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Unit One

In “College Pressures,” written for Country Journal magazine in 1979,
Zinsser analyzes the different forces contributing to the anxiety of college
students at Yale: economic pressure, parental pressure, peer pressure, and
self-induced pressure. The students live a depressed and drab life under
those pressures with their creativity and enthusiasm constrained. As the
master of Branford College and an expert in education, the author pointed
out that the students should learn to follow their own interests and try a ca-
reer that was not pre-planned. The essay can also be used as a reference in
looking into the problems of today’s college students.

Preview Activities -

B B B

B

B ©=

As a college student, have you ever encountered any pressures? If there are any,
what are the sources of your problems?

Do you still feel pressure from your parents after you enrolled as a college stu-
dent?

When you feel worried or anxious, can you come up with any way to relieve
your pressure?

Do you often worry about your future? Will you sacrifice your personal inter-
ests and select courses that you don’t like, but that are practical when you are
studying at college?

Did your parents force you to choose a major which can lead to a bright future
when you were applying for college? Did you obey them and why?

Do you think extracurricular activities conflict with your studies? How do you



Y

balance your studies and your personal interests?
Do you have a clear idea of what you’re going to do in the future? Did you

choose this career by yourself or was it planned by your parents?

< College Pressures
. William Zinsser®

Dear Carlos: I desperately need a dean’s excuse for my chem® midterm
which will begin in about 1 hour. All I can say is that I totally blew it this week.
I” ve fallen incredibly, inconceivably behind.

Carlos: Help! I’'m anxious to hear from you. I’ll be in my room and won’t
leave it, until I hear from you. Tomorrow is the last day for...

Carlos: I left town because I started bugging out again, I stayed up all night, to
finish a take-home make-up exam & am typing it to hand in on the 10th. It was due
on the 5th. P.S.21’m going to the dentist. Pain is pretty bad.

Carlos: Probably by Friday I'1l be able to get back to my studies. Right now
[’ m going to take a long walk. This whole thing has taken a lot out of me.

Carlos: I’ m really up the proverbial creek. The problem is I really bombed the
history final. Since I need that course for my major, I...

Carlos: Here follows a tale of woe. I went home this weekend, had to help my
Mom, & caught a fever so didn’t have much time to study. My professor...

Carlos: Aargh! Trouble. Nothing original but everything’s piling up at once.
To be brief, my job interview...

Hey Carlos, good news! I’ ve got mononucleosis.

Who are these wretched supplicants, scribbling notes so laden with anxiety,
seeking such miracles of postponement and balm? They are men and women who
belong to Branford College, one of the twelve residential colleges at Yale Univer-
sity, and the messages are just a few of the hundreds that they left for their dean,
Carlos Hortas—often slipped under his door at 4 A M.—last year.

But students like the ones who wrote those notes can also be found on cam-
puses from coast to coast—especially in New England and at many other private
colleges across the country that have high academic standards and highly motivat-
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ed students. Nobody could doubt that the notes are real. In their urgency and their
gallows humor # they are authentic voices of a generation that is panicky to suc-
ceed.

My own connection with the message writers is that I am master of Branford
College. 1 live in its Gothic quadrangle and know the students well. (We have 485
of them.) I am privy to their hopes and fears—and also to their stereo music and
their piercing cries in the dead of night. (“Does anybody ca-a-are?”). If they went
to Carlos to ask how to get through tomorrow, they come to me to ask how to get
through the rest of their lives.

Mainly I try to remind them that the road ahead is a long one and that it will
have more unexpected turns than they think. There will be plenty of time to change
jobs, change careers, change whole attitudes and approaches. They don’t want to
hear such liberating news. They want a map—right now—that they can follow
unswervingly to career security, financial security, Social Security and, presum-
ably, a prepaid grave.

What I wish for all students is some release from the clammy grip of the fu-
ture. I wish them a chance to savor each segment of their education as an experi-
ence in itself and not as a grim preparation for the next step. I wish them, the right
to experiment, to trip and fall, to learn that defeat is as instructive as victory and is
not the end of the world.

My wish, of course, is naive. One of the few rights that America does not pro-
claim is the right to fail. Achievement is the national god, venerated in our media—
the million-dollar athlete, the wealthy executive—and glorified in our praise of
possessions. In the presence of such a potent state religion, the young are growing
up old.

I see four kinds of pressure working on college students today: economic
pressure, parental pressure, peer pressure, and self-induced pressure. It’s easy to
look around for villains—to blame the colleges for charging too much money, the
professors for assigning too much work, the parents for pushing their children too
far, the students for driving themselves too hard. But there are no villains, only vic-
tims.

Tuition, room, and board at most private colleges now comes to at least
$7,000, not counting books and fees. This might seem to suggest that the colleges
are getting rich. But they are equally battered by inflation. Tuition covers only 60
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