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            INTRODUCTION: THE VALUE OF A HISTORY DEGREE IN TODAY’S WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      You did it. Four years of reading dense monographs, writing papers at 2 a.m., defending arguments about events that happened before anyone you know was born. You walked across a stage, shook someone’s hand, and received a piece of paper that says you studied history.

      And now someone at a family gathering—an uncle, a neighbor, your mom’s coworker—has inevitably asked the question. Maybe with genuine curiosity, maybe with barely concealed skepticism: “History, huh? What are you going to do with that?”

      If you’ve felt a flash of irritation, a moment of doubt, or just a weary resignation when that question comes up, you’re not alone. History majors have been fielding some version of it for decades. The question carries an implication, doesn’t it? That your degree is impractical. That you’ve spent four years and a significant amount of money studying something that won’t translate into a paycheck. That you’ve indulged in intellectual curiosity at the expense of career preparation.

      Here’s the thing, though. That framing is wrong. Not just a little off—fundamentally mistaken in how it understands what a college education is for and what employers actually need.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Before we talk about careers and job applications and how to explain your degree to skeptical hiring managers, let’s take a step back and look at what you’ve actually accomplished and why it matters.

      The study of history is, at its core, the study of how to make sense of complexity. You’ve spent years learning to take incomplete, contradictory, biased sources and construct coherent narratives from them. You’ve had to understand context—how the circumstances of one era shaped the possibilities of another. You’ve learned to identify whose voices are present in the record and whose are missing, and what that absence means.

      This is not trivial work. It’s not memorizing dates and regurgitating facts, despite what people who haven’t studied history at the college level seem to think. The undergraduate who can explain the economic pressures behind the fall of the Roman Empire or trace the ideological roots of the French Revolution has done something more intellectually demanding than simple recall.

      You’ve learned to read critically. Not just to absorb information, but to interrogate it. Who wrote this? Why? What did they want their audience to believe? What were they leaving out, and why might they have made that choice? These questions, which become second nature to history students, are the foundation of critical thinking in any context.

      You’ve learned to write. Really write. Not the kind of writing where you pad sentences to hit a word count, but the kind where you have to marshal evidence, anticipate counterarguments, and guide a reader through a complex argument. A history major who has written a twenty-page research paper knows how to organize information, structure an argument, and communicate clearly. These are skills that transfer everywhere.

      You’ve learned to do research. Not just Googling—actual research. Finding primary sources, evaluating secondary literature, synthesizing multiple perspectives into your own analysis. You know how to go deep on a topic and emerge with genuine understanding rather than surface-level familiarity.

      And you’ve learned to grapple with ambiguity. Historical questions rarely have clean answers. Was the American Revolution primarily about political philosophy or economic self-interest? Both, probably, in varying proportions depending on which colonists you’re talking about and when. History teaches you to hold multiple interpretations in mind, to resist the urge to oversimplify, and to make arguments while acknowledging their limitations.

      These aren’t soft skills. They’re the intellectual infrastructure that makes someone valuable in nearly any professional context.

      The problem is that nobody tells you this. Or if they do, it’s in vague, hand-wavy terms that don’t feel concrete enough to put on a resume. “Critical thinking” sounds good in the abstract, but when you’re looking at a job posting that asks for “3–5 years of experience in data analysis,” it’s hard to see how your seminar paper on nineteenth-century labor movements qualifies you for anything.

      This disconnect between what you’ve actually learned and how the working world describes what it needs is one of the central challenges facing liberal arts graduates. It’s a translation problem, essentially. You have skills that employers want; you just don’t know how to describe them in language employers recognize.

      Part of what this book aims to do is help you with that translation. But more than that, I want to help you see your education clearly—to understand its genuine value, not in some defensive “my degree wasn’t worthless” way, but with real confidence in what you bring to the table.

      Because here’s what the data actually shows: history majors do fine. Not just fine—often quite well. They become lawyers and executives and journalists and educators and entrepreneurs. They work in government and nonprofits and tech companies and financial services. The mid-career salaries for history majors compare favorably with many majors that are perceived as more practical. And in surveys of employers, the skills that consistently rank highest—communication, critical thinking, adaptability, the ability to learn new things quickly—are exactly what a rigorous liberal arts education develops.

      None of this means finding your path will be straightforward. It won’t be. The history major doesn’t have a pre-paved road the way accounting or nursing or engineering students do. There’s no licensing exam to pass, no obvious first job that everyone in your major applies to. You’ll have to be more intentional about figuring out what you want and how to get there.

      But that freedom, which can feel like uncertainty, is also an asset. You’re not locked into a single track. You have options that students in more vocational majors might not have considered.

      Let’s be honest about something, though. The economy you’re graduating into isn’t the one your parents entered. The rules have changed, and some of the old assumptions about career paths no longer hold.

      The idea that you’d graduate, get an entry-level job at a company, work your way up over thirty years, and retire with a pension and a gold watch—that was already fading when your parents were young. Now it’s essentially gone. The average worker changes jobs twelve times over their career. Entire industries emerge and disappear within a decade. The gig economy, remote work, automation, artificial intelligence—these forces are reshaping what work looks like in ways that are genuinely hard to predict.

      This can feel destabilizing. Where’s the security? Where’s the clear path?

      But there’s another way to look at it. In a world where change is constant, where the specific technical skills that are valuable today might be automated tomorrow, the ability to learn and adapt matters more than any particular credential. Someone who can read a situation carefully, understand its context, communicate clearly, and figure out what needs to happen next—that person will always have value, regardless of which industries are hot or which technologies are disrupting the market.

      History majors are, in a sense, trained for uncertainty. You’ve spent years studying how societies navigate change, how individuals make decisions with imperfect information, how the unexpected keeps happening despite everyone’s best-laid plans. You know, at an intellectual level, that the future is not predictable and that adaptability has always been a survival skill.

      Now you get to apply that understanding to your own life.
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            WHAT YOU ACTUALLY LEARNED

          

        

      

    

    
      Pop quiz: When did the Treaty of Westphalia end the Thirty Years’ War?

      If you immediately thought “1648” and felt a small flush of pride, that’s fine. If you had no idea and felt a twinge of panic about whether your degree was legitimate, that’s also fine. Because here’s the thing—knowing that date, or any date, is probably the least valuable thing you took away from your history education.

      This might sound strange coming from a book about leveraging your history degree. But it’s important to establish this upfront: the factual knowledge you accumulated, while interesting and occasionally useful at trivia nights, is not what makes you valuable to employers. It’s not what will carry you through your career. The real substance of your education is much harder to see and much more powerful.

      Let’s start with something you probably do without even realizing it anymore: handling incomplete information.

      Think about the last research paper you wrote. You didn’t have access to everything that happened. You couldn’t interview the people involved. You worked from fragments—letters, official documents, newspaper accounts, maybe some archaeological evidence or statistical records. Each source had its own biases, its own blind spots, its own agenda. And from these imperfect pieces, you had to construct something coherent.

      This is an extraordinarily useful skill. Most decisions in the professional world get made with incomplete information. A marketing team launching a new product doesn’t know for certain how customers will respond. A nonprofit director allocating limited resources can’t predict which programs will have the greatest impact. A manager trying to understand why a project failed has to piece together accounts from people who all remember it differently and have reasons to shade their version of events.

      The person who freezes when they don’t have all the facts is at a disadvantage. The person who can assess what they know, acknowledge what they don’t, make reasonable inferences, and move forward with appropriate confidence—that person is valuable everywhere.

      You’ve been training for this for years. Every time you sat down with a stack of sources and thought “okay, what can I actually say based on this,” you were developing judgment about how to operate in conditions of uncertainty. You learned to distinguish between what the evidence supports and what you’re speculating. You learned to hold tentative conclusions while remaining open to revision as new information emerged.

      Employers don’t usually describe this skill when they write job postings. But they need it constantly.

      There’s another skill hiding in your coursework that’s easy to overlook: the ability to understand systems.

      History isn’t just a collection of events. It’s the study of how things connect—how economic conditions shape political possibilities, how cultural assumptions influence individual choices, how technological changes ripple through social structures. When you studied the Industrial Revolution, you weren’t just learning that factories appeared in England in the late eighteenth century. You were tracing a web of interconnected developments: agricultural changes that freed up labor, capital accumulation that enabled investment, transportation networks that made distribution possible, political conditions that allowed certain kinds of enterprise to flourish.

      This is systems thinking. It’s the ability to see how the parts of something relate to each other and to the whole. And it’s remarkably rare.

      Most people, when confronted with a problem, focus on the immediate and obvious. Something went wrong, so they look for the thing that went wrong and try to fix it. But problems usually have roots. They exist within contexts. The person who can zoom out and see the larger system—who can ask “why did conditions exist that allowed this problem to emerge in the first place?”—brings something valuable to any organization.

      A history major analyzing why a company is losing market share won’t just look at the product or the marketing. They’ll instinctively consider broader trends: What’s changing in the industry? What cultural shifts might be affecting consumer behavior? What are competitors doing differently, and what conditions enabled them to do that? This kind of contextual thinking doesn’t come naturally to everyone. You’ve been practicing it for years.

      Here’s a skill you definitely have but might not know how to name: source evaluation.

      Every history student learns to ask questions about the materials they’re working with. Who created this? When? For what purpose? What perspective does it represent? What might be missing or distorted?

      This is essentially media literacy on steroids. In an era when information comes at us from countless sources with varying levels of reliability, the ability to evaluate credibility is crucial. You’ve been trained to not just absorb information but to interrogate it.

      Think about what this looks like in practice. A colleague forwards an article claiming that some new trend is going to transform your industry. Most people either accept it at face value or dismiss it based on whether it confirms what they already believe. You’re more likely to check who wrote it, what evidence they’re citing, whether they have expertise or an agenda, and how this claim fits with other things you know about the topic.

      This doesn’t make you cynical or paranoid. It makes you appropriately skeptical—able to distinguish between solid information and noise, between genuine expertise and confident-sounding nonsense. In a world drowning in content, that’s an increasingly valuable filter.

      Written communication deserves attention here too, because it’s both more valuable and more trainable than people often assume.

      You can write. I mean really write—not just string sentences together, but construct arguments that move logically from one point to the next, anticipate reader confusion, and land somewhere meaningful. You’ve had to do this repeatedly under deadline pressure, receiving feedback and revising until the argument actually worked.

      Most people in the workforce cannot do this well. Seriously. Ask anyone who has to read internal reports, proposals, or strategy documents as part of their job. Clarity is rare. Concision is rarer. The ability to take complex information and present it in a way that a non-expert can understand and act on—that’s genuinely uncommon.

      And it matters enormously. Clear writing reflects clear thinking. The person who can write a compelling one-page summary of a complicated situation has enormous value in any organization, because that person can communicate up, down, and across the hierarchy effectively. They can explain technical issues to non-technical stakeholders. They can make the case for resources or policy changes. They can document institutional knowledge so it doesn’t walk out the door when employees leave.

      You might not feel like a particularly good writer. Most of us are aware of our own struggles with the blank page and assume everyone else has it easier. But if you completed a history degree, you’ve written tens of thousands of words under conditions that demanded clarity and coherence. That’s more practice than most people get in a lifetime of professional work.

      There’s a skill related to writing that’s distinct enough to mention separately: the ability to construct and defend an argument.

      In history, you don’t just state opinions. You make claims and support them with evidence. You acknowledge counterarguments and explain why your interpretation is more persuasive. You understand that reasonable people can look at the same evidence and reach different conclusions, and you know how to make the case for your particular reading.

      This is argumentation, and it’s the foundation of professional persuasion.

      Whether you’re trying to convince your manager to approve a project, get buy-in from colleagues on a new initiative, or make a case to a client, you’re making arguments. Not arguments in the sense of conflict—arguments in the sense of structured reasoning designed to lead someone to a conclusion.

      People who haven’t been trained in this often default to assertion. They state what they believe and expect others to accept it. When pushed back, they repeat their position more emphatically or get defensive. They haven’t learned to anticipate objections, address them preemptively, or concede points that don’t actually undermine their core position.

      You have. Every paper you wrote involved imagining a skeptical reader—someone who wouldn’t just accept your claims but would demand to know why they should believe you. You learned to structure your arguments so that each point built on the previous one. You learned that acknowledging complexity and limitation actually strengthens your credibility rather than undermining it.

      Finally, there’s time management and project completion under pressure.

      This one might make you laugh, given how many all-nighters you probably pulled and how much procrastination went into some of your papers. But here’s the thing: you finished. You managed multiple classes with overlapping deadlines. You figured out how to break large projects into smaller tasks, even if you didn’t always do it as elegantly as you would have liked. You delivered work product when it was due.

      Lots of people can’t do this. They have good intentions but struggle with follow-through. They get overwhelmed by large projects and don’t know how to start. They miss deadlines or deliver work that’s clearly rushed and incomplete.

      You have a track record of completing substantial independent projects. You’ve demonstrated that you can take a broad assignment—“write a fifteen-page paper on some aspect of Cold War diplomacy”—and turn it into a finished product without someone holding your hand through every step. That independence and follow-through matters, even if you don’t remember the process as particularly graceful.

      None of these skills showed up on a transcript. There’s no grade for “ability to operate with incomplete information” or “systems thinking.” The official record of your education captures almost none of what made it genuinely valuable.

      This creates a challenge when you’re trying to communicate your qualifications to employers. You have to translate what you learned into language that makes sense to people outside academia—people who may never have thought about what a history degree actually involves.

      But before you can translate, you have to see clearly what you’re translating. You have to recognize that these skills exist and that you developed them through sustained practice over several years. Not everyone who walked into those lecture halls on the first day of freshman year walked out with these capabilities. You did the work. The skills are real.

      The question now is what to do with them.

      HOW EMPLOYERS SEE YOUR DEGREE (AND HOW TO HELP THEM SEE IT BETTER)

      Here’s an uncomfortable truth: when a hiring manager sees “B.A. in History” on your resume, they’re not thinking about your ability to synthesize complex information or construct persuasive arguments. They’re probably not thinking much of anything at all. Your degree, to many employers, is a box checked—proof you finished college, signal that you can commit to something for four years, not much more.

      This isn’t because employers are ignorant or don’t value education. It’s because they’re busy, they’re reviewing dozens or hundreds of applications, and they’ve developed mental shortcuts for processing information quickly. “History major” doesn’t immediately trigger associations with specific job-relevant skills the way “accounting major” or “computer science degree” might.

      This is the reality you’re operating in. Getting frustrated about it won’t help. What will help is understanding how employers actually process information about candidates and learning to present yourself in ways that make your value unmistakably clear.

      Let’s start with what’s going through a hiring manager’s head when they’re filling a position. They have a problem—a gap in their organization that needs to be filled, work that isn’t getting done, a team that needs additional capacity. They’re not looking for the most impressive person in some abstract sense. They’re looking for someone who can solve their specific problem.

      This means your degree, your experiences, your skills—none of it matters in isolation. It only matters insofar as it convinces them you can do the job they need done. The hiring process isn’t about you proving you’re generally qualified or generally smart or generally hardworking. It’s about you demonstrating fit with a particular role.

      When you understand this, everything shifts. You stop trying to communicate “I’m a history major with valuable skills” and start trying to communicate “I can do the specific things you need done, and here’s the evidence.” Your degree becomes one piece of evidence among many, not the centerpiece of your pitch.

      For history majors, this reframe is particularly important because the degree itself doesn’t communicate vocational preparation. An employer hiring for a marketing coordinator role sees an applicant with a marketing degree and thinks “they studied marketing, they probably learned about marketing.” They see an applicant with a history degree and think… well, maybe they think about history teachers. Maybe they think about nothing in particular. The association between your field of study and the job at hand isn’t obvious.

      Your job is to make it obvious.

      This requires translation. You have skills, but they’re encoded in academic language and context. You need to decode them into professional language and context. The seminar paper you wrote becomes evidence of independent project management and deadline delivery. The archival research becomes evidence of your ability to gather and evaluate information from primary sources. The historiographical review becomes evidence of synthesizing multiple perspectives and identifying key points of consensus and disagreement.

      The translation isn’t about exaggerating or spinning. It’s about being explicit about connections that are real but not automatically visible. When you describe what you did in terms that map to what the job requires, you’re not misleading anyone—you’re helping them see the relevance that was there all along.

      Let me give you a concrete example. Say you’re applying for a job as a research analyst at a consulting firm. The job posting asks for “strong analytical skills, ability to work with ambiguous information, excellent written communication, and experience conducting primary and secondary research.”

      Now think about your senior thesis. You identified a research question that hadn’t been definitively answered. You gathered primary sources—maybe archival documents, maybe oral histories, maybe quantitative data from historical records. You reviewed the secondary literature to understand what other scholars had argued and where the debates stood. You analyzed your evidence, developed an interpretation, and wrote a substantial document presenting your findings clearly and persuasively. You did this while managing your time across multiple courses and other obligations, hitting your deadline, and responding to feedback from your advisor.

      That’s research and analysis. That’s working with ambiguous information. That’s written communication. You have what they’re asking for. But if your resume just says “Completed senior thesis on labor organizing in textile mills, 1890–1920,” the hiring manager has to do all the work of figuring out why that matters. Most won’t bother.

      Instead, you might describe it as: “Conducted independent research project analyzing primary historical sources and academic literature to develop original argument about labor organizing patterns; synthesized findings in 40-page analytical report; managed project timeline across 8-month period while maintaining full course load.”

      Same experience. Different framing. The second version makes the relevance explicit.

      This translation work needs to happen not just on your resume but in cover letters, interviews, and casual conversations about what you do. You need to develop a vocabulary for describing your education and experiences that connects to professional contexts without sounding awkward or forced.

      Here’s where many history majors go wrong: they either undersell themselves or they oversell in ways that ring false.

      Underselling looks like apologizing for your major, getting defensive when asked about it, or dismissing your own qualifications before anyone else can. “I know my degree isn’t exactly relevant, but…” This approach practically begs employers to discount you. If you don’t believe your education was valuable, why should they?

      Overselling looks like making grandiose claims you can’t back up or using buzzwords that don’t connect to actual experience. “My history degree gave me unparalleled critical thinking abilities and leadership skills.” Okay, but what does that mean concretely? What did you actually do? Can you give an example? Vague claims without substance make you sound like you’re bluffing.

      The middle path involves confident, specific, evidence-based description of what you learned and did. You neither apologize nor puff yourself up. You just explain clearly, with examples, how your background has prepared you for the work at hand.

      One thing that helps is recognizing that employers’ skepticism about your degree often reflects uncertainty rather than dismissal. They’re not necessarily thinking “history majors are useless.” They’re more likely thinking “I’m not sure what this person can do for me.” That uncertainty is an opportunity. If you can resolve it with clear information, you’ve overcome the barrier.

      Different types of employers will have different levels of familiarity with what a liberal arts education involves. Large corporations that recruit broadly from universities often have more experience with history majors and may already have frameworks for evaluating non-vocational degrees. Small businesses or technical companies might be more puzzled. Nonprofits and mission-driven organizations often actively value humanities backgrounds because of their connection to the work’s subject matter. Government agencies have long histories of hiring liberal arts graduates for analytical roles.

      Understanding your audience matters. When you’re applying to an organization that seems like it might not immediately see the value of your degree, you need to do more explicit translation work. When you’re applying somewhere that routinely hires people like you, you can assume a bit more baseline understanding.

      It also helps to know that many employers have a contradictory relationship with credentials. On one hand, they often ask for very specific qualifications—particular degrees, particular years of experience, particular technical skills. On the other hand, when you talk to people in those organizations about what actually makes someone successful, they usually describe qualities like “good judgment,” “learns quickly,” “communicates well,” “works well with others,” “takes initiative.” These are exactly the kinds of qualities that a rigorous liberal arts education develops but that rarely appear on job postings.

      This gap between what employers say they want and what they actually need creates an opening. Many job postings ask for more specific credentials than the job actually requires because the person writing the posting is trying to pre-screen applicants and doesn’t know how else to do it. If you can get in front of someone and demonstrate that you have what they actually need—even if your credentials don’t match the posting exactly—you have a chance.

      Getting in front of someone is key here. Resumes submitted into the void of online application systems get filtered by algorithms and overwhelmed HR staff. The history major whose resume gets tossed because it doesn’t have the right keywords might be exactly the person the hiring manager would love if they actually met. This is why networking and direct outreach matter, especially for people whose backgrounds don’t fit neatly into standard categories. We’ll talk more about this later, but for now, understand that the way employers see your degree is partly about perception and partly about process—and both can be influenced.

      When you do get the chance to talk to someone directly, whether in an interview or an informational conversation, you’ll probably encounter some version of “the question.” Why history? What are you going to do with that? Why should we consider you for this role?

      Resist the urge to get defensive. The question is often asked with genuine curiosity rather than hostility. People are interested in unusual paths. Someone with a finance background applying for a finance job doesn’t need to explain themselves; someone with a history background applying for that same job has a story to tell. Stories are memorable. Use this to your advantage.

      A good answer to “why history?” is honest about what drew you to the field—genuine intellectual interest is not something to apologize for—while connecting it to capacities that matter professionally. Something like: “I was fascinated by understanding how societies change over time and why people make the decisions they do in particular circumstances. The deeper I got into it, the more I found I loved the research process—tracking down primary sources, evaluating conflicting evidence, building an argument. Now I’m excited to apply those same skills to [whatever context you’re applying to].”

      This kind of answer does several things. It shows you’re self-aware about your choices. It connects your academic interest to concrete skills. It pivots toward the present and future rather than dwelling on the past. And it’s authentic—you’re not pretending to be something you’re not or apologizing for your actual interests.

      The employer who dismisses you after that kind of explanation probably wasn’t going to hire a history major regardless. The employer who’s open-minded will appreciate the clarity and directness.

      I want to acknowledge something here: the burden of translation and explanation is real, and it’s not equally distributed. A computer science major doesn’t have to explain why their degree is relevant to a programming job. An accounting major doesn’t have to make the case that they can handle numbers. You do have to do extra work to overcome assumptions and fill in blanks. That’s frustrating, and it’s okay to feel that frustration.

      But here’s the thing: doing this work develops skills that serve you throughout your career. Learning to articulate your value clearly, understand your audience’s perspective, and make persuasive cases for yourself—these aren’t just job search skills. They’re professional skills that will matter in every role you hold. The computer science major who never had to explain themselves might struggle later when they need to persuade a non-technical stakeholder or navigate a career transition. You’re building those muscles now.

      There’s also an opportunity hidden in the challenge. Because your background is less common, you stand out. In a pile of resumes that all look similar, the history major catches the eye. You’re memorable. Whether that works for or against you depends on what happens next, but attention is valuable—it gives you a chance to make your case that you wouldn’t have if you blended into the crowd.

      Some employers actively seek out non-traditional backgrounds. They’ve learned that diverse perspectives improve team performance. They’ve had good experiences with humanities graduates in the past. They’re bored by candidates who all look the same. These employers exist, and when you find them, your history degree becomes an asset rather than something to explain away.

      The practical implication is that your job search should include explicit attention to employer fit. Don’t just apply everywhere and hope someone will take a chance on you. Research organizations. Look for signals that they might be receptive to your background—founding teams with diverse educational histories, stated commitments to non-traditional hiring, employees whose LinkedIn profiles show liberal arts backgrounds in non-obvious roles.

      When you find these opportunities, lean into your distinctive profile rather than trying to minimize it. The employer who values diverse perspectives wants to see what’s different about you, not how you’re actually just like all the business majors.

      How employers see your degree is not fixed. It varies by organization, by individual, by role, by how you present yourself, by whether you get a chance to present yourself at all. Your task is to improve the odds wherever you can—by translating effectively, by targeting employers who are likely to be receptive, by getting in front of people rather than just submitting applications, and by telling your story with confidence and specificity.

      The degree is done. The story you tell about it is still being written.
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      Think back to the last time you lost track of time while working on something for school. Not the grind of finishing a paper because it was due, but genuine absorption—when hours passed without you noticing, when you looked up and realized you’d forgotten to eat lunch, when you kept reading or writing because you actually wanted to know what came next.

      Did that happen? When?

      If you can identify those moments, you have useful information about yourself. If you can’t remember any, that’s information too—though it might require a different kind of reflection.

      The reason this matters is practical, not sentimental. You’re about to spend a significant portion of your waking hours working. If you can find work that taps into whatever made you lose track of time in your studies, you’re more likely to be good at it and more likely to sustain effort over the long term. If your work consistently drains you rather than energizing you, you’ll struggle—not just emotionally but professionally, because depleted people don’t perform at their best.

      This isn’t about finding your passion or following your bliss or any of that greeting-card wisdom. It’s about paying attention to evidence about what works for you and using that evidence strategically.

      Your four years as a history major generated a lot of data. Different courses, different assignments, different professors, different topics. Some of it engaged you; some of it didn’t. The variation
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