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the student migration 

I 've been a col lege professor nearly 3 0  years. 

To me. the begtnntng of the academic year 

means stepptng tnto a stuffy office whose wtn

dows have been shut since May. I say hello to a 

blank computer screen, change the phone mes

sage and ft l l  my desk drawer wtth nee cakes and 

ea bags. Then t 's on to meet the ftrst class. 

But unttl my son went off to col lege tn  Mas

sachusetts. I hadn't a clue what ordeal those 

bleary-eyed . sweaty young freshmen have JUSt 

been through. The fact of thetr presence at one 

o'clock tn  LoveJOY 207 was JUSt part of the cal

endar's mexorable forward motton. Now I know

hese are someone else's chtldren. and they've 

come o me by way of a complex mtgratory n ual. 

Because now I ,  oo. have found myself tn  a 

s ream o cottege-bound ra tC on Route 495, 
paren s n he ron sea . chtld s rapped tn  back 

surrounded by worldly goods. · 's pla tn  o see, 

wt rear tndows sporttng college decals, that 

we're a genera ton o paren s haul ng our ch -

dren o o he emp dormt ones, curta tnless 

64 y . 
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windows and bare bookshelves of their new life. 

We're a l l  stuffed to the tai lgate with p i l lows, com

puters, t runks, plants and winter coats. And we're 

packed to the brink of our l ips, the edge of our 

eyelashes, with su ppressed sighs and tears. 

We ease groaning vehicles through the narrow 

la nes of various campuses and park every which 

way on green lawns. We cl imb too many stairs, 

with heavy loads no one beyond the age of 

18 should ever attempt. We exchange smiles 

with other perspi ring parents, marveling at the 

forces that brought us to this surreal frenzy. We'd 

thought the first day of the yellow school bus was 

bad .  The clock ticked too slowly as we waited for 

the bus to disgorge our c h i ld only slightly marred 

by a new worl d .  But, our conspiratorial glances 

seem to say, this a in 't no yellow school bus. 

College presidents, sta n d i ng on the pod i u m  in 

hundreds of chapels just l ike the one where we 

j ust sat d utifully in rows, assure us our young 

adults will return home safe and sound , but 

utterly changed. We wonder why we've agreed 

without protest to part with our l ife savings and 

our chi ldren. 

Back in the dorm, the corridors resound with 

the murmur of mothers making beds and can-do 

dads with ham mer and tape measure. A sub

m igration to the local mal l  ensues. There, the 

a isles are crammed with anxious parents gripping 

a list, grum py students sizing each other up,  a l l  in 

search of rugs, curta i n  rod, lamp, extension cord, 

ptcture hooks, ha ngers, detergent. 

I ' m  as stunned as the rest of the parents 

even though I saw tt com t ng better tha n most. I 

bega n teachtng at Colby when Noah was 3. He 

could barely c l tmb the stairs to M i l ler Library and 

couldn't reach the d ri nking founta in .  At  10, he 

navtgated my office com puter better than I cou l d .  

B y  16,  he could pass for a freshman a s  he waited 

for me tn the l tbrary. 

I 'd spent years glanctng wtth curiosity at pro

specttve parents ltstentng to thetr tour gutde 

explatn the Blue Ltght. I found thetr awkward 

tnsecunty somewhat a m ustng. We professors 

forget. or never realtze, that the fresh crop of 

young faces we meet every year ts del tvered to 

us by parents. Stnce our students never pass 

he age of 2 1 .  we are eternally 35, and nothtng 

ltke those ttred-looktng parents. We may nottce 

our own graytng hatr tn  the restroom mtrror, but 

attribute it  to the f luorescent lights. Clearly it's the 

weight of our b riefcase that makes the stairs so 

strenuous. The desire to nap mid-afternoon is, 

of cou rse, due to eye stra in  from the com puter 

screen .  Our own kids, whose faces we see at 

the kitchen ta ble,  have nothing in  common with 

these large, semi-adult creatu res who show up at 

office hours.  

But sudden ly, we've joined the c luster of par

ents trudging around on cam pus tours. We're 

asking s i l ly  questions. We're coaching the a ppli

cation process. We're awaiting the news. We're 

marking our c h i l d 's name on a stack of new 

socks. We're packing the car. And now here we 

a re, meeting the roommate's parents. Final ly o u r  

d e n i a l  is broken. We're a s  midd le-aged a s  they 

are, and just as pathetic. We kiss our chi ldren 

goodbye in their half-u n packed rooms. H a u l i ng 

nothing but grief and relief, a t ra i l  of em pty 

cars returns the exhausted parental generation to 

altered l ives. 

I will wa l k ,  cool and professiona l ,  into the 

classroom on Day One as usua l ,  to greet my 

newly nested, outfitted and shampooed fresh

men . I represent the next step on their jou rney 

away from home. I'm the pcofessor, no one's 

mom . I struggle to swa l low past a l u m p  in  the 

throat. Let it remind me to treat them with tender 

care, so we parents can stop moping and get on 

with the rest of our l ife. 

Associate Professor of English Linda Tatelbaum 
is the author of Carrying Water As a Way of 

Life: A Homesteader's History and Writer on the 

Rocks-Moving the I m possi ble. Her son gradu
ated from Amherst College, Class of 2001. 
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