
Leaving the Nest - Going off to college 
 
Going off to college can be one of the most stressful times in a young adult’s life. 
Therapist and former high school guidance counselor Carrie Gordon-Land joins writer 
Sheryl Kraft as they interview six area students preparing to leave home for their first 
semester of college. (Participants were friends, or children of friends —Ed.) Here’s what 
they had to share. 
 
By Sheryl Kraft, Carrie Gordon-Land, December 15, 2006 

Who helped you the most 
through the stress of the 
college application process? 

Andrew: My dad did most of it 
for me; he researched all the 
schools, set up the visits, helped 
me decide where I wanted to go. 
I wrote my own essay, and all 
that stuff. 

Bobby: My father did a lot of it 
with me, too. Since I’m playing 
football next year, I had a lot of 
schools that were contacting 
me…so it really narrowed down 
a lot of the search and made 
everything a lot easier.  

Alex: I took an English course in my junior year—Expository Writing. It really helped a 
lot. I kinda did a lot of the rest on my own. I chose a lot of schools that a lot of my church 
members had graduated from…I applied to schools that I just heard of in town; schools 
that kids were talking about. 

Chris: My dad did a lot of the application process with me. It was extremely easy for me; 
I’ve been set on going to Maritime since I was seven; my dad and uncle both went there.  

Michaela: Well, all my close friends know that I get very stressed out. [Laughter] The 
application process was not fun. Both my parents and guidance counselors helped; I also 
got a lot of help from my older brothers. I visited a bunch of colleges last summer…Bates 
was the last school I saw; it was a good fit.  

Stephanie: Expository writing was extremely helpful. They really help you and guide 
you…one of the things you do is a mock application. I pretty much did all my 
applications by myself. Because a lot of colleges use the common application, after about 
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my fourth application, it got less strenuous since I’d already answered the questions; 
they’re all pretty similar. 

 
Did you have trouble meeting the application deadlines? 
 
Alex: There were a definitely a few schools that I wanted to apply to that I didn’t get 
around to because I was working on other applications that meant a little more. 

Stephanie: You have a lot of time for the applications that are due after Christmas, but the 
early admission applications are all due around the same time. It was difficult to get my 
application done for the safety school that I wasn’t too passionate about. Even though I 
knew I had to get it done, I took my time…I did get yelled at for that. 

Andrew: All the schools I applied to were state schools with rolling admissions, so I 
didn’t have to worry too much about that. 
 
What factors went into your decision to choose your college? 
 
Bobby: For me, it was different because of sports. I liked all three of the schools I looked 
at and was waiting for the first one to tell me they’d get me in. Once they said they’d get 
me in, I applied there for early admission. Doing sports definitely makes things much 
easier. 

Andrew: I was getting recruited by a few schools for rugby; it was dependent on that. I 
only applied to two schools and I got into both of them. 

Chris: It’s nice that it’s close to home; only a half-hour by car. The classes are small, so 
there’s more one-to-one with the professors. 

Stephanie: My parents wanted me to be within a six-hour car ride. I really wanted to be 
close to a city. At visiting day for accepted students, I was influenced by what the 
president of the college and student body president had to say about the school.  

Alex: I wanted to go to a school in the South; I can’t stand the cold. I’d been accepted to 
two small schools in the South, but they were in the middle of nowhere. The other school 
I got into happened to be in Ohio, but I’m glad I’m going. The classes are smaller and I’ll 
get more attention from teachers. I think it’ll be a good experience. 

Michaela: I knew I wanted a small liberal arts college in New England or in the 
Northeast…I really don’t care about a city since I’m not a city person.  
 
 
How many schools did you apply to? 
 



Stephanie: Six. When you first start applying, you kind of want to keep it hush-hush; 
there’s a lot of pressure. You don’t want to hear of other people applying to your school. 

Alex: I forget how many I applied to…some were on impulse. Oh, yeah, I applied to 
nine. 

Bobby: Just one. 

Andrew: I filled out about six applications, but only ended up sending two. As soon as I 
heard back from those two, I figured I’d end up going to one of those two colleges 

Michaela: Nine.  

Did you receive tutoring for extra help for the SATs? Did it add to, or  alleviate, the 
tension? 

Stephanie: I took a class…it made me feel horrible about myself. It focused on pretty 
much the top scorers, like getting your score from 1,400 to 1,500, and if you’re not one of 
those people, they don’t really help you. I found that the three-hour classes twice a week 
were not good at personal attention. Finally, I had a private tutor. I saw her six times and 
she made me feel so much better about myself; I went up 130 points with her. She calmed 
me down. By the third time I took the 
SAT, I was fine. I think tutoring is 
the way to go. 

Michaela: I took a course through 
Kaplan, and couldn’t understand the 
teacher, who didn’t really speak 
English. I did worse after taking the 
class.  

Bobby: I got a personal tutor through 
Princeton Review. She would just 
tell me to read the book and then do 
the exercises; I don’t think it was 
much help at all. The SAT is an 
extremely repetitive and boring test. 

Andrew: I took a class at first, then 
took the SATs but my scores were 
not as high as I or my parents had 
hoped. So, I got a tutor through the 
school; I went up 120 points in 
English and in math. It was a big 
improvement. I think the SATs are 
not so much a test of what you know; 

 

 



they’re more a test of your mental stamina. 
Chris: I had a one-on-one tutor for about 6 months. It didn’t really help me; I’m not a 
very good test taker. I took the SAT three times. I’d sit with the tutor and do 100 
problems over and over; but instead of helping, I ended up tuning it out. My scores went 
down the second and third time I took the test.  

Alex: It was frustrating for me. I had two jobs and didn’t have time for a class. I regret 
not taking a class, especially because of the essay…there are tricks that will give you a 
higher score, and I didn’t know those. If I were to apply to the same college as someone 
who took a course she would look better because she got a higher score based on 
knowing the tricks in writing an essay. I took it twice—the second time, my scores 
dropped.  

Stephanie: I get extremely nervous—I couldn’t sleep the night before the first time I took 
it (I took it three times). That morning, I tried to eat a lot, but I couldn’t eat…when I sat 
down for the test, my heart was pounding. It’s so hard. I think you have to tell yourself, 
I’m doing this for me, and you have to train yourself to calm down and filter out all the 
voices, all the kids you know who are talking about the scores they got on the last test 
and what they are trying to improve on. By the third time, I was calmer. 

 
Are you more excited—or nervous—about going away? 
 
Alex: I’m so excited and can’t think of anything else…Right now, I’m ready to get out of 
here. But, come to think of it, I am nervous as well because we’re  
moving out of Wilton. I’m nervous about leaving friends and maintaining friendships 
here. It hit me that these are the last days that we have all together. I’ve been going to 
summer camp since I was six years old, and on vacations since I was 4. I’m used to being 
away from home. 

Chris: I’m kind of the opposite…I was excited about a month ago, but now I’m really 
nervous about it. I’m leaving in two days, way before anyone else. This is one of my 
reach schools, so I’m afraid it’ll be tough for me. I’m more nervous about leaving 
Westport than leaving my family. Everything is here…it’ll be tough to leave and start a 
brand new life, a whole new experience in a different state.  

Michaela: I also was very excited a few months ago, but now I’m not very excited. It was 
also a reach school for me. Now it’s sinking in…I’m nervous about academics and 
everything. I’ve only ever been away from home for a week—and I got homesick! 
[Laughter] 

Andrew: I kind of have mixed emotions. For the most part, I’d say I’m pretty nervous 
about it…I’m in a triple and I’m worried about how I’m going to get work done with two 
other guys in the room…I don’t want the top bunk; I don’t want to make enemies…I just 
want to get the whole waiting thing over with. I’ve lived in Westport my whole life and 
now I’m going to Danbury. It’ll be different. 



Bobby: I’m very excited. Even if I do get really homesick, I’m only 45 minutes away. 
I’m excited to be getting out of Westport.  

Do you think it’s good to take time off between high school and college? 
 
Alex: Once the application process started, I really started to think about whether or not I 
wanted to go to college right away. My mom was ready to support me taking a year off 
and working. That’s what she did—she went right from high school and worked and did 
night school. But I knew that if I got off track, it might be hard to get back on, and I 
probably wouldn’t go to college in a year.  

Andrew: I only recently found out that the plan for me was to not let me go to college for 
a year. My mom didn’t think I was ready. My dad won out. If they made me take a year 
off, I would not have been happy with that—I’ve never once doubted that I wanted to go 
to college, and I’m ready for it.  
Chris: Probably twice a month. But, I am so close…I can even come home just for 
dinner. I won’t have a car, but I’m a 15-minute walk to the train station. 

Michaela: I think I’ll come home once in October, and then probably not until 
Thanksgiving, Christmas; just 
the usual holidays…I’m kind of 
far away. 

Bobby: I’m very close to my 
family; I wanted to stay close 
by. I don’t know if I’ll be 
coming home so much, but I’ll 
see my family a lot when they 
come and see me play in my 
games. 

Stephanie: I’ll be home every 
vacation they give me.—
Thanksgiving, Christmas, 
Spring break. Besides that, I 
don’t plan on coming home for 
visits.  

 
Have you spoken to your 
roommates yet? 
 
Bobby: I’ve contacted mine 
through the Internet, from 
looking at his profile online…I 
can tell he’s very different than I 

 

 



am. I don’t want to know his life story before I get up there; it’d just make everything 
really awkward. 

Stephanie: I’m in a quad and have talked to all of my roommates. We are in a new 
generation now with Facebook—you have your picture and your profile on the Internet—
everyone has one. I almost think it’s a disadvantage because that’s how your roommates 
contact you at first. I’d rather meet them and talk to them in person. You know almost too 
much beforehand.  

Alex: My roommate is a friend of mine from high school. Through Facebook, I met a lot 
of other girls who will be on our floor…I’m going in with an open mind. 

 
Do you plan on joining sororities or fraternities? 
 
Alex: Yes; that was a big reason I applied where I did. I made sure that every school I 
applied to had a Greek system. I’ve always wanted to be in a sorority.  

Stephanie: My school is the opposite; there’s no Greek life on the campus. For me there’s 
no need for one because we’re right in a city and the activities on campus revolve around 
the city. I wanted a school that had a low or no Greek percentage. 

Andrew: My school has all that, but I am not planning on joining. My dad told me it takes 
up a lot of time and it’s really hard to manage everything. With all I’ll be doing, it’s just 
not for me. 

Bobby: I’m sure I’ll join the football fraternity. It seems like it’ll be a lot of fun.  

 
What do you know about partying at your school? 
 
Chris: I don’t know how that works or what to expect. I’m the first sibling in my family 
to go to college.  

Michaela: I stayed overnight in May. Most people get together in the dorms or an 
apartment nearby where the upperclassmen live. There’s so much stuff going on 
there…we went to a comedy show, and then to hear a band play, and then to a coffee 
shop. There are almost too many activities; I don’t think people party every night. 

Bobby: When I visited the school at homecoming, I got a first-hand account of what goes 
on at the school. I’m the last of six kids to go to college, so I’ve heard a lot of stories 
from my siblings.  

Stephanie: I’m not really sure what my school will be like. From what I heard at 
orientation, the most popular thing to do is to go to the bars and clubs in the city. I think a 
lot of kids use that to their advantage. 



How would you describe the relationship with your parents as you are going 
through the process of leaving? It’s a natural phenomenon to get into arguments 
when you are separating from your parents—it’s easier to leave someone you are 
angry with.  
 
Chris: I’ve been fighting with my parents a lot lately. Tensions have become higher as 
I’m getting ready to leave. My mom wants me not to hang around with my friends; she 
wants just to be with me. I’m the first born and the first to leave…we’re both on edge; 
it’s bittersweet. 

Bobby: I have such a big family, everyone is always screaming at each other anyway. 
We’re not mad at each other, that’s just the way it is. I don’t see a difference. I think 
because I’m the youngest child that my parents are happy to see me go.  

Stephanie: I can relate to that—I’m the youngest of four girls…right now my relationship 
with my parents is the best it’s ever been. I’m seeing them grow up as they are watching 
me grow up.  

Alex: I agree with Stephanie. It’s definitely different having divorced parents because 
you are only living with one. My brother is four years older than me, so throughout his 
college experience, it was just my mom and I. Now that we’ve been alone together it’s 
brought us so much closer than I could ever imagine, but we’re both ready for the change 
of college. 
Andrew: I’ve been through a lot with my parents this year; a lot of stuff I regret. The 
tension and fighting still lingers. A lot of it has to do with the fact that I’m going to 
college. I think my dad is kind of looking forward to getting rid of me. The closer it gets, 
though, the weirder my mom gets about it. 

Michaela: Being the youngest with two older brothers, I’ve noticed that it’s been pretty 
stress-free for my parents. I almost feel that they’re more ready for me to go than I am. 
They’ve helped me through this year and all the hard times and have been so supportive. 
 
Stephanie: I think the stress in high school, especially sophomore year, was very high. 
During junior year, you start to analyze everyone around you and compare and ask, how 
am I doing? Senior year is the most stressful year I’ve ever been through;…most people 
think I took school too seriously. On the weekends, I was so happy to get any time to 
myself. I probably didn’t see my friends at all; I just wanted to relax and cool down.  

Alex: I think it has a lot to do with Wilton itself and the reputation the education 
institution has—the pressure to achieve good grades and go to top schools. Junior year 
was when I started sizing everyone else up and seeing who my competition was, what 
schools everyone was applying to…first semester of senior year was the most stressful 
time.  

Bobby: I definitely agree with that—it’s an uphill struggle and gets more stressful toward 
the end. It really hit me that it was over at graduation, when I’d watch someone walk up 



to get their diploma and think, “I’ll probably never see that person ever again.” I had 
Early Decision One, so I heard very early…that made it much easier and took a lot of 
stress off. 

Chris: I was able to put the stress off in high school, but now that I’m looking at the big 
picture and realize I only have two days left at home, the stress is hitting very hard. I 
can’t wait until a month into school and I’m settled. The last week has been so tough. 

 
 


