
          n April 23, 2007, Jane     
          McClure, M.A., Edu- 
          cational Psychologist at 
McClure, Mallory & Baron, 
Educational Counseling and 
Planning, spoke at The Bay 
School for the benefit of the 
Parents Coalition of Bay Area 
High School Students.  Her 
topic–The Transition to College: 
A Parent’s Perspective-drew a 
large audience of parents who 
were in the midst of preparing 
to send their children off to 
college.    
     McClure contends the 
jittery preparation from 
senior year to the first-
year 
of 
college is often a 
bumpy transition for 
both parents and child. 
Her talk focused 
on the host 
of emotions 
that gradu-

ates commonly experience as 
they prepare for their first year 
of college. She offered helpful 
insights for parents grappling 
with the emotional reactions of 
their offspring as they prepare 
to leave home. Families that 
have a greater understanding of 
the college freshman experience 
can more easily provide their 
college bound children with 
the necessary tools for a well-

integrated, successful college 
experience.

The Summer After High 
School Graduation 
      
     Graduation from high school 
marks the end of high school 

and the beginning of something 
new. It is an emotional intersec-
tion crisscrossing the joyful 
culmination of high school and 
the nostalgia about leaving it 
behind. Graduates look forward 
to the challenges of college, 
although their expectations of 
what college life is like may not 
be completely realistic. During 
the course of their summer they 
are likely to mull over their 
departure for college, sometimes 
with gladness and other times 
less so.   

McClure notes graduates 
manage the pressures they 

feel about leaving 

home in a variety of ways. 
Some drink excessively; others 
flaunt parental authority. Mc-
Clure found that graduates with 
summer jobs or those enrolled 
in summer programs are less 

likely to adopt less 
desirable coping 
behaviors.
 
Separating Does 

Provoke Anxious Feelings  
       
     Your graduate may sail 
through the summer without an 
emotional glitch appearing to 
have little anxiety about leaving 
home and going off to college. 
Everything is hunky dory on 
the home front until your son 
or daughter packs for college. 

           he college admis-  
           sions process has  
           become a growing 
source of anxiety both for 
students and their families.  
Many external factors have 
conspired to increase the 
pressures.  The number of 
applicants to colleges has 
increased more rapidly than 
the number of openings at 
the most desirable schools. 
Colleges themselves are 
engaged in an intense com-
petition for the most quali-
fied students as applicants 
jockey for position in the 
race to the finish.  During the 
senior year, the name game 
of designer clothes is now 
replaced by the name game 
of the right schools.  Variet-
ies of early action options 
increase the pressure upon 
students to make decisions 
and hone strategies relatively 
early in the admissions game.  
Students are encouraged by 
advisors to find a ‘hook’ that 
will distinguish them in a sea 
of bright, capable fellow ap-
plicants.  So what is a parent 
to do to facilitate a success-
ful outcome?

Maintain a sense of san-
ity and balance about the 
process 
     Parents can strive to 
maintain a posture that 
promotes sanity and bal-
ance.  It is reassuring to 
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and disappointment, and this is 
around the time you might get 
a surprise late night phone call. 
Even if your graduate is con-
fident that he or she chose the 
college best suited for him or 

her, freshman academic 
programs can generate 
alarm. For the first time 
your son or daughter 
must figure out his or her 
classes, and get to them 
on time without being 
nudged out of bed and out 
the door by a well- mean-
ing parent.  Some students 
arrive with capable time 
management skills  but if 
your graduate’s time man-
agement skills weren’t up 
to snuff in high school, 
freshman year will teach 
them this all important 
life skill. 
 While long lines for 
buying books and waits in 

cafeterias are minor irritations, 
the shock of the first paper or 
quiz grade that isn’t the high 
school A or B they’ve become 
accustomed to can unhinge even 
the most sanguine student. This 
experience can be particularly 
difficult for kids who “coasted” 
through high school. According 
to McClure, relatively few high 
schools prepare students for 
the rigor of demanding English 
composition and world history 
courses. Freshmen are simply 
bowled over by the reading and 
writing assignments in these 
courses. McClure recommends 
students avoid taking too many 
advanced courses in their fresh-
man year. For example, premed 
students often carry a heavy 
math/science load. Such a rigor-
ous program can be daunting the 
first year. Encourage your child 
to seek out counselors to help 
with choosing appropriately 
challenging classes. 

 
 

For some, packing their trunk 
makes separation from the sup-
port of family, friends and home 
all too real. The still familiar 
high school environment, where 
they have lived and breathed 
achievement for four 
years, suddenly van-
ishes. It’s a frighten-
ing time but don’t 
expect your child 
to share their deep 
feelings of uncer-
tainty about leaving 
home. What is more 
likely to happen is 
a bad case of acute 
separation anxiety 
occurring on the 
day of departure. It 
can be a challenging 
emotional time for 
parents, siblings and 
your college- bound 
child. “Finding a 
way to honor your 
child’s departure with a special 
occasion, such as an elegant 
dinner or a special ritual, may 
ease this transition,” says Mc-
Clure.

Freshman Expectations

     Freshmen arrive on campus 
expecting immediate intellectual 
stimulation and a thriving social 
life, after all, isn’t that what 
college is all about? They’re en-
thralled by this new experience, 
including drinking, drugs and 
sex all of which play a part in 
campus life.  McClure strongly 
urges parents and school coun-
selors to speak frankly with 
college-bound students about 
these issues and the consequenc-
es of careless or out of control 
behaviors. It is important to 
remind your children to be care-
ful and wise because it would be 
naïve on our part to think these 
activities won’t occur.
     After the frantic pace of 
settling into college, there are 
bound to be some frustration 

Roommates 
     
      Some teens have never 
had to share a bedroom before.  
Now they will. It is not an 
easy change, especially so 
with someone they don’t know. 
Adjusting to college dorm life 
and learning the “ins and outs” 
of the campus both academi-
cally and socially can be both 
exhilarating and stressful. Dorm 
life brings into focus different 
values and styles 
such as ideas of neat 
and sloppy.  Ethnic/
racial backgrounds 
and socioeconomic 
backgrounds or 
sexual orientations 
vary among the 
student population 
which may provoke 
personality conflicts 
between dorm mates. 
To minimize these 
conflicts, McClure 
suggests roommates 
write up an agree-
ment regarding how 
they want to live 
together.

The Pace of College Life

     As the first term closes 
students’ lives typically become 
more complicated.  Tests, papers 
and extracurricular life demand 
more attention. A college quar-
ter speeds by like the Concord, 
and a sense of helplessness can 
set in. Your son or daughter may 
not be getting the help he or she 
is used to.  Around this time, 
you may receive surprise phone 
calls tied to their first real bout 
of homesickness. Offer your ear, 
be a good listener, don’t give 
too much advice, and encourage 
your child to stick it out. Do 
recommend your student seek 
assistance from a counselor at 
school if the feeling of helpless-
ness endures. 
     If homesickness persists, a 

student may think their prob-
lems are due to the fact that he 
or she has chosen the wrong 
college. McClure noted that this 
feeling comes on particularly 
strong with those students who 
were undecided until the last 
minute about which campus 
to attend. Encourage your son 
or daughter to commit to the 
university for a full year before 
making a decision to drop out 
or transfer.  Assure your son 

or daughter that many 
problems which seem in-
surmountable in the first 
quarter will be resolved 
by the end of the year.

Examinations

     Mid semester exams 
often cause considerable 
stress for freshmen as 
they begin to appreci-
ate the amount of work 
they must do. This occurs 
again with finals. Procras-
tination is the enemy here. 
Avoidance of responsibil-
ity is a sure sign of a high 
level of anxiety about 
academic perfor-

mance. Students attend-
ing large institutions, 
unfortunately, cannot rely on 
the intervention of a professor 
to pull them through. These 
students have only each other to 
help them pull through.  One of 
the most difficult adjustments 
to college life is learning to be a 
self-starter. No one is monitor-
ing the student’s progress in col-
lege, except your son or daugh-
ter. One of the most important 
life lessons, which occurs early 
in college is learning to work 
independently. McClure assured 
the audience that by the second 
or third semester most do. And 
once this skill is learned, your 
son or daughter is in a better 
position to make decisions about 
all areas of college life.

“Some 

students 

arrive with  

capable 

time  

manag-

ment 

skills”

“many 

problems 

that seem 

insur-

mountable 

will be re-

solved by 

the end of 

the year”
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remind yourself that there are 
hundreds of excellent schools, 
not just a few elite schools at 
the apex of a pyramid.  Stu-
dents often begin the college 

admission process 
wondering ‘how 

good a school they 
can get into’ and 
anxiously scanning 
college admissions 
websites to see 
where their SATs 

and GPAs fall in 
the scatter gram 
of successful 
and unsuccess-
ful applicants 
to particular 
schools.   
Remind 

your-
self 

that 
like all life decisions 
the choice of the right col-
lege should come after both 
a rational process of listing 
pros and cons and an intuitive 
process that gets at the ‘gist’ 
of the choices.   Reverie is an 
equally important element in 
deciding as is a good night’s 
sleep.  It helps if a student 
can visualize themselves at a 
particular school. Remember 
that every college is also a 
community that offers the op-
portunity to make friends for 
life.  The operative principle 
here is self-realization, not 
winning a competition.

Emancipation, Stress, And The Road To College
but privately unsure of 
themselves in the free-for-all 
parentless environs of college.  
While a student may have a 
close group of friends in high 
school, college offers a fresh 
start and a loss of what is 
familiar and reliable. Often 
academic readiness is out of 
sync with social readiness.   
Parents need to prepare to let 
go as much as adolescents. 
The work of mourning is 
inevitable and may creep up 
on you unexpectedly.  Fortu-
nately, it is balanced by pride 
and fulfillment as parent and 
teen establish a new level of 
interdependence.
     During the course of 
adolescence our parental role 

evolves from that of deci-
sion maker to advisor.  

It helps to remind 
yourself that you 
have prepared for 

this 

tran-
sition 
for 
years.  

Recall your own experiences 
as a high school senior, but 
don’t project your own ambi-
tions (fulfilled or not) onto 
your son or daughter.  The 
quiet inner voice that informs 
life’s most important deci-
sions is there in every ado-
lescent if only it can be heard 
above the din of iPod, IM, and 
text messaging.  If we nurture 
a balanced perspective our-
selves, we will help to make 
the process less stressful for 
our children.  Remind your-
self that stress is a part of all 
learning and change.  It can 
be managed, but not elimi-
nated.  There is no better time 
to strike a balance than during 
the process of leaving home.

Preparing to leave home
     
     If the freshman year in 
high school was characterized 
by a striving for acceptance 
and achievement in a new 
school, the senior year is a 
time to consolidate gains in 
anticipation of leaving home.  
As planning for college be-
comes real, both parents and 
adolescent have to contend 
with shifting and sometimes 
contradictory emotions.  For 
the student, there is pride and 
excitement about establish-
ing themselves independently 

and of realizing ambi-
tions nurtured 
since early 
childhood.  
College 

level  

work in high school and the 
process of applying to college 
add to the realization that, 
for the first time, academics 
are really do matter.  Silent 
anxieties may contribute to 
self-defeating behaviors that 
undercut long-term goals.  
Procrastination may be a 
manifestation of disorganiza-
tion, but executive functions 
like attention, memory and 
planning may also be im-
paired by anxiety.
     Readiness to leave home 
is a complex issue for the 
adolescent.  Many students 
are academically capable in 
the controlled, supportive 
environment of high school 
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The College Experience

     We all remember college as 
an experience of a lifetime, and, 
as with all experiences there 
are good times and not so good 

times.  McClure closed the  
evening 

with 
some advice for the 
audience, “as a parent, 
the key to helping your child 
through the rough times is to 
be prepared for those stages of 
transitional stress. Learn to be 
a good listener, be encouraging 
and be empathetic. Parents are 
good a solving problems but this 
is not what your son or daugh-
ter is asking you to do. While 
adults see solving a child’s 
problem as productive, your son 
or daughter is more likely to see 
it as an attempt to diminish the 
problem.”
     The college years offer so 
much more than an academic 
education; it is a period of time 
when your young adult forges 
independence, re-evaluates val-
ues and delves into exploration.



          lexandra Robbins, in     
          her book titled The Secret     
          Lives of Driven Kids, 
(Hyperion, 2006) follows eight 
high school students from 
Bethesda, Md. on their journey 
to the ultimate prize, the thick 
envelope from one or more of 
the Ivies.  Robbins, an alumnus 
of the same prestigious high 
school and a self professed 
overachiever herself, would 
like the goal of education to 
emphasize the joys of learn-
ing rather than as a race to top 
ranking colleges and universi-
ties.
      The reader comes to know 
these four juniors, three seniors 
and a new college freshman 
at Harvard through a series of 
vignettes that reveal how these 
students cope with the pres-
sure of jam packed schedules 
involving highly competitive 
sports training and competition, 
advanced placement classes, 
SATs, internships, and job 
shadowing.  Sprinkled through-
out these vignettes are the more 
personal tales of these students 
struggling to balance their 
social life with the demand 
to be nearly, if not absolutely, 
perfect. 
     We get a sense of what 
it’s really like to be an over-
achiever, at least through the 
eyes of this author. It’s not 
pretty. Alexandra Robbins 
reports that cheating is rampant 
as is grade inflation, with 
parents and students arguing 

for and getting favorable grade 
changes. Obsession over class 
ranking, number of advanced 
placement courses and SAT 
scores consumes these stu-
dents’ waking hours leading 
to sleep deprivation, depres-
sion, drinking and even to self 
mutilation. Robbins reports 
that high school students all 
over the country believe these 
sacrifices are wasted if they 
are not accepted into big name 
schools.  She makes the case 
that these highly motivated 
students suffer at the hands of 
parents whose own definition 
of success is based primarily on 
performance goals. 
     Robbins has a simple 
explanation for how the col-
lege admission process has 
fostered the pressure cooker 
environment college prep high 
schools have become. There 
are too many talented students 
applying for too few spots at 
a handful of top schools. She 
traces this scarcity to parents’ 
misguided belief that their 
children’s future is secured by 
the pedigree of the education 
they obtain.  From preschool 
onward, getting into the right 
school has become big business 
with parents buying influence 
by using coaches and con-
sultants, cultivating strategic 
friendships and making timely 
donations all done for the 
purpose of distinguishing their 
children’s applications from all 
the others.  Although Robbins 
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points out that the name of an 
undergraduate university does 
carry clout in some profes-
sional fields, she disputes the 
widespread belief that gradua-
tion from a prestigious school 
always translates into higher 
earnings.
     Many colleges are forced to 
play a similar game in order to 
keep or boost their ranking with 
the US News & World Report’s 
“America’s Best Colleges” 
issue that’s been in circulation 
since 1983. Colleges want stu-
dents to covet the higher ranked 
schools because more appli-
cants generate revenue from 
application fees and the schools 
end up with a choice pool of 
candidates to choose from.  But 
some institutions of higher 
learning are rebelling. Robbins 
interviewed a number of admis-
sions officers from around the 
country who advocate for and, 
in some cases, have changed 
school policy to make submis-
sion of SAT scores optional.  
College applications are being 
redesigned to deemphasize high 
school accomplishments and to 
reveal more about the student 
as a whole person. 
     Ms. Robbins ends the book 
with her list of proposed educa-
tional reforms and by remind-
ing the reader that there are 
plenty of good colleges where 
students receive a solid educa-
tion, make close friends and try 
new experiences. 

Parents’ Coalition Forums for 2007-2008: 
Monday, October 15, 7:30 PM  at The Bay School Dr. Sylwester will speak on his latest book, The Adolescent Brain. 
Monday, January 14, 7:30 PM at Lick Wilmerding High School. Lloyd Thacker, editor and publisher of “College Unranked” will comment on the college admissions experience. 
Monday, March 3, 7:30 PM  An annual event where teens share their views on issues relevant to their lives. Location to be announced.
Monday, April 21, 7:30 PM Elizabeth Scott, psychotherapist and founder of TheBodypositive.org will speak on body image issues. Location to be announced.

All parents and their teenage children are welcome.
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