
As the proud parents of a 2001 college graduate and
a Wesleyan sophomore, this is our second trip
through the college years. Our “empty nest”has

given us time to offer some advice to other parents, based
on our personal and professional experience. Eugenia is
academic dean at Bucknell University and John is a clini-
cal psychologist.

Backing off is a parent’s most difficult task.Yet, if you
want your son or daughter to be an independent thinker
by graduation, you will have to back off enough to let
her gather information and come to her own conclu-
sions about college life and how to manage it. Wesleyan
offers students significant help in thinking through
important issues such as choosing courses, deciding on
a major and navigating the years after college.Yet, it’s
still hard for parents—how do you know how these
conversations are going?

Keep in touch, by whatever means works best in your
family. We make sure our kids can reach us wherever we
are and that they know we are always available to them. If
they send us their papers or proposals or Web addresses
for things that might interest us, we read those offerings
and respond. WesMaps makes it possible for us to keep up
with courses that our daughter mentions for next semester
and discuss them with her if she asks our opinion.

What about when things aren’t going well? As parents,
you are used to advocating for your son or daughter. But
what message does it send your child if you contact a uni-
versity official whenever there is a problem? If your child
is in a situation in which he needs to stand up for himself,
you are communicating that you don’t think he is compe-
tent to do so. If she is suffering unpleasant consequences
of her choices or behavior, your intervention could send a
message about evading consequences that is more detri-
mental in the long-run than the consequences them-
selves. The university needs to work with the student.

Each undergraduate year brings its own challenges.
During the sophomore year, it is choosing a major.
Declaring a major can seem overwhelming to stu-

dents because of the expectations, assumptions, and asso-
ciations we attach to a major. What are the related
careers? How will this major limit or enhance future
opportunities?

THE MAJOR SELECTION PROCESS

Choosing a major begins for most students before
admission, as they search for the right fit between a col-
lege and their needs. First-year students are sent the fall
Course Book and the Summer Registration Guide. Students
are invited to enroll in one First-Year Initiative course and
one introductory course or other course appropriate for a
first-year student. FYI courses are small seminars on a
wide range of topics designed specifically for first-year
students, such as Being and Becoming Human, The
Theory and Practice of Literacy, and Climate Change and
Human History. Introductory courses are courses appro-
priate for first-year students and are often prerequisites
for the major. These include courses in every department
and program in the university. Examples are Introduction
to the Study of Religion, Computer Structure and
Operation, and General Physics Lab and Lecture I and II.

FACULTY ADVISING

Each student is assigned a faculty advisor who works
with the student during freshman and sophomore years.
WesMaps, a Web-based view of the curriculum, and the
Electronic Portfolio, a student’s personal record of courses
taken, future courses, and goals and accomplishments, are
tools for both the student and advisor to track the student’s
interests and progress. Once a student declares a major,
he or she is assigned an advisor in that department unless
the student stays in the original advisor’s department.
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MAKING A MAJOR DECISION AT
WESLEYAN

By Barbara McGinley P’05



As Vice President for Academic
Affairs Judith Brown notes,“Advising
is an extension of teaching at
Wesleyan. Freshman advisors have no
more than 10 students, although
major advisors may have more.”
Associate Provost Paula Lawson
remarks that in addition to a desig-
nated faculty advisor,“the Sophomore
Class Dean, Jenny Pyke, and faculty
from all departments”are available.

THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN A MAJOR

AND A CAREER

Judith Brown points out that “fac-
ulty can be a good source of informa-
tion about the kind of life choice a
major can bring. Students can do
many things with their major and are
not locked into a career.”

The Career Resource Center can
also help. Through the alumni data-
base, students can trace a career by
major and then network with alumni.
This is helpful to students reluctant
to declare a major for fear it will not
translate into a profession.

THE SOPHOMORE CLASS DEAN

Sophomores must explore the
options of a major and make a deci-

sion by March. Sophomore Class
Dean Jenny Pyke sends mailings to
students during the fall and refers
students to materials such as the
Student Handbook. She informs stu-
dents about department open houses
and, along with the other class
deans, has drop-in hours.

“A familiar experience,”notes
Dean Pyke,“is the ‘clueless’ student
who has been struggling with choos-
ing a major. I ask the student,‘If you
could do anything you wanted to do
what would it be?’ and an answer
comes zooming out. We then discuss
possibilities. This is reassuring to
both the student and his family.”She
promotes small gatherings in resi-
dence halls and a spring “clueless
party”where students can get infor-
mation as well as support in finding
they are not alone in their, as yet,
unsuccessful search for a major.

Dean Pyke asks families con-
cerned about their students’ difficul-
ties with choosing a major to contact
her so she can provide outreach. She
may be reached at 860/685-4860 or at
jpyke@wesleyan.edu.

OPTIONS FOR MAJORS

Students can declare a major in
one of 41 departments. Associate
Provost Lawson notes that a few
departments require certain courses
to be completed before declaration,
and a few departments require either
specific grades in those designated
courses or in all courses the student
has taken in the potential major.
However, no minimum overall GPA
is required. Students should be sure
to check the requirements for any
major they are considering.

Jonathan Swartz ’04, transferred
to Wesleyan as a sophomore. He is
majoring in computer science and
taking many film courses, a combina-
tion that allows him to indulge his
“need for technical toys”and to
express himself in a creative way. He
advises parents: “Don’t be worried if
your student doesn’t have a major. Be
worried if she or he is not actively
thinking about it or not asking ques-
tions. Encourage your student to get
involved in a related project, talk to
friends, go to other classes, and talk
to professors.”Most important, he
advises: “Be supportive.”
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MAKING A MAJOR DECISION AT WESLEYAN, continued from front page

HOMECOMING/FAMILY WEEKEND A BIG SUCCESS

More than 2,100 parents and their guests enjoyed Homecoming/Family Weekend festivities October 18–20, 2002, here
at Wesleyan.

Highlights included:
• A Conversation With Doug Bennet, attended by parents, alumni, faculty and students;
• WESeminars on topics ranging from the Crisis in Corporate America: Fallout from Enron, to Across and Down, in

which 120 guests gleaned tips on solving crossword puzzles;
• Celebration of 35 years of dance at Wesleyan;
• A Taste of Middlesex County lunch under the tent;
• Stellar performance by Ashford & Simpson to SRO crowd;
• Exciting football win over Amherst.

Parent volunteers assisted with a number of WESeminars, both as presenters and as proctors, and volunteers greeted
families under the tent.

Plans are already underway for next year’s event, scheduled for Oct. 31–Nov. 2, 2003. Mark your calendars now!
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TO GO OR NOT TO GO:
ONE PARENT’S THOUGHTS

ON A TERM ABROAD

By Christine Ridout P’04

Iimmediately felt queasy when my
son, Tim ’04, announced he wanted
to spend a semester in Spain.

Surely there are terrorists in the
Pyrenees. Will a sneaker-bomber
board Tim’s Iberia flight? Haven’t
police been breaking up terrorist cells
in Barcelona? What about Kennedy
Airport? Or the Madrid airport? Eeek!
This is my baby we’re talking about.

I considered telling him not only
that he couldn’t go, but that he was
spending the rest of his life in the
bomb shelter beneath our house. But,
of course, I came to my senses and
said,“Sure, won’t that be terrific.”After
all, my husband, Ted ’64, and I lived in
Afghanistan for two years and Ted
spent two years in Somalia—not
exactly garden spots of the universe.

So, on the theory that we have to
live our lives and that this was a per-
fectly reasonable—and, in fact, very
wonderful—thing to do, Ted and I
endorsed the experience wholeheart-
edly. We have always believed in the
importance of international experi-
ences and the understanding and

exchange of ideas that come with
them. What better time for Tim to go
overseas and see how the world sees
America? What better time to listen to
Europeans and hear their perspective
on American foreign policy and the use
of American power? What better time
for my fine American son (sorry—I’m
prejudiced) to represent this country
overseas and talk about the American
people, not our government? 

So, off he went on Iberia out of
Kennedy Airport. The next morning,
the first thing I did was check whether
any Iberia planes had been blown up.
Fortunately not. Then, after a three-
week language and cultural immersion
program, he was in Madrid at the U.
Carlos III.

And what have we all learned so
far from this broadening international
experience? It’s too soon for any
earth-shattering revelations from my
son about international affairs and
America’s role in the world, but here is
what we do know:

“Spaniards don’t go to bed as late
as I thought. I stay up way later than
they do.”Why am I not surprised?

“I’m glad you’re not coming to
Spain in the summer, Mom, because
nobody wears shorts no matter how
hot it is.”

“In traffic jams, Spaniards just sit
on their horns even if there’s
absolutely no place to go. Bedlam.”

Tim had to go shopping for a
whole new wardrobe in Madrid
because he “looked too American.”
This, mind you, after he bought a
whole new wardrobe in August so he
wouldn’t “look too American.”So,
what does he look like now?

“It’s really tough to describe to a
Spanish barber how you want your
hair cut.”Am I going to recognize this
child when he gets off the plane?

After he purchased his whole new
“non-American-looking”wardrobe,
he announced,“All the Spaniards
wear American flags on their shirts.”I
don’t get it.

“Everything here is more expensive
than I thought it would be. I went to
Toledo this weekend and spent $200.”
You what?!

“The subway system and the
trains are great.”Maybe we could
learn something.

“Spaniards love dogs but they
don’t clean up after them.”Maybe they
could learn something.

So, is it all worth it? I’m sure it is,
but I’ll let you know in the next
issue—if I still recognize him.



Parents also need to find ways to work
with the student, but in ways that sup-
port the student’s efforts to work
things out with the wider world.

Although parents have to back off
to allow their college-age children to
develop as adults, parents also need to
back-up their children occasionally.
But, it’s sometimes hard to tell when
help is really needed because students
create “fences”to regulate parental
knowledge and to modulate parental
involvement as part of developing
their independence.

When children open up to talk
about normal ups and downs (a bad
grade, an “unreasonable”coach or pro-
fessor, differences with a roommate, or
the breakup of a relationship), a “hug”
over the phone or through e-mail that
affirms the student’s feelings and is an
expression of faith that they will find a
solution may suffice. Avoid minimizing
the issue but do bring it up in the next
conversation, even though the student
may be over it.

Students also may open up to
express suffering or confusion about
major issues.Young adults need to be
able to think out loud in a safe context
and hear back that someone trusted
can understand their point of view—
even if they are talking about discard-
ing a career choice in which parents
are invested, dropping out of college, a
sexual preference that is counter to
parental expectations, or a major that
parents think will not pay off. Parents
tend to offer advice too quickly, but
college students appreciate someone
who can gently question their
thoughts and plans in a joint effort to
clarify next steps.

There are times when parents
should help their daughter or son even
if they are not invited—when there are
serious problems such as depression,
anxiety, sexual assault, eating disorders,
or substance abuse. We are not refer-
ring to normal exploration of identity
such as changes in hairstyle, music, or
friends, or even to body piercing.
Greater cause for concern arises, for
example, if you notice your child calls
home much more or much less often,
that his e-mail messages consistently

express sadness, that she seems hung
over when you call, or that he is getting
thinner or making excuses not to eat.

When you become concerned, talk to
your child to see if he will acknowledge
the problem; if you are seriously con-
cerned, go visit if possible. Focus on spe-
cific behaviors and your worries about
the consequences. Unfortunately, denial
is one of the psychological trappings of
drug and alcohol addiction, as well as
eating disorders. Don’t give up. If neces-

sary, call Wesleyan’s Office of Behavioral
Health for Students (OBHS) at 860/685-
2910 or the Dean’s Office at 860/685-
2600 to ask for assistance.

Remember—students typically sur-
vive their problems and crises, learn
from them, and go on to become
mature adults.

For more indepth articles by the
authors on this topic, please see
www.wesleyan.edu/parents/
parentline.html 
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BACKING OFF/BACKING UP continued from front page

WHAT’S HAPPENING AT WESLEYAN THIS WEEK?
For a detailed look at the current week’s activities, check out this
great site: www.wesleyan.edu/wesweekly/weekly.html

BRADLEY AIRPORT SHUTTLE SERVICE AVAILABLE
Shuttle service to and from Bradley International Airport is available
for students during anticipated heavy travel days at the beginning
and ending of all breaks. For detailed schedules, reservation infor-
mation, and costs, visit www.wesleyan.edu/parents/shuttle.html or
contact Frank Marsilli, Campus Center Coordinator, at 860/685-3559.

PARENT VOLUNTEERS NEEDED
Are you interested in making calls to parents of students newly
admitted to Wesleyan about attending Wesleyan? For more informa-
tion and to sign up, go to www.wesleyan.edu/parents/
admissioncall.html. No experience needed…just an interest in work-
ing with families about attending Wesleyan. Questions? Contact
Camille Dolansky at 860/685-3756 or cdolansky@wesleyan.edu.

REUNION & COMMENCEMENT 2003
Is your student graduating in May 2003? Sign up at
www.wesleyan.edu/rc to receive e-mail notification when the offi-
cial Reunion & Commencement 2003 Web site is up and running.
Mark your calendar for May 22–25, 2003.

STUDENT HANDBOOK AVAILABLE ONLINE
If you have questions about Wesleyan’s academic or co-curricular
activities and policies, you can review the Student Handbook online at
www.wesleyan.edu/studenthandbook.

E-MAIL ADDRESSES WANTED
If you haven’t heard from the university via e-mail, it could be that
your current address is not on file. Please add or update your
address today by sending a note to parents@wesleyan.edu, indicat-
ing your preferred e-mail address.

VOLUNTEER WEEKEND WRAP-UP
For a great summary of Volunteer Weekend activities in September,
see www.wesleyan.edu/volunteerweekend.

WESLEYAN WORLD MUSIC WEEKEND
Join us Feb. 21–23, 2003, for a weekend of performances, panels,
and tributes celebrating the legacy of World Music at Wesleyan and
the contributions of its founders, faculty, and alumni. For more
information call 860/685-2594, visit www.wesleyan.edu/music, or
e-mail music40th@wesleyan.edu.
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PARENTS WEIGH IN ON
WESLEYAN

In the spring of 2002, Wesleyan
University conducted a survey of par-
ents of undergraduate students. The
two main parts of the survey focused
on parent views of Wesleyan and on
financing a Wesleyan education.

Surveys were distributed to all par-
ents of Wesleyan undergraduates
(classes 2002 through 2005), with a
U.S. mailing address. The survey asked
parents to rate Wesleyan in several
areas, such as overall satisfaction,
quality of information received, and
satisfaction with specific aspects of
Wesleyan. Of the 3,030 households
surveyed, 54% responded, and the
results of the first section are very
encouraging. The report on finances is
not yet complete, but will be finalized
in the spring.

Overall, parents are very happy
with the education their children are
receiving; 91% are satisfied or very sat-
isfied, and 88% would definitely or
probably recommend Wesleyan to high
school seniors similar to their students.

When asked to rate the communi-
cations they received from Wesleyan,
parents gave high ratings to informa-
tion about events for parents, financ-
ing, financial aid, and academic life
and policies. They gave lower ratings
on information about what our gradu-
ates do after college, student organi-
zations, why Wesleyan costs what it
does, off-campus programs, and reli-
gious life.

Parents were given the opportunity
to write about what most pleased and
disappointed them about Wesleyan.
While comments were many and var-
ied, they indicated that parents are
very pleased with the academic repu-
tation and intellectual environment,
the teaching and academic experience,
and the faculty and staff. Statements
referring to Wesleyan’s “lively intellec-
tual atmosphere”were frequently
repeated, as were comments of satis-
faction with the “variety and depth of
courses offered”and “the degree of
flexibility and choice permitted in
forming one’s academic program.”

Areas that were more often listed
as disappointments are issues of class
access, advising, career services, and
housing and food. Several parents
articulated concerns about “difficulty
getting into classes”and the absence
of “meaningful guidance”from faculty
advisors, and desiring more of a stu-
dent-mentor relationship with faculty.

In comparing these results to those
of comparable questions in the last
parent survey conducted in 1997, we
were pleased to find that Wesleyan has
significantly improved communica-
tions in all areas. Some of the biggest
improvements have been in communi-
cation about social life and policies,
and residential life and policies.

We appreciate the valuable infor-
mation obtained through this survey,
and thank those of you who partici-
pated. As always, we welcome your
feedback.You may contact us by call-
ing 860/685-3756 or via e-mail to
parents@wesleyan.edu.

NEWS FROM
RESIDENTIAL LIFE

QUESTIONS?
Have questions about your stu-

dent’s housing? Don’t hesitate to con-
tact us at reslife@wesleyan.edu or
860/685-3550.

LOOKING FOR A FEW GOOD LEADERS…
Being a Resident Advisor, House

Manager or Head Resident are all
great ways for students to develop
strong leadership and managerial
skills, be part of a dynamic staff team,
help other Wesleyan students, and get
paid! In fact, many prospective
employers often look for candidates
with residential life experience
because they know such students
possess the skills they are looking for.
The application process will begin
early in the spring semester for fall
2003 positions. For our complete
timeline, check out our Web site at
www.wesleyan.edu/reslife.

NO SMOKING PLEASE!
In light of compelling research

findings about the effects of environ-

mental tobacco smoke, the university
established a smoking ban effective
July 1, 2002, that prohibits smoking in
residential units, except in unfur-
nished, senior houses. Secondhand
smoke, also known as environmental
tobacco smoke, is a Class A carcino-
gen and has detrimental effects on
health. Research findings have estab-
lished that environmental tobacco
smoke triggers asthma attacks and
causes lung cancer, and cardiovascular
and lung diseases.

Secondhand smoke contributes to
increased absenteeism, institutional
costs for medical care, medical insur-
ance, fire damage, and cleaning and
maintenance costs. Students who wish
to quit smoking can get assistance
from the Office of Health Services.

IMPORTANT DATES

Room Selection Process for
2003/2004
Students can access specific informa-
tion about the room selection process
through their electronic portfolio.
Students are also encouraged to
attend an information session to
learn more about the process. All stu-
dents matriculating at Wesleyan next
year must participate in the room
selection process, even if they are not
going to be on campus. Important
dates to remember are:

Wednesday, March 12, 2003:
Application deadline for off-cam-
pus housing.
Thursday, March 27, 2003:
Application deadline for Program
Housing.
Wednesday, April 23–Thursday,
May 1, 2003: Room selection for
students entering the general
room selection process.

Saturday, May 17, 2003: 
University housing closes at noon.
Only seniors and other students who
have been pre-approved by the Office
of Residential Life can remain in hous-
ing through Commencement.
Applications to remain in housing
beyond May 17 must be received by
the Office of Residential Life by May 9.
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I M P O R T A N T D A T E S

SPRING SEMESTER 2003
JANUARY

17 Fri University housing opens for all undergraduates, 
9 a.m.
On-campus Enrollment Period for undergraduates
begins, 9 a.m.

20 Mon Course registration for students returning from
leaves, study abroad, new exchange students and
readmitted students

22 Wed Classes begin
Drop/Add Period begins
On-campus Enrollment Period for undergraduates
ends, 5 p.m.

FEBRUARY

3 Mon Drop/Add Period ends, 5 p.m.

MARCH

7 Fri Last day to withdraw from 3rd quarter classes
Mid-semester recess begins at the end of class day

24 Mon Mid-semester recess ends, 8 a.m.
4th quarter classes begin

APRIL

4 Fri Senior theses due in Registrar’s Office, 4 p.m.
14 Mon Last day to withdraw from full semester & 4th

quarter classes

MAY

6 Tues Classes end
7–11 Wed–Sun Reading Period
12–16 Mon–Fri Undergraduate final exams
17 Sat University housing closes, noon
22–25 Thur–Sun Reunion & Commencement 2003
25 Sun 171st Commencement
7–16 Wed–Fri Walking Tour in Tuscany Italy 

For more information and to sign up online, visit
www.explus.com/wesleyan or call 800/685-4565

For more information about events at Wesleyan, go to www.wes-
leyan.edu/news/

PARENTLINE
WINTER2003
Wesleyan University
318 High Street
Middletown, CT 06459
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THE PARENTS COUNCIL

The Parents Council was instituted in 1994 to help parents com-
municate with the University and among themselves, and to assist
Wesleyan in providing the best education and experiences for its
students. All parents are automatically members of the Parents
Council. The council receives administrative support from the
director of parent programs, Office of University Relations.
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PARENTLINE

Christine Ridout P’04, Editor
Meg Zocco, Director, Parent Programs

Camille Dolansky, Assistant to the Director of Parent Programs

Questions, comments, or suggestions should be sent to: 
PARENTLINE, Wesleyan University, 318 High Street, 

Middletown, CT 06459 • 860/685-3756 • parents@wesleyan.edu
For more information visit: www.wesleyan.edu/parents

Cape Elizabeth, ME;
207/799-6730;
KFW@Maine.rr.com

PARENTLINE, EDITOR
Christine Ridout (Parent ’04)
Wayland, MA; 508/358-2012; 
cridout@attbi.com

PARENTS FUND
Richard Crockford (Parent ’04)
Holliston, MA; 508/429-8701;
richard.crockford2@verizon.net

SPECIAL EVENTS COMMITTEE
Merrill and Andy ’68 Stone (Parents ’05)
Pelham, NY ;
astone@800mcmahan.com

SPECIAL EVENTS COMMITTEE
Ellen and Arthur Sinkman (Parents ’05)
New Rochelle, NY

PARENTS COUNCIL COCHAIRS
Carol and Jim Blann (Parents ’04)
Hartsdale, NY; 914/723-7671; 
wif1996@earthlink.net

ADMISSION COMMITTEE
Joan Cohen (Parent ’03)
Andover, MA; 978/475-5646;
joan@imp.net

ADMISSION COMMITTEE
Jamie Schwarzfeld (Parent ’03)
Pelham, NY; 914/738-1679;
JWS42@cornell.edu

CAREER RESOURCES COMMITTEE
Susan and Lynn Rotando (Parents ’03)
Fairfield, CT; 203/259-9841;
lrotando@cmogroup.com

CAREER RESOURCES COMMITTEE
Jim and Kathy Walsh (Parents ‘03, ‘06)


