingness and Successful Transition to University.
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addition to social characteristics, personal characteristics such as academic resilience (#(81) =
.37, p <.001, * = .13) (see Figure 2) and academic engagement (Figure 3) were also found to
have positive, significant correlations with transition (#(81) = .23, p = .037, > = .05). Finally, as
shown in Figure 4, neuroticism had a significant, negative correlation with transition (#(81) = -
.26, p =.018, > = .06), and was the only personality trait with a negative correlation.
Agreeableness, conscientiousness, openness, and extraversion had non-statistically significant
correlations with students’ transition to university (p s> .1). Table 1 highlights the complete
correlation matrix for all study variables.

The data was further explored using a multiple regression analysis. As measured using
Krause and Coates’ (2008) TES scale, students' overall transition to university was entered into
the regression equation as the outcome variable. The test revealed that the combination of
neuroticism, academic resilience, sense of school belongingness, and number of schools attended
explained 42.1% of the variance in students’ overall transition to university, 72 = .421, F (4, 78) =
15.90, p <.001. Predictors were manipulated to achieve the lowest AIC value with the highest
Adjusted 72 to create a model that best predicted students' overall transition to university.
Parameters for this model are displayed in Table 2.

Discussion
The current study explored personal and social characteristics as predictors of first-year students’
transition to university. In line with hypothesis one, personality traits, academic engagement,
academic resilience, and a sense of school belongingness all affected students’ transition into
higher education. Hypothesis two outlined that the higher students scored on openness to
experience and conscientiousness, the more successful their transition to university; interestingly,

in the current study, neither of these variables was statistically significant. Hypothesis three



Figure 2

Relationship Between Academic Resilience and Successful Transition to University.
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Figure 3

Relationship Between Academic Engagement and Successful Transition to University
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Figure 4

Relationship Between Neuroticism and Successful Transition to University.
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Table 1

Complete correlation matrix for all study variables.

Extra  Agree Consc Neurot Open ARS30 AES SBS  Schools

Extra r —
p .

Agree r  0.31%* —
p 0.004 —

Consc r 0.20  0.30%** —
p 0.068 0.006 —

Neurot r 0.13  0.29**  (0.29** —
p 0.257 0.009 0.007 —

Open r 0.16 0.18 0.10 0.18 —
p 0.152 0.098 0.389 0.106 —

ARS30 r 0.06 -0.09 -0.06 0.08 0.15 —
p 0.571 0.426 0.601 0.485 0.187 —

AES r 0.02 -0.07 -0.06 -0.04 0.08 0.27* —
p 0.839 0.523 0.613 0.709 0.478 0.014 —

SBS r 0.10 -0.14 -0.07  -0.30** -0.03 0.14 0.19 —
p 0.348 0.210 0.509 0.006 0.796 0.202 0.088 —

Schools r -0.08 -0.07 -0.07 -0.11 0.22%* -0.09 0.10 -0.02 —
p 0.485 0.516 0.546 0.325 0.047 0.410 0.380 0.822 —

TES r 0.17 -0.13 -0.06  -0.26* -0.14  0.37%** 0.23*  0.56%** -0.18

p 0.126 0.232 0.573 0.018 0.220 <.001 0.037  <.001 0.103

Note. * p <.05, ** p <.01, *** p <.001; N = §3.

The r values shown are Pearson correlation coefficients. Variables included are Extraversion
(Extra), Agreeableness (Agree), Conscientiousness (Consc), Neuroticism (Neurot), Openness
(Open), Academic Resilience Scale (ARS30), Academic Engagement Scale (AES), School
Belongingness Scale (SBS), number of schools attended (Schools), and the Transition

Engagement Scale (TES).
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Table 2

Coefficients for the regression model that best predicts TES.

Predictor Estimate SE t p
Intercept 1.773 0.883 2.007 0.048
Neuroticism -0.337 0.188 -1.793 0.077
ARS30 0.474 0.133 3.564 <.001
SBS 0.590 0.113 5.238 <.001

No. Schools -0.101 0.054 -1.861 0.066
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outlined the inconsistent findings between extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism and the
transition to university in recent literature. The current study successfully disputed these
discrepancies. Finally, hypothesis four outlined that the higher participants’ scores on academic
resilience, academic engagement, and school belongingness, the more successful their transition
into university. The present study also found this to be true. The current study

found results similar to those of previous studies investigating the relationships between personal
(i.e., personality traits, academic engagement, and academic resilience) and social characteristics
(sense of school belongingness) on students’ transition to university. The consistency of these
findings reinforces the importance of these factors for a successful transition to post-secondary
education. Consistent with previous research (e.g., Corazzini et al., 2021), personality traits in
Costa and McCrae’s FFM were found to be correlated with student success. Much of the research
on the FFM has drawn considerable attention to the influences of conscientiousness and
openness to experience on students, repeatedly demonstrating its significance. Intriguingly,
neither of these traits showed any statistical significance in the current study. Considering
previous literature, it is very likely that conscientiousness has a positive effect on students;
however, these effects are more likely specific to individuals’ grades, achievements, and exam
scores than the transition to university as a whole. For example, being conscientious may aid
students in ensuring they are up to date with course content, complete their homework and
assignments on time, and are punctual, organized, and responsible with their studies and school
commitments. This undoubtedly helps students and their academics, but it is likely missing a
crucial social component for students’ transition overall. Finding a non-significant relationship
between conscientiousness and a successful transition to university suggests that the transition to

university requires more than just self-control, hard work, ambition and responsibility and that
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scoring high in conscientiousness alone cannot reflect a successful transition into higher
education.

Like conscientiousness, openness to experience also demonstrated a non-significant
relationship with a successful transition to university. This observation challenges existing
literature (e.g., LePine et al., 2000) and is compelling because it would be highly expected that
the more open someone is to new experiences, the better off they would transition to university;
however, that was not the case within this research. This finding is even more thought-
provoking, considering that prior research has demonstrated that students who are open to
experience are better at adapting to new and changing situations (LePine et al., 2000). As we
know from previous research, transitioning to university is extremely daunting for many
incoming first-year students each year. Moving away from family members, navigating residence
life, and building new relationships can be significantly unfamiliar and novel experiences for
many students. Much of the research investigating the correlation between openness to
experience and transitioning to university has provided contrasting results to those of the current
study. Potentially, with more research, a consensus can be made about the relationship between
both variables.

Existing literature on the relationships between extraversion, agreeableness, and
neuroticism and the transition to university has been inconclusive. Although much of the
research looking at extraversion and transition to higher education has shown a significant
relationship, literature has demonstrated inconsistencies on the effects of extraversion on
students’ transition; a subset of studies have shown extraversion to have positive effects (e.g.,
Harris et al., 2017), and others have demonstrated the trait to have negative influences on

transition (McKenzie, 1989). In the current study, the relationship between extraversion and a
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successful transition was not statistically significant. This finding indicates that regardless of
whether a student is more extroverted or introverted, this will not affect their ability to transition
into higher education successfully. This suggests that even if students are more reserved, quiet,
shy, and avoid overstimulating environments, they are equally as likely to have a successful
transition as their more outspoken peers. This research finding contrasts with most work looking
at the Big Five traits and transition to university, raising further questions as to what traits really
impact students’ likelihood of a successful transition.

Previous work investigating the relationship between agreeableness and transition to
university has also shown inconsistent findings. Unlike conscientiousness, where the majority of
research has illustrated a correlation between both variables, literature on agreeableness has both
studies demonstrating statistically significant relationships (e.g., Klimstra et al., 2012; Tackett et
al., 2019), and others showing no correlation (e.g., Trapmann et al., 2007). In the current study,
no relationship was found. This observation suggests that the ability to get along with others does
not affect students’ ability to have a successful transition. The more soft-hearted, generous, and
good-natured an individual may be, the better chance they can make new friends and establish
relationships with other university faculty; however, this may not be enough to help support a
student's overall transition. This finding further supports literature showing no connection
between agreeableness and student transition.

Consistent with much of the Big Five personality traits literature, neuroticism
demonstrated a significant, negative correlation with student transition to university. This finding
emphasizes the idea that the more an individual is dispositioned to experience negative affective
states such as anger, anxiety, and irritability, the less successful they are with transitioning to

university. We know from previous research that neuroticism can lead to memory, attention,
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confidence, and learning capacity impairments, which could be anticipated to impact students’
academics negatively and, thus, their overall transition (Nechita et al. 2015). It is logical that the
less emotionally stable a student is, the worse off they are when transitioning to higher education.
This research finding builds on previous literature, furthering our understanding of the impacts of
neuroticism on the transition to university.

Consistent with prior research, academic resilience (e.g., Perez et al., 2009), academic
engagement (e.g., Lei et al., 2018), and a sense of school belonging (e.g., Korpershoek et al.,
2020) were all positively and significantly correlated with a successful transition to university.
Concerning academic resilience, the current study findings suggest that students who can
demonstrate high levels of academic performance despite being exposed to adversity are more
likely to successfully transition to university than those who cannot. Additionally, it could be
expected that the more self-efficacy, time-management skills, control, and commitment a student
has, the better their transition to higher education. Concerning academic engagement and the
current study results, it could be assumed that the more mentally and emotionally invested
students are in their studies, the better their transition. Prior research studies have demonstrated
that academically engaged students tend to have better learning and academic achievement;
knowing this, it could be expected that these students have an easier time with their schoolwork
and, thus, a more seamless transition into university. Finally, in relation to a sense of school
belongingness, the current study’s findings suggest that the more students feel accepted, included
by, and connected to their institution, the better their transition to university. Furthermore, the
more students feel a sense of belongingness, the more likely they are to show a liking towards
attending school and have more positive attitudes, which are likely to aid their transition to

university. The current study’s findings align with previous literature, strengthening our
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confidence in the positive relationships between academic resilience, academic engagement, and
a sense of school belongingness on the transition to university.

Despite the current study providing critical insight into predictors of first-year students’
transition to university, an event that may have impacted responses should be noted. Before the
study’s commencement date in January 2024, on September 21, 2023, students, faculty and staff
were presented with the news of Brescia University College’s official closure for May 2024. This
unique and unexpected event likely affected students’ transition to university. The first semester
of adjusting to university is undoubtedly challenging and scary for many incoming students; on
top of this, participants in the current research study were faced with the burdening news of the
institution’s shutdown. Due to Brescia’s closure, some students were confronted with program
and degree changes and had to decide where they would transfer to the following academic year.
Students may have also had a negative outlook on their experience transitioning to Brescia when
they were aware that they would no longer be attending the same institution the following year
and have to ‘re-transition’ elsewhere. Ultimately, it is presumable that Brescia’s closure was
emotionally distressing on students, increasing anxiety and stress and thus having an effect or
biasing their transition to university.

In light of the unexpected closure of Brescia University College on students, this event
provides an opportunity for a new avenue of future research. Specifically, future research should
investigate how students retransition to another university, having already gone through an
original transition to one institution that has since officially closed down as an organization.
Students who endure a school closure while adjusting to university may have a more challenging
time adjusting due to the disruption of a typical transition experience. In addition, students who

become aware of an institutional closure soon after beginning their education may lack
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motivation and effort to create relationships with friends and faculty, knowing that those
connections and relationships may soon disperse after the school closure. Because of this,
students may lack ‘practice’ with a typical transition to university, making their new adjustment
at another institution just as challenging as the first time.

The current study’s findings provide valuable insights for post-secondary university
institutions. For example, knowing what personal and social factors best predict student success
while transitioning to university is highly insightful and helpful for orientation and student
support services throughout the beginning of a new academic year. More specifically, university
welcome weeks may implement new orientation programs and strategies focusing on factors
more strongly linked to student success than previous years. Instead of arranging activities such
as icebreakers, group games, and mixers, orientation programs should focus on events more
strongly linked to a successful student transition. For instance, rather than events for mingling
and socializing, workshops and seminars should be geared toward building students’ academic
engagement, academic resiliency, and sense of school belongingness.

In conclusion, transitioning to university can be challenging for many students. In
addition to striving for academic excellence, students face additional stressors such as navigating
a new environment, building new relationships, and, for many, learning to care for themselves
independently for the first time. The current study illustrated that a sense of school
belongingness, academic resilience, academic engagement, and neuroticism were all correlated
with students’ transition to university. Moreover, the regression model demonstrated that
neuroticism, academic resilience, a sense of school belongingness, and the number of schools
attended were the best predictors of a student’s successful transition into post-secondary

education. In light of the unexpected closure of Brescia University College, this current study
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suggests future research, such as investigating how students retransition to another university,
having already gone through an original transition at a different institution. Furthermore, the
current study provides valuable insight for future university orientation programs, promoting a
shift in focus from activities such as icebreakers and group games to activities more geared

toward building students’ academic engagement, resiliency, and sense of school belongingness.
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