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A realistic college experience for high school students 

by Sarabi Rodriguez 

 

La Jolla, CA — High school students in the United States are often encouraged by their 

parents, their community, and especially teachers to go to college. Those who attend pass on 

stories about the heavy workload and living with 

a roommate. High school students study with the 

hope of reaching college and being able to tell 

stories about their own experience.  

While most high school students do not 

the chance to taste what college is like while still 

in high school, the 352 high school students 

attending Academic Connections (AC), a 

summer program held on the UC San Diego 

(UCSD) campus, are currently experiencing a taste of college life. 

The mission of Academic Connections is to give high school students the opportunity to 

experience the life of a college student. Participants in Academic Connections can also earn 

college credit from UCSD. This not only helps their college application, but may count as credit 

for General Education classes. 

Students from Academic Connections gather before 

engaging in the activities that the Residential 

Advisers have planned for the afternoon. 



2 
 

“It’s just like going to college but we keep 

an eye on you 24/7,” said Robin Wittman, program 

manager of AC during a press conference held on 

July 12, 2013. Wittman is in charge of the 

extensive behind-the-scenes work required to make 

the program happen, most of which takes place 

before students arrive at the UCSD campus. For 

instance, she is in charge making sure that Tioga 

Hall is reserved for students to reside and the golf carts are rented to AC.   

She says, “I love doing that stuff, it gets a little 

crazy sometimes … like when the golf cart company 

cancels on you a week before,” but she mentions that 

her favorite part is being able to see the students’ 

progress.   

With a smile she says, “It’s just like I’m a mom 

of all of you guys, I’m just so proud of you.”   

All the staff from AC, such as Wittman, work with months in advance in order for 

students to have the complete college experience.  

How close is the experience to college life? Bryan Gonzalez, currently a student at Cal 

State Los Angeles, attended Academic Connections the summer before his senior year in 2011. 

After having gone through one year of college, he said that the program did a very good job at 

setting the overall picture.  

Students from Academic Connections enjoying 

dinner at Pines on the UC San Diego campus, 

just like a regular campus college student would 

do on a daily basis. 

Arleen Gurra and Aylin Caranza enjoying the 

UC San Diego campus after class. 
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“It was a lot like how college is,” he said, “…except our 

RA’s never have meetings together every night. It’s more like once a 

month. They’re available to us if we have questions; we always have 

events going on around our dorms. We also have a little more 

freedom, and that’s quite understandable since we’re not high school 

students anymore.”  

Gonzalez came on a scholarship given by Reality Changers, 

one of Academic Connection’s community partners. 

“Academic Connections was an excellent program,” he said. “I thoroughly enjoyed every 

aspect of it, especially for a first generation college student. I mean no one in my family had ever 

gone to college before and for me to have done so in high school meant so much more and gave 

me more than just an experience and preparation. It gave me a sense of fulfillment.”   

Kiana Berube, a current student in the program said, “Academic Connections [is giving 

me] me a good idea to what college would be like. I'm more motivated to push through high 

school, in order to get accepted to a good university. It just seems so fun!” 

In addition, Berube has an older brother at Virginia Tech University. She comments that 

the experiences that her brother often talks about while home are similar to what she is currently 

living AC. 

Nuper Banerjee relaxing is in her 

dorm. Part of the academic 

connections experience is living at 

Muir College for three weeks. 


