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INTRODUCTION



It’s not easy to figure out what to be when you grow up.

In college I was pretty sure I was going to be a lawyer. Before that I wanted to be a high school teacher or a college professor. When I was five I wanted to be a toll collector.

So, how did I end up being a writer and career expert? I’ll give you the short version, because otherwise my story, like most people’s career tales, could take up this entire book.

Around my sophomore year of college I started to realize that I would eventually graduate and have to find something else to do with my life besides being a student. Law school seemed like the best option for an American Studies major with a concentration in literature and no experience in anything—and that’s what a lot of people said I should do, so I signed up for a free practice LSAT exam and bought a study guide. But all of the legal stuff in the guide bored me so much that I gave up and just took the test cold. “I’m smart,” I rationalized. “Everyone thinks I should go to law school. Maybe I’m a natural. How hard could this be?”

Ha!

I never told anyone that I took that practice test. I thought the questions seemed impossible. Every answer seemed plausible. I guessed on half the choices and couldn’t finish in the time allotted. I never picked up my scores because I was too scared of having the lowest practice LSAT score in history.


If the fact that I wasn’t even interested enough in law to get through the study guide hadn’t been enough of a sign, the LSAT experience was. Being a lawyer was out.

After that, I turned to my parents for help, and my mom introduced me to a nonprofit women’s business organization where she had trained to start and manage her small business. She thought it would be a good place for me to meet a lot of different businesspeople from a lot of different industries. It turned out the organization was looking for an intern, so I offered myself for the (unpaid) job and got my first dose of work experience that summer. It was fun. I did research, filed stuff, got the three other staff people salads with dressing on the side for lunch, and enjoyed one major perk: the staff often went to business networking events in the community, and they brought me along with them.

One day, one of the staffers brought me to a local Rotary Club meeting, where a kind older gentleman sat next to me and chatted with me for a while. “So, what are you going to do after college, Lindsey?” he asked eventually, as people always do.

“I have no idea,” I said. “I’ve thought about law school, but I’m not sure.”

“Have you ever thought about going abroad? Rotary offers international graduate school scholarships and I think you’d be a good candidate.”

In Tip #68, “Follow Every Rainbow,” you’ll see that I recommend exploring a wide variety of options to find the right career path, because you never know which one will lead to your pot of gold. That man, that moment at the Rotary Club meeting, turned out to be mine.

Once I learned about the Rotary Ambassadorial Scholarship program, through which you can attend graduate school in the country of your choice, I applied immediately. For two weeks straight all I did was write essays, gather transcripts, request reference letters, and think about spending a few years as a glamorous expat. I decided I wanted to continue learning more about women in business, so I applied to women’s studies master’s degree programs. And I wanted to live someplace fun and warmer than the East Coast of the United States, where I had spent my whole life, so I chose Australia.

Somehow, and I really can’t explain it, something just clicked deep in my gut that going abroad was the exact thing I wanted to do after college. Just a day earlier, I had absolutely no idea what I wanted. But when I heard about this opportunity, I knew it was right. And a year and a half later, when I found myself in Melbourne, Australia, interviewing women business owners, journaling every morning, volunteering as a reading series coordinator, and writing my master’s thesis day and night, I was on my way to a career as a professional writer and career expert.

Was it fate that I met that man and he changed my life? Perhaps. But if I had been sick that morning and hadn’t attended the Rotary meeting, I believe it would have happened some other way. The point is that I didn’t know my right career path until I saw it, heard it, touched it. This is why throughout the book you’ll notice my obsession with taking action, trying new things, meeting new people, and having a wide variety of experiences. You have to get out there and see what exists. What’s possible. What’s calling your name. I don’t believe you can plan your career by sitting in your dorm room or bedroom and just thinking really hard.

I know that the sitting-in-your-room-and-thinking strategy doesn’t work because, unfortunately, I tried it when I returned home from two and a half amazing years in Australia. Even though I had fallen in love with interviewing people and writing, and even though I had just enjoyed a unique international adventure, and even though I had earned a master’s degree, I couldn’t decide what kind of jobs to pursue back home in the United States. After all, I still hadn’t had a Real Job yet. I was sad that my overseas adventure had ended, I felt like my friends back home were light-years ahead of me in the job market, and I felt overwhelmed by deciding what city to live in, what positions to apply for, and what direction to take. So I did the only natural thing: I froze.

For about four months I lived at home with my parents and spent hours on the computer typing phrases like “writer” and “international experience” into a jobs website and hoping my dream career would pop up on the screen. I’m sorry to report that didn’t happen, and it never does. Jobs just don’t come to you. Career plans don’t grow on trees. And well-meaning parents and friends can only do so much to help.

In a nutshell, my scientific diagnosis of my post-Australia situation is that it totally sucked. There were some days when I wanted to move right back to Melbourne and find some additional graduate degree to pursue. There were some bad days when I sent one semiproductive e-mail in the morning and then watched TV all day and ate nothing but frozen yogurt. And there were some very bad days when I felt I was a miserable failure with my best years behind me, and I spent the entire day under the covers.

Eventually, at some point, perhaps from sheer boredom or a need to go out and buy more frozen yogurt, I began to leave the house, pick up the phone, and take little bits of action. I called a few people I’d worked with at the nonprofit organization where I had my summer internship in college. I called some people I had met through that local Rotary Club and asked to attend a meeting. I signed up for a few sessions with a career coach. I started to make lists of my interests and my contacts and my life goals. My mom took me to buy a suit. Every few days I did a little something more, and slowly, painfully slowly, momentum started to build.

Action always yields rewards.

My reward came in the form of a fax. One day I received a fax from Fran, my former boss at the nonprofit women’s business organization. She sent me a one-page article from BusinessWeek magazine about the launch of a new website for businesswomen, started by the founders of Working Woman magazine. The headline of the article was circled, and Fran had written, “Call them!”

And so I did.

I called New York City information and asked for the main number of Working Woman magazine. I dialed the number immediately and asked to speak to someone in human resources. The receptionist put me through and when the woman answered, I told her that I had seen the recent article in BusinessWeek, and I had just received a master’s degree in women’s studies, and my thesis was about businesswomen, and I would love to know if they were hiring. She asked me to fax my résumé, and the next day invited me in for an interview. A few weeks later, they offered me a job working at the new website.

So, to recap how I got my first job in the Real World: exploring things I didn’t have a knack for (law), getting whatever kind of experience I could (internship), following my passion and gut instincts (Australia), making and maintaining relationships (Fran), getting involved with professional organizations (Rotary Club), following leads (the fax), and selling myself (the call to Working Woman). No one strategy would have done it. No to-do item was the magic bullet. Success came from a combination of factors, actions, and connections. The challenge is that you never know which combination will ultimately work, so you have to try them all.

That’s what this book is all about: taking action and trying a variety of things to find your first job in the Real World. Most career books for college students and recent grads teach you how to write a résumé and tell you what to say on a job interview. That’s great, but what they miss is all of the work you need to do before that point so you have impressive things to put on that résumé, experiences to talk about on those job interviews, and, perhaps most important, the confidence and preparedness to take advantage of the opportunities that arise.


Getting from College to Career is the book I wish had existed when I was in college. It’s the book I wish my younger brother and sister had. It’s a collection of all of the tips, ideas, advice, secrets, strategies, and warnings that I didn’t even know I didn’t know. It’s the book that can help make this weird time—full of questions, transitions, and decisions—as painless and productive as possible.

According to the consulting firm Human Resource Executives, 85 percent of entry-level job candidates are poorly prepared for the job search process. That’s a scary statistic, and it doesn’t surprise me at all. I felt totally unprepared for the working world when I was a student. And now, working as a writer, consultant, and speaker specializing in entry-level career advice, I regularly speak to groups of college students from all over the country, who ask the same questions: How do I figure out what I should do with my life? Where do I get a job without experience? What if I make a mistake? Can you please help?!

My short answers are: You figure it out by asking a lot of questions and trying a lot of different things. You have a lot more experience than you think you do. You will make mistakes, and that’s a good thing. And, yes, I want to help. In fact, I won’t rest until I’ve given you 90 strategies to try.

In the spirit of being painless (and hopefully fun), the book’s chapters are presented as easy-to-read tips. You’ll notice that many of the tips include an exercise box called “Make This Work for You.” The goal of these boxes is for you to customize the tip to your unique situation and to learn helpful tricks and shortcuts for staying motivated over time. You’ll find “Done!” boxes at the end of each of these exercises so you can place a big, fat, satisfying check mark when you’ve completed the action.

You’ll also come across “Extra Credit” boxes throughout the book, where I’ve asked various experts to provide you with even more detailed information about certain topics. “Proof It’s Possible” boxes offer real stories about real young people whose early career efforts have paid off, such as Erin Berkery, who turned a temp job into a dream job in publishing, and Bobby Lopez, who wrote a fan letter to Stephen Sondheim in high school, worked as a temp at Pfizer for Viagra, and then cocreated the musicals Avenue Q and The Book of Mormon and won his first Tony Award in his twenties. And finally, “Reality Check” boxes share quotes from real people who’ve survived the postcollege job search and lived to tell about it.

I look forward to sharing this college-to-career journey with you. Welcome, in advance, to the Real World. I think you’ll like it here.









HOW TO GET THE MOST OUT OF THIS BOOK



I have one simple instruction for applying the advice in this book: focus on the tips that you feel will have the most immediate impact for you. You can read every page or skip the tips that don’t feel applicable to your situation. This book does not contain a step-by-step, all-inclusive guide to getting a job. Rather, it offers the very best tips I’ve gathered on a wide variety of topics to help you stand out from the crowd and make a successful transition from college student to career professional. I’ve attempted to give you the greatest variety and best advice available, but if a certain tip doesn’t speak to you, skip it and move on to more relevant information. Or read the tip for inspiration and ideas, but apply the suggested actions in your own way. The most important thing is for you to find the resources and tools you need to get focused on what you want to do, get experience and connections, and get hired by the employer of your dreams.

Don’t wait another minute to get started working on your transition from college to your career in the Real World: 90 tips are ready and waiting!




Make This Book Work for You

My favorite part of going to the movies is definitely the trailers. I could watch previews all day; I love to get a sense of a movie before I spend my money and time to see it. So, I’d like to give you that same opportunity. While all of the tips in this book can apply to anyone, here are some special instructions to readers in particular situations:


	If you have absolutely no idea what career path you want to pursue, pay special attention to Tips #19, 22, and 25. As you’ve already learned from my story, you probably won’t know the perfect industry or job for you until you experience it. It’s great to sit and think about what you might want to do, but you’ll figure it out much faster if you leave the house and try things.

	If you are shy and feel that might get in the way of your job search, check out Tips #4, 26, 31, and 37. Meeting and talking to people is the single most effective action you can take to find the right career. But you don’t have to be the most outgoing person in the world to do this.

	If you identify yourself as part of a minority group or you’re a first-generation American, you may face additional challenges as you begin your postcollege job search. But you also have some advantages and opportunities. Check out Tips #26, 35, and 71 for special strategies.

	If you have a deep passion but you’re not sure how to make a living with it, you’ll want to pore over Tips #20, 21, and 76. Rest assured that I am 100 percent in favor of following your bliss, so all you’ll get from me is encouragement.















Chapter 1

GET STARTED



This first section is all about getting ready to discover and pursue your ideal career. I am entirely certain that you, no matter who you are, or what the economy is doing, can find a terrific, fulfilling, enjoyable job that will start you on the road to a career that will make you happy and successful. But first you have to believe that it’s really possible. No matter what, don’t let anything—including your own thoughts or fears—interfere with getting a head start on your bright future.

1. START WHEREVER YOU ARE

Between my own first job search and researching this book, I’ve read virtually every career-advice-for-college-students book, blog, and Twitter feed available. And every single one offers the same opening advice about finding a great postcollege job: start early.

Good advice, for sure, and I wholeheartedly agree. If you are reading this book as a college freshman, sophomore, or junior, then you are in great shape. But…


What if you haven’t started early? What if you have, in fact, started really, really late? What if you’re a second-semester senior? What if—gasp!—you are reading this book when you’re already a year or two out of college and you still haven’t found a job or a career path?

I’m here to tell you that it’s okay.

I agree with all of the other books that it is ideal to start thinking about your career plans as early in your life as possible, but I also know the reality is that many people don’t do this, and it isn’t very helpful to tell a college senior that she should have started doing internships her freshman year. I promise you that this book contains strategies for those who are starting early (Welcome, freshmen!) and those who are starting later.

It is never too early or too late. But one thing is essential: you must choose to start your planning and searching wherever you are right now. The smartest strategy for any job seeker is to accept and embrace your starting point. Your task will be to maximize the advantages of your particular situation and work hard to minimize the obstacles. Virtually every tip in this book applies to job seekers at every stage of the process.

But whether you are a freshman, sophomore, junior, senior, recent grad, or not-so-recent grad, there is one thing you must do as the first step of this book:

Starting this minute, commit to starting and having a great career. Therapists and self-help gurus will tell you that happiness is a choice; well, I think that having a great career is a choice, too. You can make it happen. And by taking action on the tips in this book, you will.

As you’ll see in many of the stories ahead, if you’re willing to do some work, take some risks, and apply some wise advice, you can and will get a terrific job and build a smart career path. Don’t worry about what you could’ve done, would’ve done, or should’ve done up to this point. Just get started right now.


Your very first assignment: put a big, fat, satisfying check mark in the box below. The path to your dream career is waiting.



Make This Work for You

Make a commitment to work on your career, starting today.

[image: image] Done!




2. KNOW THE NUMBERS

When you’re graduating and just starting out in the workforce, particularly in challenging economic times, it may seem that everyone is getting a job faster than you are or no one is moving back home to live with their parents. Well, it’s time for a reality check. The truth is that over a million people graduate from college each year, so I promise that whatever your situation, lots and lots of other people are right there with you. Take this quick quiz to learn the real stats about college graduates and the job market.


1. How long does it take the average college graduate to get a job?



a. Less than 3 months

b. 3 to 9 months

c. Over a year



Answer: b. According to the National Association of Colleges and Employers’ 2011 Student Survey, the median time that seniors from the class of 2011 took to land a job was 7.74 months. In 2010 the median was 6.95 months. Be prepared not to find a position overnight.



2. What percentage of college graduates move back home after graduation?



a. 30%

b. 50%

c. 80%




Answer: c. The number of grads moving back home has steadily increased, thanks in part to the global economic recession. According to CollegeGrad.com, among U.S. college graduates, 80 percent moved back home with their parents, up from 67 percent in 2006. The message? It’s perfectly okay and totally normal to move back in with your parents or parent for a while to save money and get on your feet professionally.


3. How long do most recent college graduates plan to stay in their first jobs?



a. 3 to 6 months

b. 1 to 3 years

c. At least 5 years




Answer: b. According to Right Management, 55 percent of 2010 college graduates said they planned to stay in their first jobs for one to three years. If you’re an average American college graduate, it’s highly unlikely that your first employer will be your last. While it’s commendable to look for an employer you’ll want to remain with for a long time, it’s okay to make a decision based on where you want to be for the next few years only.


4. How much more money over a lifetime does a college graduate make than a high school graduate?



a. 25% more

b. 50% more

c. 75% more





Answer: c. The U.S. Census Bureau reports that over a typical, forty-year working lifetime, the average college graduate earns about 75 percent more. So, yes, that degree is worth it!


5. About how many jobs will the average person have in his or her lifetime?



a. 5 to 7

b. 12 to 15

c. 20 to 25




Answer: b. According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the average worker currently holds ten different jobs before age forty, and this number is projected to grow. Forrester Research predicts that today’s youngest workers—that’s you—will hold twelve to fifteen jobs in their lifetimes.

3. AVOID THE BIGGEST MISTAKE IN
 CAREER PREP AND JOB HUNTING

Remember how the nicest grade-school teachers always said, “There are no stupid questions.” Well, I would add that there are no stupid ways to gain experience and look for a job. The only stupid thing you can do is to do nothing.

That’s right—the worst mistake you can make is not to take any action at all. How do I know this? Because I did it. As you learned in the introduction, when I returned from graduate school in Australia and moved back into my old bedroom in my parents’ house, I spent about a month under the covers. I did absolutely nothing, except sprain my ankle when I finally ventured out jogging one day. That led to another month of doing absolutely nothing.


By not taking any action at all, I pretty much guaranteed that I wouldn’t find a job. Once I started making some phone calls, meeting some people for lunch, and sending out my résumé, I built momentum and began to find opportunities. The minute I took action—any action—things started happening.

Whenever you are stuck, frustrated, nervous, clueless, confused, discouraged, or overwhelmed, in my experience the answer is always action. Just do something. That’s why this book is arranged in action-oriented tips. Every page includes a way for you to move forward, no matter where you are in the career planning process. And I recommend taking at least one career-related action every single day.

This is a great mind-set to keep with you at every stage of your career. As long as you’re not standing still, you can rest assured that you’re moving closer to your goals and dreams.

4. EMBRACE YOUR STEREOTYPE

I know that you’re a special person with many unique qualities that we will explore and expand upon throughout the tips in this book. At the same time, you are also totally generic. What I mean by this is that you are in no way the first, the last, or even the fifty-millionth person to be in your current life stage.

Along with the burping baby, the blushing bride, and the midlife crisis man with a brand new sports car, the I-am-readyto-take-on-the-world-just-as-soon-as-I-figure-out-what-I-am-going-to-do-next-year-and-for-the-rest-of-my-life graduating college student is a familiar American stereotype. Everyone knows it’s challenging but also exciting to go from a campus environment to the Real World, but hopefully you can take comfort from the fact that almost everyone who has gone to college has experienced this in some form. You’ve probably already realized this from the number of times adults have said to you, sometimes in a good way and sometimes in a bad way, “Boy, I sure remember what it was like to be in your position!”

Instead of rolling your eyes every time someone says this, my advice is to take advantage of it. Whenever you’re telling anyone, from a relative to a professor to a random stranger in line behind you at Subway, that you are looking for your first job and that person’s response is something like, “Wow, I’m so glad I’m not in your shoes!” or “Wait until you have three kids and a mortgage, kid. You’ll be dying to go back to this time in your life,” don’t just smirk. Instead, smile, take a deep breath, and then treat the situation as an opportunity. Ask for some free advice. I bet you’ll be surprised at the responses you get and the detailed ideas or real job leads you might pick up. As long as you ask politely and with genuine interest, most people will take a few minutes to help an earnest young college student or recent grad.

What exactly should you ask in such situations? Here are some good, simple questions you can pose to anyone and everyone who seems to take an interest in your situation:


	What’s your best job search tip?

	What was your first job, and do you think it was a good choice?

	Who do you think are the best employers in this area?

	Have you heard about any young people with really cool jobs during or after college?

	What do you wish you had known when you were my age?



By asking questions like the ones above, you’ll start collecting tips, suggestions, and warnings that can really make a difference for you. For instance, if nine out of ten people tell you that they wish they had learned more about their career before jumping into it, then you might want to take that advice quite seriously. If your parents, your older brother, and your three cousins from Ohio practically cry when they talk about how much they regretted procrastinating finding a job after college, then you’ll be much more likely to start as soon as possible.

Remember, no-cost research opportunities are literally everywhere, including on the phone that’s probably sitting right next to you as you read this. There is an enormous amount of information, experience, and expertise out there that you can tap into at every stage of your first job search and for the rest of your life. So, start asking questions, listening to the answers, and taking copious notes.

Besides getting some good information, this exercise is important for another reason: you want to get into the habit of regularly talking about your career planning, job search, future goals, and networking needs so they become a more and more comfortable topic of discussion for you. This will come in handy later when we start to talk about the importance of networking.

To give you a head start, I surveyed a hundred professionals in a variety of fields and asked what they wish they had known at your life stage. Here are some of the most revealing answers, and you’ll find more in sidebars throughout the book:


“I wish I had known that I wasn’t going to be an overnight success.”

Derek Billings, creative director




“There are no mistakes, and even a job that seems to have been a mistake or a bad fit can lead you to the next step—the people you meet, the experience you had, etc.”

Cali Williams Yost, author, Work+Life, and
 president and founder, Work+Life Fit, Inc.





“As a journalist, I now know that what I enjoy as a reader doesn’t have much bearing on what I’ll like as an employee. Just because you love to read a certain magazine, it doesn’t necessarily mean that you’ll enjoy working there.”

Julianne Pepitone, staff reporter, CNN
 Money




“If you’re patient, big dreams can come true. Success doesn’t always come in lightning-fast ways and in ways that you could have predicted. Stay focused on your dreams, but be willing to bend.”

Maggie Jackson, columnist and author,
 Distracted: The Erosion of Attention and
 the Coming Dark Age




“I wish I knew earlier in my career that working hard would not contribute to my long-term success as much as building lifelong professional relationships based on trust and mutual respect.”

Dr. Lois P. Frankel, author, Nice Girls Don’t
 Get the Corner Office and Nice Girls Just
 Don’t Get It





Make This Work for You

This week, ask at least three people: What do you wish you’d known about your career when you were my age? Record the three pieces of advice you find most helpful:

 


1.

 

2.

 

3.

 

Now commit to incorporating this advice into the rest of your career planning and job search.


[image: image] Done!




5. OVERCOME YOUR STEREOTYPE

Remember that positive, fresh-faced college grad stereotype from the last tip? Well, it has a dark side. Some people don’t exactly have the best impression of college grads today. I like to think of this as the “Kids today!” grump syndrome (usually said while the person rolls his eyes). Just as your parents and grandparents will tell you that they walked uphill both ways to school, they will tell you that college graduates in their day were more polite, more respectful, and more hardworking than today’s young people.

The thing is, well…it’s kind of true.

Current young people—known as Generation Y or Millennials—don’t exactly have the best reputation in the workplace. Here are some of the comments I’ve heard from Baby Boomer and Generation X–aged human resources executives and other professionals who interview and hire entry-level employees. I asked the simple question, “What is your impression of recent college grads in the workforce today?” Some of the not-so-positive responses included:


	“They feel a sense of entitlement, but they don’t have the skills to back up their confidence.”

	“They don’t seem to care about building a career.”

	“They’re lazy.”

	“They want instant feedback and instant gratification.”



Lots of people had good things to say as well, and no stereotype is ever 100 percent true, but it’s important to know that this perception is out there. Why am I telling you this? Not to make you feel bad. It’s because I believe that just as you can turn the more positive college grad stereotype to your advantage, you can turn the negative impression of your generation into a huge advantage as well. How? By not reinforcing this stereotype.

Think about it: If most people—job interviewers especially—believe that young people are lazy, entitled, and rude—then you can really stand out by being hardworking, respectful, and well mannered. If a corporate recruiter calls fifteen job candidates and you are the only one with a professional-sounding voice mail message, who do you think will get the interview? If you greet your interviewer as Ms. Stewart and everyone else jumps right to calling her Martha, who will make the best first impression? Courtesy and humility count. In fact, a vice-president of recruiting at Citigroup told me that the number one way entry-level candidates distinguish themselves is simply by being polite.


6. GET ORGANIZED

No matter when or where you start to work on your postcollege career planning, I recommend treating the process as if you’re taking a class on the subject. There won’t be any exams, but there will be plenty of reading, handouts, note taking, and studying. This means you need an organization system. Lucky for you, I’m a type A, Virgo, hyperorganized person who once had a dream about alphabetizing my bookshelf (embarrassing, but true). So, you’re learning from a pro. Here are my suggestions for the tools you’ll need to keep track of your career planning and job searching. You can implement this system no matter when you start this process.


	First and foremost, you need a notebook to keep track of ideas, research, planning, and other information. You can use a computer document or smartphone app if you prefer, but I recommend buying a notebook with a cover that makes you feel happy and positive—the good energy can’t hurt, right? From this point forward, keep your career planning notebook with you at all times. You never know when you might think of a new idea or hear about a company or program you want to look into. And by keeping all of your notes in one place, you’re less likely to lose any ideas or information. If you’re really hard core, you can even keep the notebook on your nightstand, in case you have any great career brainstorms while you’re dozing off to sleep at night.

	Next, develop a filing system, on your computer or in a file drawer, to keep track of documents, applications, brochures, newspaper clippings, résumés, event invitations, etc. Make a new folder for every single opportunity you’re considering so information is easy to access when you need it. To be even more organized, you can group your files into categories. Depending on your particular interests, categories could include: Internship Opportunities, Potential Employers, Study-Abroad Applications, Networking Contacts, Volunteer Organizations, Articles to Read, Events Attended, Associations, Cover Letters, Recommendation Letters, and Encouraging Notes from Mom.

	Buy a calendar (or use a web-based version such as GCal) and plan to mark down every application deadline, networking event, informational interview, and anything else related to your job search. Keep all of your appointments, job search–related or not, on one calendar so you don’t accidentally book an interview on the same day as lunch with your grandmother or a biology exam. If you’re following the advice to take at least one action every day on behalf of your career planning or job search, mark each action on your calendar to keep track of your progress.

	Once you get heavily into your job search, you’ll also want to keep a spreadsheet or notebook log to keep track of every interaction you have with the companies to which you’re applying. Note the date on which you send in a résumé, the date of any scheduled interviews, the date you send a thank-you note, the date you make a follow-up phone call, and any other interactions in person, online, or by phone. Jot down a few notes about each interaction as well. For instance, “Ms. Healy is on vacation—assistant said to call back in one week” (and then mark this on your calendar), or “E-mailed cover letter and résumé to XYZ Corp. human resources department. Also posted résumé in HR database.” When you’re applying to lots of jobs it’s easy to lose track of who’s who and what’s what. Don’t rely on your memory for information this important.

	Create a contact database system. You need a way to keep track of every person you meet along your career planning path—from networking contacts to career counselors to friends to alumni to company recruiters. Your network is hugely important to your career, so you don’t want to lose track of anyone you meet. Take your pick from Gmail contacts, Apple Address Book, Microsoft Outlook, or any other contact management software. An old-school address book is fine too. It doesn’t matter what you use as long as you have a system that works for you. If you choose computer software, be sure to print out your contact list occasionally and have a backup method, in case your computer crashes or you lose your laptop. On that note, I also would advise against keeping contact information only in your cell phone, just in case the device breaks or gets misplaced.



According to Mary Carlomagno, the owner of order, the organization company (www.orderperiod.com), and author of Give It Up! My Year of Learning to Live Better with Less, an important aspect of staying organized is keeping your contacts up to date. “A good rule of thumb is this: if you are unable to place who the person is from his or her business card, chances are you won’t reconnect,” advises Mary. How can you keep people straight in your mind when you’re meeting lots of recruiters and other new contacts during your job search? Mary recommends using a memory hook: “After you meet someone for the first time, make a note for each contact person, where you met or the topic of your conversation.” That should help you with recall later on.



Reality Check

“What do I wish I had known when I graduated college that I know now? To keep the contact information of everyone you ever meet anywhere, with notes!”

Karlin Sloan, CEO, Karlin Sloan & Company, leadership development consulting




The most important message about being organized with your career planning and job searching is to develop a system that works for you. Determining your career path and searching for a job are hard enough as it is; don’t let an overflowing desk drawer of Diet Coke–stained résumés or a lost Post-it note with a recruiter’s phone number make it any harder.

Remember also that the research and organizing you do now is likely to come in handy later in your career. I’m pretty








	Assessment testing

	Résumé and online profile critiquing

	Databases of apprenticeship/job shadow/internship opportunities

	Interview training and mock interviewing (often with videotaping) in person or via phone or Skype

	Career counseling

	Career fairs and recruiting events

	Workshops, seminars, and lectures with expert speakers

	Networking with career services staff. Think about it: they know all the employers!



























	Have news headlines delivered directly to your inbox. Most news sources offer free e-newsletters that feature the top daily stories. It only takes a few minutes to scan down a list of headlines and read at least the first paragraph of each story to stay on top of the news. The first time you check your e-mail each morning, make this the first message you open to ensure you keep up with this habit. At the very least, make a national news website your home page, and scan the day’s headlines when you open your Internet browser.

	Combine newspaper reading with another daily activity. If you prefer reading the real, live paper, the best way to stick with the practice is to combine your paper reading with something else you really enjoy, or something you do each day anyway. For example, if you go to the gym every morning, read the newspaper while you’re riding the exercise bike or climbing on the StairMaster. (It takes some balance, but I promise you it’s possible!) If you sit in the park and eat a sandwich during your thirty-minute lunch break every day, spend fifteen minutes of that time flipping through the paper while you eat. If you ride a train or bus to work, spend that time reading the paper instead of daydreaming or napping. All this works if you read the news on an iPad as well.

	Bring the news to class. This tip comes from Felice Nudelman, executive director of education initiatives for the New York Times. Felice advises students, particularly those who aren’t used to reading a newspaper regularly, to scroll through the day’s headlines and pick one that relates to a class they’re taking. Ask the professor how his or her class relates to the current issue. For instance, if you see an article about global warming, you might bring it to a chemistry or biology professor for discussion. If you see an article about globalization in business, you might discuss the piece with an economics professor. According to Felice, reading the newspaper doesn’t have to be a solitary activity. “In fact, it’s one of the most social things you can do,” she says. “Use the newspaper for discussion and debate. Make it part of your conversation.”

	Don’t panic if you miss a day. If you’re cramming for an interview and worried because you skipped the previous day’s news, check out the “Letters to the Editor” section, which offers feedback from that day’s articles.













	File backup service. Whether you choose Google Docs, Dropbox, Mozy, or a zip drive, you must back up all of your job search documents, including résumés and cover letters, in case something happens to your primary computer. Take it from someone who didn’t back up the first paper she wrote in college and had to start over from scratch—always, always back up everything.

	Tech support. Who can you call if your computer crashes at 2:00 a.m.? Who can unjam your printer when an important cover letter gets stuck? If your school has twenty-four-hour tech support, be sure you know the phone number or e-mail address. If not, seek out a friend, family member, or other service (I’m a big fan of Best Buy’s Geek Squad, which will provide phone or at-home support in many cities) just in case you experience any technical difficulties.

	Superfast dry cleaner. “In by 9, out by 5” will be music to your ears if you spill coffee on your best interview suit or get invited at the last minute to a networking function. There have been days when no relationship in my life was as important as having a dry cleaner I could beg to help me with special service. If this is not an option for you, then buy yourself a strong stain-stick product and brush up on your ironing skills.

	Coffee shop that’s good for meetings. While you’ll often meet at a professional contact’s office (because this is most convenient for the contact), sometimes the person will ask you to recommend a meeting spot. It’s a great idea to have a reliable location that you can always recommend in such situations. What makes a place “good for meetings”?




	It’s open early and late. Find a place where you can meet people before work or after work.

	You can almost always get a table. There’s nothing more awkward than standing around with a person you’ve just met with a steaming hot latte in your hand, waiting for a table to open up.

	It has free wi-fi. You and your contact may want to Google some information or look up a contact on LinkedIn, so make sure you’re in a spot where your laptop or iPad can connect.

	It’s relatively quiet. Obviously a library is not a good choice, since people will be shushing you the whole meeting. But you also want to avoid any place that has live music or a booming bass in the background.

	It’s on the beaten path. Be careful to pick a spot that’s easy for someone to find if he or she has never been there. Spots in the middle of a college quad or in a student building may be difficult for an outsider to find. You should know the exact address of your favorite coffee shop and easy directions by car or public transportation in case you need to provide that information.

	The coffee is good. Okay, this one is not essential, but it definitely helps.















	Reviewing your assessments together. When you take any assessment tests—online, with a career coach, or in a book—your parents can be a great help in reviewing the answers. They are very familiar with your skills and talents, so their knowledge of you can help you understand results that may be confusing to you. For instance, they may remind you of activities you loved as a child that you may have forgotten about, but that show up as strong interests on an assessment test.

	Rehearsing for interviews. Just as our parents can be our biggest supporters, they can also be our biggest critics because they want us to be our very best. Many students ask their parents to help them practice for interviews, by running through questions, helping to choose an interview outfit, or videotaping a rehearsal. I recommend practicing with other people in your life as well (see Tip #82, “Mock Interview”)—the more practice, the better.

	Proofreading. You can never have too many people checking your résumé, cover letters, and any other professional correspondence. If your parents have good grammar and spelling abilities, ask them to check some of your career-related writing.

	Networking. Your family members count as part of your network. Ask your parents if they’d be willing to sit with you to brainstorm any of their contacts who might be helpful. You’d be amazed at how many people come to mind when they really think about it. And I suspect that many parents don’t even know exactly what kinds of connections their kids are looking for.








	Accountability. Ask one or both of your parents to check in on your job search progress. It can be easy to procrastinate if no one is keeping you accountable. Set goals on your calendar and ask your parents to check in with you by e-mail, text, or phone on specific accomplishments, such as the “Make This Work for You” activities in this book.

	Bookending. This is a lifesaving strategy I learned from my own mom. Whenever I am about to do something scary—make a cold call, negotiate a fee, have a difficult conversation with a colleague—I call my mom before the action to gear up and get confident. Then I make the difficult call. Afterward I call her to report on how it went. I’ve also heard this strategy referred to as “sandwiching”—picture the scary action stuffed between two warm, friendly pieces of bread. I urge you to try this when making a difficult call, going for an interview, attending a job fair, or pretty much any other time you need support.







	Calling a recruiter or employer for any reason—to pitch you as a good employee, ask why you didn’t get a job, act as a reference, or for any other reason. This includes summer jobs, internships, study abroad programs—anything. Your parents should never talk to your potential employers about your career.

	Attending a job interview or career fair. If you need your mom by your side to get the job, then how will you function without her once the job begins? Don’t even bring a parent into the waiting room for an interview—you should be completely independent.

	Sending out a résumé. Your résumé and any career-related correspondence should always come from your own e-mail address. Never have your parents send anything on your behalf. Again, it makes you look dependent and immature.
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