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Teens, anxiety 

.and gap years 


By ICatheriIle stievater - ave you notIced the · 
steady stream of Harticles lately about 

teen anxiety? Time Maga
zine' The New York Times, 
The Economist and other 
publications have written 
about the growing preva
1ence of teen anxiety and 
depression, citing a number 
of studies and statistics. 
UCLA's annual Fresh
man Survey, for example, 
reported a record -high 
number of first year col
lege students, 11.9 percent, 
feeling "frequently" 
depressed in the last year . 
The study's author summed 
up: ·UStudents began college 
in 2016 with more complex 
mental health concerns 
than their peers from the 
previous three decades." 

Experts differ as to what 
is happening with today's 
teenagers to increase their 
feelings of anxiety and 
depression. There is plenty 
of pressure from an early 
age to compete in sports, 
music. and academics, and 
add hours of extracurricu
lars and volunteer work to 
round out college applica
lions. Some believe smart
phones and social media 
are the primary culprits. 
others suggest that today's 
kid~ are not being prepared 
for Ureal life." According 
to Dr. Jeffrey Smith, writ
ing recently in Psychol
ogy Today, "The problem 
is that young people are 
taught to seek the perfect 
situation and not nearly 
enough to accept and 
adapt ... Today's teens and 
young adults learn that 
life should be incredibly 
easy and brini.amazhlg 
succe8$ with no stress. " 

The good news is that 
there is increasing aware
ness among parent~and 
~ducators of this situation 

- -: .~-<l.lltlagrDwingl}~ ."
of approaches available 
to help teens learn how 
to adapt and become less ' 
despondent when things 
don't "go their way." Gap 
years offer one such oppor
tunity for teens to increase 
their self-awareness, 
resilience and confidence 

. before they head off to the 
rigors and Wlknowns of 
college. Gap years, which 
have been part of the edu
cational experience for 
European students for 
decades, are finally start
ing to catch on in the U.S. 

Gap years allow graduat
ing high sch901stUdents 
to step off the traditional 
path, and take part in 
"real wdrld learning" 
through work, service and 
travel beforeb~ginning 
college. As data on gap 
years begins to emerge, 
the benefits appear real. 
With an additional year 
of maturity, experience 
and skill building, stu
dents arrive on campus 
more inspired, engaged 
and globally aware. 

They stay for freshman 
year at a higher rate, and 
graduate on time more 
often than their peers. 

While people often think 
that gap years are.expen
sive and a better fit for kids . 
from private schools, this 
is one ofthe many mis- . 
conceptions surrounding 
gap years. In fact, at least 
7 percent of Belmont High 
School's Class of 2016 took. 
a gap year; this is right in 
line with an elit~ boarding 
school such as Hotchkiss, 
which promotes gap years 

to its students and had 
8 percent ofits 2014-17 
graduates take gap ye~s. 

Now is a great time to 
check iIi. with your stu 
dents, as they are submit
ting the last of their college 
applications. Gap years 
usually involve deferring 
a college acceptance. lis 
ten to how your student 
talks about their inter
ests and goals for college. 
Are they expressing any 
doubt about heading right 
off to another four years 
of school? Do they seem 
burned out and unsure 
about their direction? Are 
they outright saying they 
want to "take time off"? 

It is easy during the 
busy holidays to move 
fast and forget to listen, 
especially to our own kids. 
That would be a mistake 
for obvious reasons, but 
it also risks missing the 
opportunity to help them 

~-.detour tQ aperiod Qfreju~ 
venation and experiential 
learning. And ifyour high 

\ schooler is seeming extra 

anxious these days, a Gap 

year may be just the thing 

to start them on a path to 

better mental health. 


Learn more at a gap year 
presentation and panel 
discussion at Belmont 
High School on Jan. n. 
For information: http:// 
gapyearsolutions.com. 

Katherine Stievater founded 
Gap Year Solutions to 
increase awareness ofgap 
years, and to help stu
dents design experiences
fur their uniquesituatWtt 

http:gapyearsolutions.com



