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This paper describes how 23 primarily upper-middle-class high school seniors
anticipated identity changes as they prepared to leave home for college. The
transition from high school to college is a period of “liminality” during which
students are structurally in between old and new statuses. We discuss how
students anticipated change, planned to affirm certain of their identities,
imagined creating new identities, and contemplated discovering unanticipated
identities. Such interpretive effort must be understood in the context of the
ambivalence they felt about leaving home and achieving independence. The
data also provoke discussion of how social class membership might be
implicated in people’s ability to control identity change as they move through
the life course.

In their important and much discussed critique of American culture, Habits of the Heart

(1984), Robert Bellah and his colleagues remark that American parents are of two minds

about the prospect of their children leaving home. The thought that their children will leave

is difficult, but perhaps more troublesome is the thought that they might not. In contrast to

many cultures, American parents place great emphasis on their children establishing inde- i
pendence at a relatively early age. Still, as Bellah's wry comment suggests, they are deeply '
ambivalent about their children leaving home. The data presented in this paper, part of a

larger project on family dynamics during the year that a child applies for admission to col-

lege, show that such ambivalence is shared by the children. Our goal here is to document

some of the social psychological complexities of achieving independence in America by

analyzing the perspectives of 23 primarily upper-middle-class high school seniors as they

moved through the college application process and contemplated leaving home.!
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The students with whom we spoke were in the process of negotiating a delicate balance
of independence and dependence, autonomy and reliance on others, distance and closeness,
change and stability. Our respondents would see it as a personal failure not to gain indepen-
dence at college, yet they expressed strong needs to maintain family connections, both for
themselves and, as they saw it, for their parents. This paper captures the complex phenom-
enology of an important identity transition by detailing how students define the meaning of
leaving home and make some of the concrete choices associated with accomplishing the
transition toward greater independence. Their perceptions and choices illustrate how anxi-
ety about leaving home requires charting a course that both maximizes independence while
creating a social safety net in the event that freshly constructed identities prove inadequate
for the new tasks in life.

As with much of social life, and consequently with much compelling sociological anal-
ysis, it is contradiction, irony, and paradox that often captures the complexity of things. In
his compelling analysis of an Appalachian coal mining community following a tragic
disaster, Kai Erikson (1976) shows that cultural beliefs are rarely unidimensional and
wholly consistent. His work examines the responses of the mining community to the disas-
ter in the context of tensions (what Erikson terms “axes of variation™) in the miners’ cul-
tural orientations. He shows, for example, that while their lives are characterized by a
strong ethos of individualism, they are in many ways deeply dependent upon the larger
community. They are independent and dependent at the same time.

In the balance of this paper, we explore the terms of the same dependence/independence
relationship among the 23 students with whom we spoke about their impending move away
from home. We describe, in turn, how students anticipate change, plan to affirm certain of
their identities, imagine creating new identities, and contemplate discovering unanticipated
identities. Although organizational clarity demands such a sequential treatment, we do not
view these as serial phases in some linear developmental process. The students’ accounts
suggest a more dialectical process that involves ongoing interpretations about identity sta-
bility and change. Our data show that, like Erikson’s miners, the students with whom we
spoke are also ambivalent about the desirability of independence and their readiness for it.

One notable exception to the paucity of sociological literature concerning the process of
transition to college is Silver’s (1996) discussion of the importance of the material objects
that college students have in their dormitory rooms. He demonstrates that, as part of the
role transition to college, students make strategic choices about the objects they leave at
home and those they bring with them. He argues that certain objects symbolically “anchor”
childhood or early adolescent identities while others serve as “markers,” as “transitional
objects,” to newly forming identities during college. Moreover, he notes (p. 7) that “regard-
less of how close incoming students felt toward their parents, they carefully considered
how much of their biographies they wanted to leave behind in the settings where they had
lived most of their lives....They did not want to feel as if they were permanently leaving
home.” Our materials are centered more fully than Silver’s on the character of the ambiv-
alence associated with leaving home and assuming new identities, but his findings accord
well with the themes of this paper. Our data also complement Silver’s by looking at how
high school students anticipate leaving home.
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The matter of anticipation is central to our discussion. Although symbolic interactionists
correctly place strong emphasis on the ways in which identities are forged contextually and
through actual processes of interaction during which selves are named (Stone 1962; Turner
1968; Zurcher 1977), moments of significant transition in people’s lives also call forth
efforts at “cognitive engineering” (Nippert-Eng 1996) during which they devote consider-
able mental attention to how they might retain or discard current identities, as well as imag-
ine future identities that they hope to assume. Cognitive engineering is an appropriate term
because the identity work largely involves internal self-dialogue as persons try to build
conceptual identity bridges that comfortably link current social worlds with ones they
expect shortly to be entering.

The transition from high school to college well illustrates Van Gennep’s (1960) notion of
“liminality.” During a rite of passage, as persons move from one social status to another,
there is typically a period of time during which they are structurally in-between old and
new statuses. Although high school students may already have begun the work of shedding
certain identities (a pre-liminal stage of separation), the students with whom we spoke
were squarely in a transitional period (the liminal stage) that precedes the full embrace of
new social positions and, thus, new identities. Once in college, they will actually incorpo-
rate new identities into their selves (the postliminal stage). Therefore, the liminal stage of
transition involves a kind of mental anticipatory socialization as students assess non-nego-
tiable identities and desired new identities. They also imagine the kinds of identities they
will discover during their four years in college.

In contrast to the analysis of moments during which identities radically and dramatically
shift (Strauss 1959 Travisano 1981), our study caught high school students at a juncture in
their lives when they were on the cusp of a major status change. The transition from high
school to college provides the upper-middle-class students we interviewed ample time to
evaluate carefully their hierarchy of identities (Stryker 1981), to assess which of their cur-
rent identities most reflected their subjectively felt “true” selves (Goffman 1959), and to
consider which disliked identities have been imposed on them (Becker 1963) and might be
discarded once in college.

In general, the period covering application to college, the eventual choice of a college to
attend, and then preparation for the actual move from home requires attention to ways in
which the multiple identities constituting one’s self might be reconfigured smoothly and
with continuity. The liminal period between high school and college provides a time for
persons in late adolescence to consider carefully just who they are and who they wish to
become. As Hewitt (1996, p. 123) notes, “the self is never merely an object in the particular
situation, but also an object linked to past and future.” Such a view of the present selfas a
product of interpretive efforts to link past and future is thoroughly consistent with G. H.
Mead’s analysis of temporality (Flaherty 1987; Katovich and Couch 1992; Mead 1929;
Maines, Sugrue, and Katovich 1983).

A Meadian view of temporality understands the present only as an abstraction whose
sense is continually constructed from both memory and anticipation. In this regard, Katov-
ich and Couch (1992, p. 44) note that “one task confronting students of social life is spec-
ifying how the interface of social pasts in relation to joint acts and anticipations of joint acts
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in the future is accomplished.” Precisely because the period of transition to college is a
developmental moment during which our respondents quite consciously try to link past,
present, and future, it is an empirically useful case for looking at the character of the inter-
pretive work required to weave past and future into the present.4

SAMPLE AND METHOD

The data that form the basis of this paper are taken from a year-long, multi-stage qualitative
research project involving college-bound high school seniors and their parents. During the
1992-93 academic year, the three authors conducted a series of lengthy (one and one-half
to three hour) in-depth interviews with the parents. Twelve pilot interviews were con-
ducted prior to the choice of our main sample of 30 families. (Of these pilot interviews,
seven were with students.) Our involvement with these families followed the calendar for
the college admissions process. From September through November, as campus visits were
being arranged, college choices narrowed down, and application forms completed, a joint
interview was done with the parents. Interviewing the mother and father at the same time
allowed us not only to record their individual attitudes, but also to witness their dialogue
with each other. Most of these interviews were conducted in the homes of our respondents.

From the following February through April, a comprehensive (one to two hour) conver-
sational interview was conducted with 23 of the college bound children, during the time
period when most high school seniors are waiting to hear the decisions of the schools to
which they have applied. Finally, in May, a shorter follow-up interview was done with at
least one of the parents to learn the outcome of the application process and their feelings
about it.

Although the data presented here are taken from the children’s interviews, the entire
study has a data base of over 90 semi-structured interviews (including pilot interviews)
conducted over a 14 month time span. Some of the families were referred by high school
guidance counselors and the remainder obtained via snowball sampling. To be eligible for
inclusion, a family had to have both parents or a parent plus a step-parent living in the
home. We obtained a mix of public and private school children, variation by family size,
and ethnic diversity. Of the 30 core families, 23 percent were minorities or part minorities
(four Asian, two African-American, and one Hispanic). Most of the families are upper-
middle-class (the range is from lower-middle to upper class).

We emphasize that our focus is on the shared aspects of a leaving-home consciousness
among upper-middle-class youngsters—both white and minority—going on to attend a
residential college. The meanings attached to leaving home for college, not only the oppor-
tunities to do so, are likely very different for young people coming from other class back-
grounds and for young people whose social statuses differ in some other way from our
sample.

It would be especially interesting to know the meanings of leaving home for poor and
working-class youth who are college bound (Levine and Nidiffer 1996). It would be valu-
able to study poor and working-class students who leave home to go to elite institutions,
with the tremendous possibilities for major social mobility that implies (Katchadourian and
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Boli 1994). As well, researchers ought to study those attending community colleges. In one
of the first studies of the culture of a “working-class” community college, Howard London
(1978) showed that the students’ primary ambivalence centered on whether they might be
betraying working-class values by attending an institution designed to foster social mobil-
ity. The issue of betraying class-related identities and values is also a significant theme in
a number of autobiographical accounts of working-class people who have attended both
four-year and community colleges (Ryan and Sackrey 1984; Tokarczyk and Fay 1993).
This literature also speaks to the continuing discomfort of those, like Stonequist’s
([1937]1961) “marginal man,” who must negotiate their commitments to two fundamen-
tally different social worlds (see also Karp 1986).

Still another group for further study would be college bound working-class minority stu-
dents. One important question would be how class and race/ethnicity intertwine at this
level. Available accounts suggest the enormous array of responses persons might make to
confrontation with new world views and behavior patterns, ranging from resistance to full
assimilation (See Berry 1995; hooks 1993; Rodriguez 1982). Of course, not all college stu-
dents leave home. It would be equally fascinating to learn the responses of those students
who do not leave home while attending college and who thereby are expected to attain a
separate sense of self, but without a geographic separation from family while they do it.

Consistent with the logic of grounded theory (Glaser and Strauss 1967), this study did
not begin with any explicit hypotheses to be tested. Instead, we began with broad sensitiz-
ing questions about the meaning of going to college and leaving home for both children and
their parents. A future paper will detail how parents think about their children’s impending
move from home. Here, the goal is 10 identify underlying patterns or commonalities in the
way students spoke about leaving home and gaining personal independence. As each tran-
scribed interview was scrutinized for themes, it quickly became apparent how central ques-
tions of identity change are in the consciousnesses of students anticipating the transition to
college. The more specific themes of affirming current identities, shedding unwanted iden-
tities, and discovering new identities, along with the ambivalence associated with achiev-
ing independence, constitute a parsimonious framework for analyzing a large volume of
the collected data.

IDENTITY AFFIRMATION, IDENTITY
RECONSTRUCTION, AND IDENTITY DISCOVERY

While the students in this study anticipated college as a time during which they would
maintain, refine, build upon, and elaborate certain of their identities, they also anticipated
negotiating some fundamental identity changes. The students saw college as the time for
discovering who they really were. They anticipated finding wholly new and permanent life
identities during the college years. In addition, they believed that going to college provides
a unique opportunity to consciously establish some new identities. Repeatedly, students
described the importance of going away to college in terms of an opportunity to discard
disliked identities while making a variety of “fresh starts.” Their words suggest that col-
lege-bound students look forward to re-creating themselves in a context far removed (often
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geographically, but always symbolically) from their family, high school, and community.
The immediately following sections attend, in turn, to how upper-middle-class high school
seniors (1) anticipate change, (2) strategize about solidifying certain identities, (3) evaluate

identities they wish to escape, and (4) imagine the kinds of identities they might discover
during college.

Anticipating Change

Studies of aging are often directed at documenting fundamental and invariant “stages™ in

the life course (see, for example, Erikson 1968; Levinson 1978; Rubin 1979; Sheehy
1992). This work often describes moments of transition which reflect the researchers’ read-
ing of aggregate trends in a body of data, but which may not be explicitly in the conscious-
nesses of the individuals studied. It is possible, in other words, that important life
transitions can be relatively opaque to the persons moving through them. How many dying
patients, for example, know that they are in one or another of Kiibler-Ross’s (1969) stages?
How many middle-aged persons are explicitly aware that they are grappling with the ten-
sion between generativity and stagnation (Erikson 1963)? As a last example, recent discus-
sions of menopause (Sheehy 1992) have been directed at “discovering” the elements of a
life stage that is presumably little understood despite its being a part of every woman’s
experience beyond age fifty or so.

In other instances, however, persons are acutely aware that they stand at a crossroads in
their life—that a change is imminent which will definitively alter the shape of their futures
and how they will define themselves. Along with such turning points as marriage, having
children, and making an occupational commitment, it is plain that leaving for college is
self-consciously understood as a dramatic moment of personal transformation. The stu-
dents with whom we spoke all saw leaving home as a critical juncture in their lives. One
measure of consensus in the way our 23 respondents interpreted the meaning of leaving
home is the similarity of their words. Students used nearly identical phrases in describing
the transition to college as the time to “move on,” to “discover who I really am,” to “start
over,” to “become an adult,” to “become independent,” to “begin a new life.” The students,
moreover, explicitly saw going to college as the “next stage” of their lives. That they were
fully prepared for a major life change is evident in comments of the following sort:

The best thing about leaving, I think, will be just the change....I want to see a change.
Like I want to see a new life for me. (White male attending a public school)

L]

I'm ready [to leave home]. I've been ready for a year. I want to go [laughs]. I think it’s
time and [ think I'd probably go stir crazy if I had to live here another year, just because
I'm ready for more independence than I'm getting here....You get to a point where you
really don’t need people following your every move and making sure that you don’t
mess up. You want to make your own decisions and I think it’s time for that. (African-
American female attending a public school)

While all the students interviewed recognized the need for chan ge and were looking for-
ward to it, their certainty about the appropriateness of moving on did not prevent them
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from feeling anxiety and ambivalence about the transition to college. Theirs is an anticipa-
tion composed of optimism, excitement, anxiety, and sometimes fear.

[I'm)] starting the rest of my life.  mean, deciding what I'm going to do and figuring out
my future. I mean, that’s one thing I'm looking forward to, but it’s also one thing I'm
not looking forward to. I have mixed feelings about that. It's exciting to figure out your
future. In another sense it’s scary to have all of the responsibility. (White male attend-

ing a public school)

Kok

Once I go to college there's a big shift....I'm supposed to be older and more mature. I
don't know [laughs]. I think it's just in my mind it's a big shift, because going to college
you're going to live away from home....And I always thought about it as being real
scary....In my mind it's always been a huge shift. (White male attending a public high

school)

These comments suggest that the prospect of leaving home generates an anticipatory
socialization process characterized by multiple and sometimes contradictory feelings and
emotions. Students long for independence, anticipate the excitement that accompanies all
fresh starts, but worry about their ability to fully meet the challenge. The range of motives
and concerns attached to the process of leaving home is nicely captured in the words of a
young man who revels in the excitement of the unknown while feeling a palpable edge of
anxiety:

There’s a kind of excitement about moving into the unknown. I"ve only been to camp
twice.> 1 loved just being in a situation where 1 don’t know anybody, to completely
make new friends, to completely redefine myself as I want to be....I went to camp the
summer of sophomore year and I defined my own life for myself. It was so completely
different. I was completely unhappy my sophomore year. It was so completely different
than my life at school. And I completely changed my life entirely. I'm now a com-
pletely different person than I was my sophomore year....I think it’s time for a change.
I think I talk a good game about independence and now it’s time to see if I can actually
do it. (White male attending a public high school)

All of the students who have thus far spoken conveyed their readiness for change. How-
ever, it would be short-sighted to view the transition to college as involving only logistical
changes, such as how clean they can keep their rooms. Such concrete changes in their life
circumstances constitute the frame for more powerful and permanent transformations of
identity. As the preceding statement suggests, students are anticipating a change literally in
who they are. They both welcome the change and are ambivalent about it. The ambivalence
associated with identity change is particularly reflected in mixed feelings about leaving old
friends and developing new ones. The ability to make friends is an important task in grow-
ing up. As Rubin states, “friends help us in the lifelong process of self-development, often
becoming something akin to what D.W. Winnicott has called ‘transitional objects’—peo-
ple who join us in the journey toward maturity, who facilitate our separation from the fam-
ily and encourage our developing individuality” (1985, p. 34).

Students are aware that going to college means changes in their friendship patterns, and,
surely, part of the excitement of college relates to the anticipation of making new friends.
For most students, however, the idea of making new friends is also filled with uncertainty.
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They are excited about new friends but worry about leaving their old friends. They know
they need to make a social life for themselves in the new campus environment but worry
that perhaps they will not. Like so many areas of their lives at this stage, there is a tension
between desiring both chan ge and stability. While they may worry about leaving their old
friends, ultimately, they know they must move on.

We're all kind of concerned of what it will do to our friendships and relationships, but
still, I mean, everybody’s excited about it.. --Everybody I know is, you know, moving
on. (Bi-racial male attending a public school)

Hokk

There's a point in your life when [your friends] are so important to you that meeting
new people [is not so important]. You know, you are sort of tired of them but that's
more important to you than meeting new people....But you realize.. that the need to
meet new people is getting greater and greater. (White female attending a public school)

Most students already have changed schools in their educational career, even if only
going from elementary to middle to high school, and thus have some experience with shift-
ing relationships. Now, however, they face a greater challenge. As largely upper-middle-
class students, they are headed toward residential colleges. The large majority will arrive
on campus knowing no one or, at most, only a handful of people. As they are about to
embark on this Jjourney, they are perfectly aware that they will be plunged into a campus
“world of strangers” (Lofland 1973). They anticipate that the first few weeks will be
socially difficult and imagine the discomfort they will feel. One expressed her concern in
the following manner:

It scares me. I mean, it's been a long time since I've had to just walk into a new place
full of strangers and walk up to someone and say, “Hi, I'm so and so. Do you want to be
my friend?” It's been a long time since I've had to use that kind of skill. I don’t know
if I still remember how to do that. (White female attending a public high school)

These seniors want new friends, but not too new. In other words, they envision meeting
new people, but not people that are roo different. They are looking for “kids like me.”
Above all, they want to feel “comfortable.” They try to imagine what it would be like to be
ata particular college as they look at books or visit a campus. One student said, “They sent
me their Freshman book, and I looked at the people and I said, ‘You know, I really don’t
know if I would fit in here,””

Affirming Who | Really Am

The one concrete and critical choijce that college-bound students must make is which
school, in fact, to attend. This decision is often an agonizing one for both students and their
parents and involves very high levels of “emotion work” (Hochschild 1983). The signifi-
cance of making the college choice and the anxiety that it occasions go well beyond ques-
tions of money, course curricula, or the physical amenities of the institutions themselves,
What makes the decision so difficult is that the students know they are choosing the context
in which their new identities will be established. They may have yet to take a sociology
course, but they viscerally understand the idea that the self is a situated object, rooted in
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social and institutional ties. The fateful issue in the minds of the students is whether people
with their identity characteristics and aspirations will be able to flourish. Consequently, it
is not surprising that the most consistent and universal pattern in our data is the effort
expended by students to find a school where “a person like me” will feel comfortable.

During our interviews, we encouraged parents and children to talk about the college
tours which often became, of necessity, the family's vacation. Parents told of being at their
wits end when their children flatly rejected a college without much investigation. In one
case, for example, a family finally reached a campus after a six-hour drive. The son stepped
out of the car, spotted a student wearing a bow tie, got back in the car and declared, “The
students here aren’t like me at all. Let’s get out of here.”

Every student’s account of the application process centered on judgments about whether
the students at various colleges were “like them.” Over and over, we heard variations on
this theme as in the comment of the student who said, “At Colby...there really were not a
lot of people [who I could] really see being friends with....1 think it was not even the way
they dressed, but sort of the way they carried themselves and the look on their faces,
whether or not they were really serious....” Such comments suggest that every student has
a self image consisting of cultural, political, and interpersonal sensibilities and styles which
they consider permanent and non-negotiable. Likewise, some students had an abiding
interest in, say, music, business, or sports that dictated attending a college with the Kind of
ambiance that would foster these particular identity pegs.

In the most global way, prospective students were searching for a place where the stu-
dents seemed friendly. On several occasions, students remarked that they were turned on or
off to a school because their “tour guide” was either really nice or not friendly enough. One
student was smitten with a particular school because of the unusual friendliness of the stu-

dents:

At some other colleges like you get a little nod or a hi or something, but usually they
steer clear. At Boston College, one guy actually came up to me and he was like talking
to me, and...I was like shocked....We were just standing there and he like came up and
he was talking to me because he recognized my [high school] jacket....And we started
up this whole conversation....I was just shocked at how nice all these people were....In
like the little cafeteria I was just standing there and theyre like, “Oh, are you lost?" [
mean the people there have been the friendliest I've seen anywhere. (White female

attending a private high school)
Another offered a variation on the people-like-me theme:

I went down to Wesleyan...to visit there. I don’t know, I just...couldn’t see myself
going there next year....Maybe it was a little bit too hippie. And everyone was wearing
like sandals and I mean, not that I don’t wear sandals. I mean it was just a different type
of look. (White male attending a public school)

In contrast to the students-like-me theme, an interesting sub-set of seniors expressed a
strong interest in diversity. These students not only wanted to meet new people, but differ-
ent kinds of new people. Students who wanted diversity were excited at the prospect of
meeting people different from themselves as a critical learning experience. It is important
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to note that it was primarily the minority students we interviewed who looked for diversity
as they contemplated colleges. An Asian student put it this way:

The more mixed the better. I think interaction with other ethnic and racial groups is very
healthy. If possible, I would not mind having, you know, like an Afro-American room-
mate. I'd love to. (Asian male attending a public school)

For some black students, matters of diversity may entail distinctive complexities. One
black girl, for example, either wanted a school with sufficient diversity to include within it
a strong black community (i.e., to have a niche with students like herself) or she wanted an
all black college (i.e., no racial diversity). She described her visit to Dartmouth:

Two of my friends and I, we call ourselves the Rainbow Tribe because one of my
friends is Russian, the other one is Asian. and I'm black. So, her father drove us to Dart-
mouth....We didn't see any Asian people: we didn’t see any black people....The kind
of people who had come to visit the school and the kind of people who were giving the
tours all looked the same, except for us. They were wearing Dockers and Oxford shirts,
penny loafers. They all looked the same. (African-American female attending a public
school)

Although this student had attended a diverse urban high school, she was nevertheless sen-
sitive to her minority status in her honors and advanced placement classes. For this reason.
a historically black college held considerable appeal:

I spent four days at Spelman....You get something at a black school that you can’t get
anywhere else which is a sense of community and the chance to be in a majority situa-
tion that you'll never have again....I liked the feeling of being in a place where every-
one was black.

Perhaps one of the positive functions of black colleges is to provide African-American
students a respite from the rigors of participation in America’s multiracial and often racist
society.

While the statements immediately above illustrate that students make careful assess-
ments about the goodness of fit between certain aspects of themselves and the character of
different colleges, a dominant theme in the interviews concerned change. Students repeat-
edly commented that, during their college years, they expected their identities to shift in
two fundamental ways. First, they anticipated discovering “who I am™ in the broadest
sense. Second, they saw college as providing a fresh start because they could discard some
of their disliked, sticky identities, often acquired as early as grade school.

Creating the Person | Want To Be

The idea that we become what others define us to be may be one of the most important
messages of social psychology (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934). A more particular variant of
that theme is elaborated in labeling theory (Becker 1963; Lemert 1951) which has been
chiefly used to understand the formation of “deviant” identities. Numerous studies (Goff-
man 1963; Rosenhan 1973; Chambliss 1983) affirm that labels applied by significant oth-
ers in our lives are profoundly influential because they fashion images of self that are
nearly impossible to slough off. Just as it becomes extremely difficult to reject deviant
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labels once they have been successfully applied to a person, the students in this study, like
all of us, are subject to definitions of themselves by family and friends which they find
unflattering or wrong. The prospect of leaving home, therefore, is extremely appealing
because it means escaping the social contexts in which certain disliked definitions of self
prevail.

Seen in terms of Erving Goffman's (1959) dramaturgical model of interaction, going to
college provides a new stage and audience, together allowing for new identity perfor-
mances. Goffman notes (1959, p. 6) that “When an individual appears before others his
actions will influence the definition of the situation which they come to have. Sometimes
the individual will act in a thoroughly calculating manner, expressing himself in a given
way solely in order to give the kind of impression to others that is likely to evoke from
them a specific response he is concerned to obtain.” To the extent that such impression-
management is most centrally dependent upon information control, leaving home provides
an unparalleled opportunity to abandon labels that have most contributed to disliked and
unshakable identities. When students speak of college as providing a fresh start, they have
in mind the possibility of fashioning new roles and identities. Going to college promises
the chance to edit, to revise, to re-write certain parts of their biographies. Listen to the sim-
ilarity in the ways these students spoke about starting over:

It's sort of like starting a new life. I'll have connections to the past, but I'm obviously
starting with a clean slate....Because no one cares how you did in your high school after
you're in college. So everyone's equal now. (White male attending a public high
school)

I think what is nice about high school is that youve been with these people for thirteen
years. [But] right now I'm ready to leave....A friend of mine wrote an article....He was
talking about how...the people he knew [in college] he was meeting for the first time.
And they didn’t remember that you wore dorky shoes in kindergarten and that you ate
paste in the corner and that...in the fourth grade you still sucked your thumb....People
in high school still see you as someone who you used to be and you've evolved. But
they still see you as the person that they used to know and they only know you partly in
the new you. They don't really just meet you for the first time....[Of course] you have
a bond with them....But I think that you need a fresh start. (White female attending a
public high school)

Perhaps the most poignant story about hoping to construct a new identity was told by an
Asian student who felt the acute pain of not having lived up to her parents’ extraordinarily
high expectations. Her uneven high school record (As and Bs in English, language, and
math; Cs, Ds, and Fs in biology and history) caused her to feel like a relative failure. For
her, going to college meant more than shedding a few unpleasant childhood labels. She
desperately wanted a “second chance” to make her parents proud of her. Her words elo-
quently express the academic pressures some students face and their hopes for redemption
in a new place. When asked if her parents were supportive, she responded with the follow-
ing statement;

You know, a lot of parents brag, brag, brag about their daughters. I have a really close
friend of mine who...has two daughters and...just all the time she brags about
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them....This [one] daughter had graduated on the top [of the high school class], number
one or two....I'm just, you know, not up there. My mom is really close to her, too, and
she has nothing to say about me [in return], you know. And I just hate it whenever she
calls my house because I just wonder what kind of information she's got about her
daughter this time, you know. I overhear it...and my mom is silent on the other end
while she is talking on and on about how great...her daughter [is]....And My mom says,
“Well, she does her best.” And when I hear it. it strikes me and [ just go back to [feel-
ing like a] failure again. And I say, “I know mom, right now is not the time [and] I know
someday I will make you proud....” Right now, for me, I just want the second
chance...make my parents proud....It’s [an Asian] thing, I guess. It's just so hard to
explain. It’s complicated. And I just want them to be [truthfully] proud of me when they
say they are. I know [ haven’t made them proud yet, and I know it’s waiting for me out
there. I'm ready to get it, you know? [ just need that second chance, that's all. (Asian
female attending a public school)

As students described their hopes about college, the theme of “fresh starts™ was almost
universally voiced. Although, as described earlier, leaving friends behind is difficult, cut-
ting such ties also provides the possibility to recreate oneself. Since adolescence is a time
during which a “good” personal image and appearance are deemed critical, it is sensible
that a chance to start over is extremely appealing. Leaving home, friends, and community
offers students the possibility to jettison identities which are the product of others’ consis-
tent definitions of them over many years. Going to college provides a unique opportunity to
display new identities consistent with the person they wish to become.

The data presented thus far are meant to convey the symbolic weightiness of the transi-
tion from high school to college. Every student with whom we spoke saw leaving home as
a critical biographical moment. They see it as a definitive life stage when their capacity for
independence will be fully tested for the first time. Some have had a taste of independence
at summer camps and the like, but the transition to college is viewed as the “real thing.”
Their words, we have been suggesting, indicate that they see strong connections among
leaving home, gaining independence, achieving adult status, and transforming their identi-
ties. Students carefully attempt to pick a college where they will fit in, thus indicating the
importance of retaining and consolidating certain parts of their identities (see Shreier
1991). In addition, they believe that they will discover, in a holistic sense, who they
“really” are during the college years.

Discovering the Person | Was Meant to Be

In their by now classic work, The Social Construction of Reality (1967), Peter Berger
and Thomas Luckmann observe that the phenomenon of large numbers of persons suffer-
ing from “identity crises” is distinctly a product of the “modern” world. In pre-industrial,
agrarian societies any anxiety occasioned by identity questions was quickly siphoned off, if
you will, by the importance accorded ascribed status characteristics. Berger and Luckmann
(1967, p. 164) note that “In societies with very simple division of labor...identities...are
socially predefined and profiled to a high degree.... Put simply, everyone pretty much is
What he is supposed to be....A knight is a knight and a peasant is a peasant, to others as
well as to themselves....The question, "Who am I?" is unlikely to arise in consciousness,
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since the socially predefined answer is massively real subjectively and consistently con-
firmed in all significant social interaction.” Such simplicity hardly characterizes contem-
porary American society.

By the time they have reached their senior year in high school, most college-bound stu-
dents must begin to confront, even if in a wholly preliminary way, questions concerning
identity. The choice of a college is nearly always the most significant decision these stu-
dents have had to make. It is a choice, moreover, that presumes at least some consideration
of the questions “Who am I and what do I want to do with my life?”” Not incidentally, appli-
cation essays often ask some variant of these questions. This is important to note because
such essays represent the institutional perspective of colleges themselves and thus contrib-
ute heavily to the expectation that the college years ought to be a time of substantial per-
sonal change. Application essays often simultaneously acknowledge students’ anticipation
of identity change and feed into that anticipation.

A few of the students in our sample had already decided their occupational destinies and
were choosing colleges and programs on that basis. However, most of these high school
students share an abiding belief that college will be the time for learning who they “really”
are and ought to become. Students repeatedly told us that part of the excitement of their
college years would be the discovery of who they really are. That students have high
expectations about “finding themselves” in college is clear in comments like these:

I was a little put off because of the bizarre nature of the [essay] question [for one col-
lege]. One of them was like “Who are you?" You know, that's part of the reason why
I'm going to college 'cause I don't know who [ am....The “Who am I [question]” really
turned me off, especially at this age in my life. I have no idea who I am. Well, I have an
idea, but I'm going to college to answer that question. (White male attending a public

high school)

I think that college is not only an important extension of the learning process...but
you're separated [from your family] and you're on your own and you're independent.
I'm looking forward to that and I think it’s important....You know, just meeting differ-
ent people, learning how to get along with those people, learning how to interact with
them and, you know, discovering yourself a little bit more deeply. (White male attend-
ing a public high school)

Certainly, part of what makes the transition to college an emotionally charged process is
the students’ expectation that their four years of education will deeply influence the course
of their whole lives in ways that they will not fully anticipate. They also recognized that
their departure from home might significantly change the character of their bond with fam-
ily members. They saw leaving home as a fundamental turning point in their relationship
with parents and siblings. Moreover, many wondered how their absence might affect the
relationships of parents and children still at home. In some cases, the students we inter-
viewed worried about how their leaving might influence their parents’ marriage. In the
next section, we describe how the students talked about their changing connection with

their families and the ambivalence it creates.
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WILL THEY MISS ME?

The students in our sample are emerging from high school brimming with enthusiasm. The
imperative to strike out on their own is plain in their comments. However, for high school
seniors contemplating the move to college, the idea of becoming more independent also
poses immediate and practical problems. Arriving on campus, they will inevitably be chal-
lenged to function, to survive, in the absence of parental oversight, advice, and support.
The tension between leaving home and maintaining ties with those at home is expressed in
the way students think about geography, about how far from home they will go. Many want
to be “away,” but not too far away. Several mentioned a *“two and one-half hour rule”; they
would not want to be more than a 150 minute car ride from home.® As one senior put it, “I
definitely want to stay close enough to home that I can send the laundry, but pretty far
enough so that I can be independent.”

The family is a social system in which roles are interconnected and interdependent.
When a child goes off to college, the system is disturbed and the family will try to adapt to
the new circumstances. College bound seniors worry about this process of adaptation. They
speculate that their remaining siblings will miss them, or will be left to face the unremitting
attentiveness and concern of parents. They also wonder about prospective changes in their
parents” marital relationship. In particular, they are concerned for their mothers, whom
they identify as being more invested than their fathers in keeping the family system status
quo ante. Finally, and most significantly, these late adolescents manifest insecurity about
their place in the family, especially now that they are leaving. Several of them remarked
ruefully, “I should hope they feel some grief [laughter]!” I think they’]l be lonelier. I hope
they will.” “They’ll miss me, I hope....I hope they feel my presence being gone....They
don't have to be, like, mourning my departure, but just a little bit would be nice.” It’s not
that they actually want their parents and siblings to suffer, but missing them would be proof
positive that their membership in the family was valued, and that their future place in the
family system is assured, in spite of their changing addresses. This insecurity extends to
speculation regarding parents’ visits to campus and students’ future visits home while they
are in college.

Parents’ visits are imagined as a “double edged sword” (Frank, Pirsch, and Wright
1990). Most students value their privacy and are inclined to see parental visits as intrusive,
although the visits do, of course, provide evidence that the student is missed and appreci-
ated. Some speculated about how often they would see their parents when they were away:

If T go to Harvard, I'm afraid that they’re going to show up at my dorm every other
night....That's what I don’t want to happen. And, I'm sure we're going to have to talk
to them about, “Let’s set guidelines for how much....” I think probably the first two
months I don’t want to see them. To sort of break away, you know? (White male attend-
ing a public high school)

These projections are voiced by young people, sometimes with amusement, sometimes
Wwith dread. Perhaps they will be the subject of intense negotiation once the new freshmen
Matriculate.
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Less subject to students’ control are patterns of life at home during their absence. Stu-
dents make predictions concerning variations in household routine, and the following
respondent worried about potentially serious disruptions in her parents’ marriage:

I think [my parents] are scared shitless....I think they’re scared for me because I'm
going to be out there by myself...and I think they’re worried about themselves because
there aren’t going to be any kids around any more to take care of, and they're going to
have to get to know who they are personally again, and who each other are, because
their life for years has been taking care of the kids....A lot of the things that they used
to do and used to enjoy, they've forgotten....It makes me uptight just a little. I worry
that they won't be able to handle it, or that they'll find out that they're very different
people and that they’re not happy with each other. (White female attending a public

high school)

When asked to imagine life at home when they are away, the high school seniors in our
sample began to compare their parents’ reactions. Most of them seem to know their fathers
less well as personalities, perhaps because they have been more absent, physically or emo-
tionally, over the years. Mothers are typically seen as more knowable and predictable, and
a substantial number of students are worried about them:

Yeah, I am ready to leave home. Yeah...[but] my Mom isn't [ready for me to leave].
And I haven't heard anything about it from my Dad....I think he is very preoccupied
with his business and stuff....My Mom...doesn’t want me to leave....Yeah, my Mom is
definitely not ready to have her little one leave. (White female attending a private high

school)

EE XS

I think it will be really hard for my Dad, but he’ll sort of silently handle it. I think it will
really knock down my Mom because we spend a lot of time together. I'm trying to get
her to finish her grad school degree because I think that...will take her mind off
it....She'll be one of those people who do five million things because their kid went
away. (White female attending a public high school)

In many of our conversations, it appeared that the worst thing about going away to col-
lege was that the young people would no longer be able to participate in many aspects of
family life. However, perhaps no issue symbolizes the worry associated with leaving home
as powerfully as pending decisions over space in the household. How quickly one’s bed-
room is claimed by other members of the family is, for many of these students, a commen-
tary on the fragility of their position. Although Silver (1996) points out that both the home
room and college dorm room are used to symbolically affirm family relations, our conver-
sations with students were more focused on the meanings they attached to their bedrooms
at home. One senior said, “They always joke around and they say, 'Oh, we’re going to
make your room into a den.””” Another young woman said, “When I come back home...it
will still be my bed, but it won’t really be my bed.” Common sentiments about the recog-
nition of household space are powerfully summarized by the student who made the follow-

ing statement:

[My room] it’s an awful big issue...a confrontation. They want to turn it into a guest
room, and it’s the only room I have, and I want it to be my room when I come home
from college, so that I can have something to come home to, you know? I mean, it’s the
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room I spent most of my life in!...I don’t even want people to stay in it. Don’t want any-
one to sleep in my bed....When it comes to my room, I don’t want a blessed soul inside
of it unless it’s okayed by me!...I've created a room that I feel comfortable in, and a
room that symbolizes home for me, and if that was changed it would be very difficult,
because then it wouldn’t feel like I was coming home as much. (White male attending
a public high school)

Some of the seniors are beginning to understand that the nature of relations with their
parents will be altered forever. They will have much more discretion concerning what to
reveal about themselves, and therefore much more control over the impression they choose
to give their parents. As one young woman put it, “I will experience a lot of things without
them there, so that they won’t know that they’ ve happened...[unless] I tell them or if they
can see a difference in me.” Others expressed shared anxieties about personal transforma-
tions and the consequent stability of their place in the family constellation. One young
woman empathized with a friend’s concerns;

When I come home from college, what if I am different and my parents don’t like me
[giggle]. you know, any more?...Or, what if...after living away from them, I've
changed my personality and my views...so they don’t appreciate me? But, [ don’t think
that would really happen....I might not be the same person, but I think my parents at
least will be willing to accept that [giggle], and the changes they would probably think
are for better anyway, 'cause...I think you should change a little after high school.
(White female attending a private high school)

What are we to make of these worries, speculations, and musings? College-bound young
adults genuinely want to remain attached to their families, even as they are yearning for
true independence. Getting into college is understood as a point of departure which has the
potential to alter fundamentally their relationship with their family. However, in spite of
their worries, most students see the transition to college as a good thing—a positive trans-
formation with life-long consequences. They cannot predict precisely how their relations
with parents and siblings will change, but they know for sure that they have initiated a pro-
cess that will alter the character of these primary relationships. Such knowledge is plainly
implicated in the calculus of ambivalence they feel about leaving home:

My mother’s going to try to hold onto us as much as possible....We're positive about
it....We know for a fact...she’s an emotional person....She’s got a major empty-nest
syndrome, and we’re her babies. And, we're trying to let her know that we’re not her
babies, and it’s hard....She cries all the time...and she tells me she’s sacrificed her life
for us. It's a very deep thing to say. I say, “Thanks, Mom.” What do you want me to
say? It's very awkward. I mean, I didn’t ask her to sacrifice her life for me! (White male
attending a public high school)

*ok

It's like, if you want to be treated like an adult, you have to act like an adult. If you want
to be treated like a child, act like a child. If you want to be treated like an adult the rest
of your life, you’ve got to start sometime. (White male attending a public high school)

“You’ve got to start sometime.” That, of course, is exactly what they are doing as they

embark on their great adventure of self-discovery, into college first and hopefully, thereby,
toward full adulthood.
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DISCUSSION

The data in this paper affirm the significance of the transition to a residential college as a
critical, albeit understudied, point in the lives of upper-middle-class adolescents undergo-
ing that process. The students’ words convey the strong consensus among them that they
are “ripe” for change. They see college attendance as truly a new and qualitatively distinc-
tive phase of their lives. The magnitude of the change, in both the concrete circumstances
of their lives and in their self-conceptions, makes understandable the extent of ambivalence
and uncertainty students feel about leaving home. They know they want to become inde-
pendent, but anticipate the college years, especially the freshman year, as a test of their
ability to achieve their identity goals. Thus, it is not surprising that students adopt concrete
strategies to maximize the likelihood of success at the developmental tasks they face while
maintaining a family safety net in the event that they are not yet prepared for the emotional
and practical challenges of independent, adult living. The way students think about chang-
ing friendship patterns, meeting new academic challenges, mastering the routines of daily
life on their own, and maintaining family connections reveals the contours of the college
transition and the identity complexities associated with it.

Identity and independence concerns were shared by the upper-middle-class white and
minority students in our study. However, the upper-middle-class minority students had
concerns beyond those they shared with white students. African-American students, for
example, sometimes contend with an additional set of questions regarding whether to
attend historically black colleges versus predominantly white colleges (Willie 1995;
McDonough, Antonio, and Trent 1995). And Asian students often contend with what they
perceive to be exceptionally high achievement standards set for them by their parents.

We suspect that gaining independence from one’s family of origin may carry different
meanings for college-bound students depending on multiple factors, an important one
being social class. Each socioeconomic level—from the wealthy to the poor—may present
students with particular circumstances that make it easier or harder for them to gain inde-
pendence from their family of origin. Furthermore, at each class level additional factors—
such as race and ethnicity, immigrant or native-born status, and family structure (one or
two parents)—may intersect with class to influence students’ experience of leaving home.
How multiple factors such as class and ethnicity affect other aspects of leaving home (for
example, residential independence in non-family settings) is well documented (Gold-
schneider and Goldschneider 1993). Further research should explore the range of contin-
gencies associated with college students leaving home in America. Such a research agenda
would reveal both the regularities in the life courses of college-bound adolescents and the
diversity of responses to this important developmental transition.

Aside from addressing the substantively distinctive features of the college application
and choice process, the data presented earlier provoke reflection about the structural con-
tingencies associated with identity transitions of all sorts. In particular, the logic of the
“constant comparative method” (Glaser and Strauss 1967) requires consideration of how
the process of transition to college compares to a range of other transitions. Immediately,
the college transition process attests to the continuing value of Glaser and Strauss’s (1968)
distinction between regularized and non-scheduled status passages. Unexpected and rapid
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status transitions such as a job loss (Leventman 1981), sudden illness (Glaser and Strauss
1968), a spouse’s unexpected exit from a marriage (Vaughan 1986), or the sudden death of
a family member (Lopata 1973) allow no period of thoughtful preparation for identity
change. They are intrinsically chaotic because they do not provide the possibility of a lim-
inal stage during which alternative identity responses to a status change might be enter-
tained.

The extent to which status passages are regularized, predictable, and extend over a sub-
stantial time period significantly influences how easily people can plan for and control both
the discarding of current identities and the cultivation of new ones. This sociological obser-
vation dovetails with a growing body of literature on the fate of selves and identities in an
emerging postmodern world. In his book of the same title, Kenneth Gergen (1991) refers to
the sarurated self. With this term, he means to convey that the pace of communications and
life itself has virtually overtaken us and that, as a result, our selves are “under siege.” Our
identities are so fragmented in the postmodern world that they have become incoherent.
Under the condition of postmodernity, the very concept of the self becomes uncertain and
“the fully saturated self becomes no self at all” (Gergen 1991, p. 7). Gergen comments that
“Under postmodern conditions, persons exist in a state of continuous construction and
reconstruction; it is a world where anything goes that can be negotiated. Each reality of self
gives way to reflexive questioning, irony. and ultimately the playful probing of yet another
reality”™ (1991, p. 7).

Many postmodern theorists maintain that the construction and maintenance of an inte-
grated self becomes deeply problematic because the social structures necessary to anchor
the self have themselves become unstable and ephemeral. The period of late modernity is
defined by increasingly short-lived and superficial relationships, geographical mobility
that diminishes our commitment to place, and mass media that confront us with multiple
and contradictory points of view on nearly everything. In such a world, all values become
radically relativized. Contemporary American society, the argument goes, gives us very lit-
tle to grab onto and to believe in. Whatever values, rituals, or beliefs that do exist provide
only temporary comfort since their validity is constantly open to question and their longev-
ity is unlikely.

The collapse of reliable structures for ordering both social and personal meaning creates,
some theorists say, an “ontological insecurity” (Giddens 1991) that makes all of us increas-
ingly vulnerable to a range of emotional disorders. The cultural critic, Todd Gitlin ( 1989),
describes the postmodern consciousness as blank, pessimistic, affectless, and cynical.
Stephen Pfohl (1992) characterizes American society as a “panic scene” and Anthony Gid-
dens (1991, p. 9) writes that “personal meaninglessness—the feeling that life has nothing
worthwhile to offer—becomes a fundamental psychic problem in circumstances of late
modernity.”

Such dire descriptions seem to us at least slightly hyperbolic and do not accord well with
the general interactionist view that presumes a mutable, highly adaptive self (Zurcher
1977). When individuals find their lives becoming too impersonal and rational, they will
inject into them some sentiment, some passion. When social life becomes too routinized,
people will collectively find ways to experience novelty. And, when they find their lives
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becoming too unpredictable, they will find ways to introduce ritual and routine into their
daily activity. Still, we cannot discount the possibility that, for increasing numbers of
Americans, a sense of personal dislocation arises from a decrease in the number of coher-
ent, predictable, and ritualized status passages built into the fabric of identity and culture.
If it is true that establishing coherent identities is attached to the nature of status passages,
then an additionally valuable question asks whether some segments of the society are more
affected by the pace and predictability of status passages.

We might argue, for example, that different categories of people have greater or lesser
control over the production of their identities. Surely a critical dimension of power and per-
sonal autonomy turns on the extent to which we shape our identities rather than having
them imposed upon us. As with other dimensions of power, identity autonomy runs along
class lines. Our hunch is that an inverse relationship exists between social class position
and the frequency with which individuals must cope with non-standardized status transi-
tions that do not allow a stage of liminality and thus a measure of control over identities
discarded and identities successfully claimed. For example, the upper-middle-class mem-
bership of the respondents in this study “bought” them the capacity to plan a major life pas-
sage: the one into college. Their control over the transition to college is especially critical
because college attendance provides an infrastructure that maximizes the likelihood of
autonomy in making a range of later life choices (e.g., occupational choice, marriage deci-
sions, family planning, and retirement planning).

While we maintain that one of the major privileges of being at the upper end of the class
structure is a greater measure of identity control as persons move through the life course,
we must also acknowledge that this privilege has been eroding. The world of work pro-
vides an obvious example. The disastrous consequences of underemployment and jobless-
ness for those at the bottom of the American class structure is an old story (Wilson 1987).
The poor in America have always lived with occupational instability and its fallout. In con-
trast, middle-class workers have historically been immune from occupational insecurity.
Indeed, achieving the American Dream of middle-class life has, for much of the twentieth
century, been synonymous with tremendous occupational stability. In decades past, mid-
dle- to upper-middle-class workers in large organizations could count on being taken care
of from “womb to tomb” (a phrase that implies incredibly predictable status passages). No
more. Instead of the strong bond of commitment and loyalty that organizations and middle-
class workers previously felt toward each other, the new economic rules of corporate life
emphasize efficiency, whatever the human cost (Newman 1988). Knowing that they could
be here today, but gone tomorrow, middle-class workers are constantly in “fear of falling”
(Ehrenreich 1989).

Examples from spheres of life other than work could have been used to illustrate the
increasing tenuousness of social structures in the contemporary age. The critical point is
that ever increasing uncertainty in a range of social structural areas is accompanied by a
foreshortening and increased unpredictability of status passage rituals. Significant change
in the nature of status passage rituals are both caused by and are a barometer of changing
social structures. In this regard, social rituals constitute an important feature of the meso-
structure of society (Maines 1979). They are concrete mechanisms through which social
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structures shape our identities and, thereby, our inner lives. Thus, analysis of the changing
character of traditional status passages, with particular attention to variations in the ways

different populations experience them, is a conceptually important space for understanding

just how social structures exert influence over processes of identity transformation.

[ 3]

NOTES

We used father’s occupation as a proxy for social class. We characterized our sample as predom-
inantly upper-middle class. A sampling of the types of fathers’ occupations that warrant this
description includes: physician, lawyer, professor, administrator, and architect. A few occupa-
tions were either higher or lower in status.

Either because we could not reach them or because they declined to be interviewed, we did not
speak to eight of the 31 students originally included in our sample. The number is 31 because one
of the 30 families had twins.

One student, who declined to be interviewed, did not complete the college application process
during his senior year in high school. He was the only student in our sample who did not antici-
pate attending college in the year following high school graduation.

There is another reason why the process of leaving home for college is a strategically useful case
for examining both maintenance and change of self-concept. Stefan Hormuth (1984, 1990)
argues that social psychologists wishing to understand changes in self-concept should not restrict
their empirical investigations to circumstances that force people to change. In addition, he main-
tains, they should study situations where individuals purposely, willingly, and self-consciously
“initiate the search for a new self concept™ (1984, p. 111). It certainly makes sense that self-con-
cept change in reaction to external threats to internal stability are of a different order than
changes initiated by an individual. Much of his own work adopts “relocation” from one social
context to another as a paradigm for considering self-concept changes. It is interesting to note
that among the several studies Hormuth has conducted on how self-concept is affected by self-
initiated relocations is one that focuses on leaving college.

A reviewer wondered about the effect of being away from home prior to leaving for college and
suggested that perhaps boarding school students have already gone through the identity process
described here. Our numbers are small, but there are cases in our sample that suggest that stu-
dents who have functioned successfully away from home before (e.g., at boarding school, camp,
or during a summer international service project) still may grapple with the identity process
described in this paper.

Distance from home was an important factor for many students. Therefore, one might ask if how
students negotiate their selective identity reconstruction hinges on how far away from home they
choose to go. All 23 students were headed to four-year residential colleges. Of the 22 for whom
we know the outcome, 27% went to college close to home (under 1 1/4-hour drive), 36% went a
relatively easy visiting distance (between 2 and 4-hour drive), and 36% went a considerable dis-
tance (requiring a 4-hour drive or perhaps suggesting the possibility of an airplane trip to visit).
The expected selective reorganization of the self was remarkably the same for all three groups in
most ways. Almost all the students anticipated change, wanted to maintain specific parts of their
self-identity, and imagined a future self, no matter what geographic distance they were going.
The groups did differ, however, on whether students hoped to jettison certain unwanted identi-
ties. Students who wanted to discard some disliked aspect of themselves were most apt to select
colleges between two and four hours away and none enrolled in a college within a 1 1/4 hour
drive from home. Escaping an unwanted identity presumably would be more difficult for these
students if they remained in close proximity to their existing social networks.
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