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To Parents: Why I Wrote This Book

Are you a Christian parent freaking out over how your kids will do in college?

Nearly two million students enroll at American colleges and universities each year, but about 30 percent drop out after their freshman year. Only half of students who enter college in the US finish their degrees. Others are ready to switch majors or hunker down with their teddy bears. As the Cs and Ds pile up, they wonder what went wrong. What happened to that warm, fuzzy feeling that college was supposed to be some of the best years of your life? The statistics are sobering:


	Only about 40 percent of high school seniors graduate with the skills they need for college.1

	Only about 20 percent of college students enter with the basic quantitative skills necessary to compare ticket prices or calculate the cost of food.2

	The four-year graduation rate for students attending public colleges and universities is currently 33 percent. The six-year rate is 58 percent.3

	More than 80 percent of college students currently feel overwhelmed, and 40 percent have felt so depressed it was difficult for them to function.4



And Christian students arent immune. They should be our best college students, but many are falling prey to the same forces that derail secular students. Students across America have learned that the transition from high school to college is one of the toughest assignments theyve ever receivedand for a Christian student, achieving success in a secular university is even harder. Whats a parent to do?

In this book, we give parents the straight scoop on how to prepare your kids for college by offering an unvarnished view from a professors side of the lecture table. Far more Christian students end up at secular colleges and universities than Christian colleges, yet there are few resources to help parents. Well show you what to do, what to avoid, what critical information you need, and what battles to fight. Well offer tons of talking points to share with your kids. Youll overhear dozens of conversations Ive had with students regarding the difficulties theyve hadand how to conquer them. Best of all, well save you sleep, frustration, money, heartaches, pints of Baskin-Robbins double chocolate, and hours of watching the Hallmark Channel to chill out.

To Christian parents who are lost and need straight talk to save your child from falling off the wagon in college, some of the topics:


	A coming to truth moment for parents who think their kids walk on water

	Who are these aliens we call our kids?

	Is it wise to send my kids to a secular university?

	Of course he knows how to study; hes been in school like fourteen yearsnot!

	The dirty-dozen rookie mistakes made by college students, and how to avoid them

	What machine cranks out college professors? Who are you nerds, anyway?

	Effects of culture, screen time, partying, anxiety, depression, and dorm life

	Is my Christian kid predestined to turn his back on Christianity at a secular university?



A secondary audience for the book includes ministers, educators, and a host of affinity groups who care about education. We seek to help:


	Secondary teachers who seek to prepare their students for college

	Youth ministers and pastors who deal with teenagers

	Employers trying to understand todays new college graduates. Trust methey dont.



Its best to hear about whats going on in colleges from the candid mouth of someone who has spent nearly his entire life there. Avoiding a Parental Freak-Out gives you, as a Christian parent, the tools you need to help your children wade through the murky waters of college.





Giving Thanks

God has led me on an amazing journey through life. I frequently joke to my graduate students that I may be the only professor who has been in the Big Ten, Pac-12, Big East, Ivy, and SEC.

My undergrad years at Michigan State (MSU) come with fond memories of Dr. Sherwood K. Haynes, past president of the American Association of Physics Teachers (AAPT). Dr. Haynes encouraged me to become a physics teacher who not only cared but was also effective at communication. Thanks also to the National Superconducting Cyclotron Laboratory (NSCL) at MSU, whose professors showed me what stepping up to the plate of big-league physics research was all about.

During my doctoral studies at the Oregon Health and Sciences University, I worked in the surface physics laboratory of Dr. Lynwood W. Swanson. It was wonderful to have a Christian mentor during my PhD studies. Our work on liquid metal ion sources, and the status of this group nationally, led to a postdoctoral position with Dr. John T. Yates of the University of Pittsburgh. Dr. Yates was the surface-science equivalent of a rock star. The association opened many doors and led to my current position at Auburn University.

Two years at Western Conservative Baptist Seminary (WCBS) equipped me in systematic theology and a strong academic background in the Scriptures. Dr. Earl D. Radmacher, editor in chief of the Nelson Study Bible, was my mentor. The whole thing was a God story.

Three years as chief surface scientist with Intel, during the heyday of the early Pentium microprocessors, gave me a chance to work with some of the top electrical engineers in the world during an exciting period in Silicon Valley. The early workers at Intel changed the world by making the computer a ubiquitous part of culture. Its sobering to think that something you helped to build has had such a profound effect on mankind.

Thank you in particular to pastors who have helped shape me toward Christ. I became a Christian in college under the late Dr. Howard F. Sugden of South Baptist Church in Lansing, Michigan. Dr. Sugden helped me during the start of my Christian life; and his enormous library and longtime association with Dr. Warren W. Wiersbe, then pastor of Moody Church in Chicago, gave me a thirst for Bible study and the courage to risk going to seminary.

After moving to the Southeast, I taught a large singles Sunday school class at First Baptist Church, Atlanta, home of In Touch Ministries and Dr. Charles F. Stanley. Dr. Stanley showed me how to live the Christian life. My current station is with Dr. Bill and Brent Purvis of Cascade Hills Church in Columbus, Georgia, where I teach a weekly Bible study class.

Thanks finally to the Department of Physics at Auburn University, and to Andy Carmichael at Deep River Books for taking on a second book from my pen.
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Introduction

1.1The Hyped, Inflated, My Kid Is Brilliant Education Today

Its important for Christian parents to see why students are frustrated and unsuccessful with the transition from high school to college. There are many contributing factors.

First, there is the current educational environment in our nation. The problems with secondary and early college education in our nation are well-documented. While our university graduate-level system remains the envy of the world and our universities attract brilliant students from all over the world who seek masters or doctorate degrees, its a mess with our teenagersand its been a mess for a long time.

To show you how long the problems have been with us, listen to the pointed experiences of a veteran high school teacher, written over fifteen years ago. Patrick Welsh, an English teacher at T. C. Williams High School in Alexandria, Virginia, wrote an article that had teachers doing high-fives. Somebody had finally said aloud what they were feeling. As you read Welchs observations below, ask yourself, as a Christian parent: Is he right or wrong? Do his observations make your blood boil, or is he off his rocker? Is it largely the rant of a burned-out high school teacher or an accurate depiction of whats going on in classrooms? Does it apply only to public school students? Does it describe your kids school?

Last month, as I averaged the second-quarter grades for my senior English classes at T. C. Williams High School in Alexandria, Virginia, the same familiar pattern leapt out at me. Kids who had emigrated from foreign countries . . . often aced every test, while many of their U.S.-born classmates from upper-class homes with highly educated parents had a string of Cs and Ds. . . . What many of the American kids I taught did not have was the motivation, self-discipline, or work ethic of the foreign-born kids. Politicians and education bureaucrats can talk all they want about reform, but until the work ethic of U.S. students changes, until they are willing to put in the time and effort to master their subjects, little will change. . . .

Maybe every generation of kids has wanted to take it easy, but until the past few decades, students were not allowed to get away with it. . . . If their kids do a modicum of work, many parents expect them to get at least a B. When I have given Cs or Ds to bright middle-class kids who have done poor or mediocre work, some parents have accused me of destroying their childrens futures. . . .

Perhaps the best lesson I can pass along to my upper- and middle-class students is to merely point them in the direction of their foreign-born classmates, who can remind us all that education in America is still more a privilege than a right.5

Talk about prophetic. Take a breath. Reread the excerpt. Chill for a minute. Its difficult to say this, but whether or not you agree with Welsh, the facts surrounding the demise of American students are indisputable. Nearly every academic study and the collective experience of thousands of teachers for more than three decades have fired warning shots across the bow of the American education system. Report after report has warned that high school seniors arent ready for college. Report after report has cautioned that something must change, or the rest of the world will eat our academic lunch. The real question is not with the evidence, which is overwhelming, but whether you as a Christian parent will embrace the facts and then determine to do something about it. Let me cite a few examples spanning the last twenty years.

When asked what he would like to see changed about K-12 education in America, Craig Barrett, ex-CEO of Intel, one of the worlds leading technology companies, answered:

[I]f we could capture 1% of the hot air that has gone out on this topic and turn it into results, it would be wonderful. The results are how our kids compare to their international counterparts, particularly in math and science. The longer kids stay in the system, the worse they do compared to their international counterparts. In fourth grade, our kids are roughly comparable. By eighth grade, they are behind. By the 12th grade, they are substantially behind other industrialized nations.6

Barrett said this fifteen years ago. Its worse now. When I worked at Intel, Barrett was head of the vaunted Technology Development Group, whose charter was to come up with the next-generation, miles-ahead computers we have today. He served on a national education commission that studied how to improve K-12 math and science education. In interviews, Barrett implied that few of his commissions recommendations were taken seriously; he reminded his readers that there is more at stake that you can imagine. Hes right. The stakes are huge, not only for our nation but also for your Christian college student.

Getting off on the right foot in college will take some of the effort that Welsh says todays students dont haveeffort that will define and direct the rest of their lives. But first, parents, you must gulp hard and see how your kids size up. How do sociologists see Generation Z those born after 1995? Are your kids smarter, bolder, cleverer, more talented, and more affluent than their peers in other nations? Are they willing to go where previous generations havent? Or are they more boorish, arrogant, self-indulged, pampered, and overrated?

How you see your kids goes a long way toward determining their success or failure in college. The news is generally terrible, but unless you realistically assess your kids abilities you wont be able to embrace the advice offered here. Consider some of the research amassed over the last couple of decades, especially in the area of science and math education. According to a National Academy of Sciences (NAS) report, Rising above the Gathering Storm, many adults with whom students come in contact seemingly take pride in never understanding or never liking math.7 This was underscored by a Raytheon Corporation survey of a thousand eleven- to thirteen-year-olds released in 2006, which found that 84 percent said they would rather clean their room, eat their vegetables, go to the dentist, or take out the garbage than learn math or science.8 A 2006 National Geographic Literacy Study found that only 37 percent of Americans ages eighteen to twenty-four could correctly locate Iraq on a world map; 37 percent could find Saudi Arabia; 26 percent could find Iran; and only 25 percent could locate Israel.9 You read that correctly. How can students go through elementary school, junior high, high school, and college and not be able to locate Israel?

Stephen Prothero, chairman of the Boston Universitys Department of Religion, wrote a book called Religious Literacy: What Every American Needs to Knowand Doesnt.10 He found ten years ago that 60 percent of Americans couldnt name five of the Ten Commandments and that 50 percent of high school seniors thought Sodom and Gomorrah were married. What happened during fifteen years of education? Is it cute to be dumber than a fifth grader?

The most current data on American student achievement compared to other nations shows that were still in the middle of the pack. One of the biggest cross-national tests is the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) which every three years measures reading ability, math literacy, science literacy, and other key skills among fifteen-year-olds in dozens of developed and developing countries. The most recent PISA results from 2019 placed the US an unimpressive eighth in reading, thirtieth in math, and eleventh in sciencean improvement from 2015 (thirty-eighth in math and twenty-fourth in science).11

Do you believe the studies? Can it really be that bad? Do they suffer from bias? Flawed methods? Were they performed by organizations with a vested interest in attacking the competence of American students? Are you mad? Embarrassed? Could you care less? When I share some of the data with parents and freshmen, they shake their heads in near-universal disbelief. How can those studies be right when most of the students I know, myself included, have nearly straight-A averages coming out of high school? is a common response.

One of my goals in citing the educational research is to pry you from your belief that your kids are ready for college. Yes, the studies address small cross-sections of students. Secular students. Yes, many of your kids were educated in private Christian schools or homeschool situations where the educational standards may have been higher than many public and secular schools. You dont think the studies really apply to your kids. You cant believe your kids compare so unfavorably to the rest of the worlds students. But it also could be that youve been insulated from knowing your kids true academic prowess and that theyre not as ready for college as you believe.

Let me tell you what I see: After a year of college, many of my students are disenchanted with their high school education. Theyre angry and frustrated over not being prepared for college. After slugging it out with the core curriculum in freshman year, most students are ready to quit, switch majors, and call the whole thing off. As a professor, Im tired of the drama. I want to spare your kids that sickening feeling of being so far behind the academic ball that theyll never be able to recover.

Christian students are not inoculated from these problems. I hate to say this, but its rare that I find differences academically between secular and Christian students. Why?


	One, most Christian students in large secular universities are not from small private Christian high schools. They receive the same secular public education that everyone else does.

	Two, although devoted to issues of faith, Christian students are still members of Generation Z. They cant help but adopt some of the characteristics of that generation, which I describe in the next chapter.

	Three, secular high schools often do a better job of preparing students in some subject areas than home and Christian schools. This is especially true with technical subjects such as chemistry and physics, where expensive laboratory equipment is needed to teach inquiry-based science.



We next consider some misguided solutions to the problems faced by students in the current educational system. Its important for parents to see the big picture.

1.2Money and Computers Arent the Savior

Money and technology are part of the standard model offered by the educational establishment to help students compete. But given the fact that the culture and underperforming education systems are some of the key elements in the high-school-to-college transition, theres only so much you can do with money and technology. Money has very little impact on values, and values are what determine whether parents and students think a college education is relevant and worth the effort. Educators can employ the most up-to-date technology to assist learning, and throw money into new facilities, laboratories, and classrooms, but very little will improve if students dont buy into a value system which views learning as a high calling that cant be relegated to shortcuts.

For years, millions of taxpayer dollars have supported research projects to study why our students arent learning. Technology enters the debate because educators believe that, since students are so immersed in electronics, technology must be the way to reach them. But this reminds me of fad diets. There was the Atkins diet, the Subway diet, the grapefruit diet, stomach stapling, and a host of other shortcutsto a problem best solved by doing the hard work of eating less and exercising more. Likewise, how many more educational fads do we have to endure before realizing that the solution isnt found in faddish education trends? Did any of our brilliant ancestors have to be prodded to learn by stuffing content into video games? Did the greatest thinkers and philosophers have money and technology piled up to their ears? Most of them barely had paper and pencil, let alone computers, calculators, iPods, videocasts, answer books, and PowerPoint. Yet they seemed to do fine.

Let me tell you why bowing to the money-and-technology parade is largely fruitless. Take my own old-school education. My high school was an urban public institution that could offer little more than a crude education by todays norms. There were no overhead projectors, computers, worldwide web access, or slick videos to help us learn. No fancy textbooks, calculators, cell phones, or feel-good approaches to learning. Basically, we had chalkboards.

But we also had discipline and good teachers who cared about whether we learned. Rude behavior and slack work were not tolerated. Our principal would back up his teachers and not cave to overbearing parents who challenged teachers for higher grades for their kids. The teachers, the staff, and the learning environment made the difference, not the technology. Get good teachers and put them in an environment where they can thrive, and you have the raw ingredients for a great school. Add supportive parents, a little money, and a reasonable home environment for your students and you have a spectacular school. If you count the number of highly successful people who graduated from my high school, its a Whos Who. And it was accomplished with few of the bells and whistles in our schools today.

Not to say that funding doesnt matter. There is little doubt that funding helps schools with their mission of educating students. However, its not the panacea that politicians, bureaucrats, and school superintendents would like the public to believe. Funding helps to attract good teachers and provide a broad range of educational experiences for students, as well as special programs for students who struggle. As a society, we spend incredible amounts of cash on less worthy causes. In the Auburn (AL) School District where I live, for example, the city of Auburn contributes millions of dollars per year on top of the state allocation just to keep the school district competitive with other upper-echelon programs in Alabama. The money buys opportunities for students, better buildings, a wide range of programs, and high visibility in our state. A high-status school district is an economic driver for the region. People move to Auburn, even though they must drive up to an hour to work in nearby Montgomery, Alabama or Columbus, Georgia, just so their kids can get into our schools.

Technology is scarier to me than raw dollars when it comes to improving education. Theres nothing wrong with technology, but when it translates into babysitting, passing time, or giving students something to occupy them on slow days, its near worthless. Educators who rush into the latest technology to turn average students into academic superstars should retire the anointing oil and save some money. Its unclear to many teachers that technology is little more than an expensive answer to a misunderstood problem. Administrators fall prey to expensive technology because they dont know what else to do. Its easy to throw dollars at the problem to keep up with the Joneses. But most software, hardware, CDs, self-directed learning programs, and enhancements to learning are costly solutions to what could be best solved by great teaching in a disciplined learning environment.

Someone has bought the line that to reach our students today, you must talk on their level, which is saturated with technology and entertainment. Translated: to reach a turned-off, distracted, self-indulgent generation you must act like the latest hip-hop dude on YouTube and Instagram. Not so. Sure, its better if you are funny and entertaining in the classroom, and some technology is great, but many of my college students still appreciate the one-on-one interaction with a real teacher who motivates them to learn because it is exciting and useful for their future. They are tired of robotic PowerPoint presentations.

A further problem with technology is that it is expensive and requires upkeep. Charles Harris, dean of information technology at Trenholm State Technical College (AL), foresaw this years ago when he said, Were a technology school, so we have to keep our technology in line with the rest of the world. It takes a lot of capital to keep your infrastructure updated and protected.12

Auburn University recently sank $12 million into overhauling its core administrative networks and $8 million to outfit the campus with the latest wiring and fiber-optic systems. Nationally, the Center for Digital Education estimates that colleges spent a record $6.6 billion on IT in the year 2015.13 For those of us who use computers in our work, we know that the average lifetime of a computer is about three years. Unless you want to wait forever for software to upload or enjoy surfing the Web at turtle speed, faster and more capable computers must be purchased at regular intervals. While its true that retail computer costs go down each year, a school district that must replace hundreds of machines every few years loads down tight education budgets with perpetual financial stress, not to mention the high costs of IT personnel to keep up the networks and technology. A few years ago when I was a consultant to school districts, I made some observations:


	Students usually knew more than teachers about how to use a computer.

	Once a computer malfunctioned (due to spam, malware, viruses, or operator misuse), the computers sat around unused for months.

	Computers were frequently used for babysitting or busywork exercises.

	Students who were touted to be computer literate were really just good at pushing buttons or using software, which has nothing to do with real computer education.

	It is amazing how soon students learn to misuse the Web by copying material into their assignments.



If not used properly, technology numbs the mind to actual thinking. For example, calculators are integral to science, engineering, and business courses, yet every few years our physics department revisits our policies on the use of calculators on tests. There are several problems.


	Calculators are little more than a black box to many students.

	Excessive dependence on calculators results in loss of critical math skills such as dividing and multiplying numbers. How many times have you gone to Burger King and the teenage clerk freaked out while counting change after the digital cash register broke down?

	While nearly all college students have calculators, few understand how most of the keys work, let alone the mathematical operations they represent.



What is the appropriate way to integrate technology into the education process? A reasonable guideline is whether the technology meaningfully adds to education. When I am calculating how to compare the apparent brightness of stars in my astronomy course, for example, I review logarithms and what the log button does on a calculator. The software programs we use in astronomy laboratories when its cloudy outside offer significant visualization of how planetary orbits obey Keplers laws. When we use computers to operate experimental instrumentation in our physics laboratories, we are keen to teach students what the programs do, such as operate an A/D converter. These are all examples of appropriate uses of technology and computer power. They are tools.

Thus, technology has a role to play, but its not the great leveler hoped for by politicians and bureaucrats. Learning is still driven by the hard-spade work of students spending time and effort with the great ideas of civilization. Parents, there are few effective shortcuts to education. Encourage your children to take advantage of existing technology and learn as much as they can about computers, but do not expect it to dramatically increase your kids GPA. Learning depends more on work ethic, time management, motivation, level of effort, and whether you are street-smart at being a student.

1.3How Much Is a Bachelors Degree Worth?

Parents should have a realistic view of the value of a college education. For many years, studies have shown that college-educated people, on average, make significantly more money over their lifetimes than people without a college education. While money is not the major motivating force for Christians, you should be aware of some of the economics involved with college education.

Census Bureau data has shown that workers with bachelors degrees earn 75 percent more money than employees with only high school diplomas. Over an average working lifetime of forty years, the differential results in roughly one million dollars more in earnings. However, this obviously depends on the major chosen in college; cybersecurity majors make more than literature majors, for example. I will visit specifics to help parents evaluate the dollar value of career choices later in this book.

There are other, more intangible benefits that accrue to a college education. Here are a few that have been important to me:

The bachelors degree badge. A bachelors degree represents a quantifiable and universally recognized standard of achievement. It opens the door to parts of society that are shut to those who stop at a high school diploma. It broadens your possibilities: the places you can work, the vocations you can pursue, and the opportunities that await. You only need to peruse job posting sites to see how many times the words college degree required appear. In many cases, it doesnt matter what sort of bachelors degree you have, as long as you have one.

Satisfaction of achievement. Not everyone can get a college degree. It takes time and effort. There is a level of satisfaction to earning a college degree that gets sweeter with time. You appreciate the fact the not everyone can do it. To those who get good grades, they will appreciate that not everyone can graduate summa or magna cum laude. A college degree is like the stripes and bars soldiers wear on their uniforms; its a lifelong source of pride and fulfillment.

Friends with high school diplomas often bemoan the fact that college graduates usually get paid more than they do just because they are college graduates. The pay differential is especially hard to defend in those instances when a high school graduate can clearly do the same job as well as a college graduate. While its true that college graduates can graduate with little common sense and even less street smarts when it comes to the practical world, its also true that a college graduate spends four more years in the salt mines of academia than high school graduates, sacrificing four years of wage earnings. Given the assignment to come up with a list of appropriate criteria to determine an employees starting pay, you would be forced to conclude that the extra four years of work and study should be worth something in the paycheck. It may not be fair, but a degree is at least an objective measurement of achievement that can be linked to salary.

An enlarged view of the world. Most college students wont appreciate this until later in life, but a liberal-arts college education opens your soul to the vast array of esthetic and cultural nuances in the world. Without a college education, its doubtful I would have much appreciation for the great masterpieces of Michelangelo, the artistic brilliance of Mozart and Bach, the mathematical genius of Einstein, or the literary talents of Wordsworth and Coleridge. Without history courses, it would be difficult to appreciate the gothic cathedrals of Europe, the Renaissance, the contributions of Western civilization, and the influence of Christianity in world history. Without science courses, it would be impossible for our leaders to make educated choices when it comes to medical treatments, global warming, and how to fight the war on terror using our technology advantage. Its impossible to put a price on the enlarged view of our world offered by a college degree. Someday your child will thank their university for making them take courses spanning the broad liberal-arts spectrum, in order to make them well-rounded citizens and not merely job seekers.

1.4Should Everyone Go to College?

Its usually a given that children today must go to college. Im not convinced. Every year, perfectly good time and money is wasted by students who arent ready for college. I talk to students nearly every month who say they hate it and dont want to be there. If it was up to them, they would work for a couple of years and find out who they are and what they want in life. A good way to answer these questions is by observing how the real world works outside the protected walls of a university. Its not enough for students to attend college merely to please mommy and daddy.

Parents should be aware of the important issues, particularly if you are paying the freight. You also should realize that if your kid is not a college graduate, not all is lost. The data below shows that, despite the dollar disparities, the job outlook for people without a bachelors degree is optimistic. The hitch is that many of these job openings will be in occupations that require training after high schooleither on-the-job training, college or vocational classes at a technical school, or a certificate or apprenticeship program.

Why waste four good years of your kids life if shes happy doing work in an industry that doesnt require a college or advanced degree? The important point is what God wants for your child. There are highly successful people in all walks of society who didnt go to college. But its important to educate your children on the salary differential over a lifetime.

Here are some other issues to consider:


	First, it may be that your child is just not ready for a major college. The transition from a small rural high school to a major college is too radical for many students; they are better served by smaller classes and a home-town environment like what they had in high school. If a junior college has adequate courses that seamlessly transfer to major colleges, community colleges offer a viable option. According to the American Association of Community Colleges, in fall 2017, 34 percent of undergraduate students attended public two-year colleges (17 percent of full-time undergraduates and 58 percent of part-time undergraduates).14 Junior college students have lots of company. The downside is that some junior colleges are little more than glorified high schools and have weak academic standards. Such a situation does little more than postpone the inevitable shock to major college standards for transfer students. If you plan to use the junior college option as a stepping-stone to a major college, carefully examine the reputation and quality of their transfer course offerings.

	Second, it may be that your child just wants to learn a trade. If your child is unhappy in college, think Mike Rowe, the Dirty Jobs host. The future job market in America is optimistic, with skilled trades in extreme demand. Employment is projected to grow by 8.4 million jobs to 169.4 million jobs between 2018 and 2028, according to the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.15 The fastest growing groups include healthcare support occupations (18.2%), personal care and service occupations (17.4%), computer and mathematical occupations (12.7%), healthcare practitioners and technical occupations (11.9%), and community and social service occupations (11.2%). If you know your kid is interested in say, cosmetology, auto repair, computer repair, dental assistant, welding, or any of the scores of professions that require certification or an associate degree, dont waste your money and your childs time on a four-year college. Most trades have outstanding job prospects and exceptional job flexibility, meaning you can work anywhere in the country. You dont need a bachelors degree to be an outstanding chef; better to go with a culinary school and then intern at a restaurant under an established chef.

	Third, its best to get your college degree earlier than later. While a year or two of work experience may help many students determine if they want to attend college, it is possible to wait too long. Ask any older, re-entrant student or single mom who returns to college after being away to raise their children. Its not a cakewalk. While the number of returning students I teach increases every year, you are surrounded by eighteen- to twenty-year-olds who can make you feel like an archeological relic. Returning students need to have a strong self-image and high motivation to get back to the classroom. After being out of school for a few years, the transition back to the demands of college is difficult. Youre not used to the hectic schedule and having your nights taken up with writing papers. The upside to postponing college is that older students usually love learning and have a wholly different appreciation of education. Instead of playing the game of school, returning students want to learn and enjoy it.

	Fourth, if you insist your children go to college and are upset that their interests lie elsewhere, tread carefully. On one hand, if your children have made it to adulthood, its their lives; that doesnt mean you have to foot the bill for all their choices. On the other hand, dangling dollars over the head of anyone usually changes a relationship for the worse. Your childs vocation is too important; its where your kids will spend half of their waking hours serving the Lord. They and God should decide that, with loving input from family and friends.



1.5What about Advanced Placement (AP) Courses?

Years of educational research have shown that the best predictor of success in college is the rigor of a students high school courses. Enter the emphasis on Advanced Placement (AP) courses in high school. Parents and students alike ask me about AP courses. AP is a program that allows bright secondary students to get a jump start on college by taking college-level courses while still in high school. After the course, a student takes the AP subject exam, a national standardized test administered by the College Board. Currently, AP offers courses in thirty-eight subject areas, the most popular being English, history, and literature.16 Sounds great, right?

But the question is whether AP courses are truly college-level courses. It depends on who you ask. AP is a step in the right directionany attempt to promote rigor in high school courses is welcomebut not all of us are convinced AP courses measure up to actual college-level courses. Many college professors view them with suspicion.

The current mad rush to pile students into AP courses reminds me of keeping up with the Joneses. Call it loading up on academic materialism. The high velocity at which high school students are signing up for AP courses have caused some to refer to it as an AP arms race. The class of 2019 took 1,245,527 (38.9%) AP exams, up from 793,300 (26.1%) in the class of 2009.17 The CEOs of the College Board are currently in the lap of luxury on a yacht cruising the Mediterranean (my professor envy is showing).

The arms race traces largely to the high-stakes college admission process. It also speeds the time to get a bachelors degree, as many colleges accept AP credit as substitutes for required core curriculum courses. Further, AP courses pad the resumes of incoming students. Students taking AP courses are often given extra weight in college admissions, since AP offerings are perceived to be the most rigorous courses high school students can take. Some students even attempt to scam the system by taking easy online AP courses.

But for my money, the best summary of how many professors in the college ranks view AP courses is given by Joe Britt, a senior at Fairfax (Virginia) High School: Youre not trying to be educated; youre trying to look good [to colleges]. Everyone is fighting for these few slots.18

Edith Waldstein, former vice-president for enrollment management at Wartburg College in Waverly, Iowa, has observed that students who brag about how many AP courses they completed really werent in many ways ready for the rigor of our college curriculum.19 Thats also my experience. Many AP courses seem to be good mostly for impressing college admissions committees. They make money for the AP test generators, and parents bulge their chests when talking around the coffee pot about their brilliant kids. But as far as substituting for an actual college course such as physics, calculus, or chemistry, its not clear that AP courses measure up.

My advice on AP courses? I agree with Patrick Welsh, whose article appeared at the beginning of this book: Dont believe the labels in a school curriculum guide. Check out whos teaching the courses, not just whether they have an AP moniker. Its better for a child to have a great teacher in a regular course than a poor teacher in an AP course. Most of all, dont believe the propaganda coming from all sides about AP.20

Where is your child on the hype bandwagon? Are all their As in high school giving them a false sense of security? Talk to them about where America stands with the rest of the world and the increased competition worldwide, particularly for technical jobs. Encourage them to take AP courses for the right reasonsand honestly evaluate their interests to see if a college education is necessary.





2

What Parents Should Know about Todays Students

2.1Generation Z

One of my openers when I speak to groups of Christian parents goes something like this: You do know I will learn a lot about your parenting skills when your kids are in my freshman physics course. A nervous laugh usually follows. To large extent, the problems students have with the college transition should have been dealt with years before, through good parenting skills. The behavioral and academic problems weve all read about are now showing up on our college doorsteps, and most professors will not play the role of surrogate parents.

Both Christian and secular parents benefit by understanding the characteristics of their kids generation. The current generation of college students is called Generation Z by sociologists. Gen Z are those born between 1995 and 2015, and there are nearly 74 million Gen Zers in the US. Gen Z has been variously described as ambitious, heterogeneous, precocious, stressed, wayward, techno-nerd, and sexually active. They enter college with a distinctive set of experiences and backgrounds, as have all generations of students.

These characteristics provide the perspective needed to understand why incoming college students are often blown out of the water during their freshman year and left to wonder what happened. As you read the next section, ask yourself how many of the traits listed apply to your children. Your Christian children are part of a society and generation that affects them and colors their attitudes and behaviors.

2.2Characteristics of Gen Z Students

Helicopter Parents

The term helicopter parents first appeared three decades ago (1989) in an article from the Scripps Howard News Service. The article quoted Dave Radovich, a sixth-grade teacher in Golden, Colorado, warning against helicopter parents hovering over children, making sure everything is done for them. (The latest metaphor for hyper-parenting is snowplowing.21)

Helicopter parents regard their kids as delicate wallflowers that should be protected from anything resembling failure. They have bought into the notion that a childs self-esteem depends on never having the slightest setback, upset, or adversity. Helicopter parents are determined to do anything they can to make life better for their children and work unceasingly to create a perfect childhood for their kids. On the surface, you may wonder what the problem is. After all, helicopter parents seem to be doing what parents of all generations have tried to do; they want to make their kids lives better than their own.

The problem is, when helicopter parents create an artificial, dependent, and utopian environment for their children, their good intentions often end up hurting the very children they seek to protect. Eventually, children must go out into the big, bad world and face stressful situations, failures, and assaults to their perfect worldincluding college.

Psychologists long ago discovered that children need to face adversity, challenge, and competition to grow into adulthood. Did you read that, parents? Your kids need challenge and competition.

This should be no surprise to Christians. The Bible is loaded with stories of people who experienced trials and valleys that made them stronger and forced them to live closer to Christ. Ask yourself where David, Joseph, Abraham, Moses, the apostles, or anyone of stature in the Bible would be without adversity. Adversity makes us Christlike.

Helicopter values have seeped into the educational establishment in subtle ways. Take the national movement against playground games. Playground games, goes the argument, are too competitive and might harm the delicate egos of children who arent athletic. Some kid might strike out, throw a wild ball, make an error, fumble the football, come in last place in a race, or fail to do as many pull-ups as the jocks. But experts say that protecting children from playing dodgeball because childrens self-esteem might blow a tire if they get hit early does them few favors. Anthony Pellegrini, professor of early childhood education at the University of Minnesota, says the arguments against playground games are ridiculous . . . even squirrels play chase.22

When helicopter parents swoop in, students cant practice finding their own answers. Laura Berk, professor of psychology at Illinois State University and author of Awakening Childrens Minds, puts it this way: Parents who overdo may have a child who doesnt engage in the thinking process.23

The privileged treatment of students results in part from the devices they use to communicate. Its rare to find a student walking between classes on a college campus without a cell phone in his ear. Students can keep in constant touch with their parents. Thirty years ago there was one landline in a dorm hallway; parents would be lucky to get a call from their kid once a week. Now parents are hearing from their college kids three or four times a day.

I saw a good illustration of helicopter behavior recently. The new school year had started in the Auburn School District. I was coming home from work and got behind a school bus which was crawling through my neighborhood and letting off elementary and middle school students at street corner drop-off points. There were scores of soccer moms in expensive SUVs waiting for their kids. They werent waiting because my neighborhood is dangerous; I live in a secure subdivision with million-dollar homes. No, they were waiting to save their kids from walking the twenty to fifty yards to their house. When kids must be picked up within football-throwing distance because its too strenuous to put one foot in front of the other, thats too much hovering.

Instructors can do little real teaching nowadays without running headlong into controlling helicopter parents. Studies show that parent-management issues are a major reason new teachers leave the classroom permanently. Take the case of Coach Fitz, a successful legendary baseball coach in New Orleans, whose job was on the line because parents complained he was too hard on the kids. As reported in the bestseller Coach: Lessons on the Game of Life, by Michael Lewis, Coach Fitz told a player that he had wasted his talent to pursue a life of ease.24 He chewed out another kid for gaining ten pounds after promising to lose fifteen pounds. The parents didnt agree with him and called him out. Lewis knew, as does anyone who has ever coached, that if a coach or teacher doesnt demand excellence and discipline, players and students will settle for mediocrity.

The recent college admission scandal featuring Lori Laughlin has put helicopter parents in sharp focus. Peggy Noonan, a columnist with The Wall Street Journal, put her finger on the problem:

[I]n the past decade or so Ive observed a particular parenting style . . . theres a degree to which one wonders if [parents] dont also see [their kids] as narcissistic extensions of themselves. They are hyperattentive, providing meticulous academic groomingprivate schools, private tutors and coaches, private classes in Chinese language and cello. They dont want their children fatthat isnt healthy, by which they mean attractive. They aim their children at the best colleges, which are, to them, basically brands. The colleges too market themselves that wayWell, we are Harvard. Get in there and youre branded too. I believe a lot of parents do all this not only so their children will do well but so they will look good. They are status monkeys creating success robots . . . the kids pick up through cues the family ethos: The purpose of an education is to look good. . . . An irony is that success robots, once wound up and pushed forward, often struggle. The president of an elite college told me recently the most surprising thing about recent classes is the number of students who ask for and need psychological services. They seem, said the president, unusually dependent on their parents.25

Growing Up at Light Speed

Ask any adult over forty what they think about their children and they will marvel at how fast they are growing up. Kids are bigger and stronger than any previous generation. Visit a Little League baseball game and youll find twelve-year-olds more than six feet tall with size fourteen shoes. Visit the Biltmore Mansion, constructed for a wealthy family who lived in the early twentieth century, and youll find adult beds so small that only ten-year-olds could fit into them today.

Its not just size thats different, though. Kids also have more exposure to and experimentation with adult behavior than any previous generation. Puberty begins at around age ten. Sex education starts during elementary school. Movies, TV, social media, and changing cultural norms bombard todays students with mature topics far in advance of when theyre ready to hear them. College students describe the high-school-to-college transition not in terms of the new freedoms it brings but more of the sametheyve already been partying, drinking, and doing drugs in high school.

Gen Zers are the most informed generation that ever lived on planet Earth, but never has there been so little commensurate wisdom on how to utilize that information. Critical life management skills such as discipline, work ethic, deferred gratification, and staying on task lag far behind the volume of information necessary to survive in the modern world. Most college professors have found that students lack systematic methods for managing their lives, their studies, their time, their money, and their personal life and health. While college students have always lived by the seat of their pants, today there is less hands-on mentoring by parents, teachers, and pastors about what is acceptable behavior. Most ethical behaviors learned by students are gleaned by culture and peer groups instead of from family, church, or synagogue.

Fed High on the Hog of Self-Esteem 

Children raised by helicopter parents are led to believe they can do anything. Nothing is criticized, everyone gets a trophy, and critiques are only relative. The chief goal is to preserve self-esteem, even at the expense of truth.

Now, there is nothing wrong with a healthy self-confidence and fearless pursuit of life. Confidence is a chief ingredient for success. But the question concerns how accurate and balanced the message. Its time for a reality check: students cant nourish their inner soul or feel good about their performance if parents and teachers feed them junk praise that bloats the ego and leaves them hungry for true self-assessment. The scientific evidence is strong that undeserved praise can do more harm than good, especially when dispensed thoughtlessly to malleable teenagers. Whats more, when problem-solving parents constantly engineer their kids lives, the kids dont develop the mettle to address the inevitable problems all students face in college. This is especially true for





































































	Professors today are more vulnerable to student critiques in online forums and are sometimes forced to answer to angry parents if they give poor grades.

	The job of a professor can partially depend on how pleased his or her students are with the class, which is inevitably tied to what grades students get.

	As college becomes more and more expensive, both students and parents expect high grades so they feel theyre getting their moneys worth. This is a likely reason for grade inflation, especially considering the disparity in average GPA between public and private colleges. According to GradeInflation.com, public schools have around a 3.1 average GPA, whereas private schools have around a 3.3 average GPA.

	Professors dont want to jeopardize students future chances at grad school or job opportunities by doling out low grades in an academic environment that has now come to expect Bs as the norm.




















	Effort. Many students believe their grade should depend on how hard they try. They could learn next to nothing, hand in careless projects, turn in confused and poorly written essays, do homework incorrectly, and yet expect the amount of time spent on poor work to be rewarded. The logic is that its more important to reward something than to evaluate actual achievement. But effort is not achievement.

	Attendance. Students often think they should be rewarded in some tangible way if they come to class. This is ridiculous. The reward for attendance is built into courses. Come to class and do well; cut courses and do poorly. No artificially imposed gold star for attendance is required. Enough said.

	Busywork. The third common feel-good criterion is the idea of working for your grade. Professors see this when students who do poorly on tests beg us to give them extra work to improve their grades. Extra work usually refers to easy, mindless, comforting, and busywork exercises students are familiar with from high school. One student in my physics course asked me if she could earn extra credit if she sat down and wrote out all the chapter answers that were given to her in the back of the book. Other students ask if they can do extra reading, write a report, make flash cards for key terminology, or do extra math problems. Not all the suggested exercises are useless, but they attempt to dodge real learning by substituting busywork.






	Stable home environments. Ninety-four percent of successful students said they grew up in homes with both a mother and a father. In 43 percent of the families, only one parent worked outside the home for most of the students school years.

	Educated, committed parents. Fifty-seven percent of their fathers had doctorates and 58 percent of their mothers had a masters degree or doctorate. More than 95 percent of the fathers and 91 percent of the mother had at least a bachelors degree, and 100 percent of the parents had at least a high school diploma.

	Positive parental involvement. Positive parental involvement was rated very important to high school success by 81 percent of the students surveyedslightly more than personal work ethic (79%), finding an activity I was passionate about (77%), and a great teacher or mentor (74%).

	Positive role models. Several students mentioned parents and role models who insisted on good habits, high ethics, focus, dedication, and taking on challenges.

	Truly memorable teachers. Most students pointed to stimulating teachers who shaped and molded them. One student, Zayd Eldadah, got a handwritten note from his sophomore journalism teacher Kevin Keegan inviting him to write for the school newspaper. He took up the offer, which also led to editing the arts magazine. Keegan also helped Eldadah to broaden his academic portfolio beyond math and science and influenced his character. Eldadah says, He was so laser focused on excellence and perfection. He instilled that in everyone he taught.

	Pressure and motivation. High expectations can be a double-edged sword. In the survey, 44 percent of successful students said they felt quite a lot of pressure and 37 percent more felt some pressure to excel in high school. Fifty-six percent said their family emphasized getting good grades quite a lot. Positively, the survey suggested that most of the high-achieving students were able to convert pressure into personal motivation: 84 percent said they put pressure on themselves to get good grades quite a lot.

	Personal work ethic. It might be argued that successful students were born with silver spoons in their mouths, but they still had to work hard. In the survey, almost all said personal work ethic was very (79%) or somewhat (18%) important in their success.

	Luck and perseverance. Nancy Cho had academically oriented immigrant parents who motivated her to persevere in times when she didnt want to study. She wanted to work hard to meet her parents high expectations. I dont know what would have happened if I had gotten Bs. Luck plays a role, she acknowledges, but in the end, its the hard work that brings results. You learn to delay gratification, she says. You learn that practice and sweat are 90% of success.

	Setting specific goals. A key recommendation was offered by Brian Hooker, Benjamin May High, Atlanta, who advises to set specific goals for yourself. Aim high. Decide you want to get the best in at least one discipline that is important to you. Then choose friends who also have goals. Your friends will do more to lift you up or hold you back than anyone else.
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