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At the end of August, I packed my bags and said goodbye to the University of Pennsylvania after 
having moved into my new dorm as a first-year student only a couple weeks prior. I came home to 
Medford, Massachusetts, to shocked family and friends, everyone wondering where I had gone 
wrong, including myself. 
 
I immigrated to the United States from China at the age of 6 with my mother and a much older 
brother more than a decade ago, with the primary purpose of me having access to an American 
education and job opportunities. From kindergarten through 12th grade, I buried my head in 
textbooks and homework, constantly working to be the best student I could be. My elementary and 
middle school teachers called me “exceptionally bright.” My high school teachers told my mother 
that I had a promising future. I was ranked number four in my class of more than 300 students; I 
was the president of the biggest community service program at the school; I had an amazing SAT 
score. 
 
I was the “model minority.” Here and in China, I have always been the success story that my 
mother’s friends told their children. “You should be like Jenny,” they said, “she gets good grades 
and will go to a good college and will get a good job and will make lots of money.” That is the 
Chinese definition of success. So when I was accepted on a full scholarship to the University of 
Pennsylvania last December, everyone thought that it couldn’t get any better for me.  
 
But what people saw was an illusion that couldn’t be further from reality. Many nights were 
sleepless and when I did have time to sleep, I needed medication to help with insomnia. I was not 
the only one. I saw the cloud of pressure about grades and college loom over others, particularly 
within the top students in our grade, many of whom I am close with. I believe it is that pressure 
that has driven students like me to become as academically successful as we are, but it is also a 
pressure that constantly overwhelms us. It comes from the parents, the system and within 
ourselves as well. 
 
After being accepted into university, I put on a facade and submitted to the hype and excitement 
that others felt for me. Inside, however, the coming fall filled me with a sense of dread because I 
knew deep down that I was only following the path designated to me through expectations. I was 
following the promise of fortune and success as defined by my parents. Although I wasn’t sure what 
my own path and dreams were, I knew I would never find out if I kept following somebody else’s. 
 
It seems like we have become so desensitized as a society that the depression and exhaustion that 
students face is treated as something that is completely normal. As the college application process 
becomes increasingly competitive, parents place more pressure on their children to work harder 
with the goal of getting into an elite school. 
 
I believe that this is especially prevalent in Chinese and Asian families. When I scored lower than 
expected on my first SAT exam, my family pushed me to take an intensive course to improve my 
score. Hiring tutors is very common among our family friends and in Chinese households in 
general — not just for the SATs but for homework, essay writing, college interview prepping and 
just about anything else that could help their children get ahead. Looking outside of my bubble, I 
felt a pang of jealousy seeing how lenient non-Asian families and parents were with their children’s 



education. Pressures surrounding school and college exist within every culture, but it feels like it’s 
particularly extreme in many Asian families. 
 
I never communicated the pressure and stress that I felt. Mental health was not recognized or 
discussed in my household. In fact, I’m not even sure how to say “mental health” in Chinese. I was 
conditioned to internalize these types of emotions, to deal with them alone. The problem is that 
these struggles are not dealt with. They are bottled up, and many of my Asian American friends 
have confessed the same. 
 
It took me being physically at Penn — there in the dorm, in classes and on campus — to really know 
that it was not for me. As I went through the motions of the first few days of classes and navigated 
through dining halls, recreational spaces, and even the city of Philadelphia, I couldn’t picture 
myself there for another day, let alone the next four years. With my state of mind at an all time low, 
I made the decision to leave with the help of my academic advisor at the university, who supported 
me and gave me the courage to tell my mother the truth. The three of us had a meeting where, for 
the first time in many years, my mom and I communicated how we felt. 
 
I told my mom that I wasn’t going to be happy or fulfilled at Penn, and that I needed a break from 
the pressures of academia. She told me that as an immigrant, this path that she pushed me to stay 
on was the only one that she has known, and that she only wanted the best for me. With the help of 
my advisor, my mom opened up to the possibilities outside of the Ivy League, whether it meant a 
different school, a gap year or something else. It was a hard, emotional conversation, but it 
reassured me that beneath my mom’s expectations lie love and good intentions. Knowing that I had 
my mother’s support even in her disappointment drove me to keep moving forward despite this 
setback.  
 
In the weeks that I have been at home, I have been working, volunteering, spending time with 
people I love, and doing some serious reevaluating of where I want to be and what I would like to 
do. There are no clear answers to either question yet, though I do know now where I don’t want to 
be and what I don’t want to do. More importantly, I no longer feel an extreme sense of urgency to 
have it “all figured out.” 
 
This is not to say that I have no ambition. I will be applying to university again, either for spring or 
fall of next year, but this time will be different. Though it might not be from one of my family’s first 
choice schools, I know that I will graduate in a field that I enjoy, and make my family proud 
nonetheless. I want students to know that whether you are applying to schools or feel unhappy at 
your current one, you are never stuck with only one option. And if you have no idea if college is for 
you or what career you’d like to pursue, take a break. 
 
I know I made the right decision for me. I am only 18 years old. I have enough time. 


