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			Advance Praise for Embrace Your Freedom

			“I loved reading this book. It’s filled with so much wisdom. It does a wonderful job of synthesizing all the advice college students need.”

			—Adam S. Weinberg, PhD, President, Denison University

			“This book is truly fabulous—it made me want to start college all over again. I love it! I want to buy copies for all the students and parents I work with.”

			—Judy Campbell, Founder, Emeritus College Counseling

			“This is indeed a book I wish I’d read when I was eighteen!”

			—Dennis Johnson, Co-founder and Publisher, Melville House

			“Philip Glotzbach may be the last of a breed of educators who believe students can learn to think critically for themselves, by far the greatest freedom a college education can impart. He also provides invaluable guidance for parents to help them support their student in this journey.”

			—John R. MacArthur, Publisher of Harper’s Magazine and Skidmore Parent

			“This book does a fine thing for generations of students (and their parents) who will profit from its wisdom. Above all, it offers them two things that are sadly in short supply today: empowerment and hope.”

			—Moisés Kaufman, Founder and Artistic Director, TECTONIC Theater Project

			“This book speaks to the many issues that affect the day-to-day lives of today’s college and university students—including questions relating to mental health, drug and alcohol use, cyberbullying, and much more. Practical as well as inspirational, it represents an invaluable guide book for contemporary undergrads and their parents, and it offers them a good measure of hope and encouragement.”

			—W. Rochelle Calhoun, Vice President for Campus Life, Princeton University
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			Introduction—Let’s Get Started

			You’re going to college—terrific!!! First of all, hearty congratulations! I trust you’re looking forward to starting your college journey. It’s a time of beginnings and endings, excitement and anticipation, and maybe some anxiety and even a few tears. Author Gail Blanke has written that these transitional moments can make us feel like we’re “between trapezes.”1 You’ve let go of one bar but not yet caught hold of the next one. You’re flying free. The experience can be exhilarating—like riding a mountain bike down a steep hill or skiing a run that’s just a little too intense for comfort. Or it can be scary. Most often, it’s both at once. Especially if you don’t know exactly what to expect when you grab on to the new bar ahead of you.

			Heading off to college is a signature event in anyone’s life. You’re moving from the minor leagues to the majors—up to “the show,” where fastballs will be faster, curve balls will break harder, and everyone will still expect you to hit them. It’s where you’ll do so much to shape the adult you want to become, and you’ll experience an enormous sense of satisfaction as you do. This book will give you ideas about how to begin this exciting phase of your life and then carry it through to a terrific conclusion—to win your personal College World Series!

			Congratulations, as well, to parents, stepparents, guardians, and other relatives and friends invested in this student’s success! This moment marks a symbolic passage from your child’s final stage at home to their initial steps into independent adult life. You’ve nurtured this young person from their early years through high school, and you’ve helped them navigate and survive the sometimes daunting and too often anxiety-provoking college admissions process. Now that the transition is finally here, it can serve up a new set of uncertainties and anxieties for you as well. This book will help you think through these issues and understand the positive role you still can play in your student’s new college life and beyond. In a very real sense, your family is heading off to college too.

			But now what? What’s next for you as a student? What do you need to do to make everything work out? You probably have other questions too: Will I fit in and feel that I belong? How can I make new friends? Will I be able to handle my classes? How do I pick a major? And the big ones: What is college for? What’s its real goal—what should I be trying to get out of it? And what do I need to do to succeed?

			Parents, of course, have their own questions: How do I connect with my child’s new college life? How can I figure out the school’s complex (and sometimes confusing) array of offices and departments? What’s my role as my child makes choices about what to study and do after college? What are my options if they seem to be having serious difficulties? After graduating, will my child be equipped to find a job and begin a successful professional life? And the big ones: Will my student be able to succeed? And how will all of this change my child’s relationship with me?

			This book aims to remove much of the mystery, uncertainty, and anxiety surrounding the transition to college and the years that follow. Its goal is to help you, as a new student, take full advantage of everything your school offers, from the moment you first step on campus to your final walk across the stage at commencement. To make it all less overwhelming and, in the end, as satisfying and successful as it can be—for both students and parents.

			What you’ll find in the following pages may be rather different from what you’re expecting. In fact, some things I say will run counter to much of what you’ve been told about college, seen in the media, or encountered in popular culture. But frankly, there’s a lot of confusion today about just what a college education is for and how best to pursue it. So, it’s useful for us to start out with some clarity on these topics. I just ask you to approach what you’ll read with an open mind.

			Overall, I suggest that you see this book as an integrated picture of a good undergraduate life—one that brings together some more abstract discussions of key ideas with a lot of focused, down-to-earth, and sensible advice. The first nine chapters speak directly to students, and the final two to parents. But the best plan is for students and parents alike to read all of it. The student chapters provide important information for parents, and it will be useful for students to read the parents’ section. The first chapter, especially, frames the entire book—for everyone—by talking about the enduring values of a college education in today’s complex world.

			Your college years quite literally represent a once-in-a-lifetime, life-changing opportunity that will remain with you forever. The word “transformative” is often overused. But in this context, it’s completely appropriate. If you approach it in the right frame of mind, your college experience can truly transform you in countless ways that won’t be clear at the start and may only begin to become evident by the time you graduate.

			Yes, college can be challenging at times for everyone involved. But it can and will be incredibly rewarding—even more than it’s possible to anticipate in advance—provided you do your part. For traditional students, it’s a full-time job that demands commitment and hard work. For parents, it requires—how best to say it?—an adjustment. But you still have a very important role to play in partnership with your student: to be supportive but not intrusive in their life.

			A STRANGER IN A STRANGE NEW LAND

			On your first day on campus, a college or university can seem like an eccentric, exotic place to anyone. A new student can easily feel like a traveler who’s landed on the shore of a strange new land. But once you settle in, you’ll soon begin making sense of it all. This book will help. We’ll talk about ways to connect with people and make great new friends. You’ll find strategies for handling your new—and sometimes unfamiliar—academic challenges.

			Though it includes plenty of insider information, this book is not a collection of deep, dark secrets about your new college or university. It’s more like a guidebook for a traveler crossing into an unfamiliar country. You may have to learn a new language and realize that not everyone will be fluent in the dialect you were comfortable with in high school. In fact, you’ll probably find it useful to practice switching back and forth between different ways of speaking—some people refer to this as “code switching”—depending on whom you are conversing with (new friends, professors, and so on). You’ll also have to get used to some exotic customs. But the people you’ll meet will turn out to be more like you than different from you, and there will be many professionals eager to assist. Equipped with this guidebook, you’ll soon feel at home, begin enjoying your new college or university surroundings, and get focused on what you’re there to do.

			To illustrate some main points, I’ve included stories of students I’ve known over the years—people who’ve already made the journey you are about to take—mostly from my experience as Skidmore’s president. I’m grateful to these grads for giving me permission to share their experiences and for checking to make sure that what I say about them is accurate. I’ve used just their first names, but let me emphasize that each of these brief narratives is genuine, not fictional. You’ll also read about several other individuals who’ve made their mark in the world and whose stories are more public. You may already be familiar with many of them.

			These examples, of course, illustrate successes—often some pretty amazing ones. But they also touch on the obstacles many of these people had to overcome. Contrary to what you may see in your friends’ social media feeds, everyone (!) runs into problems now and again; sometimes we hit a brick wall. In that case, what you do next is the most important thing. For the student, I hope these stories spark your imagination and encourage you to think of your college journey in richer and more ambitious terms than you might have before.

			Some of these examples may strike you as pretty far removed from your experience—they may even be a bit intimidating. (“No way I could ever do that!”) If so, it may help to remember that none of the outcomes you’ll read about was guaranteed in advance. Every one of these individuals started off as a young person just like you, with their own doubts, fears, and uncertainties. Some came from modest or even extremely challenged beginnings, from which no one could have predicted where they eventually would end up. And they all were new college students at some point in their lives. So, let these stories encourage you to begin thinking of your own life in audacious ways—to help you envision a spectacular future far beyond your current horizons and expectations! (More on this in Chapter 3.)

			WAYS TO BE A COLLEGE STUDENT (AND PARENT)

			There are practically as many ways to be an undergraduate as there are types of colleges and universities to choose from. You may be a traditional eighteen- or nineteen-year-old setting off to a four-year college or university straight out of high school. You could be traveling some distance away or staying closer to home. You may be going to a community college. You might be a transfer student, starting over at a new school after having tried out another one the year before. Or you may be an older, “non-traditional” student returning to complete your degree or even starting out for the first time. Rather than belabor these differences, as you’ve already seen, I’ve written as though my most likely reader is a traditional-aged student entering a four-year college or university for the first time. But whatever your personal circumstances, the ideas you’ll find here should be useful to you. So, please try to see yourself in the following pages.

			Likewise, there are many ways to be a college parent. You may already have sent one or more children off to college. (In which case, you may feel that you should be writing this book!) You may have undergrad or even post-grad experience yourself. Or you may be saying goodbye to the first one in your family to attend a college or university. Whatever your situation, I trust the advice you’ll find here will be helpful to you as well.

			For the student, even before you arrive on campus, you can discover quite a bit more about your new college or university than you learned in the admissions process. You can further explore its web pages to review the graduation requirements, look more deeply into the variety of programs and classes you’ll choose from, see what clubs or other student organizations you might join, and so on. You can learn more, too, about the town or city in which your school is located to see what it has to offer. You should be able to get in touch with your new roommate(s) and classmates through social media or other ways of connecting your school will provide. (Many schools also support online parent communities.) Lastly, please read through the orientation materials your school will send out, including any relating to a required summer reading. (And, of course, if there is a summer reading, you need to complete it before you arrive on campus.) These sources of information can help get you off to a great start!2

			OPTIONS IN HIGHER EDUCATION

			Before we go any further, let’s talk more generally about higher education in the United States. As with any organization, our colleges and universities are not perfect; there are lots of issues any president could name. Even so, our system of colleges and universities remains the envy of the world, in part because it features such a wide variety of schools. This fact represents both a major strength for our country and a significant advantage for students and families because it provides such a broad range of choices: from small private (and in some cases, public) liberal arts colleges to Ivy League schools and large private and public research universities, from medium-sized liberal arts universities to Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), and from public community colleges to for-profit institutions.

			Historically, most private colleges and universities in the United States were founded by religious communities. Though many ended those affiliations over time, others still maintain a religious identity in some form or another. So, the religious/secular distinction is one more overlay to use in considering your options within US higher education. In sum, there are so many possibilities that at least one should be right for just about anyone who wants to go to college, at any point in their life’s journey. And so, for you!

			In the admissions process, unfortunately, many students and parents focus far too much on commercially published ratings of colleges and universities—and the perceived prestige of the best known and most highly ranked ones. However, schools at the upper end of these classifications receive so many applications, and therefore are so highly selective, that many are able to admit fewer than 10 percent of their applicants—in some cases, it’s closer to 2–3 percent! This means that more than 90 percent of students who apply to these schools will not be admitted, including many (very many!) who certainly could do well there. This is just a fact of the admissions picture as it is today.

			Yes, the various college guidebooks can be informative—especially in their descriptions of academic programs and campus life. But looking at them just (or primarily) as ranking scorecards can obscure the unique factors at a given school that might well end up being most meaningful to you: the great teaching you’ll experience from learned and caring professors, the way the campus community welcomes you and helps you feel at home and the friends you’ll meet, and the unique experiences and opportunities you’ll discover in and out of the classroom. None of which can be found anywhere else.

			I do hope you’re truly excited about the college or university you’re about to attend. But if you didn’t gain admission to your first-choice school, you might be tempted to start your college career already feeling somewhat disappointed. If you’re in this situation, let me encourage you to pause and take a step back. Try to approach your new school with a positive attitude and an open mind about what you’ll find there. As I’ve just suggested, give yourself the chance to discover the unique programs, people, and opportunities at your college or university that speak to your particular interests and plans. In short, give yourself the emotional space to fall in love with your new school and then make the most of it.

			In my experience, many students who weren’t admitted where they initially wanted to go landed in colleges and universities that actually suited them much better than those “first-choice” schools would have. The main point is that the choices you make and the effort you give when you get there—to take best advantage of the special opportunities your school offers to you—will end up meaning far more than the name of the school on your diploma. And if you’re not convinced by what I’ve been saying, check out Frank Bruni’s excellent book, Where You Go Is Not Who You’ll Be.3 But if your school really doesn’t offer what you want, you always have the option to transfer to somewhere else, and that’s okay too.

			FINANCING YOUR EDUCATION AND WHY ACCREDIDATION MATTERS

			Let’s acknowledge up front that your family’s financial resources, the quality of the primary and secondary schools you’ve attended, and other opportunities you’ve already had (or not had) may make it easier or harder for you to attain your goals for college and beyond. The world is not always fair, and it’s important that we all commit to doing what we can to improve it. (We’ll return to this topic in Chapter 8.) But we all have to start off playing the cards we’ve been dealt.

			Even so, each of us has the ability to choose how we respond to our unique circumstances. Going to college opens up an enormous range of possibilities and opportunities that can enable you to overcome even the most difficult life situations or personal issues you may have faced in the past—provided you’re willing to apply yourself and persist in working hard to achieve your goals. The ideas you’ll encounter in this book will help you figure out how to do this.

			Nearly every private college or university offers financial aid, and public institutions are increasingly providing it as well. If you haven’t yet finalized your choice of school, try not to be put off by a college or university’s advertised “sticker price”; schools have lots of creative ways to “discount” it through various forms of financial aid. So, take a serious look at the colleges or universities that seem most promising or appealing, and find out whether their aid packages can make them affordable for you and your family.

			Of course, most people reading this book are well past that point—you’ve already settled on your school of choice. Even so, I encourage you to stay in touch with your high school or pre-college guidance counselor(s), along with the financial aid office at your college or university. It’s especially important to talk with them about how to minimize any debt you might need to take on. Moreover, if you or your family encounters a new or unexpected financial challenge along the way, let a counselor in the financial aid office know that your situation has changed. There are no guarantees, but there’s a good chance they’ll be able to adjust your aid package to enable you to stay enrolled.

			Regardless of your situation, please be cautious about taking on excessive debt. Look closely at any “gap” between the total aid package your school offers to you and your family’s “demonstrated need for financial aid”—as determined by the FAFSA (the Free Application for Federal Student Aid), which you and your family most likely have already filled out. The larger the gap, the more you or your family may need to borrow. Responsible colleges and universities work hard to narrow this difference as much as possible, and the best-resourced ones meet “full demonstrated need,” which eliminates the gap altogether.

			But whatever borrowing choices you may be facing, please make sure you know what they will mean—not just for your first year but for your entire time at college and beyond. Let me emphasize this point: Before you start your first term, it’s important to do everything you can to understand what the total cost of your college education will be. Make your financial choices with your eyes fully open to their long-term implications. And if at all possible, try to borrow no more than you reasonably can expect to earn in your first year out of college. Although this is just a rule of thumb, it’s a good target to keep in mind.

			Please be especially careful about borrowing if you have chosen a for-profit institution. There are reputable for-profit schools that have positioned their graduates to improve their lives and advance themselves professionally. But unfortunately, this segment of higher education also includes far too many disreputable schools, which encourage their students to borrow the maximum amount available in federal and other loans and then fail to deliver on their educational promises. Some students end up not graduating at all yet still remain burdened with serious debt. Others complete their course of studies and only then discover that, because the school is not fully accredited, the degree they’ve earned is not recognized by graduate or professional schools or potential employers. Such “degrees” are essentially worthless in the larger world.

			Accreditation is the federal government’s official seal of approval for a college or university. It’s your guarantee that a given school is financially sound and meets its educational obligations for its students. Most of all, a degree from an accredited institution will be recognized by other colleges and universities, professional schools, or graduate schools—as well as by employers. Almost every non-profit college or university is accredited, so you usually don’t have to worry about it at one of these schools. But if you’re considering a for-profit institution, make sure to do your due diligence to assure it’s fully accredited. Here’s the bottom line: If a school is not fully accredited—regardless of how attractive it might seem or whatever promises people there might have made to you—do not attend it! Instead, seek good advice to find an accredited alternative that works for you.

			There’s plenty of information available regarding any college or university—public, private, or for-profit. For example, the average amount of debt its graduates carry, the percentage of first-year students who return for their second year (this number is usually called “retention”), and the percentage of entering students who graduate within six years (the standard completion benchmark in higher education). Your high school or pre-college guidance counselor, or even a reference librarian at your local public library, should be happy to assist you in finding out what you need to know.

			In the end, one of the most important ways to keep your student debt to a manageable level is to complete your degree in four years if possible. Obviously, every year in school contributes to your overall loan obligation. But going beyond four years can exhaust certain lower-cost state and federal resources and force you to borrow at higher interest rates with less favorable repayment terms. And of course, you’ll be paying for extra years of housing and food—all the while not being full-time in the workforce and earning a paycheck.

			Not all pathways to commencement are straight lines. Sometimes, circumstances beyond a student’s control (for example, a car accident, serious illness, or a family issue) can extend the time to graduation. Some schools, unfortunately, do not have sufficient places in required courses to enable their students to complete certain majors in four years. (That’s one more reason to check on a school’s average time to graduation before you choose to attend it!) Some students switch their majors, transfer to another college or university, take a year off, or do something else that extends the time needed to earn their degree. Often, the decision to change direction turns out, in the long run, to be a great move, and you’ll decide that the additional semester(s) or quarter(s) required to finish have been well worth it. Maybe not immediately, but soon and for the rest of your life.

			In short, it’s best to begin with the goal of finishing in four years. But if the route to your degree takes some unexpected turns, make the most of them! The most important thing is to persevere in completing your undergraduate degree—either at the school where you started or at another to which you’ve transferred, no matter how long it takes.

			A PERSONAL NOTE

			This book reflects a long career in higher education—in fact, more than five decades. During those years, I met thousands of students as they progressed from being brand-new, sometimes hesitant, first-year undergrads to confident seniors walking proudly across the commencement stage. Along with their parents, I celebrated their victories and, on occasion, shared the pain of their setbacks.

			My own academic journey began at the University of Notre Dame (BA in philosophy); then on to graduate school at Yale University (MA, MPhil, and PhD in Philosophy). From there, I taught for fifteen years in the Department of Philosophy at Denison University (a national liberal arts college in Granville, Ohio). After that, I spent eleven years as the Dean of the College of Arts and Sciences and then Vice President for Academic Affairs at the University of Redlands (a private, liberal arts university in Redlands, California). And lastly, I served seventeen years as President of Skidmore College (a national liberal arts college in Saratoga Springs, New York). In short, the ideas in this book reflect my experience as an undergrad, grad student, professor, academic administrator, and president at both small colleges and major universities all over the US.

			In addition, my wife Marie Glotzbach and I raised two children and saw them through their college years and beyond. So, we can add parent to the list of credentials. Marie, too, has always been an educator—sometimes in vocal music but primarily as a teacher and director in theater—at both secondary and college levels. So, it’s fair to say that we’ve both dedicated our professional lives to helping young people achieve their dreams through education.

			This book’s more specific roots trace back to talks I gave to new students and their parents: in earlier versions at Denison and Redlands and more recently to each entering class at Skidmore in the college’s fall opening convocation. Frankly, I would have loved to sit down with each new student and parent over a cup of coffee and talk about their dreams, anxieties, and concerns. I would have enjoyed hearing what was on their minds, and then I would have done my best to answer their questions and suggest some things to think about.

			But of course, that wasn’t possible. So, I summarized what I thought would be most useful for new students and parents to hear in those annual presentations. Speaking to each entering class was always a highpoint of the academic year for me. I loved sharing my passion for what college students experience, along with my sense of how important it is to get your college years off to the right kind of start. I also enjoyed encouraging parents to embrace their continuing role as partners in this enterprise.

			After hearing those talks, parents frequently asked for a copy of my remarks; sometimes, students did as well. I resisted these requests because my talking points were never formatted as a text that could stand on its own, and they continued to evolve from year to year. Moreover, there were things I wanted to say, even then, that didn’t fit into the time constraints for those events. Now, having retired from the Skidmore presidency, I’ve turned those notes and the additional ideas and stories into this book.

			It would be terrific if we could get together in person and talk face-to-face. But I hope this book can be the next best thing. Whether you’re a first-time college student, returning student, transfer student, or a parent or guardian, my most sincere wish is to share with you some pointers about making the most of this remarkable, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. Even so, please try to imagine that we’re having a conversation.

			As you would expect, the chapters build on one another. So, students, if you run into one that doesn’t particularly speak to you, I would encourage you to work through it anyway, and then move on to the next. And if you come upon some places where things seem a little complicated, just keep in mind that this is a college-level conversation. So, hang in there! Give yourself the chance to connect with what we’re talking about. You will be able to work through it—just like you’ll do in your new college courses.

			TWO QUESTIONS, BEFORE WE MOVE ON

			In this book, we’ll have a lot to say about freedom and choice. In fact, I strongly believe that understanding and embracing the new level of freedom you’ll experience in college will be the foundation of everything else you’ll accomplish. The beginning of your college career is the perfect moment to take charge of your life in new and more satisfying ways than ever before—to fully engage the project of shaping the autonomous, self-directing adult you want to become. So, let me conclude this section with two questions that also relate to choices—one for students and a second for both students and parents.

			First, to the student: Why are you going to college at all? Everyone is pretty much required to complete high school, but no one is forced to go to college—and you certainly don’t have to go right away. So, please have a better reason than just taking the expected next step after high school. Here’s just a small sample of alternatives you might pursue instead. You could:

			•take a year off to work or travel—to make sure you’re really ready for college;

			•volunteer your service for some worthy cause or organization;

			•enter the military and go to college later using the financial aid benefits you’ll earn;

			•attend a trade or culinary school or consider a different apprenticeship.

			 

			There are many other possibilities as well.

			In the current labor market, increasing numbers of companies are considering applicants who haven’t yet completed college but are willing and able to learn on the job. This is called skill-based hiring, and it reopens some important avenues for upward social mobility for people who don’t hold a college degree. As economist Ben Wildavsky reports, “Fourteen states, including ten in [2022] alone, have dropped degree requirements for many state jobs.”4 But Wildavsky also notes that these advertised opportunities may not always amount to what they seem. For example, hiring decisions may still reflect employers’ preferences for a college degree, despite what is stated in a job advertisement.

			So, let me be very clear: I’m not at all trying to discourage you from going to college. Both the short- and long-term earnings prospects for college graduates still far exceed those of non-college grads. As Wildavsky writes,

			The economic advantage of getting a college degree remains at just about an all-time high when compared with the average earnings of Americans with only a high school diploma. In recent years, a typical college graduate earned a median wage premium of more than $30,000, or almost 75 percent more than those who had completed just high school, a 2019 New York Fed analysis found.

			In the long run, over the course of an entire professional life, college graduates can expect to earn, on average, at least $1 million more than those lacking a college degree. And throughout this book, we’ll discuss many other important reasons to seek a college education beyond preparing to enter the workforce. In fact, as I hope you’ll agree, the most meaningful reasons to pursue a college career extend well beyond the work you’ll do and the money you’ll earn.

			But I am urging you not to go to college by default—just because you’ve always seen it as the next step after high school, or because it’s what other people assume you will do. Instead, think about what you want to accomplish, where you want to be when you finish, and how college fits into those plans. You don’t need to have all the answers worked out right now, and we’ll spend a good deal of time on these topics later on. But please approach this exciting next stage in your life—and the enormous opportunities for intellectual and personal development that are at its core—with a sense of personal agency. Embark on your undergraduate career as an intentional project—as something you’re setting out to do on purpose.

			Second, to both students and parents: What are you prepared to do together to gain the absolute most from these precious college years? Succeeding in college takes determination, perseverance, and sometimes sacrifice, on everyone’s part—students and parents alike. Reflecting on your role in the process and reaffirming your commitment to it will help you keep your eyes on the prize. And let me add that you, as a student, need to define what will count as success in college—and after college—for you. This is one of the most important ways of embracing and owning your new freedom. As you go through this book, you’ll find lots of ideas, specific strategies, and I hope, encouragement that will help you do so.

			Now let’s move ahead to a chapter that sets the stage for everything else that follows.

			

			
				
					1	Gail Blanke, Between Trapezes: Flying into a New Life with the Greatest of Ease (Emmaus: Rodale, 2005); please see Additional Resources at the end of this book.

				

				
					2	For more helpful tips about what you can do during the summer before you begin, see Adam Weinberg, “So, you’ve gotten into a college. Now what?” CNN, May 15, 2022, https://www.cnn.com/2022/05/15/perspectives/graduation-college-freshmen-tips/index.html. For a quick introduction to some of the ideas you’ll read in this book, you might also check out his article, “Essential advice for first-year college students,” The Chicago Tribune, August 25, 2023, https://denison.edu/campus/president/speeches/151453. Adam Weinberg is President of Denison University.

				

				
					3	Please see Additional Resources.

				

				
					4	Ben Wildavsky, “Let’s Stop Pretending College Degrees Don’t Matter,” New York Times, August 21, 2023, https://www.nytimes.com/2023/08/21/opinion/skills-based-hiring-college-degree-job-market-wage-premium.html.

				

			

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			THE BIG PICTURE

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			What’s a College Education For—What Will the World Ask of You When You Graduate?

			The mind once enlightened cannot again become dark.

			—Thomas Paine

			In May 2023, venture capitalist Katherine Boyle tweeted, “The decline in liberal arts degrees bodes well for society on almost every dimension. College students now know that majoring in Book Club won’t get you a great job. This is progress.”5 She was responding to a study by the National Student Clearinghouse Research Center that reported the following: while the number of US students seeking four-year degrees in computer and information sciences rose 34 percent from 2017 to 2022, the number of English majors fell by 23 percent, and the number of history majors fell 12 percent.6

			These statistics are real. But Boyle’s conclusions are dead wrong. In fact, she herself is a liberal arts graduate with a BA in government. And so, she should be better informed about the value of this kind of education—both for graduates’ future employment prospects and for the personal and intellectual growth they should expect to gain from college.

			Boyle’s comment threw fuel on an already burning debate about the “usefulness” of studying certain subjects—especially the humanities—rather than technology, business, or other fields often regarded as more “practical.” As a faculty member and administrator, I encountered similar concerns from students and parents throughout my career. But this discussion has gained intensity year over year, as each new student cohort faces ever-greater pressures to realize the maximum economic value from the steep undergraduate tuition their families are paying or the significant loans they’ve taken on.

			For the rest of this chapter, we’ll talk about the core of what you’ll be up to in college, how to think about your choice of major, and what the world will need—and, indeed, expect—from you after you graduate. There are two parts to this discussion: The first addresses personal questions about positioning yourself for both professional success and personal fulfillment in your post-college life; the second, which we’ll get to in a few pages, looks at the significant but all-too-often-overlooked social value of your college education.

			LEARNING TO ADAPT TO CHANGE

			Let’s begin with a story.

			Preparing for a job that doesn’t yet exist: Chris

			In the fall of 2001, a student named Chris arrived at Skidmore College, where I would soon begin serving as President. He took courses in a variety of areas, cultivated his love for literature and writing, and joined the staff of the student newspaper. He also maintained a commitment to music, performing with a campus a cappella group for four years.

			After graduating in 2005, Chris set out to become a professional writer, pursuing jobs in publishing and media. But none of them led to a positive career trajectory. He recalls, “While I was able to land pieces in some major newspapers and national magazines, I never felt like I was building anything—the flywheel never seemed to gain enough momentum.”

			Then in 2008, a friend suggested Chris learn to design iPhone apps, which had become a red-hot field following Apple’s release of its first iPhone in 2007. It took several years, but he eventually landed a job at the New York Times—not as a journalist but as a senior software engineer. To his surprise, Chris discovered he thoroughly enjoyed developing the code that powered the paper’s smartphone and tablet apps and kept them from crashing. Today, he runs his own successful software company creating new apps focused on music.

			As an undergrad, Chris never took a single computer science or business course, and he certainly never considered becoming a mobile app developer. How could he? At that point, mobile apps didn’t even exist!7 Although he had learned HTML (the markup language for web pages) on his own while starting an online magazine, he never thought of college as preparation for a tech career.

			But Chris was able to evolve into a successful young tech entrepreneur because he graduated with a set of incredibly effective cognitive skills. Among these were the ability to access knowledge from different fields, the flexibility to change his mind and pivot when necessary, and inner confidence in his own judgment. Most importantly, he learned how to continue learning.

			***

			You could have two quite different takeaways from this vignette: Boyle would likely say that Chris wasted his college years by not studying computer science or business. He could have gotten to his tech career more quickly and easily, without those early missteps and dead-end jobs. Alternatively, I would maintain that Chris was wise to pursue a course of studies that equipped him with the incredibly useful cognitive skills mentioned above—which positioned him to succeed in a rapidly changing and unpredictable professional environment, as both it and his career goals evolved.

			In arguing for the second take-away, I would ask people tempted to think like Boyle to remember this projection: on average, you and other college grads will change careers—not just jobs, careers—nine times over your working lifetime. Like Chris, ten years out from graduation, you might find yourself exploring a field that wasn’t even imagined when you were in school. His is just one story. But it exemplifies countless others I could tell about broadly educated college graduates who went on to accomplish extraordinary things, often in areas apparently unrelated to what they studied in college.

			To not just survive but to thrive in the rapidly changing professional world of the twenty-first century, you’ll need a powerful and adaptive intellectual toolkit—you might picture it as a cognitive Swiss Army knife.8 Specifically, like Chris, you’ll need to be broadly educated, flexible in your thinking, and able to draw upon multiple areas of knowledge. Above all, you’ll need to be adept at continuing to learn. Equipping yourself with this toolkit will give you what you most need to pursue your personal dreams and achieve success. Let’s explore in more detail what this is all about.

			WHAT DOES “LIBERAL ARTS EDUCATION” REALLY MEAN?

			We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom. The world henceforth will be run by synthesizers, people able to put together the right information at the right time, think critically about it, and make important choices wisely.

			—E. O. Wilson

			Most teachers at the college and university level would place the key intellectual abilities we’ve been talking about under the headings of “liberal arts education,” “the liberal arts,” or “liberal learning.” The notion of liberal education traces its origin to the Roman orator Cicero’s9 use of the Latin word “liber” meaning free. First and foremost, he said, a liberal education provides the appropriate intellectual training for a free citizen. “Free” and “freedom” are words people toss around a lot these days, but we don’t always stop to consider what they mean.

			A truly free person is someone who is not only able to choose what to do but who also accepts responsibility for deciding what to think—for determining which beliefs to hold, which to reject, and which to set aside for further consideration. They also accept responsibility for not being “willfully blind” (a legal term) regarding facts that add up to an obvious conclusion that reasonable people would accept.

			A liberal education challenges you to acknowledge and embrace these profound personal responsibilities, which are the foundation for all other kinds of freedom. (We’ll have more to say about freedom in Chapter
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