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A Psychological Remedy for the
First-Year Experience: Building
Systematic Support Through
Curriculum Innovation

Jen-Hau Yang

Abstract

In recent years, psychological distress and emotional
breakdowns among teenagers have received increasing attention.
Especially, the first-year experience in university is considered as
a critical transitional stage. When moving from the highly
structured high school to university life, which requires greater
self-paced learning, interpersonal engagement, and career
exploration, some first-year students may lack sufficient emotional
self-awareness and mental health concepts. These challenges will

subsequently affect their adjustment to the university environment
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and their academic development. Although most higher education
institutions in Taiwan provide professional counseling services,
such services are often in a passive mode. Students may not
consider seeking assistance until their difficulties have already
produced substantial impairments to their daily life. First-year
students may also be unfamiliar with counseling services or
reluctant to use the resources because of concerns about stigma.
Accordingly, this study proposes that psychological support in
higher education should not be limited to passive services or crisis
interventions. Instead, formal curricula may provide a proactive
approach to cultivating mental health awareness and promoting
early prevention.

This study was conducted based on the course
“Neuropsychology: The Brain and Emotions.” This course is an
interdisciplinary general education course which is offered to
students with different colleges, backgrounds, and years. The aim
of this study is to examine whether a psychology-based general
education course could serve as a feasible way of supporting first-
year students, specifically at a university that has no psychology-
related departments. This course enrolled up to 50 students. A total
of 157 students registered for the course when it was first offered,
and the number increased to 227 in the following year, indicating
substantial demand for psychology education courses. The study
addressed two principal questions: whether students’ self-
assessments of emotional well-being and learning motivation

changed after completing the course, and whether the changes in
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emotional well-being differed between first-year and upper-year
students.

This course comprised two major components: foundational
neuropsychology knowledge and mental illnesses. The
foundational component covered topics including the nature of
psychology, research ethics, perception and movement, and
learning and memory, etc. Its primary objective was to help
students “knowing themselves.” For example, students were
encouraged to recognize that mental fatigue during studying does
not necessarily indicate insufficient effort but may instead reflect
a protective signal generated by the brain. The second component
addressed the neural mechanisms of emotion and emotional
disorders, such as depression and anxiety disorders; stress-related
disorders, including post-traumatic stress disorder;
neurodevelopmental conditions, including autism and attention-
deficit/hyperactivity disorder; and neuropsychiatric conditions,
such as schizophrenia and delirium. This component aimed to help
students “‘understand others.” For instance, students learned that
many autistic individuals may desire social relationships but
experience difficulties interpreting social cues or recognizing the
emotional states of others.

In addition to lecturing and clinical case analyses, the course
incorporated multiple interactive teaching strategies, including
small-group discussions, reflective report writing, and real-time
digital interaction. The software “Padlet” and its anonymous

posting function were used. This approach allows students to share
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authentic thoughts and emotional experiences in a safe and friendly
environment in which they were less concerned about being
identified, evaluated, or stigmatized. A professional counseling
psychologist was also invited to deliver an in-class presentation
and a Q&A session. The counseling psychologist introduced
counseling resources, help-seeking procedures, and the practical
process of accessing services both on- and off-campus. This
activity was intended to gain concepts regarding counseling, reduce
stigma of clinical services, and establish a safe and supportive
learning environment in which students could discuss
psychological experiences openly.

The participants of this study were 50 students who enrolled
in the course. A questionnaire was administered at the beginning
and the end of the course. Participation in the study was voluntary,
responses were anonymous, and individual pre-test and post-test
were matched using codes. This questionnaire consisted of 25 items
covering two dimensions: emotional well-being and learning
motivation. The emotional well-being dimension assessed
emotional stability, self-understanding, empathy, listening skills,
appropriate emotional expression, and self-confidence. The
learning motivation dimension assessed interest in psychology,
willingness to  explore neuropsychology independently,
engagement with the course, application of course content to daily
life, and perceptions of the course design. Items were rated on a
five-point scale, with lower scores representing more positive

outcomes. A total of 28 valid responses were collected, including



13 ARH—FERAVLEERRT] 39

10 first-year students and 18 upper-year students. Paired-samples
t-tests were used to examine changes between pre-test and post-
test, while a two-way mixed-design ANOVA was conducted to
assess the effects of assessment time, year level, and their
interaction.

The results indicated significant improvements in self-
reported emotional well-being and learning motivation after
completion of the course, with the largest changes observed in
emotional well-being. Among first-year students, the mean
emotional well-being score decreased from 2.40 to 1.48 (p <.001),
whereas the score among upper-year students decreased from 2.66
to 1.77 (p <.001). Because lower scores represented more positive
evaluations, both groups reported significantly better emotional
well-being following the course. In terms of learning motivation,
the mean score among first-year students decreased from 1.56 to
1.19 (p < .05), while the mean score among upper-year students
decreased from 1.72 to 1.35 (p < .001). These findings also
represented significant positive changes. However, the magnitude
of change in learning motivation was smaller than that observed in
emotional well-being. Because most students had already shown
strong interest in psychology before enrolling in the course, their
pre-test scores were close to the positive end of the scale,
suggesting a possible ceiling effect. The mixed-design ANOVA
showed a trend toward a main effect of year level, although it did
not reach statistical significance (F(1, 26) = 3.501, p = .073). A

significant main effect of assessment time was observed (F(1, 26)
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=93.460, p <.001), indicating substantial differences between pre-
test and post-test scores. However, the interaction between
assessment time and year level was not significant (F(1, 26) =
0.017, p = .896). This result suggests that the positive changes
associated with the course were generally consistent across first-
year and upper-year students.

Moreover, students’ classroom responses and written
reflections  further indicated that learning about the
neuropsychological mechanisms underlying emotional reactions
helped them interpret their experiences more objectively and with
less self-blame. Students came to understand that sadness, crying,
and stress responses do not necessarily reflect weakness but are
natural reactions with identifiable biological foundations. Case
discussions and anonymous interactions also encouraged students
to recognize individual differences from the perspectives of others,
supporting the development of listening skills and empathy. The
in-class session led by the counseling psychologist further
increased students’ awareness of campus counseling resources and
appropriate help-seeking pathways.

Several limitations should be acknowledged. The study used a
relatively small sample from a single elective course, relied on a
researcher-developed self-report questionnaire, and did not include
a non-enrolled comparison group. Also, future studies should
integrate qualitative methods to examine the sustainability and
causal effects of course-based psychological education.

Nevertheless, the findings suggest that a psychology-based general
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education course has the potential to promote emotional awareness,
self-understanding, empathy, and learning engagement. Such
courses may therefore provide a practical approach to integrating
mental health education and campus support resources into
systematic first-year experience programs.

Based on these findings, this study proposes a three-layer,
course-centered model of psychological support. The first layer
consists of general education to mental health awareness, through
which students acquire foundational knowledge regarding
emotions, stress, and psychological well-being. The second layer
involves the integration of campus resources into the course,
including counseling services and help-seeking procedures. The
third layer consists of professional support and referral, in which
instructors serve as bridges connecting students experiencing more
substantial psychological difficulties with counseling centers and
other relevant professional units. This model can help shift
university psychological support from passive and crisis
intervention toward broader prevention, early identification, and
timely assistance, as a promising remedy for the challenges in first-

year experience.
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