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Ebook Extra: An Interview with Carol Barkin


Do you think anything has changed since you wrote When Your Kid Goes to College?




Certainly some things have changedchange seems to happen very fast in the worlds of high school and college students. For one thing, new fashions in communications and entertainment devices have appeared more often than most parents can keep up with, and that has had an effect on how kids keep in touch with home. Another change is the emergence of helicopter parents. But, though much has changed, even more hasnt changed; parents and kids still feel the same anxieties, doubts, and fears as well as the same eager anticipation and impatience to get started.




How has communication between parents and their children at college changed?





Kids now seem to be connected at all times, by cell phone, texting, e-mail, instant messaging, and whatever the next invention will be. Besides keeping them in touch with their friends on campus and off, this means they can be in touch with parents very frequently. Theres wide variation, of course, but many new freshmen call or e-mail home a lotas much as several times a dayand for many of them this helps ward off homesickness and provides instant support when theyre feeling a bit overwhelmed. And of course most parents are delighted to be needed and to get up-to-the-minute reports on how their fledgling is doing.


One current college student suggests that a webcam is a good option for students, especially if college is far away from home. He thinks its likely to cost less in the long run than other communication methods. And he points out that if dropping in for a weekend or a dinner at home isnt possible, its nice for both parents and kids to be able to see as well as hear one another. He also claims that his dog is smart enough to know that its him talking from the computer, which is pretty funny.


If your child is in constant communication with home base, you may wonder if shes overdoing it. Is her dependence on home and family preventing her from forming new friendships and settling in at college? Its probably best to follow her lead; usually the phase doesnt last long, tapering off as your child feels more comfortable and at home in the new environment.




Can you say a little more about helicopter parents?




Sometimes the constant communication goes the other way and the result is helicopter parentingwhat one college administrator defined as increasingly active participation of more and more parents in the everyday lives of their college-age children. In extreme cases this can include calling a professor to complain about a childs grade on a paper, helping to research or even write the paper to begin with, accompanying the child to summer job interviews, or calling the dean to demand a switch in rooms or roommates for the child.


Of course we all want the best for our kids. We want to see them succeed in whatever they try, and we want them to have every possible advantage that will help them do well in college and afterward. But if parents do the course work for their children, when will the children learn how to do things on their own? College provides an ideal environment in which young people can make decisions and then live with the consequences; theres a layer of cushioning between the campus and the real world that keeps most kids from disaster, so its an in-between space for trying out independence. Hovering over kids and making their decisions for them just postpones their maturation into adults who take responsibility for their own actions. Besides, most kids dont want their parents keeping tabs on everything they do and taking steps to make things better for them. They value their increased independence and usually dont welcome parental interference.




Why has helicopter parenting become so widespread in recent years?





Some experts think it stems from the emphasis on safety for children. Todays college students have been more protected than earlier generations; theyve grown up with seatbelts, bike helmets, cushioned playground surfaces and plastic playground equipment, and always-supervised outdoor play. So its not surprising that parents want to continue to protect them when they go off to college. But it makes sense that letting them experience a few bumps and bruises will help them learn to cope with the real world after college.


In addition, constant complaints and requests for special treatment are annoying and burdensome to college professors and administrators, which sometimes leads to results completely opposite to what the parent intended. In general, its a good idea to try to keep hovering to a minimum and to let kids fly on their own.




Have money issues changed in recent years?




You mean, besides the fact that college seems to cost more and more every year? For one thing, the problem of credit card interest charges has gotten bigger rather than smaller. In one recent year, almost 80 percent of college students had at least one credit card and almost 50 percent carried a month-to-month unpaid balance; they owed a median amount of $1600 and paid an average of $240 to $400 per year in interest. Sobering statistics from any angle, and some experts think these numbers are underestimates of the true picture. Many more college students drop out today because of credit card debt; they fall behind in payments, get a job in order to pay off the debt, have less time to study and therefore get lower grades, and decide that dropping out is the only answer--all before the parents or the school staff even know there is a problem. Lots of students dont grasp how credit card interest works, so I think the important thing for parents is to show their kids how it can mount up if the bill isnt paid in full every monthI say this in the book, but I think its worth repeating.


Parents might consider giving a child a prepaid debit card to use instead of a credit card. You can put in a specific amount each month or each semester, and then if the student empties the coffer, at least he wont be piling up interest to pay. Ask your own bank or one near the college about other possibilities for students (just be sure to read the fine print before you sign up). And many colleges now offer ID cards that function as debit cardsparents (or kids) put in money, and you can check the balance online to keep track of how much is left. In any case, make sure your child knows that if he does get into financial trouble, he should let you know sooner rather than later so you can work out a solution to the problem together.


The cell phone bill seems to be a common source of friction about money. Texting charges can add up quickly, and cell phone minutes are often used up before a student realizes theyre gone. Look into alternative plans that may be more economical than the one your kid has now; talk about whether you will pay the monthly cell phone charges; if you agree to pay a certain amount each month, discuss what will happen if the bill exceeds this amount. Many, if not most, high school students havent focused on such financial questions up to this point, and its helpful to talk about it now so that problems can be avoided.




Do you think college is less safe than it used to be?




No, I dont. But I do think safety at college is another important subject to talk about with your kidbefore school begins. Most advice thats useful is basic common sense, tailored to the kind of campus environment your kid will be in--a run-down urban area, a bucolic rural setting, or something in between. Parents of course cant help remembering tragedies like the shootings at Virginia Tech University in April 2007, but it does help to remind your kid and yourself that such incidents are very rare.


Most colleges offer information and advice to freshmen about such matters as drinking, date rape, and other illegal behavior. But they may not talk much about preventing theft, though many students own expensive equipment, including laptop computers, cell phones, and seemingly hundreds of other gadgets. Talk to your kid about ways to keep these items safe (such as locks for laptops, security codes, and so on), and encourage her to ask advice from older students who have been at the college for a couple of years? they are likely to have useful tips about preventing theft. Also find out about insurance for the expensive stuff.


A child who uses medication for ADHD or other conditions should be aware that many prescription drugs, such as Ritalin, are sometimes used by other kids to get high. It is illegal to sell or give prescription medication to other people, and its a bit sad that this is an issue that has to be considered, but its probably a good idea to acknowledge this reality and talk about how to handle it.


One safety concern thats new since I wrote the book is the proliferation of websites like MySpace, Facebook, and Friendster. Kids have probably been told about the potential dangers of contact with various kinds of undesirable users of these websites, and they may roll their eyes and sigh heavily when you bring up the subject again. But, though many kids experience nothing untoward, enough kids have had unpleasant encounters to make another round of warnings a good idea. Its a good idea to ask your kid to show you her pages on these websites and then to talk about the problems that might arise.


Webcams can be a great way to see and hear your kid while shes at school, but they also can open the virtual door to voyeurs and sexual predators. If your kid is going to have one, its important to discuss the potential dangers and how to avoid them.




How about the academic sidedo parents worry about that?




Parents worry about everything at one time or another, I think. When you think about it rationally, you can usually assume that if your kid has been accepted at a particular college, the people there think hes academically capable enough for their courses. But of course its hard to stay rational when your child is about to leave for uncharted territory. The academic work at college is, and should be, more difficult than the work in high school, and plenty of students take a semester or two to learn how to study at college, how to budget their time, and how to work independently. Most of them figure it out, and its a big step on their road to maturity.


But still, weve all heard about the websites from which students can buy term papers. This is dishonest, of course, and it also seems to be less successful than some kids hope. For one thing, most colleges use computer programs that can successfully detect plagiarism, and for another, the term papers that are sold are often not very good.


Another aspect of term paper research has been in the newsstudents use of Wikipedia and other anonymous, or at any rate unattributed, online information as reference material for their papers. Most professors frown on this habit, precisely because its impossible to tell where the information comes from and what are the biases of the person who wrote it.


All of this will no doubt be discussed during freshman orientation, but I think it doesnt hurt for parents to talk it over with their kids, as long as they take care not to sound suspicious or accusatory. Its best to assume that your kid wont be tempted to be dishonest or lazy in doing academic work, so the discussion remains free of emotional overtone.




What should parents do if they feel their kid isnt getting the most out of college?




Naturally, parents tend to hope that college will be a great experience for their kids, but the reality is that sometimes its not. At some large public universities, 20 to 25 percent of freshmen drop out in their first year or dont return for their second, and only 55 percent of the freshman class will have earned their degrees six years later. Colleges and universities do their best to retain students, but especially at large schools, a certain amount of anonymity is inevitable and many first-year students fall through the cracks, too embarrassed or ashamed to ask for help.


In 2005, the National Survey of Student Engagement found that one-fifth of college students were disengageduninterested in their academic work, uninvolved with activities, seemingly just drifting through their days. Various reasons have been suggested for this distressing statistic, and various kinds of action have been suggested to help students avoid feeling such disengagement. Here are some of them:



	Organize a small  group (five or six) of students to study together for a class twice a week; this leads to better understanding and lively discussion of the course work.


	Try to choose classes that require several short papers and quizzes instead of one long paper and a final exam (older students who have taken the course are a good source of information); this gives you a chance to see if you are on the right track and to make corrections if youre not.


	Go to college with the idea that you want to meet people whose ideas and views of the world are different from your own; this offers a chance to consider your own views carefully.


	Ask for help if you need it.


	Join extracurricular activities you can enjoy and get involved with.





But sometimes none of this seems to work and kids feel they cant cope with the demands of college or theyre disappointed that the college experience isnt living up to their expectation. Usually neither the student nor the college is to blame for this, and everyone feels bad about it. Try not to be judgmental in discussing this with your kid?keeping an open mind is likely to help you understand what the problem is and think objectively about how it can be resolved.


Keep in mind that a year off may be the answer. Naturally you dont expect your child to spend a year sleeping until noon and then lounging around playing computer games. But work or internships or volunteer programs of various kinds often give kids a chance to mature a bit, to see the college question from a slight distance and with more objectivity, and to come to a decision about what to do next. Taking a year off either before or during the college experience is much more acceptable and much more common than it used to be, and it may be just what your kid needs.




Any other ideas to help parents and kids get through the beginning of college?




I think what I learned as I interviewed parents and wrote the book is still true; the more parents can relax and trust their kid to make his way through the low points as well as the thrills of going to college, the easier the transition will be.
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INTRODUCTION






In the spring of my sons senior year of high school, I began meeting informally with a few other parents of seniors. We had lunch or coffee, occasionally we gathered for dinner, and we talkedabout our kids and about what was in store for them and for us the following year when they went off to college. For nearly all of us this was our first or only child, and we were excited, apprehensive, and confused. We felt cluelesswe didnt know what to do or how to begin to get our kids, and ourselves, ready for the separation in September.


As the summer progressed we continued to meet, now exchanging ideas for shopping and packing as well as venting frustration over our kids sometimes surly, withdrawn, or hysterical behavior as departure time drew nearer. Our gatherings went on through the fall and, in fact, through the whole freshman year, as we listened with interest to what one anothers kids were doing and how they were faring at college.


The support and sympathy during the rough times, as well as the genuine pleasure at hearing of the kids successes, were more valuable than any of us, I think, had expected. We jokingly called ourselves a support group, and indeed thats what we were. Comparing notes, seeing both the differences and the many similarities among our kids experiences, offering friendly advice, and reassuring one another that our feelings were normal, helped us weather the emotional storms and cope with the small stuff.


Out of that support group came the idea for this bookto provide the same kind of support for other parents who are embarking on this exhilarating and stressful journey. The parents interviewed for the book come from a wide range of religious and ethnic backgrounds, and their kids included males and females, jocks and aesthetes, straight-A types and those who had studied just enough to get by. Some planned to live at home and commute to college, though most were going away to state universities or private colleges. And while some kids couldnt wait to spread their wings and fly, others secretly wondered about their ability to handle independence.


The experience is unique for every family, yet its also much the same for all of us as we look for ways to simultaneously let go of our kids and stay connected to them. I hope this book will reassure you that youre not alone in your concerns; I hope, too, that it will suggest some useful ways of looking at and coping with the questions and choices all parents face when their kids go to college.



















CHAPTER ONE

Summer of Anticipation





Its really happened: Your kid is about to graduate from high school, and youre looking forward to the next big step with a mixture of anxiety and excitement. Even though at times you wondered whether your family would survive the high school yearsthe phone calls at all hours, the clothes and shoes scattered through the house, the defiant staying out all night, and the frequent withering judgment that you dont understandyoure likely to feel a bit choked up as the diplomas are handed out. It seems like only yesterday that this kid started kindergarten, and trite though it sounds, you wonder where the years have flown.













Emotional Changes for Everyone


Like many parents, you may have found that your relationship with your college-bound child began to change as early as the second half of his senior year in high school.




My son got his first college acceptance in February, and all of a sudden he was transformed. It was partly reliefhe felt, At least someone wants me; I wont be rejected everywhere. He became much more pleasant to be around, more responsible about a lot of things. He actually sat down and talked with us once in a while.




Lots of kids seem suddenly more grown-up at this point, and there are good reasons for it. They can drive, theyre at the top of the high school ladder, they probably know where theyre going next year, and theyre becoming aware that their lives from now on will be quite different from before. The end of high school represents the end of an era for a child, the end of a particular way of living with others in a familyin many ways, the end of childhood.


Parents, of course, know that its not really the end of childhood; theres still a long road ahead of gradually diminishing dependence, both emotional and financial. And they know, too, that change is necessary: Children have to grow up, and in their calmer moments parents dont actually want to treat an eighteen-year-old the way they treated a toddler. But knowing it has to happen doesnt always make it easy to accept.


So, as the names are called out at high school commencement, you may be anxious as well as proud. If this is the first child youre sending to college, you may feel you have no idea what to expect or how to prepare. Even if youve already been through it, the experience is different each time.




The first time is the hardest, but in some ways I was more ready for my older daughter to leave. She was more difficult with me all along. She started to separate in January; by September I knew it was time for her to move on. I was actually more upset about my younger daughter leaving. I guess I saw her as less prepared, just because she was younger. She only began to separate from us a couple of weeks before she went to college, and I wondered if she was ready for the whole thing.




The summer before your kids first year of college can be pretty hard for everyone. The reality sinks in: In just a few weeks youll be sending your child into a new environment, a new stage of her life. Even if shell be living at home and commuting to college, her life, and yours, will be different from the way it was while she was in high school. And if shes going away to school, shell be out of your house and on her own in a way she hasnt been before.


Looking this prospect in the face makes you realize youre getting olderold enough to have a child in college, which marks a new stage in your life as well as your childs. For some parents this is a liberating realization; they look forward to having more time and freedom to pursue their own interests or move in a new career direction. For others it can be a bit frightening; if their lives have revolved around their role as parents, they foresee the loss of their emotional focus and perhaps of a network of established social relationships connected with their childs school and friends. Either way, the impending changes can create tension as you begin to look at your family from a different perspective.




I planned to go back to school as soon as my son left for college, to fulfill an old ambition of becoming a landscape designer. I thought it would be good for me to have something to throw myself into so I wouldnt feel at loose ends. But I was nervous about it all summer and so distracted that I probably didnt give him the attention he needed. Actually, I dont remember much about what the summer was like.




Whatever their plans, or lack thereof, for the fall, lots of parents find that this precollege summer slips by much too fast. Before they know it, its July: Labor Day and college orientation week seem just around the corner. Many feel an urgent need to make this last summer of childhood perfectquality time in every way.




My daughter was home all summer, and it was really important to me that everything be special and memorable for her. I envisioned lots of family dinners and barbecues with everybody full of warmth and good feelings, and I planned to have all these quiet heart-to-heart talks with her, maybe on long walks in the park. I just kept wanting to fill her up with good advice so shed be able to make the transition smoothly. And I guess I was hoping to reinforce the family bonds before she left so she wouldnt forget us.




It sounds great, but dont count on it. Things dont often work out quite this ideally. Most kids are extremely nervous before they set off to college, and their nervousness comes out in different ways, not all of which are attractive. Many seem to slide back to an earlier stage; its as if their fears about the future make them want to pull the cocoon of childhood up over their heads again. They refuse to talk or even think about college, and they resist everything that might force them to acknowledge it as an impending realitysuch as packing, choosing courses, even sending in required forms about mundane topics like meal plans. Theyre irritable or sullen, snapping when spoken to or entirely uncommunicative.


This behavior is hard to live with, and parents feel frustrated and worried: Will this child, who cant even deal with the preliminary steps, be able to cope with college life?




The hardest time we had was the summer before he left; there were definitely rough spots. He did rebellious things he hadnt done before, almost as though he was angry. I didnt understand it at first, but then I thought, its a good time for this to happen, were ready to separate!




Your childs behavior may be bewildering and painful to you. But a kid who looks for reasons to pick fights with his parents all summer long may actually be looking for a way to cover up his fears and his sadness about leaving. If hes mad at you, it will feel, on the surface at least, a whole lot easier to go away.


On the other hand, some kids seem to suddenly mature during the summer. Sounding rational and eager, they hold long discussions with their parents about the challenges in store; its as if they wake up one day and say, Im ready. Naturally parents see this as reassuring evidence that their children will manage the transition to college successfully. In fact, of course, very few of them truly feel unmixed confidence about their ability to cope with an unknown future. But teenagers are pretty good at putting on a game face, and doing so helps them reassure themselves as well as their parents.


Still, however superficial the mask, its hard to face the prospect of such kids leaving home just as theyre turning into responsible citizens. One mother said:




During the summer my daughter became very nice, very sweet and appreciativea pleasure to have around. I think she saw it was the end of an era.




The most common summer behavior seems to combine both extremes. One day your child acts totally put together, looking over the college catalog and making realistic-sounding plans; the next day she cant remember where she put the questionnaire about roommate preferences that has to be returned by tomorrow, and she responds to your questions about it with an angry Leave me alone!


Its hard to deal with this. On the one hand, you dont want to spend all summer nagging and quarreling; that certainly doesnt fit your hoped-for scenario of serious and satisfying discussions about life. On the other hand, you feel you have a right to be interested and concerned; youre still her parent, youre probably paying for her education, and you cant stand to see her getting off to a scatterbrained start. Also, like every other parent, you want a chance to arm your child with advice based on your own knowledge and experience, and to reaffirm your connection before your son or daughter flies off into a new world without you.





I wanted to spend a lot of time with my kid before she left. I thought it was important to make opportunities to be together and to share feelings before this momentous step. But she was uncomfortable with anything like that, and finally I realized I was probably making things worse for her, even if not for me.




It helps to remind yourself that your child is going through a tremendous emotional upheaval, full of contradictory pushes and pulls. Underneath the excitement of being a high school graduatea major step into adulthoodkids cant help being scared. They worry about everything from whether theyll be able to handle the academic work at college to what kinds of clothes theyll need. Many college students remember that two major questions preoccupied them all summer long: Did I choose the right school, and will I fit in and make friends? Such concerns are inevitable, and when you think about it, youd be worried, too, about your ability to handle a new and unknown way of life.


Though they may not want to acknowledge it, most kids are also feeling sad that their childhood is drawing to an end, and terrified at the realization that theyll soon be giving up the security of life as a child at home. Even kids who might be expected to be eager to leavethose who had a difficult time in high school, socially or academically, or who had troubles at homeare scared. They may feel they cant wait to move on and start over, but they also wonder if theyll make a success of this new stage of life.


The whole process of college application and admission sometimes seems designed to intensify, rather than allay, such anxieties. Its nearly impossible not to perceive the application process as a competition; kids cant help hoping to do better than, or at least as well as, their friends, especially if theyve applied to the same colleges, and they suffer agonies of wondering whether theyre smart enough and competent enough to succeed. Parents, too, have spent months worrying that their child will be rejected and that his unique qualities wont be recognized. And if he didnt get into his first-choice college, both child and parent may feel defensive when friends ask where hes going. At times like this its important to remember the truths every college guidance counselor repeats: Theres no single right school, and whats best for one student isnt necessarily best for another.


The unstable mix of excitement and apprehension escalates as the summer goes on, and it can produce sudden blowups for no apparent reason. Its typical for kids to have so much to do to get ready to leave that they end up doing none of it, or at least none that parents can see. Meanwhile, its hard for parents to give up control, and this often results in a lot of nagging.


But looked at from another angle, a kids procrastination may be partly designed to elicit nagging from parents. Why would anyone do this? One reason might be to make it easier to leave home: The child can feel, At last Im getting out of here, I cant wait to get away from my parents need to run my life. For another kid, though, the nagging may represent welcome proof that shes still a child enveloped in her parents protective arms; this can be reassuring for someone whos not sure she can cope with being a grown-up yet.


Some kids recognize their own mixed feelings and can actually admit their fears.




My son was openly anxious all summer about what going to college would be like. He was able to talk about feeling anxious, and he spent hours reading everything the college sent to him. I think the talking and the reading helped somewhat, but he was still very nervous.




Many try to conceal their feelings, though, from themselves as well as from their families. Theyre trying hard to be independent and self-sufficient; acknowledging that they are afraid would feel like a retreat to a time when Mom and Dad could make everything better. So the kid who appears calm and in control may be striving to conceal his fears and self-doubts under an adult facade, while the kid who behaves like a willful four-year-old may be acting out the dependent-child role one last time. He may also be testing his parents patience and acceptance: Will you still love me if Im not as grown-up as everyone thinks I should be? And even the kid who recognizes that hes being difficult may seem unable to stop himself.




My son and I didnt get along the whole summer. He was testing in ways he never did beforenot showing up where he was supposed to be, not calling, not doing things hed promised to do
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