
College Experience Discussion Panel 
Written by Emily Zhang, Lillian Zhou, Kathleen Li 

 
On April 6, a college experience discussion panel was held in Gaithersburg, Maryland, 

hosted by the Asian American Studies Program, CCACC, CAPA-MC, and the Calvin J Li 
Foundation. The panel consisted of seven UMD students: Maryann, Vivian, Andrew, Julian, 
Heather, Emily, and Tim. The panelists are also all minoring in the Asian American Studies 
program at UMD. The event was well attended, and all the audience members were interested 
in what the panelists had to say. The audience consisted of students and parents that were 
eager to learn more about what it is like to be a college student. 

 
All of the panelists and the moderator, Ms. Park. 
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The Panelists 
Maryann is a senior at UMD and graduated from Northwest High School. She is majoring 

in biology and plans to study in veterinary school. Vivian, a senior, attended Wootton High 
School, is studying psychology, and plans to work as a child psychologist. 

Andrew, also a senior who attended Wootton High School, is studying pre-physical 
therapy and plans to work in that field. 

 



Julian attended Richard Montgomery High School and plans to work as a tech 
consultant. Heather is a junior who attended River Hill High School and is studying broadcast 
journalism. 

Emily is a senior who attended high school in New York City. She is studying criminology 
and plans to work as a crime analyst. 

Finally, Tim, a senior, attended Howard High School and is studying information science 
with a plan to work in the field of data analysis. 

They shared what they have learned from their college experiences as an Asian 
American. The event started with prewritten questions given by the moderator, Julie Park, and 
then transitioned into a question and answer session.  

 
Best Experiences 
The first question Ms. Park asked the panelists was what the most fun memory from 

their first semester of college was.  
The students mentioned events such as the Homecoming Terp festival and visiting the 

nearby museums in the District of Columbia. Others explained the less extravagant parts of 
college they enjoyed, such as connecting with professors, study sessions, eating ice cream with 
friends at eleven o’clock, and going to karaoke. 

 
Day in the Life of a College Student 
Next, Ms. Park asked the panelists what a day in the life of a college student is like.  
Vivian said that college comes with many more freedoms than life in high school and 

stressed that one has to balance their schedule with social and extracurriculars. Heather stated 
that “college is what you make it”, adding that is important to go out and make memories instead 
of lying in bed and sleeping. Emily agreed that having a general plan for yourself is key. Julian 
chimed in and added that college is definitely transformative as one learns about their 
self-identity and interests, especially since UMD is so close to DC and the federal government 
which provides many opportunities. 

 
Cultural Identity on Campus 
The third topic of discussion was the effect of ethnic identity on the college experience. 
Emily replied that being an Asian American not in STEM was more pressure, and a 

completely different world than being an Asian American student in a STEM field. Andrew 
added that professors of non-STEM classes tended to support Asian American students much 
less than professors of STEM classes. Heather said that it was amazing to see a “multifaceted 
ethnic group” in UMD, saying the diversity was a definite plus of her experience. 

A short note on encountering racism on campus was given, suggesting that students 
should first contact the campus police, who will take an incident report. Additionally, if there is 
any targeting, the case can be taken to the counseling center or the Office of Civil Rights and 
Misconduct. 

 

 



UMD provides many opportunities to interact with others. 
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Connection With Parents 
The fourth topic was on how college may change parental relationships.  
Julian stated that he definitely developed a mutual empathy and understanding towards 

his parents. Andrew talked about his own experience of having a rocky relationship with his 
parents in middle school and high school due to early SAT prep, though later realized how hard 
his parents worked in previous years.  

Vivian, a psychology major, gained knowledge of communication and relationships 
through her studies and hopes to incorporate emotions into family discussions. Tim talked about 
how after he made the decision to change his major, and faced deep conversations with his 
parents, he felt more emotionally connected to them. Emily felt that after being apart from her 
parents in NYC, she now treasures the phone calls they have.  

 
Advice for Prospective Students 
The panelists also discussed college must-knows.  
Maryann started off, stating she wished she had been less shy and advised students to 

talk to their teachers if they are struggling. “Lecture halls have 200+ students,” she said, “So 
speak to professors for them to know you as a person.” 

 



Tim stressed the importance of eating healthy, to avoid the infamous “freshman 15” 
(gaining 15 pounds in freshman year from unhealthy habits). He also advised people to try to 
get a good roommate. Emily talked about how taking APs in high school is highly beneficial 
because it will most likely save time and money in college. She also added, as advice for school 
in general, to always “value education over grades”. 

Julian is glad that living close to home, he knows he always has his parent’s support. 
Finally, Andrew emphasized the importance of doing research on dorms at any university before 
deciding to commit to one.  

 

 
Emily advises students to value learning over grades. 
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Next, Ms. Park asked the panelists to elaborate on how to make the most out of their 
college life.  

Vivian advised to “put yourself out there and not be afraid to talk to people”. Heather 
added that everyone should know their own limits and find their own passions. For the first two 
years, she had wanted to transfer out of UMD. It was only after she found her own niche in the 
community that she realized she could be happy at her current university.  

Julian talked about how he had always wanted to learn Japanese. At UMD, after he got 
an internship for a Japanese-American newspaper in San Francisco, California, he realized how 
many more opportunities for career choices the experience gave him. Finally, Andrew stated 
that “most jobs aren’t from your resume, they’re from knowing people”. He emphasized the 

 



importance of getting to know people and making connections. “College is more about 
improving yourself as a person than improving yourself academically.” 

 
Advice for Parents 
Finally, the floor was opened up for questions for the audience. 
The first question the panelists received was advice on what parents should never do 

while their kids are at college. After pausing a moment, Andrew replied that there were not very 
many things parents were completely banned from during college. Heather agreed, but told one 
story about a mother who went around campus showing students pictures of her son in an 
attempt to get him a girlfriend. “Don’t do that,” she finished, laughing. 

The second question for the panelists was one about how exactly parents could help 
their children while their children were attending college. Heather emphasized that forming a 
support network was extremely important, but added that it did not require much effort to show 
students that they are cared for and have someone to rely on. Emily agreed but added that 
providing food- and especially leftovers to bring back home- was always appreciated. Vivan also 
said that she wished her parents had called more and asked about her well-being, not just her 
grades or college work. 

Heather speaking about her college experiences.  
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Making the Best Out of College 
The next question posed to the panelists asked how to make the best out of college life. 

Vivian responded that it is important to put yourself out there and meet new people. Andrew 
concurred, saying that college is for getting to know people and increasing one’s network. He 
believes college is more about improving as a person than improving academically. Julian 
replied that college was for finding passions and people will gravitate towards you if they can 
see you are driven. 

Another question received by the panelists asked about how the students knew they had 
picked the right major. Vivian replied that she worked in family law, which pertained mostly to 
divorce or child-related cases, and had always wondered how experiences like those affected 
the children involved. She then dropped pre-law and started committing completely to 
psychology. Maryann said that she loved animal service and worked at a clinic during break. 
There, she asked a veterinarian coworker for advice, who advised that she major in biology. 
Heather finally stated that it was less about finding the right major, but more about finding the 
right path. 

Finally, the panelists were asked about safety in college. Andrew immediately stated that 
“there are a lot of scumbags at frat[ernity] parties”, advising that students stay with people they 
are familiar with. Emily agreed and added that “some people who don’t know their limits are 
abandoned” by acquaintances or strangers who left them behind. She recalled seeing people 
stumbling through the streets alone, which is a very dangerous position to be in. Heather 
reaffirmed the importance of knowing one’s limits and always having a buddy around which one 
can rely on. Ms. Park also added that campus police are always available at call to escort staff 
or students if needed, especially late at night. 

CAPA JRC with the event organizers, moderator, and panelists.  

 



 
During his interview, Julian discussed how to balance school studies and college life. He 

believes being organized is very helpful in doing this. Julian said, “Sectioning off time for 
everything...just setting that goal for yourself helps you realize how to be healthy and 
everything.” He recommends using Google Calendar or a planner to keep track of time. 

 
Parents and students alike found the sharing from all the UMD Asian American students 

so helpful.   Even after the event, many of the audience members stayed after to talk to the 
panelists. We surely hope that there will be more events like this with UMD students in the 
future.  

 
Note: This article is written by youth journalists from the Chinese American Parents 

Association (CAPA) Junior Reporter Club (JRC).  CAPA-JRC  is a group of middle and high 
school first-generation Chinese-American students in Montgomery County that strive to make a 
positive difference in the Chinese and Asian community through journalism. They work together 
to write Chinese and English news articles about and take photos and videos of CAPA events. 
As first-generation Chinese-Americans,they have a different perspective than the rest of the 
Chinese community on many topics, such as education.They hope to use this club as a platform 
to deliver our ideas and opinions to others in the community. 
 

 


