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​Preface
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When I stepped into my first college classroom, I felt excited, nervous, and curious all at once. I wasn't sure what to expect. Could I handle my classes and still have a life? Would my professors care about me? Could I do this?

As I moved from being a student to a college professor, I noticed that many of my students shared the same questions I once had. So, I wrote this book to give you the advice I wish I had before I started college.

College can be exciting, but it’s also confusing and stressful. You’ll face big decisions — choosing the right school, managing your time, and figuring out what comes after graduation. These choices can feel overwhelming, especially when no one has explained them to you. My goal is to make them easier.

I’ve seen many students succeed by working hard, staying focused, and using smart strategies. I’ve also seen others struggle — not because they weren’t smart, but because they didn’t know what to expect. This book is for you, whether you’re a high school student just starting to think about college or someone already on that path. I want to help you understand what college is really like and how to make the most of your experience.

Inside, you’ll find real stories, research-based tips, and honest advice from someone who spent 13 years as a college student and another 15 as a professor. I hope this book becomes your guide and gives you the confidence to think clearly about your future.

College is more than earning good grades and a diploma. It’s about discovering who you are, meeting new people, and preparing for the life you want. Every challenge is a chance to grow — every decision shapes your journey. I’m excited to share what I’ve learned, and I hope it helps you take your next steps with confidence and clarity.
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​Introduction: The Truth About College (Before You Commit)
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Thinking about college can be exciting—but also scary. You might wonder: What should I study? How do I balance school, work, and friends? What if I fail a class or don't fit in?

These are real and important questions. College is a significant development. It costs a lot of money, takes time, and brings many changes. Without the right information, it can feel like you're trying to find your way in the dark.

That's where this book comes in. As a college professor, I've helped many students figure things out. I've seen what works and what doesn't. I've also heard students say they wish someone had told them the truth about college before they got there. This book is here to do just that: help you understand what college is really like so you can make informed choices and feel more confident about your future.

One of the hardest parts about college is that no one really explains how different it is from high school. In college, you have more freedom, but also more responsibility. You must manage your time, think for yourself, and solve problems on your own. You also meet people from all kinds of backgrounds and start learning what kind of adult you want to be.

This book will help you answer big questions like:


•  Should I go to college?

•  What kind of college fits me best?

•  How do I handle both school and life?

•  What do professors really do, and how can they help me?

•  How do I meet the right people who can help me later?


Everyone's college journey is different, and that's okay. There's no perfect path. This book won't give you a step-by-step plan, but it will provide you with tools and ideas to help you find the path that works best for you.

Many students believe they need to figure everything out before arriving on campus. The truth is you don't. College is about learning, not just in class but in life. It's normal to be uncertain or to change your mind. What matters most is that you stay curious, work hard, and ask for help when you need it.

I've spent over 20 years in college—first as a student, then as a professor. I've made mistakes, learned from them, and helped many others along the way. I understand what it's like to be in your shoes, and I want to share what I've learned so you can avoid some of the common pitfalls.

This book covers more than just schoolwork. We'll also explore how to take care of your mental health and prepare for life after college. Because being successful isn't only about getting good grades, it's about growing as a person.

Think of this book as a map. It won't tell you exactly where to go, but it will help you find your way. Whether you're just thinking about college or are already planning your future, this book is here to support you. So, let's get started.

Who Is This Book For?

This book is mainly written for high school students who are thinking about college or preparing to start college. But it's also helpful for parents, teachers, and anyone who wants to understand what college is really like today.

College can be exciting and life-changing, but also confusing and stressful. This book is designed to make it easier to understand, allowing you to make informed choices and maximize your experience.

If you are a high school student, you might have many questions about college, or you might not even know what to ask yet. That's okay! This book will help you:


•  Figure out what kind of college fits you best

•  Get ready for the changes (in schoolwork and social life)

•  Learn how to connect with professors and classmates

•  Pick up skills that will help you succeed now and in the future


Most of this book focuses on four-year colleges since they offer the most common degrees. However, I'll also cover other options, such as community colleges, trade schools, and certificate programs. Regardless of where you decide to continue your education, much of the advice I give throughout this book also applies to these other types of schools.

If you're a parent, college has changed significantly. If you didn't go to college, or if it's been a while since you were in school, you might feel unsure about how to help your teen. This book gives you an inside look at how college works today.

You'll learn:


•  What students really face on campus

•  Why things like internships and networking (building professional and personal connections) matter

•  How to support your child, without trying to control their path


This book can help you guide your teen with confidence and care.

If you plan to attend college later in life, you may have other concerns besides choosing a major. Going back to school as an adult is brave, and it's not always easy. You might have a job, a family, or other responsibilities that make college feel overwhelming.

This book offers tips and support for adult learners, too, including:


•  How to manage your time

•  How to adjust to life on campus

•  How to build a career that fits your goals


Whether you're changing careers, chasing a dream, or starting fresh, it's never too late to learn. No matter who you are or where you are in life, this book gives you:


•  Straightforward advice

•  Real-life stories

•  Tools to help you succeed in college and beyond


Whether you're just starting to think about college or already filling out applications, this book is here to help you take your next step with clarity and confidence.

What this Book is Not

Before we go any further, it's important to understand what this book is and what it isn't. This isn't a guide that walks you through every step of the college application process. I won't be providing tips on filling out the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid), finding financial aid, or writing your college essays. Those topics are very important, but there are already excellent books and websites that cover them.

Instead, this book is about what college is really like once you get there. It's based on my experience as both a student and a professor. I'll help you understand how to pick the right college for you, do well in your classes, and get ready for life after graduation.

Suppose you want help with the admissions process or financial aid. In that case, books like The Fiske Guide to Colleges or The Princeton Review's Best Colleges are great places to start. If you want something more fun, The Naked Roommate by Harlan Cohen shares what to expect about dorm life, friends, and other challenges in a funny and honest way.

What makes this book different is that I'm here to share an inside look at college. I want to tell you what to expect, how to build strong relationships with your professors, and how to make the most of your time on campus. I'll focus on things that help you grow, not just as a student, but as a person.

So, if you're wondering how to choose the right school, succeed in class, and prepare for your future, you're in the right place. This book is here to guide you, motivate you, and provide real-life advice that truly works. It won't answer every single question, but it will help you feel more confident as you take your next steps toward college.

Organization of This Book

This book is set up to guide you through your college journey, one step at a time. It starts with the basics—like helping you decide if college is even the right choice for you—and then moves into everything you'll need to know to succeed once you're there.

Each chapter focuses on a different part of the college experience. You don't have to read it all in one go. You can jump around to the chapters that matter most to you right now or follow them from beginning to end like a roadmap.

Here's how it's laid out:


•  Chapter 1 asks the big question: Is college right for you? It helps you think about your personal goals, the costs of college, and other paths you might take, like trade school or going straight into the workforce.

•  Chapter 2 explains the different types of colleges and universities. Whether it's a big research school, a community college, or a private school, you'll learn what makes each one different so you can decide what fits you best.

•  Chapter 3 covers other things you should think about when choosing a college.

•  Chapter 4 is all about professors; what they do and how you can build relationships with them. This can make a big difference in your college experience and help you succeed after graduation.

•  Chapter 5 focuses on how to get good grades. I'll provide tips on studying smarter and staying organized.

•  Chapter 6 offers strategies on how to recover when you receive a grade lower than you desired.

•  Chapter 7 covers internships and why real-world experience during college is genuinely valuable.

•  Chapter 8 teaches you how to build your professional network, how to meet the right people, and use platforms like LinkedIn to open doors for your future.

•  Chapter 9 discusses life outside the classroom, including mental health, time management, and getting involved on campus.

•  Chapter 10 helps you get ready for what comes after college, whether that's grad school or getting your first full-time job.

•  Chapter 11 explores how artificial intelligence (AI) is changing the world of college and work, and what skills students need to keep up and stay ahead.

•  Chapter 12 breaks down how government decisions, especially under the Trump Administration, are affecting college life, and how students can stay informed, speak up, and protect their rights.


There's also some extra material in the back of the book—like worksheets to help you choose the right college and plan your next steps.

You can read the whole book or just the parts that apply to you. However you use it, the goal is the same: to help you feel more prepared, more confident, and more in control of your college journey.
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​Chapter 1: Is College Really Worth It for You?
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Deciding whether to go to college is a big decision, and it shouldn't be based solely on what others are doing. College can significantly impact your life in positive ways, but it's not the right choice for everyone. This chapter will help you consider your goals, the benefits of college, the potential drawbacks, and other possible paths you might explore.

Getting a college degree can lead to more job options, better pay, and more chances to grow as a person. On average, people with college degrees earn more money and have lower unemployment rates than those without a college degree. College also teaches essential skills like critical thinking, communication, and teamwork. Plus, it's a great place to meet people, find mentors, and figure out who you are.

College is expensive. Tuition, books, housing, and other costs can add up quickly. Many students take out loans and spend years repaying them. There's also the time commitment; college usually lasts four years or more, which is time you could be working or doing something else.

You'll also deal with stress, challenging classes, and the balance between school and life. If you're not sure what you want to study or why you're even there, college can feel overwhelming. That's why it's so important to think ahead.

Are there other options? Absolutely. College isn't the only way to build a successful life. Here are some different paths you can take:


•  Trade Schools: Learn hands-on skills like plumbing, welding, or healthcare. These programs are often shorter and cheaper than college and can lead to well-paid jobs.

•  Certificate Programs: These teach specific skills, like coding or project management, in just a few months.

•  Going Straight to Work: Some people jump into full-time jobs after high school and work their way up or gain experience through apprenticeships.

•  Military or Service Programs: These give you experience, structure, and sometimes even college money for later.


Before starting college, you should have a good idea of what you want out of your life and what you want to do as a career. Here are some questions you should ask yourself:


•  What kind of job do I want?

•  Will I need a college degree for that job?

•  How much money do I want to earn?

•  What kind of lifestyle do I want?

•  Am I ready to study and stay focused for the next few years?


It's okay if you don't have all the answers. But thinking about these questions now can help you avoid wasting time and money later.

Let's be honest: college is costly. Community colleges might charge around $3,000 a year. State schools can cost $10,000 or more for in-state students. Private schools can go way beyond that. Then there's housing, books, and food.

Many students take out loans and graduate with debt. You'll want to think about how long it will take to pay that money back and if your future job will pay enough to cover it, along with your living expenses.

Will college be worth it? That depends on what you study and what kind of job you want. For example, people with degrees in engineering or tech often earn high salaries. Other careers, like teaching or social work, are essential but may not pay as much.

If you're passionate about something, that's excellent, but you should also be realistic about how much money you'll make and what kind of life you want.

College can be worth the investment, but only if it fits your goals. If you're not sure yet, take your time. Talk to people in different careers. Look into community college or other affordable options. It's better to pause and plan than to rush into something you're not ready for.

The point is: you have choices. Don't feel like college is your only shot at success. What matters most is picking the path that's right for you.

Benefits Of Getting a College Degree

Getting a college degree can open many doors in your future. Although it requires time, money, and effort, the benefits can be significant, especially if you have a plan.

One of the biggest benefits of going to college is the chance to make more money. People with college degrees usually earn twice as much over their lifetime as those who don't go to college. For example, in 2025:


•  Someone with just a high school diploma earned about $49,500 a year.

•  Someone with a bachelor's degree (a 4-year college degree) earned about $91,200.


Of course, this can vary depending on the job, where you live, and your major, but the numbers show that college grads tend to earn more.

People with college degrees are also more likely to have steady jobs. In 2025:


•  The unemployment rate for people with a bachelor's degree was 2.3%.

•  For those with only a high school diploma, it was 4.2%.


That means college grads are less likely to be unemployed.

Some careers, such as doctor, lawyer, teacher, engineer, or scientist, require a college degree. Even in fields that don't need one, having a degree can give you an edge when applying for jobs.

Many college grads also get jobs with good benefits, such as health insurance, paid vacation, and retirement plans.

College is about more than just job training. It helps you learn how to:


•  Think critically

•  Solve problems

•  Communicate clearly

•  Work with people from different backgrounds


You'll also get to explore new subjects, try new activities, and figure out what really interests you.

Another major benefit of having a college degree today is that it can help you land jobs that allow you to work from home or anywhere else. This is called remote work, and it's growing in popularity every year.

Jobs in areas like technology, marketing, writing, customer service, and business often allow employees to work remotely rather than in an office. Many of these jobs require a college degree or specific training.

Remote work can give you:


•  More freedom: You might be able to set your own schedule or work from wherever you want.

•  Better balance: It can help you manage school, family, or other responsibilities more easily.

•  Access to more jobs: You can apply for jobs in other cities or even other countries without having to move.


Getting a degree, especially in fields like computer science, business, or communications, can help you qualify for jobs that give you this kind of flexibility.

In short, a college degree doesn't just prepare you for a job; it can help you shape the lifestyle you want.

In college, you'll meet classmates, professors, and professionals who can help you now and later. These people can become mentors, give you advice, or even help you get a job one day. Many schools also have alum networks—groups of former students who are often willing to help other students and grads.

For many students, earning a college degree is a huge life goal. It's something to be proud of, especially if you're the first in your family to go to college. It shows you stuck with something hard and made it through, which says a lot about you.

What are the Different Types of Degrees?

College degrees come in different levels. Each one takes a different amount of time and helps you build more knowledge and skills for future jobs. Understanding these degrees can help you figure out which one fits your goals.

Associate’s Degree (2 Years)

An associate's degree usually takes about two years to complete. You can earn this at a community college, a trade school, or even some universities.

There are a few different kinds:


•  A.A. (Associate of Arts)

•  A.S. (Associate of Science)


These are good if you want to start at a community college and transfer later to a four-year college to finish a bachelor's degree.


•  A.A.S. (Associate of Applied Science)


This one is more job-focused. It prepares you to get a job right after graduation, especially in careers such as healthcare, IT, or the skilled trades (such as auto repair or welding).

Bachelor's Degree (4 Years)

A bachelor's degree takes about four years and is the most common college degree. It gives you a mix of general education and classes in your major (the subject you study).

There are two main types:


•  B.A. (Bachelor of Arts) – Best for things like English, history, communication, or psychology. These degrees focus more on creativity, writing, and understanding people.

•  B.S. (Bachelor of Science) – Best for math, science, business, or engineering majors. These degrees focus more on numbers, research, and problem-solving.


Most entry-level jobs that require a college degree are looking for people with a B.A. or B.S.

Master's Degree (1–3 Years After a Bachelor's)

A master's degree is the next level up. You can only get this after finishing your bachelor's. It usually takes one to three years and helps you get deeper into your subject area.

Examples include:


•  MBA (Master of Business Administration) – For business leaders.

•  MSN (Master of Science in Nursing) – For advanced nursing jobs.


People often get a master's to move into leadership roles or meet the requirements for certain careers.

Doctoral Degree (4+ Years After a Bachelor's)

A doctoral degree is the highest level of college education. It takes a long time —usually 4 to 8 more years — after a bachelor's or master's degree.

There are two main kinds:


•  Ph.D. (Doctor of Philosophy) – For people who want to do research or teach at a university.

•  M.D. (Doctor of Medicine) or J.D. (Juris Doctor) – For doctors and lawyers.


These degrees are tough and take a lot of commitment, but they lead to top-level careers in specialized fields.

Arts vs. Science Degrees—What’s the Difference?

Degrees at the associate's, bachelor's, and master's levels are often labeled "Arts" or "Science," each emphasizing different areas.


•  Arts degrees (A.A., B.A., or M.A.) are broader. You take classes in a wide variety of subjects, including writing, culture, and the social sciences. These degrees build strong communication and critical thinking skills.

•  Science degrees (A.S., B.S., or M.S.) are more technical. You'll take more classes in math, science, and research. These are great if you want a job in science, health, or tech.


Neither one is "better"; it just depends on your interests, strengths, and the kind of career you want. However, I have attended and taught at many colleges and universities, and I tend to see that many students work toward the degree that maximizes their strengths. If a student excels at math, they tend to lean more towards a B.S., whereas students who are fluent in another language may lean more towards a B.A.

Knowing your degree options helps you make wise choices about your future. Whether you want a short program to get a job fast, or you're aiming for a high-level degree in law or medicine, there's a path that fits your goals. Take the time to think about what works best for you.

Trade-Offs of Getting a College Degree

Even though getting a college degree can bring many benefits, it's not all perfect. Like any big decision, college has trade-offs. It's essential to know the good and the not-so-good so you can decide what's right for you.

College can be costly. You must pay for tuition (the price of your classes), books, housing, food, and other fees. If you don't receive enough help from scholarships or financial aid, you might need to take out student loans, and those can take years, and even decades, to repay.

For example, when I finished my education, I had about $60,000 in student loan debt. It was worth it for me, but not everyone feels that way. You need to think about how much you'll earn in your future job and whether it's enough to make paying off your loans worthwhile.

Also, a college degree usually takes at least four years to finish, and that's if you don't take a break or change your major. During that time, you might be spending money instead of earning it. That means you're starting your career later than people who go straight into the workforce or attend shorter programs.

For older students or students with jobs and families, the time commitment can be even harder to manage.

College is a lot of work. You'll need to balance homework, studying, exams, and maybe even a job. It's normal to feel overwhelmed sometimes. If you're not sure what you want to do with your degree, it can also be stressful trying to figure it out while keeping up with classes.

Plus, not every major leads to a high-paying job. If you choose a field like teaching or social work, the payoff might be more about passion than money. And that's okay, as long as you know what you're signing up for.

The key is to plan. Think about what kind of job you want, how much money you'll need to live the life you want, and whether college is the best way to get there. You should also research what the average pay is for people in your future field. Some careers might require more than a bachelor's degree, so make sure you're prepared for that too.

You don't have to figure everything out right now, but don't just jump into college without a plan.

Some ways to lower your costs and reduce stress:


•  Start at a community college and transfer later.

•  Pick a major with good job prospects.

•  Work part-time or apply for scholarships to avoid heavy loans.

•  Take your time and make sure college is really the right move for your goals.


College can be an excellent investment—but only if it fits what you want out of your life, your goals, and your budget. It's okay if it's not the right path for you right now. What matters is that you
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