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				“Dale grabs you on the first page and won’t let you go. If you’re about to go to college and you don’t have the guts to read this book first, you deserve exactly what you end up with instead.”

				—Seth Godin, author of Stop Stealing Dreams

				“The traditional path to getting an education and establishing your career has been disrupted. In this remarkable book, Dale shows exactly how to create your own educational experience and live life on your own terms.”

				—Dan Schawbel, bestselling author of Me 2.0 and founder of Millennial Branding

				“The ROI on college has plummeted while alternative pathways have proliferated. For savvy ‘hackademics,’ as Dale calls them, there are better, faster, cheaper alternatives. Young people should build a plan for a cost-effective degree and/or follow Dale’s advice to hack a better education.”

				—Tom Vander Ark, managing director of Learn Capital and author of Getting Smart: How Digital Learning Is Changing the World

				“The DIY education revolution is in full force. Before you spend another dollar on tuition, you owe it to yourself to read this book.”

				—Chris Guillebeau, author of The $100 Startup

				“College students pay more than quadruple in real terms what their parents paid twenty-five years ago for a vague credential, grim job prospects, and a crippling amount of debt. With Hacking Your Education and the UnCollege movement, Dale Stephens makes a compelling case that talented and motivated people can avoid this never-never land and learn even more.”

				—Peter Thiel, entrepreneur, investor, philanthropist, and cofounder of PayPal

				“This is the book colleges don’t want you to read. Because if more young people read this important book, the professors and college presidents would be out of jobs, but the students would get a much better education without all the debt and bullshit.”

				—Michael Ellsberg, author of The Education of Millionaires

				“Brilliant and incredibly useful to anyone already doubting the school system but unsure of the alternate path. Dale’s book is one step ahead, showing you great and practical examples of how to thrive without limits, without school.”

				—Derek Sivers, founder of CD Baby and author of Anything You Want
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				ABOUT UNCOLLEGE.ORG

				UnCollege.org offers self-directed learners resources to help hack their education in the form of online content and real-world educational experiences. Hackademics Camps offer a deep dive into self-directed learning. In 2013, the UnCollege Gap Year program will launch, offering an exclusive group of ten young people the opportunity to explore self-directed learning for a year instead of going to college. To apply, visit www.uncollege.org/gapyear.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				INTRODUCTION

				You wasted $150,000 on an education for $1.50 in late fees at the public library?

				—MATT DAMON IN GOOD WILL HUNTING

				“SO, WHERE DO YOU GO TO SCHOOL?”

				I turned to the speaker, a motherly looking woman in her midforties. We were at a cocktail party at a hip bar in Palo Alto, the center of Silicon Valley, so she expected me to say Stanford, the university just a mile away. Instead, I said: “I don’t. I dropped out of elementary school. And I dropped out of college.”

				Her eyes widened. “What do you do instead? Where do you live? How do you support yourself?”

				Before I could answer any of these questions, she stopped, looked at me very seriously, and asked, “Do you have a girlfriend?”

				Was there something very obvious that I wasn’t understanding? Is the purpose of college really as straightforward as finding a girlfriend (or in my case, a boyfriend)? If that’s the case, I’ve been totally wasting my time.

				The question of where you went to school is one everyone gets asked. We ask because we assume that school is a positive experience and a formative part of our lives. But maybe we’re asking the wrong thing. After all, this woman didn’t really care where I went to college. If I’d said Stanford, she would have nodded, smiled, and moved on to an equally superficial question like “Where do you live?” This question-and-answer game reflects a malady of society: university descriptions as self-descriptions.

				Perhaps what we should be asking at cocktail parties is not, Where do you go to school? but, Why did you go to school? Answering that question requires some thought. And you might not know the answer. There’s nothing wrong with going to school, but if you attend a university, you should know exactly why you’re doing it.

				My own path to this point had been circuitous, to say the least. I dropped out of school after fifth grade. I hadn’t received any formal education for more than six years. Instead of sitting in class in high school, copying notes from a blackboard, I’d spent the last six years working on political campaigns, living in France, and starting my own businesses. And yet here I was at a university. Despite years of experience to the contrary, I still felt that all roads led to an ivy-covered institution.

				Going to college is meant to be the culmination of twelve years of hard work, determination, and study.You’re told that if you get good grades, ace the SAT, and do lots of extracurriculars, you’ll get into a good university. The reasoning seems solid when you’re in high school—after all, everyone tells you that college graduates earn more and are less likely to be unemployed.

				I enrolled in Hendrix College, an elite private liberal arts college, with high hopes. Any idealism I had about university was quickly squashed. For the most part, people weren’t there to learn; they were there to party for four years and, if they rolled into class without a hangover, to learn something along the way. I soon started asking questions. If the best experiences happen outside the classroom, why am I paying $42,000 a year to sitinsidea classroom? A fifty-minute class costs you about $250, given the average cost of tuition. Are most classes worth that? What else could you accomplish every hour with that time and money? Is it really worth going into an average of $27,000 in debt just to get a degree? Will your degree even get you a job when 44.4 percent of college grads under twenty-five are unemployed or working jobs that don’t require their degree?

				After my first semester, I registered the domain UnCollege.org and began writing publicly about my frustrations at college. In March, I dropped out. I moved back to San Francisco, figuring I’d get a job. The company that I’d worked at before offered me a position. Great, I thought, life is settled. But when I got to San Francisco, it became clear that I wouldn’t be taking that job. UnCollege was picking up steam, and I had work to do.

				Part of that work turned into this book. This is not a book about dropping out but rather about becoming empowered to make your own decisions. I will teach you the steps required to hack your education. The chapters include suggested actions that you can take right now to start shaping your own education. We’ll explore how school has failed almost everyone in some way and discuss the wrong and right reasons for going to college. I’ll teach you the mind-set of the hackademic and how to identify your talents. I’ll show you how to find mentors and how to build a network and create a community of people you love.

				If you’re looking for an easy solution, shortcut, or way to work less, this book is not for you. Hacking your education requires tons of hard work and determination. I’ll share the stories of how people just like you kept themselves motivated, and how you can too.

				You’ll learn to grab your education by the horns, create opportunities for yourself, and change the world. If you’re an eighteen-year-old freshman in college, this book will help you cultivate the skills and mind-set you need to thrive in the real world. If you’re a twenty-six-year-old medical student, this book will help you think about your education in an entrepreneurial fashion and maximize the value of your experience.

			

		

	
		
			
				
				CHAPTER ONE

				Understanding the System

				I went to college because I assumed I needed a college degree to get a good job. When I realized that wasn’t the case, I left. Thinking back on it now, I went to college because I wanted to do the things I believed only college graduates could do. Visions of handsome jobs, alumni networks, and all-night parties filled my teenage mind. What I realized is that the fantasy isn’t the college degree. The fantasy is the path to success a college education is supposed to open. It turns out you can skip college entirely and learn more than your peers ever will.

				We shouldn’t be asking, How can I get a college degree? Instead, we should ask, How can I get the things a degree promises?

				As I see it, there are three main reasons we go to university:

				
						For the social experience

						To get a job

						To learn for learning’s sake

				

				The social life at college, we’re told, is supposed to be the high point of our existence. We’re supposed to stay up in our dorms having late-night conversations and making friends whom we’ll know for the rest of our lives. We’re supposed to join student groups, Greek organizations, and play in the marching band.

				The promise is that getting a degree will help secure a job. In fact, we’re told, it’s nearly impossible to get a job without a degree. Even if college costs have skyrocketed over the last three decades, it’s still worth the return on investment to spend tens of thousands of dollars and four years in college because you’ll earn more over the rest of your lifetime, adults say. And if you look around, everyone is doing it. If all your friends are getting degrees, you better get one, too. You’d be stupid not to, right?

				We expect our university professors to be wonderful wise sages who dispense knowledge daily. They’re supposed to have a unique ability to synthesize and explain knowledge in lecture-size chunks. Don’t worry about the major, the admission counselors say; take classes that interest you. After all, college is about getting a broad intellectual background and becoming an educated member of society.

				Valid reasons? Sure. But if you take a step back, you have to wonder, do most universities deliver on these promises? Do I need to join student groups or could I move to a city and join interest-based groups there? Do I need a degree to get a job or could I teach myself to program computers? Do I need to listen to lectures or could I just go to the library and start reading?

				I am, admittedly, a little biased in my assessment of these reasons to go to college. Again, they are all absolutely valid. The point I want to make is this: You, and you alone, must decide for yourself why you are in college. Take a moment to think about the question. Why are you in college? Are you in college because you want to enter a licensed profession, such as medicine? Are you in college because you like the structure that college provides? Are you in college because you got a huge scholarship?

				Say you walk into a Starbucks. There’s a long line, and everyone you know wants a cup of coffee. You’re given a limited menu of choices—you’ve got coffee, mochas, and lattes in various flavors and styles. But maybe you think about it a minute and realize you don’t really want any of those things. What then? The menu never says it, but you do have another choice—you can walk out. When you go to a university, you’re given the choice between a limited set of paths. If you want to go to law school or med school, great! You’ve come to the right place. No one ever tells you, but you can instead make your own choice, and walk out.

				Over the course of this book, I’m going to share with you the stories of people who made their own choices. Instead of taking predefined paths, they chose to create their own. Not all of them dropped out of a university. Some have degrees. Some never even went to college. But the common thread that holds them together is that they weren’t afraid to create their own path.

				Education is not a means to an end. It’s not something you do for twelve years so you can get into a university, and then something you do for four more years so you can get a job sitting at a desk forty hours per week. Learning is a lifelong process. It happens all the time. It starts before we are born and continues until the day we die.

				HOW COLLEGE REALLY IS

				Aren’t you going to miss the beer and girls at college?

				—AN ACQUAINTANCE

				“So what have you accomplished that you’re most proud of?”

				Had a hackademic been at that Palo Alto cocktail party, this is the question she would have asked. Hackademics want to know about what you’ve built, what you’ve created that has added value to the world, not how many letters you have after your name.

				In this section, I’m going to challenge you to think like a hackademic by providing counterarguments for the three reasons for going to college: the social experience, the job opportunities, and the love of learning.

				The Social Experience of College

				A few days before I left college, I was having dinner in the cafeteria with friends who were asking me questions about leaving school. “Where will you live?” they asked, and “How will you support yourself?” These were serious questions, and I gave serious answers until a voice piped up at the end of the table.

				“What about the beer and the girls?” a guy from my English class asked. “Aren’t you going to miss them?”

				I couldn’t help but laugh. Not because drinking and having sex weren’t priorities for me—they were and continue to be—but rather because he thought those were activities exclusive to the university. In my case, I figured I’d find more opportunities for both in San Francisco than I would at college in Arkansas. And in my case, I was right—my social life and sex life are far better now than they ever were in college.*

				There are a lot of things that we assume exist only at universities but that in fact exist in the real world too. It’s also wrong to assume that the only place to make lifelong friends is in college or the only place to join interest-based communities is in college or the only place to build a professional network is in college.

				As an unschooler, I made friends because of interests and ideas, not just because I lived in the same dorm as someone else. I speak French and as an unschooler ran a French conversation group. When I moved back to California, I restarted this practice. I invited a few French speakers over and asked them to bring friends along. In doing so, I made friends based around a common interest.

				In college, I joined the improv group, and when I moved back to San Francisco I at first wondered how I might find peers to continue doing improv with. Then I used Google to search for “San Francisco improv” and turned up a dozen improv clubs in the city with drop-in workshops and classes. I began going to one on Tuesday evenings.

				This book will teach you to think about your social experiences in different ways. Instead of haphazardly stumbling down your dorm hallway, you’ll learn how to create intentional communities based on common values. You can do this both by hosting events, like a dinner party, or by organizing social gatherings, say an outing to a bowling club. You can also tap into existing communities using tools like Meetup (www.meetup.com) or local resources.

				Going to College to Get a Job

				School is the advertising agency which makes you believe that you need the society as it is.

				—IVAN ILLICH

				It’s true that going to college for four years might get you a job. But that’s hardly a guarantee today. A 2011 article in the New York Times, titled “Many with New College Degrees Find Job Market Humbling,” covered graduates who can’t find jobs, reporting that 22.4 percent of college grads under twenty-five are unemployed and another 22 percent are working jobs that don’t require a college degree.1 The scene is no brighter for those with terminal degrees. In fall 2010, the Chronicle of Higher Education found that there were fifty-seven hundred janitors in the United States with PhDs.2 I’m sure these are talented people—it’s sad to see their brilliance go unused.

				When I started writing this book in 2011, the average student graduated $25,000 or so in debt. By 2012, it was up to $27,000 in debt. By the time you read this sentence, it will have increased another couple grand. Please, whatever you do, try not to take on student loans. Here’s why:

				1.	When you graduate college with an average of $27,000 in debt, you’re stuck in a narrow track, needing to find a job to pay off the debt. You are mortgaging away your freedom to innovate in exchange for a degree. Sure, there are people who owe much less than that but there are lots of people with lots more debt. It is a fucking terrible idea to start out your life with $27,000 hanging over your head.

				2.	Student loan debt is unforgivable in the case of bankruptcy. Yes, that’s right. You can declare bankruptcy and not pay back your credit cards, and the bank can repossess your house, but you’re stuck with loans until you’re dead.

				However, if you already have student loans, what is done is done. You have to live with reality, and you should start paying them off as quickly as possible. For a great perspective and ideas about how to go to school without going into debt, check out my friend Zac Bissonnette’s book Debt-Free U. For inspiration and ideas for how to pay down your student debt, check out Joe Mihalic’s blog No More Harvard Debt (www.nomoreharvarddebt.com). He graduated from Harvard Business School with $90,000 in debt, and he paid it all off in seven months. Or, instead of taking on debt, consider going to a university in Finland, where all higher education is free, even for international students.

				If you want to be a doctor, medical school is a wise choice—I don’t recommend keeping cadavers in your garage. However, for nonlicensed professions, college may no longer be a good investment. Since 1980, college tuition has risen more than 350 percent adjusted for inflation.3 Yes, the College Board will point out that there is a wage premium for college graduates: Each year of college education leads to an 8 percent increase in overall lifetime earnings.4 This is true today, but will it be true in the future? In 2010, student loan debt outpaced credit card debt and topped $1 trillion at the end of 2011.5

				I Love to Learn, Therefore I Go to College

				If college were teaching useful skills, 22.4 percent of college grads under age twenty-five wouldn’t be unemployed. In their book Academically Adrift, Richard Arum, a sociologist at New York University, and Josipa Roska, a sociologist at the University of Virginia, demonstrated that undergraduate education is losing academic rigor.6 Thirty-six percent of students showed no improvement in critical thinking, complex reasoning, or writing (as measured by the Collegiate Learning Assessment) over four years of college. According to the labor economists Philip S. Babcock and Mindy S. Marks, the average student spent only about fourteen hours per week studying in 2010—about half the amount a full-time college student studied in 1960.7

				If you really wanted to learn, why not join your local library? The books are free, and you could invite your friends over and start an interest-based discussion group. You could even invite someone who is an expert on the subject you’re discussing to give a short talk. It would be almost like college, except free and in the real world.

				The point is, if you want to learn in college, you’re going to have to fight. The odds are against you: The professors are researching, the students are partying, and the administrators are building new state-of-the-art gyms every few months. None of these people has a direct incentive to help you learn. The professors want to publish papers to get tenure. The students want to get a degree in the easiest way possible. The administrators are waiting for your tuition checks. But you have to recall: Universities do not exist to train you for the real world; they exist to make money. If you want to learn the skills required to navigate the world—the hustle, networking, and creativity—you’re going to have to hack your own education. This book will teach you how to go deeper than college and learn in a lifelong way.

				Why Hacking?

				The systems and institutions that we see around us—of school, college, and work—are being systematically dismantled. We’ve seen a rise in the popularity of homeschooling and unschooling in the last ten years—from 1.1 million in 2003 to 1.5 million in 2007 in America.8 The same is true of the breakdown of traditional work—freelancing is becoming more and more prevalent. But no one has told the story of what happens in between, when that sacred institution we call the university ceases to exist.

				When I give people advice about their education, I focus on the importance of being a hackademic. When you’re a hackademic, you’re less interested in someone’s résumé and more interested in her passions. You understand that institutions are malleable, and you bend those institutions to shape your own education and career. Most important, as a hackademic you know that you don’t need to ask your parents, your teachers, your friends, or society for permission to build your future.

				If you bought this book, chances are you don’t want to sit in a classroom until you’re twenty-two or older before being allowed to join the real world. Whether your dream is to travel, build a startup, make a difference, or just navigate a simple career change, these pages will show you how to do that here and now instead of after the often-elusive graduation. You can learn more than your peers ever will in four years.

				Along my own way, I’ve met many amazing people who’ve also hacked their educations to wild success. These fellow hackademics made their way by identifying and honing their talents and building networks of peers and mentors. Now they’re running multinational corporations, DJing at events
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