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Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Welcome to The GEAR UP Maine Podcast.  In this episode, we will be interviewing Will West, a Deering High School graduate and a senior at the University of Maine in Orono.

The interview will cover a variety of college topics, including the following: the biggest challenges facing low-income students today, the most surprising things about college, and the ways that college changes your perspective.

How do you feel that GEAR UP prepared you for college?

Mr. Will West:  I think GEAR UP in middle school kind of gave me a direction of where I should go, and that college is an--is possible, and so, help financially as well, making it possible.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Next question is, who is one person that supported you along your way to college?  And how did they support you?

Mr. Will West:  Mrs. Brown back in high school.  She’s quite supportive.  She went to college as well, so she kind--gave me a way to go--showed me the way to go, you know, helped out with the application process and, you know, helped out with basically applying for scholarships and stuff like that and where to go.
Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  What are some of the biggest challenges facing low-income students today, Will?

Mr. Will West:  I think a major challenge--I think part of it is, well, where they go to school.  The background--more so the environment from which they come in--come from.  

Usually they don’t have the financial means to have nicer computers.  They don’t have the financial means to be like the other students.  A lot of families that come from low income, they come in from environments that most of the students don’t have either college educated families or the language--the English background is not as strong, which I see in myself somewhat.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Will goes on to say that he feels that his low-income background played a major role in his inability to express himself verbally and in writing in the past.

Do you have any suggestions, Will, for how students can overcome this language barrier?

Mr. Will West:  Just read.

I think reading helps a lot.  The more you read, I think the better--and it helps with your SATs and stuff, as well.  That at first was a problem, and now I don’t think it is as much.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Will, what was the thing that surprised you the most about college when you arrived?
Mr. Will West:  I think sometimes the way teachers are.  Education’s not always the priority.  Sometimes research seems to be more of the priority in the school.  I came to a bit of a shock.  But, I also think teachers aren’t as available as they are in high school.  You find high school, you know, you can pop in after school and they’re there.  In college, you kind of have to find them or, you know, get their office hours and go there.  

I think also teaching assistants was a newer experience, you know?  They don’t sometimes have as much time to put into their teaching as they do, because they have classes as well.  So, it’s a different way of learning, and you have to be more of an independent learner--.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  --Um-hmm--.

Mr. Will West:  --In the college than you do in high school.  High school, you can kind of be spoon-fed.
Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  This is a good opportunity to remind listeners that the availability of professors varies greatly, depending on the size of the college and how it structures its classes and departments.  

To get a complete picture of professor availability at specific schools and departments, make sure to ask as many current students about their college experiences.

This is a two-part question, Will.  First, what do you feel is the most fun or positive aspect of college for you?  And as a follow-up, what do you feel is the most difficult aspect of college for you?

Mr. Will West:  I think the best aspect of class--I think of college in general is the fact that you can meet a lot of different people.  There’s a lot of activities outside of class.  The learning experience kind of goes beyond the classroom, and there’s a lot of groups that meet that either pertain to class or don’t pertain to class.  There’s photography groups, there’s animal groups, there’s health groups, there’s activities for almost anything, and it kind of expands a college student’s knowledge and gives you something to do outside of the classroom with a bunch of different people.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Could you describe a little more in depth, Will, an activity that you’re involved in?

Mr. Will West:  I was able to take a couple of photography classes in school, but there are more in college, and they were more lecture-based, whereas I actually started a photography group on campus, and a bunch of people have joined over the last year or so.  

And basically, we can go out and take photos, critique photos, learn how to use Photoshop, a lot of different things that sometimes the classes don’t offer or they offer it, but it’s a lot of lecture based and more--this is more hands-on for students to get together and just get the intangibles, the things you can’t do in class.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Now, what is one thing that college has changed your perspective on?

Mr. Will West:  Basically, college--you can come to college and do a bunch of different things.  You can go to class.  You can not go to class.  Going to class is probably a better idea.  After college is the big focus point.  And I think what you do in college, and it’s not just about the grade.  

What you do in college is more about learning.  I mean, you got to be in a class, but you might have learned a lot more than you did in the class that just gave--you got an A in.  

And I think the grades do show a lot.  However, I also think what you learn will help you later on.  I mean, you could have gotten an A, but you’re not very good at what you do because you weren’t challenged or you didn’t learn.  It was just a very easy class.  Learning is probably the most important part.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Now, Will, when you don’t feel challenged in college, how do you go about challenging yourself?

Mr. Will West:  The biggest thing is reading the books.  There are a lot of things that the teachers don’t cover that I can learn and that I have learned.  The teachers don’t always cover every piece of material.  They cover the stuff you should know and that you should remember to use later on, but there’s a lot of extra that they don’t tell you that gives a bigger and better picture.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  It is important for students to be self-learners.  However, it is a valuable skill to be able to talk with your professors during office hours about what topics are key for success in the course and the field of study overall.

Can you talk about the diversity of college culture?

Mr. Will West:  In terms of different people, there’s just a wide array of people with different interests, different viewpoints, different political viewpoints, different--just different backgrounds, the different types of people from different regions in Maine and different states at this college. 

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Will goes on to say that diversity is a key component of learning and infers that, to get a very cultural, academic, and social experience in college, you must seek it out.  It does not come to you.

Tell me one thing that you learned about yourself during college, Will.

Mr. Will West:  Financially, I think I learned a lot about myself and the fact that, you know, you have to manage your own money for the first time.  You have to be financially responsible.  You have to pay your bills.  And I think with the economy the way it is right now and the nervousness around it, I think being tighter with your money--I became tighter with my money.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Speaking of the economy, Will, what are some tips that you would have for students to overcome the difficulties financially?

Mr. Will West:  The big thing is textbooks.  When you’re paying for textbooks for school, look online, look at other places, find used textbooks.  The new ones always aren’t the greatest, but used textbooks look exactly like the new ones.  Look at different websites.  Look for the best price in everything you buy.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  He says that living off-campus forced him to become self-reliant and also saved him money on things such as food.  In addition, he mentioned that cooking your own food can lead to a healthier lifestyle than eating the often fatty on-campus food.

Talk about changing majors.  You had mentioned before the interview that you had changed majors.

Mr. Will West:  I was originally a microbiology major through freshman and sophomore year.  I changed to zoology.  I’ve been in zoology for two years now.

Mr. Joshua Kierstead:  Will further describes his transition to zoology.  GEAR UP would also like to congratulate him for his recent acceptance into a zoology graduate program.

On that note, thank you for your time, Will.  And I hope that all listeners enjoyed this addition of the GEAR UP Maine Podcast.

If you’ve enjoyed this podcast episode and would like to stream the rest of our library, or if you have any questions you would like for GEAR UP to explore in future episodes, please visit gearupme.org, G-E-A-R-U-P-M-E.O-R-G, and click “Podcast” in the side bar.

Thank you.
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