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The Changing College Student

Why First-​Year Students Today Are Different

The first chapter explains why and how social science can help stu-
dents navigate college. The introductory chapter begins with student 
case studies and then describes how a number of social changes over 
the last several decades resulted in the relatively new life stage called 
“emerging adulthood.” Emerging adults today are different from the 
entering college students of the past, which means that the parents 
and grandparents of young students may have had different expe-
riences in college than most young people do today. This chapter 
explains these differences across generations of entering college stu-
dents, as well as the implications of these changes for understand-
ing entering college students today. This introductory chapter also 
introduces and summarizes the content of the other book chapters.  



2� T h e  S c i e n c e  o f  C o l l e g e

This book aids entering college students—​and the people who support 
college students—​in navigating college successfully. In an environment of 
information overload, where bad advice abounds, this book offers practi-
cal tips and guidance. Unlike some of the more widely available advice 
that is based on outdated, misinformed, or uninformed ideas about what 
college students need to know, the advice in this book is based upon real 
students and sound social science research. The wide range of college 
pathways available to students presents challenges for understanding what 
information is applicable to their individual path. What students and their 
parents and mentors need is a book that provides clear guidance on how 
to navigate different pathways with their own preferences in mind. This 
guide provides tips that assist readers along well-​traveled (and less trav-
eled) pathways through and out of college.

The central thesis of the book is that the transition to adulthood is a 
complex process, and college is pivotal to this experience. This book seeks 
to help young people navigate that process. For many, college represents 
the culmination of ambition, independence, and individualism, and each 
of these themes is represented in this book, especially through the stu-
dent stories. Challenges vary depending on a student’s demographics and 
social background. Getting invested in the community is critical to col-
lege success, no matter what the point of entry. Universities have many 
resources, but students have to realize when they need them and figure out 
how to connect with them. There is no single template for student success, 
whether considering how to navigate through college or how to find gain-
ful employment afterward. Each student needs to balance their evolving 
life in their own way. Nevertheless, this book highlights some common 
issues that many college students face and provides science-​based advice 
for how to navigate college.

Every chapter of this book begins with stories from real college students 
and then summarizes research that is relevant to their stories. The third 
section of each chapter turns insights from both sources of information 
into advice for students. The author team of faculty, instructors, advi-
sors, and other campus support staff provide students with tips on how to 
understand their circumstances, process various situations, and find their 
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way around academic and social life on campus. The final chapters of the 
book offer interactions among student stories and tips to give students an 
overall sense of how to forge their own path through college.

With each chapter we paint an increasingly complex picture of the chal-
lenges and opportunities college students encounter. One way of charac-
terizing this progression is that this chapter focuses on individuals in a 
developmental stage during which self-​focus is normal. Chapter 2 contex-
tualizes the changing life course within larger economic, social, and cul-
tural trends, and discusses the role of contemporary higher education in 
understanding those changes. Social class, economic resources, and how 
family backgrounds condition students’ college experiences are addressed 
in chapter 3. Chapter 4 integrates these topics by advising students to con-
sider the ways that they exercise personal agency in making key decisions 
during college, while warning students to appreciate the difficulty of these 
choices and pay attention to the realities of the options they have available 
to them. Resiliency, or how students can bounce back from personal and 
structural challenges to build a successful college career, is the focus of 
chapter 5. Chapter 6 addresses race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, 
and other aspects of diversity that shape individual students’ expectations 
and experiences of college life. Chapter  7 examines how learning from 
personal experiences and structural challenges can put students on a path 
to leadership. The final chapter attends to the exploration of college life, 
and how switching and recalibrating allows students to realize their pro-
fessional and career identities and goals.

THIS BOOK’S GOALS

Our goal in writing this book is to convey the contemporary experiences 
for emerging adult college students in a meaningful way. We identify a 
number of social issues; describe how these present challenges to students; 
place students’ personal experiences within a broader social context; and 
offer research-​based tips for young people—​and the people who support 
them—​in navigating college. Our objectives are as follows:
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	 ■	 Respond to the changing needs of incoming college students;
	 ■	 Synthesize social science research into practical tools;
	 ■	C hallenge preconceived and outmoded understandings of career 

pursuits;
	 ■	 Discuss socioeconomic status, race, gender, and other identities 

in college experiences;
	 ■	I dentify multiple segments of students, and describe both the 

differences and the commonalities in their needs;
	 ■	 Develop useful skills for navigating college;
	 ■	 Empower students to access campus resources and discern 

which individuals on campus can assist them in specific 
situations;

	 ■	 Reveal the unwritten rules of college;
	 ■	 Build competencies that transfer to careers and life after college.

In sum, our goal is to empathize with the often-​challenging experi-
ences of emerging adults as they explore individual and social identi-
ties, encounter rifts in their sense of self or conflict between their various 
social roles, and then work to achieve balance. We view students to be in 
the midst of an exciting and demanding life stage that requires they take 
increasing ownership of who they are and what they want to do, and we 
want to help them acquire the skills they need to set out on their own 
particular pathway.

WHY THIS BOOK IS NEEDED

The typical first-​year student entering college today differs from the aver-
age first-​year student of just a few decades ago. To meet the changing 
needs of incoming students, many universities now have first-​year semi-
nar courses. These courses often draw upon texts that were not designed 
for first-​year seminars, and which may give practical tips that are not 
based on scientific evidence or may summarize academic research while 
failing to provide useful advice. This book combines the strengths of these 
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approaches by offering science-​based advice to students on how to navi-
gate college. This book engages the real issues that entering college stu-
dents face, contextualizes individual experiences of these issues, and offers 
advice. While (often misguided) advice abounds in the broader public, the 
advice of this book targets specific kinds of student situations drawn from 
the lives of real students.

This book sees students as situated within the changes of recent decades, 
which explains why parents and other well-​meaning adults in students’ 
lives may not know about the contemporary college experience, as it could 
be quite different from their own. For example, many technological and 
social media changes have occurred since late 2006 and early 2007, which 
may seem like ages ago to many of our student readers but seems recent 
to many of their professors. These changes include the invention of the 
iPhone, with more processing power RAM and gigabits of flash memory 
than had ever been held in a palm-​size device up until that moment. 
Additionally, Facebook was released to the general public, formerly being 
confined only to college users; Twitter launched on its own platform and 
went global; Google bought YouTube and launched Android; Amazon 
launched Kindle; Airbnb was conceived; and Change.org became an 
important social mobilization website.1 To understand this broader social 
context of today’s college students, it is important to summarize several 
changes surrounding higher education.

These include economic, technological, social, cultural, familial, gen-
erational, and educational changes. For example, today’s entering college 
students are accepting and supportive of monumental changes in gender 
norms, such as expecting women to be regularly engaged in long-​term 
labor and thus also establishing meaningful careers during college, as well 
as accepting and participating in same-​sex relationships at a greater rate 
than previous generations, which means that same-​sex partnerships are 
equally included within an understanding of how romantic partnerships 
affect college and career pursuits.2 All of these changes, and more, have 
shaped the experiences of American young people, or “emerging adults,” 
as scholars of life course development call them. First, we will explain 
what emerging adulthood is.
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Becoming an Adult Takes Longer. Emerging adulthood is an exploratory 
age during which young people make decisions that have long-​lasting 
effects on their life chances.3 Major social and economic restructuring 
over the last several decades4 contributes to the precariousness of long-​
term employment,5 a collective sense of insecurity in social positions,6 and 
greater economic churning (or turnover) in adult transitions.7 To put those 
trends in more concrete terms: First, prior generations were able to earn 
more money at earlier ages, relative to inflated costs. Second, those gener-
ations were better able to keep the same job and work their way up within 
a company. Now young people change jobs more frequently. Third, only a 
small minority of emerging adults view their current job as a viable, long-​
term career—​meaning it takes longer now to secure positions that reliably 
pay the rent or a mortgage.8 Fourth, the skills required for top positions 
in an increasingly technological society require greater levels of cognitive 
capacities, which have continually increased the demands for higher edu-
cation. College degrees, and often advanced degrees, are required more 
often for entry-​level positions now than for previous generations.9

College Has Unequal Risks and Rewards. While enrollment in higher 
education institutions is increasing, the return on a bachelor’s degree is 
declining. This means that going to college is becoming more of a require-
ment to get a desired position, but the additional income people are likely 
to earn with that degree (relatively speaking) is smaller now than it was 
for previous generations, especially for particular student subgroups.10 At 
the same time, the intersection of parental income level with race and 
ethnicity has never mattered more. For example, research finds that stu-
dents from poor families are less likely to go to college at all, and especially 
unlikely to be able to attend Ivy League schools, just as black and Latino 
students are less likely than white students to attend Ivy League schools. 
Yet students who are both poor and black or Latino are especially less likely 
to attend those schools than are wealthier white students.11 All of which is 
why public universities are key to expanding equal opportunities. Parental 
income level affects the financial burden of college too. Research finds 
that students from the highest and lowest income levels are the least likely 
to acquire student loan debt—​the former because they have less need for 
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loans and the latter because they have less chance of enrolling—​while stu-
dents from middle-​income families are the most likely to risk high student 
loan debt without gaining the same returns as more advantaged peers.12,13 
Beyond the debt incurred, parental income can also impact the earnings 
of their children, meaning the impact of student debt can be experienced 
in different ways depending on one’s family background.

Within College Inequalities. Partially due to rising participation in 
college, “within-​college differences,” or differences between groups of 
students who are attending the same college, are increasingly impor-
tant in predicting life outcomes.14 This finding contradicts the popular 
perception that people can choose any which way they want to navigate 
college. The impression of young people that “anything goes” in becom-
ing an adult may partly be due to the attention that scholars of emerging 
adulthood devote to individual experiences, such as describing young 
adults as “self-​focused.” This focus, while helpful, can hide some of the 
broader social patterns from view. In actuality, the ways that young peo-
ple take on adult roles can lead to better or worse social and economic 
outcomes.15

In addition, emerging adults rely on different kinds of “cultural capital” 
as they go through college.16 Cultural capital refers to the stock of knowl-
edge that people have about how to fit in across different kinds of social 
contexts. For example, what it takes to fit in with a group of engineering 
students is different from what it takes to fit in among art majors. While 
it is not always obvious, college is a new cultural context and has differ-
ent norms for fitting in and succeeding than high school. Some entering 
college students have been more exposed to college norms than others 
because of their family members’ college experiences or the kinds of class 
norms their high school had. Different cultural resources offer various pros 
and cons in distinct contexts, but the point is that getting used to college 
takes more adjustment for some students than for others. Taken together, 
these trends indicate the need for emerging adults to have “extra-​familial 
support” (caring adults beyond parents and extended family members) in 
navigating college. Because this book addresses these issues, all incoming 
college students (and their more advanced peers) can benefit from reading 



8� T h e  S c i e n c e  o f  C o l l e g e

it, and many universities creating first-​seminar courses will find this book 
is helpful as assigned reading.

College Success. To help all students succeed in college, this book 
makes visible some facts about college that can be hidden in plain 
sight. For example, researchers find that prior aptitude does not ade-
quately predict the skills necessary to succeed in college.17 This means 
that doing well in high school does not guarantee success in college, 
a counterintuitive idea that many formerly high-​achieving students 
experience as a shock when they earn their first C in college. Similarly, 
recent research has expanded the notion of college readiness to include 
“extra-​cognitive” factors, such as ownership of learning (understanding 
that ultimately one is responsible for whether and what one learns in 
college), perseverance (sticking it out even when it is rough or boring), 
and self-​efficacy (believing that one can learn what is needed to suc-
ceed in different college situations).18 In short, students can learn skills 
and capacities that drive their success during college. When we exam-
ine what separates students who do well in college from students who 
struggle or drop out, these factors turn out to be important. Applying 
social cognitive theories on college readiness and perseverance,19 we 
focus in this book on the role of college social self-​efficacy in academic 
success.20 This is because prior studies indicate that this is a central fac-
tor in college success. It helps to clarify why students who leave college 
explain their periods of “stopping out” of college by citing experiences 
that students who remain in college also experience, but while staying 
enrolled.21

Overcoming Obstacles. Relatedly, one of the central goals of this book is 
to help students build perseverance and learn how to overcome obstacles 
that they may experience in college. Indeed, scholars find that emerging 
adulthood is a key life-​course development stage during which the brain 
matures in important ways, allowing young people to engage in more 
concerted regulation of themselves and their actions than was present at 
earlier life stages.22 Notably, we approach this subject in a unique manner 
because many of us authors are sociologists. This means that, counter to 
the individual focus of popular American culture, we emphasize the social 
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aspects of college. For example, we understand the ability to overcome 
college hurdles not as an individual quality alone, but as a trait result-
ing from interwoven social and personal processes over time.23 In short, 
students’ belief that they can succeed in college may reflect how much 
their prior experiences have prepared them for it. Social experiences take 
place within more or less advantaged contexts,24 and feeling that one has 
control over one’s life is a combination of belief and social experiences.25 
In essence, people who have greater control over their life circumstances 
wind up feeling more in control of their life. This is what sociologists refer 
to as “invisible identities”: the way that people make decisions is patterned 
by what feels comfortable based on the ways their identities have been 
shaped in relation to their social contexts.26 With this in mind, we think 
the key to helping students succeed in college is in teaching them how to 
“weather the storm” by addressing obstacles with the support of campus 
resources.

THE BOOK’S AUDIENCE

This book is primarily intended for undergraduate students, especially 
incoming first-​year students. A  secondary audience includes parents, 
academics, and other higher education professionals. Our goals for each 
group are as follows.

Students: We aim for this book to aid incoming and current students 
in finding a viable path through the many facets of college life, both aca-
demic and social, and later in transitioning into adult roles. Our goal is to 
make the hidden rules of college visible to all, and thus to level the playing 
field for all students, regardless of background and exposure to formal 
and academic settings. To ensure the book reflects the experiences of con-
temporary college students, we begin every chapter with stories from real 
students and refer back to these as we provide advice. Appendix A also 
offers students a variety of activities that can be completed alone or in 
groups to engage the concepts in this book through reflective and engag-
ing exercises.
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Parents: Secondarily, we intend for this book to equip parents to sup-
port their children during the college years and acknowledge the valuable 
resource that parents can be for college campuses. While the main text is 
written for students, parents can learn a great deal about their emerging 
adult college students from this book. In addition, we include advice spe-
cifically for parents of emerging adult college students in appendix B. This 
advice ties the student stories, relevant science, and advice into practical 
tips for supporting college students.

Academics and Professionals:  We aim for this book to also help aca-
demics and professionals (including faculty, instructors, administrators, 
advisors, and staff) in understanding the social scientific research relevant 
to emerging adulthood, higher education, and the transition into col-
lege. This book could serve as the primary text for first-​year experience 
courses, and we have included ideas for classroom activities within the 
academic appendix that correspond to each chapter. Appendix C, our aca-
demic appendix, also provides further details on the methods employed 
and offers implications of the summarized research and case studies for 
faculty, instructors, administrators, advisors, and other staff who work 
with college students. Additionally, we provide an online supplement for 
instructors with classroom activities.

CHAPTER SECTIONS

Each chapter has the following three sections: (1) student stories; (2) sci-
entific research summaries; (3) advice on accessing campus resources to 
gain support from advisors, faculty, and other mentors on campus. The 
final chapters of the book have two additional sections: (a) social interac-
tions among students; and (b) overarching tips for navigating college to 
launch successful and satisfying careers. The scientific research summa-
ries were primarily written by the first three authors of this book, all of 
whom are faculty members, specifically associate professors with primary 
disciplinary training in sociology, along with psychology, social work, and 
criminology. The advice sections were primarily written by the remainder 
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of the authorship team, who are student development and student support 
practitioners, mostly staff and also an instructor.

It is worth noting that the tone varies across these sections in ways 
that reflect the diversity of approaches that college students encounter on 
campuses. For example, the tone of the student stories and togetherness 
sections best reflect the voices of students who are conversing with each 
other. The scientific research summaries best reflect discussions with fac-
ulty whose scholarship aligns with college and emerging adult related top-
ics; these are the voices that students are most likely to hear when seeking 
assistance from professors in office hours. In yet another set of voices, the 
advice sections best represent those of student support and development 
practitioners. These are the kind of responses that students are most likely 
to hear during new student orientations, academic advisor meetings, and 
in other staff office discussions. Rather than reconcile this rich diversity 
into a single author voice, this book provides readers with the wide vari-
ety of approaches and tones that students actually experience on the col-
lege campus. From informal talk among friends to formal interaction with 
professors, college provides experiences with multiple, even conflicting, 
voices.

Stories: What We Experience

Each chapter begins with multiple stories that illustrate different types of 
college students. The majority of these are direct quotes from students who 
wrote autoethnographies, a form of qualitative research which involves 
self-​reflection and an interpretation of one’s personal biography within 
the broader social, cultural, and political context (Ellis, Adams, & Bocher 
2011; see appendix C, note 1). Supplementing these, we also include sce-
narios that combine aspects of the many students whom we have taught or 
assisted. All student names are changed to protect confidentiality.

These stories help to show what it is like for students to find their way 
through college. On the one hand, these stories underline that there is no 
one-​size-​fits-​all approach, as there are many distinct kinds of students and 
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backgrounds that affect how college feels, especially during the first year. 
On the other hand, few student experiences are entirely unique. Every stu-
dent reading this book is likely to identify with at least one of these stories.

Many first-​year seminar books and courses seem to assume all college 
students are essentially the same, but we form every chapter around the 
diverse perspectives that real college students bring to campus. We also 
tailor our interpretations and advice toward scenarios like the ones these 
students confronted, which should teach students what they could do if 
they find themselves in a similar situation.

Through the narratives, we describe the complex issues that many 
students face during college. Scholars call this time in life “demographi-
cally dense,” because it involves so many major life changes and fluc-
tuations:  young people are establishing career choices, often forming 
longer-​term romantic partnerships, gaining career experiences, accru-
ing (or not) financial credit, and sometimes breaking up, temporarily 
dropping out, or moving back home. It is no wonder that many stu-
dents feel lost at some point. In the course of tackling these issues, we 
address how race, ethnicity, gender, socioeconomic status, and other 
background characteristics condition college experiences, basing our 
analyses not on stereotypes but on lived realities. Drawing from the 
experiences of our students, including many navigating their first year, 
we tell the stories of college students who we think will resonate with 
our readers.

Science: What We Know

Building on these stories, the second section of each chapter summarizes 
scientific research. We describe our approach as “the science of college,” 
because we are drawing on social science theories and data to provide 
interpretations, advice, and tips. Social sciences engage similar tools to 
those used in the natural sciences: in both sets of disciplines, researchers 
often form a hypothesis based on a theory and then test the theory with 
data, as well as collecting data to detect patterns and develop theories. 
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Additionally, social scientific knowledge is also advanced as a collective 
enterprise that is based heavily on peer-​review processes to accumulate 
more valid and careful information over time. This peer-​review process 
is crucial for distinguishing legitimate forms of knowledge from common 
sense and culturally biased notions about how the (social) world works. 
Yet as an art, the social sciences also involve imagining reality, accept-
ing the unknown, theorizing based on logical reasoning, and relying on 
a collective imagination. In this way, the social sciences can serve as a 
bridge between the natural sciences (such as biology and chemistry), on 
the one hand, and the arts and humanities (such as philosophy and his-
tory), on the other. Examples of social science disciplines include soci-
ology, psychology, social psychology, communications, political science, 
and economics.

Perhaps more importantly, at least for entering college students, social 
science can help young people make sense of their experiences in col-
lege. To succeed in college, it helps to understand the context of higher 
education and changes in the economy and career availability. There can 
be something empowering about viewing personal experiences within life 
course development, and in students gaining perspective on how they are 
not alone in encountering some issues and confusions in college. Seeing 
broader social patterns is a key insight of sociology, and this aspect of the 
book helps to set it apart from many self-​help books that tend to highlight 
the individual uniqueness of a person and their personal ability to cre-
ate any change desired. Yet, thinking about people as embedded within 
larger social contexts can perhaps feel alienating, or in some ways de-​
emphasizing of the personal experiences that can feel so intense and pow-
erful at the individual level. Beyond naming the challenges that social and 
cultural inequalities present to students (which, unfortunately, is often 
where introductory textbooks on these topics end), we connect these find-
ings to research on identity formation, career development, social self-​
efficacy, and ownership of learning. Armed with this knowledge, students 
can better manage the choices they make during college to smooth their 
path into successful adult roles later in life. Relying on a research-​informed 
perspective for guidance rather than outdated, confusing messages is like 
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having a GPS with turn-​by-​turn options instead of ambiguous “word of 
mouth” directions.

In providing advice for students, we merge three broad perspectives:

	a.	 A sociological framework, illustrating how some students 
encounter more or less hardship than their average classmates;

	b.	 A psychological and counseling framework, empathizing with 
the existential crisis and tasks confronting young people during 
their college experiences;

	c.	 A higher educational framework, underlining the need for 
diversified social supports within university ecosystems.

See appendix C for more information on this social science approach. 
More broadly, most of navigating college in the way we advise students to 
do is about learning to employ research-​based thinking to solve, or at least 
respond to, real-​world issues. The book also provides examples of making 
science-​informed decisions, beginning first with college.

Advice: What We Provide

The third section of each chapter offers responses and support from cam-
pus resources. There are literally hundreds (on smaller campuses) or 
thousands (on larger campuses) of people whose full-​time job is to assist 
students at a given college. Some of these people are faculty and instruc-
tors, whose classroom instruction provides a knowledge resource and 
whose one-​on-​one time in office hours provides a mentoring resource. 
Other resources come in the form of professional staff and administrators. 
Many staff members serve students in various advising roles, depending 
on the programs that employ them.

One aspect of the college campus that is “hidden in plain view” is that 
students can turn to any number of people for help on a daily basis. Many 
students form lasting relationships with faculty and staff during their 
time in college, which serves both their short-​term needs and provides 
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long-​term support via recommendation letters and career networking. 
Thus, one of our goals in this section of each chapter is to spread the word 
about the tremendous amount of support students have available and 
make them more comfortable accessing these resources for a wide array 
of needs.

We do not provide a list of the offices on college campuses that can be 
resources to students. Based on conversations with our students, we think 
the obstacle is not that students do not know of their existence, but rather 
that they do not view these resources as necessary or useful to them, in 
particular. Thus, our case studies illustrate how these offices can tailor the 
kind of support they provide to fit the needs of individual students.

Togetherness: What We Share

In the later chapters, we describe social interactions among students 
and in groups. Because we view students not merely as individuals 
but also as friends, peers, classmates, roommates, and participants in 
other groups, we recognize them as a primary campus resource for one 
another. Many books on higher education pay considerable attention 
to official campus resources. Conversely, many sociological, anthropo-
logical, and ethnographic investigations into college campuses indicate 
the importance of peer-​to-​peer networks and friendships as a primary 
mechanism through which college “works.”27 However, these approaches 
are rarely combined.

We offer a text that covers both formal and informal college processes, 
allowing students and their social supports to understand the breadth of 
people and relationships available to them on campus. This bolsters col-
lege students’ understanding of who to turn to for what form of assistance, 
and of the tradeoffs between available resources. It also provides students 
and their supports the opportunity to learn from the social interactions 
that some students have with each other, and—​in the process—​acquire 
tips for how friends, roommates, and student organization peers can help 
one another navigate college successfully, and enjoyably!
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Tips: What We Can Do

The final chapters of the book also bring together the insights laid out in 
each chapter in the form of specific tips for each of our audiences. These 
takeaways aid young people in making informed decisions during col-
lege that set them up for successful life outcomes, while also providing 
them with practice in consuming research-​based information to guide 
life decisions now and in the future. In addition, we teach the adults who 
support young people in transitioning to adulthood—​faculty, instructors, 
staff, administrators, scholars, parents, practitioners, and other interested 
readers—​how to respond to the personal troubles encountered by col-
lege students, in ways that both value the intensity of their individual 
experiences and normalize their experiences within their broader social 
context.

ADDITIONAL UNIQUE FEATURES

Two other unique features of this book are (1) voices drawn from a rep-
resentative university context, and (2)  hyperlinked keywords that are 
denoted as hashtags.

Representative University Context

We draw upon a representative university context: public universities that 
are research-​intensive, which have large student populations with a high 
degree of socioeconomic diversity (ranging from low to high income), and 
that enroll many students who are the first in their family to attend college. 
Many of the books available on higher education and emerging adults 
draw on small, private, liberal arts universities, often in the Ivy League. 
Yet navigating those contexts is quite different from navigating the univer-
sities that most average American young people attend. Recognizing that 
students in the latter setting also need resources, we focus here on large, 
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public universities, summarize research findings, and offer responses that 
are reasonable for faculty, instructors, staff, and administrators, given the 
opportunities and constraints of their institutions.

Hyperlinked Keywords as Hashtags

Another unique contribution that our text offers is a hyperlinked keyword 
system. We think it is important that a book of this kind be written in 
the “native language” of young readers. Thus, we borrow inspiration from 
the popularity of hashtags—​as used on Twitter and Instagram—​to convey 
meaningful information concisely over social media. By providing this 
text in electronic format, we are able to hyperlink student stories through-
out the book, allowing readers the opportunity to read the book in order, 
or alternatively to click hyperlinks to read all the content on one student 
story within each of its different chapters. In other words, the book can be 
read sequentially, as a traditional text, or it can be read nonsequentially, in 
a way that is more akin to browsing social media.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

To introduce the rest of the book, we present the first three student stories 
and our analysis in the same structure that later chapters follow. In the 
stories, the gray highlighted text should be read as a tweet or status update 
from these students sharing a bit of their story on social media. Some of 
these stories were written by real students who took one of our sociology 
classes and completed an autoethnography, in which cases their quoted 
text is a portion of what they wrote about themselves. In other cases, we 
drafted stories that combine elements from several of the students we have 
met over the years. The hashtags that begin the student status updates can 
be read as keywords for the tweet and for their fuller story that follows, 
and they can be clicked on to bring up all the sections in the book that are 
part of the same story.
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#adulting #20something: I just bought all my own books and school 
supplies, and paid all my own bills. Now I’m broke and eating cereal 
for dinner, probably will show up to class tomorrow in my pajamas.

Devon had this to say in writing an autoethnography about the 
transition to college:

Even with all the preparation in high school, I was overwhelmed 
with the things that college life brought me. As my parents hugged 
me goodbye and left me in my tiny shoe box, I realized that not 
only was I  alone, I  was about to begin the true journey into 
adulthood . . . I had to learn how to take care of myself, without the 
help of my parents, including doing my own laundry and dishes, 
and getting my own food. My mind was no longer focused on just 
being successful in school. Now I had to do that and figure out 
everyday living. Along with new studies, I had to start thinking 
about my future after college. My dad continued to pressure me 
about preparing for the real world, even though I had just started 
classes. He stressed to me the importance of appearance and 
preparation for the future workforce.

#onmyown:  I just realized that I do not have any soap, and I will 
have to go to the grocery store for the first time without my parents 
to buy my own soap.

Like Devon, Brittany found that starting college entailed many 
changes:

Before I came to college I had my values and the way I did things, 
but that changed dramatically when I  came to school last year. 
I have always been responsible, but in the past I was under my 
parents’ roof and had to do whatever they told me to do. I could 
not do whatever I wanted or go wherever I wanted without having 
their permission. But when I got to college I was now on my own, 
in charge of myself but able to do whatever I  wanted. I  had to 
change how I lived completely since I was on my own time and 
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literally everything was up to me, and I  did not need parental 
approval for anything.

#wherestheparty #yolo: I’m flunking bio! Every time I talk with my 
professors, they give me advice on classes, and I just keep thinking, 
“does my breath smell like alcohol?”

Charlie has always been a social butterfly. High school was pretty 
stress-​free, allowing her to do her fair share of partying while still 
making good enough grades to go to college. Things are different 
now. In college, there’s a party every night, but there’s also a huge 
amount of schoolwork. Everything seems to be snowballing out of 
her control. Maintaining her new friendships is very important to 
her, but she tends to overdo it when they go out. Then she feels slug-
gish the next day, skips class, and gets a late start on studying. Today 
she had a paper due and three tests to take, but after finishing the 
paper last night, she chose to go out and celebrate before studying 
for her tests. Deep down she knows that it was the stress of being so 
unprepared for an exam that caused her to go out. She wonders how 
worried she should be about this. Her friends party just as much. She 
wonders, “Are they stressed like me? What’s more important: study-
ing or taking advantage of the college experience? Should I ask my 
friends?”  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

According to Jeffrey Arnett in Emerging Adulthood:  The Winding Road 
from the Late Teens Through the Twenties,28 the life stage that most col-
lege students are in is called “emerging adulthood.” Emerging adulthood 
describes the experience of having one foot in adulthood and the other 
in adolescence, in limbo between the younger years under the protection 
and social control of parents and the completed launch into adulthood. 
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Popularly some aspects of this are known as “adulting.” The life stage of 
emerging adulthood is characterized by being self-​focused, exploring self-​
identity, experiencing instability, and feeling in-​between. It is the age of 
possibilities. This is a new stage in life course development that resulted 
from several converging trends: people are devoting more years to college 
and pursuing advanced degrees; they are getting married and becoming 
parents at older ages; and they are switching jobs more frequently than 
their predecessors did at their age. While most emerging adults feel like 
their life is disjointed, since they do not know what will come next, it is also 
a tremendously exciting period—​partly because of that uncertainty, and 
because emerging adults have not had to pay the price for their choices.

Although emerging adults (and their parents) have a wide variety of 
opinions on what it takes to be considered an adult, there are three criteria 
that are regularly identified. The first is accepting responsibility for your-
self. The second is making independent decisions, perhaps with the input 
of family and friends, but still making final calls for yourself. The third 
is becoming financially independent. This last milestone is perhaps the 
hardest to achieve and is the aspect of transitioning into adulthood that 
emerging adults have the least control over. Accomplishing these aspects 
of adulthood is typically a gradual, incremental process. Many young peo-
ple in the United States spend a decade or more in limbo, feeling ambigu-
ous about whether or not they are adults.

For many emerging adults, college is a period of “resocialization,” when 
they unlearn some of their prior ways of being and doing and acquire 
new norms regarding how to act and what to value. In the student stories, 
Devon and Brittany referenced something they read on this subject in 
their sociology class.29 The excerpt, by Gwynne Dyer, is from a chapter 
called “Anybody’s Son Will Do,” which appeared in his book War: Past, 
Present, and Future. In this book, Dyer describes the resocialization pro-
cess of military training, and how young men and women in the mili-
tary eventually acquire the norm of killing during combat and accept this 
as part of their everyday business. Interestingly, these students (along 
with several other students who appear in later chapters, such as Gabby 
in chapter  3, Kyndal of chapter  4, and Marco of chapter  6) compare 
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the process that Dyer describes to their experience of entering college. 
For example, Marco says, “Socialization is the lifelong process through 
which an individual is incorporated into a social group by learning that 
group’s norms, social roles, and values (Kane 2013; see chapter 5, note 7). 
Resocialization, by contrast, is the sacrifice of the set of values acquired 
through socialization for the adoption of another set (Dyer 2013).” 
Likewise, Kyndal says, “As I look at the ‘culture’ of college, it is clear that it 
is an entirely new atmosphere and basically makes you forget everything 
you had ever known as ‘normal’ and makes a complete 180 shift; college 
resocialized me. Resocialization occurs when an old identity is taken away 
and adaptation to a new identity happens (Dyer 2013: 158).”

Similarly, Devon described this experience of resocialization in col-
lege by saying, “I had to undergo a process of resocialization, completely 
changing my values and ideals to fit my current situation (Dyer 2013).” 
Brittany mentioned “how I experienced resocialization when coming to 
college.” She explained, “This is when you learn new norms and values 
when joining a new group or when your life circumstances change dra-
matically, like going to college (Dyer 2013: 158).” Brittany continued with 
the following:

Some of the new norms and values I learned were things like going 
out and drinking every weekend is the cool thing to do, or if you did 
not find a person of the opposite sex to go home with after a party 
you are considered lame. These have really clashed with the values 
and norms my parents taught me growing up because they never 
allowed me to drink and they definitely were not supporting random 
hook-​ups like everyone does here. This has really helped me grow as 
an individual and given me insight on what the rest of my life will 
entail [being in situations where my values clash with group values].

Two students we will introduce in a later chapter, Abby of chapter 4 and 
Desiree of chapter 7, liken their sororities to the “total institution” of the 
military and relay, affectionately, how well their sororities absorbed mem-
bers into a community. New members proudly adorn themselves in Greek 
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letters and feel an instant bond with people wearing those same letters. 
Abby said, “A total institution is a setting where a group of people is iso-
lated from the rest of society and made to act a certain manner (Dyer 
2013). My sorority became a total institution [to me] . . . Similar to how 
proud a marine is to be a marine after boot camp, I  am proud to be a 
member of my sorority.” While students find their social groups in differ-
ent places on campus, college itself can serve as a total institution. Many 
students come to associate the school mascot with their identity and feel 
an instant bond with people anywhere in the world wearing their univer-
sity’s clothing.

Devon also references a reading by Robert Granfield on socialization, 
one entitled “Making It by Faking It: Working-​Class Students in an Elite 
Academic Environment”:

As a young adult, I took golf lessons. My dad believed the benefits of 
knowing things like how to play golf could help me better associate 
myself with future employers. Learning sports such as golf are a form 
of cultural capital, which are social assets of a person that promote 
one’s cultural competence, and thus social standing in society 
(Granfield 2013).30 Being able to golf with a future employer, as well 
as dressing appropriately and having the ‘look’ of a successful young 
adult, are things that I keep in the back of my mind as I navigate 
college.

Drawing on the theories of Erving Goffman,31 Granfield describes how 
students undergo a process of socialization during college that not only 
teaches them the norms and expectations of their future profession, but 
that also teaches them new ways of being and interacting with others 
while in college. Granfield applies Goffman’s idea of stigma management 
to the law school scene, explaining that while American culture generally 
promotes individual uniqueness, people do not want to have “undesirable 
differentness.” That is, few people want to stick out in noticeably nega-
tive ways. Austin, a student we introduce in chapter 4, describes this by 
saying, “Social stigmas can limit the opportunities and level of success of 
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an individual (Granfield 2013:  150). To compensate, people use stigma 
management to conceal their financial status to increase the opportuni-
ties afforded to them (Granfield 2013: 150).” Another student, Aaron of 
chapter 5, explained how he used stigma management himself: “Although 
I  was a capable student, I  lacked ‘manners of speech, attire, values and 
experiences’ that my other classmates had already acquired (Granfield 
2013) . . . As the years of high school went on, I began to identify more 
with the upper-​class than the lower class, especially as I hid the fact that 
my family was middle-​class,* just as the students in Granfield’s study did 
(2013). I  began to wear as much designer clothes as my parents could 
afford because it was a part of the upper-​class ‘dress-​code’ (Granfield 
2013).”

Part of what college is about, then, is learning the rules of the game, 
how to fit into a new social scene, acquiring “cultural competence.” The 
college socialization process is even more intense for students who grew 
up with very different sets of norms than the middle-​class college scene. 
Granfield describes students from working-​class backgrounds attempting 
to avoid class stigma, struggling to show they belong rather than risk being 
marginal:  “While most students experience some degree of uncertainty 
and competency crisis during their first year, working-​class students face 
the additional pressure of being cultural outsiders (Granfield 2013: 149).” 
Alexa, a student introduced in chapter 5, recalls, “This was another part 
of socialization in my life, when I had to learn how to fit into the social 
norms and behaviors of my surrounding community so [that] I would not 
look like an outsider. Many people in these social class type of situations, 
use a sort of stigma management to ensure that even though they are of a 
lower class, they are going to mask this fact and try to transform so that 
people think they are part of the upper class (Granfield 2013: 145).” We 

* “Middle-​class” here is Aaron’s description; we are directly quoting from his autoethnography. 
Based on Aaron’s description of his living conditions and his parents’ educational background, 
we would characterize him as a member of the working class (a lower socioeconomic status 
than middle class). To the extent that he is “middle class,” he is on the margins of this status.
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will return to Granfield’s ideas again in chapter 3, as they clearly resonate 
with many contemporary college students.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

Based on research on emerging adults, we would offer the following advice 
to Devon, Brittany, Charlie, and students with similar stories.

#adulting #20something #onmyown In many ways, Devon and 
Brittany are typical emerging adults. Being self-​focused during emerg-
ing adulthood is normal and part of learning to stand on one’s own feet. 
Knowing this information, emerging adults can explain to professors, par-
ents, and other supportive adults that they are not “off track” but going 
through a common experience for young people in the United States.

#adulting #20something Though Devon is not struggling with a par-
ticular issue, it would still be helpful for him to talk to an advisor to gain 
some general advice about college. Though many students are focused on 
studies when they begin college, they soon realize that studies are only 
one part of the equation; they must also get used to dealing with laundry, 
food, and such matters. Then they feel pressure (from parents or others) 
to further expand their focus and think about long-​term career stuff. That 
is a common college transition.

Even though Devon is doing well in general, he should be careful not 
to put too much emphasis on mastering the social norms he mentions 
(for example, learning golfing to enhance his long-​term career goals). At 
least as important as learning social norms during college is working on 
forming an authentic self, connecting with people in a genuine way, not 
merely as a means to an end (such as getting a job later). Students need 
to truly experience college, and learn from the new people and situations 
they encounter.

Students who relate to Devon need to focus on the big picture. Form a 
steady plan. It is important to have a life plan in college, especially dur-
ing the first year. This includes something as small as doing laundry all 
the way up through making time for quality studying. The plan will help 
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ensure that it is all integrated. The second piece of advice is to learn from 
Devon’s story that it is important to form authentic connections with 
people. Meeting people strategically for job opportunities is fine, but it 
is important first to connect genuinely with people who are similar and 
different, and to allow oneself to be changed in positive ways by these 
interactions.

#onmyown Students that resonate with Brittany should remember 
that it is common to arrive in college and be surprised by all the out-​of-​
classroom adjustments that have to be made. College is different than 
past experiences, and this is good. It can cause some stress, however, 
because students are trying to decide where they fit in. When encoun-
tering new values and norms, many wonder whether to reject what they 
once took for granted, and to question which of the norms from child-
hood still matter. But students need to embrace this process by remem-
bering who they are at root. Our advice for students like Brittany is to 
embrace that they are in control of what changes they will make. We 
advise students to question their assumptions about campus life. It may 
seem that everyone is drinking and hooking up, but that actually hap-
pens less than students think. Although one group of students does that, 
another group is completely different, and there are at least ten different 
groups of students in between those opposite ends of the spectrum. We 
thus advise students to be careful not to overgeneralize. The other point 
is to form personal values by being focused on the broader picture of 
where individual decisions are leading, and in what direction a student 
is heading.

Changing as an individual is an important part of emerging adulthood 
and college life. Amid these changes, however, people are not abandon-
ing their true selves. People do not simply become somebody completely 
different, or wind up as someone that they do not want to be, especially if 
they reflect on what they value and who they want to become. We advise 
students to remember that there are people on campus that can help in 
their journey, such as advisors and professors, when they are outside the 
classroom. Professors or advisors can be a bridge of sorts between what 
life was like growing up and what it is like now. They can stand between 
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those two cultural scenes and assist students in navigating new terrain. 
A key piece of advice: do not be afraid to ask for help.

#wherestheparty #yolo In Charlie’s story it is clear how different daily 
life can be in college. Students can do what they want—​when they want. It 
truly is a great time in life, but it comes with a lot of new decisions. Many 
students plunge in head first, and some crash hard. That is especially com-
mon when people have in mind the “movie version” of college, envision-
ing that it is all about having fun. It is easy to get caught up in that. Most 
college students struggle at first with their newfound freedom. It may take 
a while to decide how much time in the day should be devoted to aca-
demics, how much should go to extracurricular activities, and how much 
should go to “fun.” All three of these are important! However students 
choose to spend leisure time, they can benefit from meeting new people, 
trying new things, and discussing ideas learned in class with friends.

One of our biggest pieces of advice for students is to reflect on what they 
truly want out of college. During college, students are discovering who 
they are, where they are going, and, most importantly, what they want out 
of college. Everybody approaches college in their own way, but there are 
also some shared experiences. It comes down to finding balance. College 
is different than high school, not just in the classroom but in campus life 
as well. Explore a variety of activities, both social and academic. Decide 
what is right, and then spend time accordingly. Everyone else is exploring 
their goals, desires, and even their party habits too. Do not be afraid when 
it gets difficult to juggle all these new choices, and do not worry about set-
backs. Choose activities that are meaningful and that help to explore what 
college life has to offer. It is all fine!

That said, it is also normal to get stressed during college, and colleges 
have counseling centers where students can get support when feeling anx-
ious. Just talking through the stress with a counselor can help. As intimi-
dating as it may be to sit down with professors and advisors, it is also 
important that students talk to people on campus and contextualize their 
advice by role.

Another piece of advice that we have for students like Charlie is to 
reflect on their assumptions. Charlie mentions seeing students that are 
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partying just as much as she is and still making good grades. That could 
be the case, but maybe they are doing some things that Charlie is not. 
She could connect with those people outside of parties and see if she can 
study with them, or at least ask them how it is going, how they do it. A lot 
of times, a situation like Charlie’s is based on assumptions that are false. 
Maybe her peers are studying way more than she realizes, or maybe they 
are partying less than she thinks. The people she sees at a party may have 
been there only twenty minutes while she was there for three hours. We 
have to question our assumptions and connect with the people who seem 
to have it all together, to see if that’s true.

A further tip to consider: step outside the situation and talk to some-
one. Start with an advisor, a faculty mentor, a peer mentor, or the counsel-
ing center. A trip to a health clinic or counseling center doesn’t require a 
life-​threatening situation. There are always multiple people that can be 
approached. Start by talking about studying. Then casually mention not 
having enough time for studying, and then mention social life, without 
having to be specific. There are many ways to handle that. Just talking out 
the issue with someone not in the situation helps.

Our final piece of advice to students like Charlie is to embrace the 
change while remembering who they are, how they grew up, and what 
they liked about themselves going into college. Connect on campus with 
what you like, and seek challenges to grow in positive ways. Be okay with 
change, with evolving and learning and a whole new way of doing things. 
Also students need to know that they are in charge of that process. When 
it seems like things are spinning out of control, talk to people, remember 
to be intentional, and reflect on what you want out of college. Connect 
with people; seek advice; and then make decisions.

We also offer a few general pieces of advice. Our author team consists of 
faculty, instructors, advisors, and higher education staff. Each voice rep-
resents the kinds of responses that students can receive from people in 
different roles across campus. Most students are at least mildly confused 
by whom to go to for what, and we often experience (and have committed 
ourselves!) blunders in approaching people in certain roles with questions 
that are better suited for other roles. Students would benefit from knowing 
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that, for example, faculty office hours are helpful for certain kinds of sup-
port, while meeting with advisors is helpful for others.

Gaining clarity on who can provide what kinds of support not only 
reduces the chances of awkward blunders in going to the wrong person, 
it also ensures that students gain the best social resources when expend-
ing their time and avoid frustration (or even apathy) in taking ownership 
of their own learning. Most people choose to work on college campuses 
because they truly enjoy supporting young people, but many are also 
incredibly busy and can sometimes seem off-​putting to students who 
approach them with questions that are mismatched to their roles. For 
example, it is unlikely a faculty member will know how many more cred-
its are needed to complete a dual degree across colleges, and they could 
seem bothered by the question. That question would be better suited for 
an advisor who serves students across campus. Likewise, it is not ter-
ribly helpful to ask during an advising appointment designed to select 
courses for the coming semester how best to find an internship within 
a particular field that could lead to a paid position. This is better-​suited 
for a faculty member, who has a deeper knowledge of and connection to 
that field.

Nobody expects incoming college students to have all this figured out. 
But some students do know more about this than others, and they can “hit 
the ground running” by engaging with the appropriate campus resources. 
This cuts down on the amount of time spent running around, feeling like 
each person recommends asking someone else. This is why seven different 
authors, from the perspective of four different campus roles, can provide 
valuable direction. It is also worth saying that we do not assume that dis-
connect between campus resources and students is only a student issue. 
Parents can play a role in helping advise their children, and academics 
and professionals can do a better job communicating this. And through 
our diverse author team, we provide academic and professional readers 
with a model for how to build a more cohesive, relevant, and tailored set 
of responses to students’ issues.
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The Chapters Ahead

The second chapter explains further how the life stage of emerging adult-
hood, and the changes that created it, help to make sense of modern col-
lege students. Students will learn how experiences with moving, changing 
identities, romantic partnering, and breakups all fit within the life stage 
tasks of establishing identity while forming intimate romantic relation-
ships and friendships. Achieving a better grasp of how transitioning into 
adulthood looks for young people today makes it easier for students to 
explain themselves to others.

Chapter  3 covers the value of college:  why it is important to earn a 
degree for specific skills (or “human capital”) and credentials, and how 
doing well in college is largely about acquiring “cultural capital,” aka learn-
ing the rules of the game. This third chapter also addresses how students’ 
social class backgrounds affect how easy, hard, or different college can be.

The fourth chapter explains how exploring and forming a personal 
and social identity is key to learning to navigate college well. In chapter 4, 
students will learn that one key to college success is taking ownership of 
learning and exposing themselves to a variety of classes and majors in 
order to decide what is the best fit for them.

Chapter 5 teaches students about the importance of having resiliency 
amid challenging experiences during college. College also presents the 
opportunity to reflect on childhood experiences in families, cultures, 
groups, and within organizations. For students, reflecting on how their 
backgrounds affect current choices is crucial for shaping a personal and 
professional story that can guide choices in college, frame personal state-
ments, and point toward potential career paths after college.

The sixth chapter introduces several students who are struggling with 
identity as they navigate diversity at a large public university. Some find the 
university to have a greater degree of diversity than their smaller hometowns, 
while others came from urban settings more diverse than their campus. Many 
of the students share stories of struggling to understand how they fit in, as 
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well as how to make sense of others’ attitudes about diversity in terms of race 
and ethnicity, biculturalism, and immigration, along with gender, sexuality, 
and religion. In chapter 6, students reflect on experiences with inclusion and 
exclusion during college, and many come to understand these experiences as 
part of larger social structures. Students will also learn how to harness their 
identities as a personal strength, while also finding others who are similar 
enough to understand and support their perspective, values, or interests.

Chapter 7 shows students that another important aspect of college is 
figuring out how to become a leader. Being a leader requires recognizing 
one’s personal strengths and learning how to engage those strengths on 
campus, which builds skills and experiences for later civic engagement. 
The goal in this chapter is to enable students to use college in a way that 
helps them find their way through future life changes and carve their own 
paths in future endeavors. Moreover, this seventh chapter presents sev-
eral student stories that suggest the wide array of options for finding a 
niche group or activity on campus, which makes students feel integrated 
on campus and gives them valuable leadership skills.

The eighth chapter, which concludes the book, describes why college 
provides a safe place to explore different career options. In chapter 8, stu-
dents will learn how switching majors, interning, working as a research 
assistant, and talking with professors are all excellent ways to test out 
their major, to see whether a career in that field is a good fit. This chap-
ter addresses tips for major changes, talking with parents about desired 
careers, finding a vocation or career path, and shaping professional iden-
tity. The book culminates with a section about how to navigate college, 
and life generally, with research-​based decisions.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	H ere is a post about what “adulting” means: Steinmetz, Katy, 
June 8, 2016, “This Is What ‘Adulting’ Means,” Time, retrieved 
from http://​time.com/​4361866/​adulting-​definition-​meaning/​.
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	 ■	O ur favorite GIF of adulting depicts a man tumbling backward 
on an escalator while the escalator keeps carrying him up, 
posted here: http://​www.psherzog.org/​single-​post/​2017/​06/​09/​
The-​Perfect-​GIF-​of-​Adulting.

	 ■	 As described in the blog, this GIF implies that growing up can 
be hard: Kelner, Simon, September 3, 2015, “For the Twenty-​
Somethings of Today, Growing Up Is Hard to Do,” Independent, 
retrieved from http://​www.independent.co.uk/​voices/​comment/​
for-​the-​twenty-​somethings-​of-​today-​growing-​up-​is-​hard-​to-​do-​
10485276.html.

	 ■	 This TED Talk covers what people think they need to be happy 
and successful, as compared to what research shows is needed 
to experience feelings of success and happiness: Waldinger, 
Robert, November 2015, “What Makes a Good Life? Lessons 
from the Longest Study on Happiness,” TedTalk, retrieved 
from https://​www.ted.com/​talks/​robert_​waldinger_​what_​
makes_​a_​good_​life_​lessons_​from_​the_​longest_​study_​on_​
happiness?language=en.

	 ■	F inally, it is important to know that parts of college, and of 
growing up generally, can be tough: Grossman, Nick, December 
10, 2014, “Everyone Is Broken and Life Is Hard” [Blog post], 
retrieved from http://​www.nickgrossman.is/​2014/​everyone-​is-​
broken-​and-​life-​is-​hard/​.

	 ■	I t is important for students to give themselves, and each other, 
a break. There is a great deal happening in the midst of the fun 
time that college can be, and students need to rest too. These 
years in college are important, and life-​shaping, but they are not 
the end of the story. Do not be like Bryan Adams, saying that 
these years were the best of his life (https://​www.youtube.com/​
watch?v=9f06QZCVUHg). Instead, build a life that keeps getting 
better, and see college as a key that will open doors that you want 
to walk through.
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2

How to Understand 
Emerging Adulthood

Chapter 2 contextualizes the changing life course within larger eco-
nomic, social, and cultural trends, and discusses the role of contem-
porary higher education in understanding those changes. The second 
chapter helps to make sense of modern college students by explain-
ing the life stage of emerging adulthood, along with the changes 
that have created an elongation of life course development, includ-
ing longer periods of transition into adulthood. In chapter  2, stu-
dents learn how experiences with moving, changing identities, and 
romantic partnering and breakups all fit within the life stage tasks of 
establishing identity while forming intimate romantic relationships 
and friendships. Achieving a better grasp of how transitioning into 
adulthood looks for young people today makes it easier for students 
to understand themselves and explain themselves to others.  
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This chapter explains in more detail how contemporary college students 
are different from students who enrolled a generation ago. First, we intro-
duce more stories from students who describe in their own words what it 
is like to begin college today. Next, we summarize research on the chang-
ing economy, workforce opportunities, and an increasing number of 
moves as people relocate for jobs. We also talk about changes to marriage 
and families, discussing what some scholars call the “marriage-​go-​round.” 
All of this affects what it means to grow up, and cause delays in the forms 
of “settling down” that most people consider signs of adulthood. Plus, we 
discuss changes surrounding higher education, including rising costs and 
questions about whether the financial investment in college will pay off. 
These trends and questions underline the need for critical thinking skills, 
which this chapter’s advice will help students develop.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

We begin with stories of three students—​Sanjana, Troy, and Derrick—​
who explain several of the experiences that are common for incoming col-
lege students and that are often experienced by emerging adults in general.

#movingagain:  I’m moving again, caught up in a whirlwind of 
always changing situations, wondering if I am—​or how I could pos-
sibly be—​the same person I was two years ago.
Sanjana explained this in her own words with the following:

I still remember the uneasiness I felt in my stomach as I boarded 
a plane for the first time, leaving my hometown of twelve years 
and starting a new life in California. Flash forward 8 years, two 
more moves, far too many flights, and I am preparing to move all 
over again. However, I can’t help but notice how different I have 
become within those 8 years. Moving to different states has been 
the single biggest influence of who I  am today. Each state had 
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its own unique culture, people, and life experiences that have 
permanently changed me as a person.

#changingidentity:  Wow, high school seems like ancient history! 
Hard to believe that just four months ago I was in homeroom won-
dering when the bell would ring. Now I can go to class when I want 
to, have a totally new group of friends, and can barely remember my 
home address.

Troy explained the dramatic shift that most students feel from their 
high school identity to the new version being shaped in college: “In 
the past year, a lot has changed in my life as I have made the transi-
tion from high school to college. Since I moved out of state, I have two 
completely different lives in two entirely different social environments. 
As a result of this, I sometimes feel caught between two places.”
#brokenhearted:  Anybody else having trouble concentrat-
ing? I’m still not over her, and I  just can’t focus. But I  have a test 
tomorrow. Help!

Derrick and Serena split up. He had followed her to college because 
they dated throughout senior year and talked about their future 
together. Within the first six weeks of their first semester though, 
she said they each needed space to become who they are meant to 
be but that they would always be an important part of one anoth-
er’s lives. Derrick was more reserved, while outgoing Serena made 
friends easily, and he didn’t realize how much he depended on her 
personality to meet new people. He has not only lost his girlfriend, 
but much of his circle of friends too. He had only chosen to go to this 
school because she wanted to, and now he is stuck. Derrick recog-
nizes the tremendous opportunity a college education affords him, 
and he does not want to take that for granted. But he can’t help being 
distracted. Every time he tries to write a paper, his mind wanders to 
Serena, and where he went wrong. How did it all just evaporate? This 
all comes to a head when he forgets to submit an assignment and 
finds himself in his professor’s office trying to explain how he is still 
the A student he has always been, despite having an F.
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SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

These students provide a glimpse into common difficulties among young 
adults, including moving, changing romantic partnerships, and grappling 
with identity as their lives are splintered across multiple locations and sig-
nificant others. In a book called Our Kids: The American Dream in Crisis, 
Robert Putnam1 summarizes the broader context to which these students 
refer. People are getting married and having kids later in life, so romantic 
partnerships change—​often multiple times—​throughout emerging adult-
hood and beyond. College-​educated women delay childbearing more 
than less educated women, while Americans in the lowest third of the 
income distribution are more likely to have children outside of marriage 
than within it. Moreover, blended families and “multi-​partner fertility” 
scenarios, in which children in the same household were born of different 
parents, are more common today. In Labor’s Love Lost: The Rise and Fall 
of the Working-​Class Family in America, Andrew Cherlin refers to marital 
turnover as the “marriage-​go-​round.”2 People are increasingly getting on 
and off the carousel of marriage, or choosing to cohabit with romantic 
partners instead of marrying at all. Some scholars refer to this as relation-
ship “churning,” to reflect the degree of mix-​up and stirring that occurs as 
people sort their relationships.3 But these trends are not merely the result 
of people deliberately choosing to marry and have kids later; they are 
likely also the outcome of economic changes.

Emerging adults are experiencing these changes to romantic partner-
ships and family life in the midst of a changing economic context. The US 
economy has undergone a “structural shift” in which the available jobs and 
skills needed for most jobs have changed markedly in the past decade.4 In 
a report on the economy called Failure to Launch, Anthony Carnevale and 
colleagues state the following:

The model of the labor market that presumed entry at age 18 and exit 
at age 65 is obsolete, and instead, young people often start their careers 
later, after developing more human capital from postsecondary 
education and training, and work experience from internships, 
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work-​study, mentorships, fellowships, job shadowing, and part-​time 
work. Young people today change jobs more frequently between the 
ages of 18 and 25 and only one out of 10 describes his or her current 
job as a career (Carnevale et al. 2013: 4).

These delays in establishing career paths mean that the significant 
adult developmental markers happen less in the early 20s today than 
they do in the 30s, and often after multiple moves.

Taking these trends together, the ways that people transition into adult-
hood are more variable: there are multiple options for when, how, and in 
what order to take on adult roles, such as completing education, estab-
lishing careers, forming long-​term romantic partnerships, and having 
children. In fact, one study found that there are more than 60 possible 
sequences in the timing and order of acquiring adult roles.5 Sociologists 
view all these options as a combination of personal choices and available 
opportunities shaped through a process of personal agency (individual 
choices) within larger social forces (such as family background, economic 
changes, culture of origin, global and national political policies).6 Many 
young people may prefer to have children later in life than their parents 
did, but it is unlikely that they prefer to put off earning a stable income. 
Plus having kids later may be a choice made in response to difficulties 
establishing economic stability. In essence, it takes young people longer to 
become adults not only because they want to spend a long time developing 
themselves but also because of limited and changing economic options, 
shifts in cultural values regarding the centrality of work and family, and 
a rising need for advanced education.7 Coupling this with Maslow’s hier-
archy of needs, the longer time spent with unsettled belongingness, love, 
and esteem needs can delay a focus on self-​actualization: fulfilling one’s 
potential, in college and in life after college.8

For individual students in the midst of chasing these markers of adulthood, 
the process can feel disorienting. Students are juggling multiple senses of self 
in that the different social groups with which they interact can bring out one 
kind of personal identity or another, not always feeling like these different 
identities fit together into a coherent whole. Identities are also renegotiated 
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as new friend groups and romantic partners9 emerge, or as old friend groups 
or previous romantic partnerships dissolve. In the midst of these changes, 
emerging adults are attempting to form their college-​enabled professional 
identities, all while also forming intimate connections, in friendships and 
with potential long-​term romantic partners.10 Many studies find that the aca-
demic and career goals of romantic partners and friend groups are strong 
predictors of an individual’s school and career goals.11 Some of this may be 
because people tend to hang out with others who are similar to them, includ-
ing finding friends and romantic partners who have similar levels of aca-
demic achievement and career identity. But it is also likely that this is due to 
causal relationships, meaning that people are influenced by the people they 
hang out with, and the choices for leisure with friends and romantic partners 
can directly impact the amount of time people invest in school work, as well 
as the extent to which students form particular career paths.

Thus, dismantling an emerging professional identity may spill over into 
pressure to dissolve a new romantic relationship, or a split with a roman-
tic partner may result in a move, a change of friends, or a new job, or, in 
the most impactful of circumstances, a change in all of these simultane-
ously. Such turmoil in work and personal life can lead to emerging adults 
experiencing “existential crises”—​the psychological distress of having to 
reconsider foundational senses of meaning. “Meaning frameworks” guide 
people’s ability to make sense of new situations, but collisions in ways of 
making meaning can cause disorienting confusion and take consider-
able effort to resolve. The many changes of emerging adulthood can cause 
people—​like Sanjana, Troy, and Derrick—​to reevaluate all that they once 
took for granted, questioning what they thought they knew, what they want 
to believe, and who they want to help them make sense of it all.12 Broadly, 
this means emerging adults are learning how to balance their ability to per-
sonally choose their own paths while building awareness of all the different 
social influences that surround their individual choices, including social 
media interactions. In this way, navigating college, and life generally, is a 
social construction. We return to this issue more in chapter 5.

Amid these struggles to establish themselves, young people are also con-
fronting a changing array of available careers. The kinds of jobs available 
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to most current college students are fairly different from those available 
to their parents, and the skills that most contemporary employers desire 
are also distinct. Most important is establishing transferable skills: talents 
built in college and other experiences that can later be transferred to career 
skill sets. In an article called “Voices of Employers,” Varda Konstam13 
reports that many employers, often from the Baby Boom generation, view 
emerging adults (who are from the millennial and younger generations) 
as “intelligent and flexible,” but found that they “did not bring valued skill 
sets to the work place.” Konstam explains:

Employers are increasingly privileging the learning ability of their 
employees, that is their “ability to put together disparate bits of 
information” on demand, as the need emerges (Friedman 2014, para. 3).   
They are interested in employees’ capacity to solve problems, using 
their leadership skills when appropriate, and having sufficient 
humility to know when to take a back seat and relinquish power if 
a fellow employee has a better solution to the presenting problem. 
Employers are looking beyond traditional metrics such as GPA, 
and are devising metrics that will predict on-​the-​job skills such as 
flexibility, humility, leadership, and know-​how within a context of a 
team of fellow employees (Konstam 2015: 163–​164).

Echoing this, Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, in their book Aspiring 
Adults Adrift:  Tentative Transitions of College Graduates,14 discuss how 
many disgruntled employers are critical of college graduates for not hav-
ing the skills they desire. Employers place emphasis on needing a generic 
set of skills produced by higher education. Rather than emphasizing job-​
specific training, which is likely to be outdated within a few years, employ-
ers say they want recent hires to have the ability to learn, ensuring they 
will acquire the knowledge they need on the job over time. They want 
college graduates with evident critical thinking abilities:

Recent surveys of employers have highlighted dissatisfaction with the 
preparation of college graduates, noting that only approximately a 
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quarter of college graduates entering the labor market have excellent 
skills in critical thinking and problem solving, and only 16 percent 
have excellent written communication  .  .  .  “Woefully unprepared” 
is how one employer described college graduates  .  .  . employers 
tended to ding bachelor’s-​degree holders for lacking basic workplace 
proficiencies, like adaptability, communication skills, and the ability 
to solve complex problems (Arum & Roksa 2014, pp. 19–​20).

The majority of young people in the United States show up for a col-
lege education, but many of these students begin college thinking their 
primary task is just to be there. Since the prior generation was more 
likely to go to college than the generation before it, many entering stu-
dents expect to go to college merely because their parents did15 (see the 
student story about Ellie in chapter 8 for more on this). But this is not 
enough.

Succeeding in college is about acquiring the skills needed to estab-
lish stable careers. Showing up and doing just enough to wind up with a 
degree is not sufficient. Students need to develop lifelong critical think-
ing skills. Achieving this, however, is difficult during the highly volatile 
stage of emerging adulthood, during which students experience tremen-
dous fluctuations in identity and intimacy, especially within the context 
of engagement on social media. This is why George Kuh (2008)16 recom-
mends “high-​impact educational practices” for incoming college students 
(see further reading section), all of which share an approach to helping 
incoming first-​year students adjust to the hidden curriculum of college. 
Also key is Bloom’s taxonomy of critical thinking skills. (e.g., Anderson 
et al. 2000).17 For example, in high school teachers often give review ses-
sions for exams, and these reviews often reveal many of the answers for 
the exam. In college, however, many instructors do not provide review 
sessions at all, and when they do, they are often more focused on review-
ing the key topics, less close to answers on exams, and instead expect stu-
dents to fill in the topics through studying outside of class time. Similarly, 
on the job a boss often expects an employee to meet a deadline with little 
to no guidance.
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While there is a progression in both the freedom and responsibility 
expected of emerging adults, many incoming first-​year students (and 
later, upper-​level students ) struggle to make the adjustments needed as 
they advance to higher levels. These students, like those in the stories at 
the start of this chapter, are beginning to socially construct their own 
identities. Identity construction is done within a new recognition that 
emerging adults have freedom to choose their path. At the same time, 
past experiences and backgrounds shape opportunities to some degree. 
Notably, digital footprints are a relatively new aspect to self-​and-​social 
identity construction, which like other aspects of identity formation also 
deserve conscious thought and attention. As with other social repre-
sentations, reputations online can leave positive footprints that help to 
support a strong academic and professional identity, or alternatively can 
cause damage.18 Thus, emerging adults can be empowered to shape soci-
ety as they develop into adults while, at the same time, they leave behind 
any naivety that everything is within their power and controlled by them 
alone. Society shapes what it means to be a person of different ages, and 
wise emerging adults consider these social influences even while they nav-
igate their choices through college.

ADVICE: WHAT WE PROVIDE

The advice sections of each chapter are intended to help students develop 
needed critical thinking skills, in this case about themselves and their col-
lege pathways. Based on research about employers and changing labor 
markets, we—​in particular the portion of our authorship team that are 
student development and student support practitioners—​advise stu-
dents to treat college as an opportunity to explore how different majors 
can lead to various careers after graduating. While college is not about 
vocational training specifically—​since its purpose is to facilitate the devel-
opment of well-​rounded people who can work in a variety of careers in 
their lifetimes—​it is important to talk in the classroom and outside of class 
about how majors serve careers and aid transitions to work. Through a 
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somewhat hidden curriculum, college teaches students how to put up with 
doing things that others tell them they have to accomplish. In the course 
of studying for an exam or writing a paper by a certain date, students are 
learning much more than the content for the exam or paper. They are also 
building “soft skills” that employers value: the ability to fight boredom, to 
put up with mundane tasks, to cope with aspects of working and learning 
that are not fun, and to work with people from a range of backgrounds.

We—​in particular the portion of our authorship team that are faculty 
members who teach many students in class and visit with many students 
in office hours—​advise students to think of college as practice in per-
severance. Especially in the early years, college helps students acquire 
tenacity, the ability to stick it out stubbornly to achieve the desired end 
result. Rather than pressuring professors for rubrics and step-​by-​step 
instructions on how to get an A, we encourage students to view con-
fusing assignments or classes as opportunities to learn how to navigate 
through vague work assignments. Future employers are unlikely to give 
rubrics, and “get it done by Friday” may be the extent of the instruc-
tions from a boss. Knowing how to write the best report, even without 
specific instructions, is an important tool for college-​educated workers. 
This is part of developing the general critical thinking skills that employ-
ers want, and successful students rise to the occasion. That said, college 
students do encounter many difficult situations that we do not mean to 
write off. In what follows, we offer some specific advice related to each 
of the classic emerging adult experiences our students described at the 
beginning of this chapter.

#movingagain Students who find themselves in a similar situation 
to Sanjana should know they are in good company. It is normal to be 
impacted and changed in various ways by passing through diverse social 
environments and encountering new situations. We commend students 
like Sanjana for their awareness of this process. It is a wonderful thing to 
be able to understand how social environments actually affect a person—​
who they become, how they interact with others, and their future. Our 
first piece of advice, then, is to understand such an experience as normal, 
even desirable.
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We advise other students to learn from Sanjana by recognizing that dif-
ferent social environments affect people in unique ways; the new social 
environment of college is going to affect everyone.

At the same time, one must recall that the places that students have 
already been impact them now as well. Sanjana is aware of the change in 
her life, but she also needs to be aware of the stability. College may be new 
and exciting, but all of the old influences from previous places are still part 
of who people are and continue to affect them during college. Emerging 
into adulthood is a socially constructed process that involves the freedom 
to choose one’s own path, while also recognizing that one’s path is affected 
by social forces that are not fully controlled or chosen by any one person. 
Our third piece of advice, then, is to reflect on how previous experiences 
still play a role in students’ new and evolving selves. Engage self-​awareness 
to assess feasible choices within real social constraints and opportunities. 
Do not pretend to have full power, nor to be powerless.

#changingidentity Students who resonate with Troy should also under-
stand their experiences as normal aspects of college. When students come 
to college, they begin to adapt to the new environment, the new social 
settings. We advise students to understand that this comes from a feeling 
of wanting to belong, to fit in, and to make new friends. It is also common 
for students to recognize that having new experiences on campus means 
they are not sharing those experiences with people in their hometown. 
Many students feel, to a certain extent, that they have left their old friends 
behind, or that they no longer have much common ground with them. 
After people have been away from a place for a while and go back, the 
conversation with old friends can revert to the last set of shared experi-
ences, which could have been two, three, however many years ago. There 
is so much of life that happened in between that it can highlight what is 
no longer shared in common. There is nothing wrong with this feeling of 
separation, of having two different identities—​the feeling of fragmenta-
tion that Troy describes.

Though to some extent this can be a sad realization, we urge students 
to understand it as a normal part of college and of life afterward as well. 
That does not mean that we suggest dismissing the experience. Instead, 
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students should reflect upon the different social contexts that they are 
part of and consider what that means for the life they are shaping during 
college. There is no rule that says people have to act a certain way in col-
lege, or that people can only be friends with a certain kind of people. We 
therefore advise students to notice the relationship (both similarities and 
differences) between experiences in their hometowns and in college. It is 
also understandable to view different places as separate pieces of a self, so 
long as students know their task is to work on integrating them.

Troy and students like him would benefit from talking with a caring 
instructor with whom they feel a sense of connection. Talking in person 
would help an instructor get a sense for Troy’s perspective on the situa-
tion. It could also lead to inviting a faculty mentorship. When students 
view such an experience negatively, we would encourage them to spend 
some time thinking about the significance of different relationships in 
their life, to consider where they get emotional stability or emotional ful-
fillment. We advise students to evaluate the value of these relationships, 
what they bring to their life, and how important they are to them. Based 
on that evaluation, we advise students to decide how much energy they 
want to devote to maintaining these older relationships and how much to 
growing new relationships.

Most importantly, all students, especially in their first year, must rec-
ognize that they need a strong support network, which has to be actively 
created. Whether that means maintaining ties with friends from home or 
developing new friends in college, or both, finding emotional stability and 
enjoying support from one’s friends will be crucial in navigating college. 
Having a good support network enables students to do many things that 
they would struggle to do without it. A second key takeaway for students 
who resonate with Troy is that—​even while feeling like they are being two 
different people—​they may benefit from reflecting on the ways they are 
the same person in both places. Identifying one’s core self provides a sense 
of continuity across geographic lines.

#brokenhearted For students like Derrick, it is vital to speak with 
a supportive adult on campus regarding what is getting in the way of 
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academics. If Derrick showed up to one of our offices to talk about his 
poor performance in class amid the relational challenges he is facing, we 
would focus on conveying three points to him. First, we would recog-
nize and offer an empathetic understanding of the intense experience he 
is now immersed in. Specifically, we would acknowledge the pain that 
Derrick is feeling as he works to dismantle the dreams he had established 
in his relationship with Serena. In a way, Derrick and Serena shared a 
marriage-​like experience, beginning to form their lives together and 
envision a shared future. Yet, they had not made a mutual commitment 
to be married, or participated in a ceremony to demarcate their lives 
in a shared direction. This can make Derrick’s loss more challenging 
to understand, as some could view him as going through just another 
breakup. But to Derrick, more was lost than that. The first step then to 
helping Derrick regain focus on his academic dreams is to acknowledge 
that he lost something more than a simple romantic relationship; he lost 
a potential life partner.

Second, we would want to normalize Derrick’s experience for him. 
Drawing on research on emerging adulthood, we would share that one 
reason that this life stage is both so fantastic and so troubling is that iden-
tity and intimacy formation overlap. For prior generations following the 
normative life course development process, identity construction reached 
near completion during adolescence, and intimacy formation followed 
in young adulthood. But now identity formation and intimacy occur in 
the same period. Throughout life, people have to make decisions based 
on a particular set of circumstances, but those circumstances can change. 
When that happens, people need to sit down and reevaluate their lives, 
goals, objectives, and their sense of self. We advise students in similar cir-
cumstances to Derrick to view this challenge as an opportunity to rethink 
who they are and figure out what they want, or at least to spend some 
time thinking about these questions. Once people figure out what they 
want out of life, it is easier to remain focused in the face of adversity. Of 
course, most of who Derrick is and will be is still the same. Experiencing 
unsettling experiences present an opportunity to reshape one’s identity, 
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but people are also fairly stable underneath. Much like the turbulence of 
the sea that can be found on the surface, as compared to the calmer waters 
beneath, people can experience life storms without total devastation to 
their calmer undercurrents. Yet, a small thunderstorm is different than a 
hurricane. To the extent that a romantic relationship took on character-
istics of a long-​term partnership, it can be a hurricane-​level devastation. 
Important here is to understand that this long-​term romantic identity 
is not necessarily represented in the actual duration of the relationship, 
which may have been quite short, but in the intimate identity the person 
imagined for the future.

For a student like Derrick, who had plans to build a life with Serena, 
this breakup is not only emotional, it also disrupts his identity: who he 
thinks he is and why he is here. Derrick is in the midst of adult-​like life 
experiences (such as excelling in college, working toward graduating, and 
getting committed to a career), but now he feels he has had the roots he 
was growing chopped out from under him. No longer on solid ground, he 
wonders how he can keep growing and moving forward. We encourage 
students in Derrick’s shoes to go to counseling services, as a way to gain 
a new perspective from an outside observer. Such counseling services are 
often readily available on college campuses. In these counseling sessions, 
students can learn good coping strategies for how to maintain focus when 
they are working on a paper and find their mind wandering and begin-
ning to relive the breakup. It is worth acknowledging that relationship 
turmoil and low coping skills can interfere with academic progression. 
Yet, it is also the case that academic support is not meant to offer primary 
responses to relationship and coping issues. Rather, it is appropriate to 
share with a professor or academic advisor that this romantic relationship 
disturbance occurred, and to ask for help in navigating the pain. However, 
it is not appropriate to treat the professor or academic advisor as the coun-
selor. Rather, academic support can be helpful for referrals to counseling 
services. Understanding this difference is key for empowering students 
with knowing what to ask, and what not to ask, when sharing this devas-
tation with academic support. In addition to seeking counseling services 
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to work through the personal issues surrounding relationships, we also 
encourage students to do some self-​evaluation, by considering how to 
make the best of the situation, to grow and learn from the experience, 
and to become a better person as a result. This kind of thinking, not just 
following breakups but about any experience encountered during college, 
helps set students up for a better future. It also gains students power over 
what can seem to be a powerless situation.

Third, returning to the academic issues that he is facing, Derrick and 
similar students should try to think strategically about how to (a) access 
campus resources and other social supports to attend to the emotional 
issues involved in this identity-​intimacy resorting, and (b)  work with 
professors and campus support staff to get caught up on schoolwork and 
maintain a successful academic record while sorting through next steps. 
Students should know that their heart sometimes needs mending in the 
midst of all their new experiences. Also, when life circumstances change 
abruptly and disrupt academic focus, it remains important to ask how to 
meet obligations to ourselves, to others, and to society. The world does 
not stop turning for one’s personal loss, and academic expectations must 
continue. In this regard, students need to acknowledge the ways that their 
personal experience does not globalize to a collective experience. In life 
after college, people still need to show up for work, or they will not get 
paid. Sustained lack of participation in work can result in loss of a job. 
In this respect, college is no different. Dropping out of class participation 
entirely is likely to result in a low grade. Professors cannot, and should 
not be expected to, completely alter the course design because of one per-
son’s tragedy. Yet, just as people can take a personal day at work, there 
can be some short-​term accommodations made to provide students the 
opportunity to work through their loss and remobilize themselves back to 
the academic tasks at hand. Key to sorting this out well is to understand 
the distinction between these two points:  (a) students can access cam-
pus counseling resources to work on their coping skills and recover from 
their personal loss, and (b) students can talk with professors and academic 
advisors to arrange short-​term academic accommodations.
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ACTIVITIES: WHAT WE (CAN) LEARN

To help students work through developmental tasks of emerging adult-
hood, while challenging them to break down preconceived notions regard-
ing college, we recommend the following kinds of activities. In the first 
set, we recommend that students discuss with each other the trends iden-
tified in the science section of this chapter, regarding increased churning 
in jobs, locations, families, and romantic partnerships. The key here is to 
normalize experiences as emerging adults and give each other permission 
to talk about these issues. One option is for students to read the student 
stories at the beginning of the chapter and then ask each other with which 
of these students they most identify. This could be done as an icebreaker 
for student groups or at orientation, and could be adapted for classroom 
use as well. (See appendix C for more instructions on implementing such 
an activity in class.)

Second, we recommend that students orient themselves to the higher 
education system. They can do so through a number of approaches. One 
is to find the organizational charts of the university (typically available 
by searching the university website), and to discuss with professors and 
others on campus the various roles, including chancellors or presidents, 
deans, and department chairs. Another activity is to review academic and 
university terms, since many students—​especially those unfamiliar with 
universities—​are taken aback by the sheer number of acronyms and con-
fused by the whole vocabulary. Sometimes universities compile their own 
lists of vocabulary and acronyms, and there are also several general lists 
available. (See appendix C for class activities to orient students to higher 
education.)

Another way to orient students to campus is to invite them to review 
university identity on the web, reading about and discussing the history of 
the mascot or other important campus traditions. As some of the students 
throughout this book report, fraternities and sororities are often effective 
in building strong groups because of the ways they join students to each 
other through their connection to campus. Other student groups can also 
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engender similar kinds of campus identity through exploring campus 
together (see appendix C for a class activity involving a campus scavenger 
hunt). The key is to investigate higher education and to connect with other 
students.

In a third set of activities, we recommend spending some time improv-
ing skills for studying, taking notes, reading comprehension, and test-
ing. Based on the science section, which describes the value of a college 
education (beyond income earned) and the kinds of skills that employers 
desire, we invite students to take ownership of their learning by employ-
ing strategies that work. Building from the student story regarding what 
a big switch college can be from high school, we urge students to realize 
that university study habits need to be more elaborate than the approaches 
employed in high school. Keywords to investigate on the Web include the 
forgetting curve, Cornell note taking, and study skills for college. There 
are many different approaches to improving study skills that are readily 
available on the Web and that professors may engage in class. Most impor-
tant is recognizing that nearly all students need to upgrade their skills 
for receiving, interpreting, synthesizing, and reporting back information. 
This skill set is not only crucial for surviving and excelling in college, it is 
also a key tool kit that employers expect college graduates to have. Begin 
making changes now.

A fourth kind of activity is to engage with professors outside of class, 
both by talking with them briefly before or after class, and by making at 
least one visit to a professor during office hours. Rather than approaching 
professors to ask, “What do I need to do to get an A?” or “What are the 
steps for getting into medical school?”, students should try to engage pro-
fessors as a resource for developing their own plan. Succeeding in college, 
and in life afterwards, is not like following the step-​by-​step directions of a 
recipe. The ingredients and the mixing process need to be created by stu-
dents themselves. Professors and other professionals on campus are avail-
able to facilitate that process, but they should act more like coaches than 
cookbooks. Instead of looking for a cookie-​mold process, ask instead how 
to embody the college experience.
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3

Why College Is Worth It

The third chapter addresses the ways that social class, economic 
resources, and family backgrounds condition students’ experiences 
of college. Students learn about the value of college: why it is impor-
tant to earn a degree for specific skills and credentials, and how 
doing well in college is largely about acquiring “cultural capital,” also 
commonly referred to as learning the rules of the game. The third 
chapter also addresses how students’ social class backgrounds affect 
how easy, hard, or different they find the college experience to be, 
and how these experiences can shape the kinds of skills and talents 
students shape in college.  

This chapter ventures further into the subject of money, which is an 
important and often under-​discussed aspect of college. Navigating college 
requires reflection on the resources one has available. The student stories 
in this chapter highlight just how wide the spectrum of economic and 
social resources is among college students. Our students describe in their 
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own words what it is like to struggle to make ends meet, or to be born 
relatively lucky, and to try to meet the pressures that can come with both 
scenarios. We then situate these stories within studies about social class 
and pay attention to both the human capital and cultural capital aspects 
of college. Human capital refers to the knowledge or skills gained, while 
cultural capital refers to styles of interacting with particular social groups. 
Successful students acquire both types of resources along with an aca-
demic degree.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

We begin this chapter by sharing student stories, this time from Cooper, 
Regan, Riberto, Gabby, Julius, Leolia, and Bryce, all of whom talk about 
the ways their class background shaped their childhood and continues to 
affect them in college.

#bornlucky #welleducated:  A big shout-​out to my parents today! 
Read something in sociology that rocked my world and realized how 
lucky I am that my parents went to college too.

Cooper explains his experience growing up in a middle-​class, 
educated family in this way:

I attend a state school in the SEC. My whole school career growing 
up was aimed toward getting into college, and now I am here. My 
mother attended a private university where she obtained a degree 
in psychology and criminology. My father attended another state 
school in Missouri, but did not graduate . . . My life chances were 
in favor of me attending the university of my choice, but I always 
strove for a good education because I was under the impression 
that my merit would get me into college. I also made sure to try to 
build up my resume with credentials. I always volunteered; I was 
involved in sports; I was (and still am) an honors student; I was on 
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student government; I was in almost every club at my high school; 
I worked a part-​time job.

#livingthedream #flagshipU: I am realizing how much of a blessing 
it is to be able to attend this flagship university, and to be able to be 
in clubs, and go to dances like the one our sorority house hosted last 
week. We are living the dream (:

Similarly, Regan reports that her affluent background is the rea-
son she is able to attend a flagship university and participate heavily 
in campus activities:

I never questioned whether or not I would be able to further my 
education; I have always had the understanding that college just 
simply follows high school  .  .  . Although most of my schooling 
is paid for through scholarships, there are many other costs 
associated with going to college. One extra cost [that] I have the 
privilege of having is my sorority  .  .  . Along with my sorority, 
I am involved in many other clubs, activities, and organizations 
in college. I  have always been very involved with school and 
community activities; even when I was in middle school, I was 
always trying to get more involved. Having a busy schedule full of 
organized events is natural and expected for me.

#strappedforcash #dutycalls #distracted:  I’m packing a bag and 
heading home for the weekend. Have to go help take care of my mom. 
Can I  borrow someone’s notes from biology class next Monday? 
I don’t think I’ll make it back by then.

Riberto explains that college life, including involvement in the 
types of activities Cooper and Regan mention, comes less easily for 
him, despite having grown up in a middle-​class family:

My father is a lawyer and my mother was a teacher up until a couple 
of years ago. While my dad makes a decent amount of money, we 
never had as much as those around us. My little brother was born 
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with a rare syndrome that requires a lot of medicine and doctors, 
and recently, my mother fell ill putting her on a lot of medication 
that she will be on for the rest of her life. Because of the medical 
expenses that my family faces, we tend to have less money than 
most of the families in our private school community.

  

We have met in our offices with students like Riberto, and we know 
that situations like this can distract students from schoolwork, espe-
cially as family members become more ill. If Riberto is similar to the 
students we have talked with, he probably started his first semester 
excited about his schedule, and feeling he couldn’t wait for a college 
social life. High school was fine, but he was eager to have more inde-
pendence and meet like-​minded people who shared his interests. A few 
short weeks into the term, he had already established friendships and 
was enjoying his classes, motivating him to study and learn. But right 
before midterms, he received some unsettling news. His mother was 
diagnosed with cancer and would begin treatment immediately. The 
prognosis was not good. Suddenly, Riberto found himself pulled apart, 
wanting to be with his family amid the pain they were experiencing, 
but also knowing that his mother would want him to complete the 
term. Weekend trips home gradually stretched into weekdays, and 
when he was on campus, he could not force himself to go to classes. 
Deep into the semester, Riberto has not attended class in weeks and 
has not spoken to his instructors or advisor about the personal prob-
lems associated with his absence and his lack of desire to focus on 
classes. He has not told his parents either, as he does not want to disap-
point more people or add to their worries.

#needtowinthelottery #lemonstolemonade:  Does anyone know 
how to fix a scooter? Mine broke, and it’s the only way I can get to 
class. Plus I need to go get some groceries. I’m starving!



Why College Is Worth It� 63

Gabby shares how college life is more challenging for her:

Transitioning to college life is particularly difficult if you are from 
a much lower social class than [the] majority of the people that you 
meet. In high school, I never felt like I was a part of a lower social 
class than my peers, but that changed once I came to college. When 
meeting new people, it was obvious that they were from a much 
higher social class than myself. They dressed in nicer clothes, and 
walked around with their noses in the air. I eventually made friends 
with a group of people that seemed very down to earth and a lot 
like myself, but once getting to know them, I could see that they 
too were from a higher class. My friends would often talk about 
all the expensive trips they have gone on for family vacations, or 
for spring breaks with their friends. They would also talk about 
all the nice things their family owned or how they can ask their 
parents for money whenever they needed it. I, on the other hand, 
have never asked my parents for money and have certainly never 
left the east coast before coming to this middle state.

#broke #workingtwojobs: Just catching up after working back-​to-​back 
killer shifts all weekend. I’m going to have to pull an all-​nighter now to 
study for chem. Does anyone have a book I can borrow? I’m so screwed:/​

Julius describes attending a university that is not his first choice 
because of money concerns:

Though I  am not going to Harvard, I  am receiving a higher 
education with students that are of higher social status. Some of 
these students do not have two jobs. Some of them have free time. 
Since I have two jobs to be able to support myself and pay for my 
tuition, I do not have much free time to focus on school. I cannot 
afford my own place, parking, or books. I have two jobs for which 
I am very grateful but they are a burden because I am not able to 
focus on school [as much as I would like].
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#lifeisrough #deadbeatparents #wantabetterlife:  Anyone want to 
trade lives? I’m ready to switch this one out, get some new parents, 
and you know, just start over.

Leolia says in her own words:

I was born . . . to my unmarried, fifteen-​year-​old mother . . . I was 
constantly reminded that I was not supposed to exist. My mother 
was abandoned on the doorstep of her aunt and uncle’s house 
when she was a baby. Her biological parents are addicts who are 
now serving time in prison. A clear distinction was made from 
my mom and the children of her aunt and uncle. This distinction 
translated to me since I  was being raised by my disappointed 
“grandparents.” Their children were closer to my age, and so we 
were more like siblings . . . My older cousins, or siblings, would tell 
the younger siblings that if they were friends with me [then] they 
would get pregnant, or that I would give them drugs . . . I worked 
really hard to “be good” so that I would be accepted. Ironically, 
education was not valued. Besides a few Christian workbooks, I had 
no formal education until high school. I was only homeschooled 
for a few years; however my schooling was sporadic and became 
nonexistent throughout my childhood . . . I was so afraid of not 
being included and essentially becoming like my parents and my 
biological grandparents, that I initially followed all the rules out of 
panic . . . The amount of income that they brought in as minimum 
wage employees was not enough to meet the demands of a family. 
Debt was steadily building, as the family acquired more loans to 
keep up the facade. They were attempting to establish an air of 
similarity with the rest of our upper middle class family; however, 
we were lucky to be considered working class. Instead of paying 
bills, we would pawn gaming systems or tools to eat at fancy 
restaurants in an attempt to maintain a certain prestige. My family 
avoided the stigmas associated with being a low income, working 
class family by concealing that fact.
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#pressuretosucceed #fearoffailure:  Whose in for getting together 
tonight? Let’s make it a study session, combined with drinks after. 
We’re going for it all ☺

Bryce expresses issues on the opposite end of the socioeconomic 
spectrum from Leolia:

With its picture-​perfect setting that mirrors one of an ABC 
Family television series, Prairie Village, Kansas, is often referred 
to as “Perfect Village.” The tree lined streets home to historic 
mansions, six country clubs located within a five-​mile radius 
of my house, and nearly non-​existent crime rate made my 
hometown seem too good to be true, and over time I was proven 
right. The seeming flawlessness, due to the high academic, social, 
and professional standards set by the community’s elite, placed 
immense pressure on me to be perfect in order to prep myself 
for a successful future . . . Although I understand how extremely 
fortunate I am to have been raised in a safe community and attend 
a school that challenged me to reach my full potential, I felt that 
I never measured up to the greatness I was constantly surrounded 
by. Because of this, I am forever comparing myself to others and 
plagued by a fear of failure.  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

One theme that resonates through all these varied stories is how students’ 
financial situations growing up and their social classes have shaped their 
college trajectories. Expectations for lifelong learning, including advanced 
degrees that are increasingly necessary to obtain even entry-​level posi-
tions, drive up the costs of education. Though tuition and other costs at 
four-​year public universities vary tremendously across states, the average 
cost is somewhere around $20,000 per year. This cost is often assumed 
to be paid off through hard work (either through the parents or by the 



66� T h e  S c i e n c e  o f  C o l l e g e

students themselves), but the rising costs of college are a particularly 
hard burden for those who do not enter with as many financial resources. 
This is part of why there is debate about whether college truly facilitates 
social mobility (i.e., enabling students from lower-​income backgrounds 
to improve their financial circumstances). Summarizing decades of social 
science studies on higher education, Mitchell Stevens1 reviews theories 
regarding whether college degrees mostly reproduce the existing social 
class structure, by passing on affluence across generations, or whether—​as 
would be the case in a meritocracy—​college equalizes the playing field by 
rewarding those who work hard and flunking out those who squander the 
opportunities provided by higher education.

Drawing upon the characterization of college offered by Randall 
Collins, Stevens explains: “The pursuit of college credentials is the wid-
est and most dependable path to the good life that American society 
currently provides, and the terms of college admission have become the 
instructions families use when figuring out how to ensure their own chil-
dren’s future prosperity” (Stevens 2013: 570). Stevens then describes how 
compiling a strong admissions packet is crucial for demonstrating “meas
urable accomplishment,” but highlights that the ability to compile such 
a packet, and the resources needed to actualize the credentials listed on 
applications, are not equally distributed. Some families can pay for every 
advantage and enroll their children in music lessons, pay for sports camps, 
and hire private tutors. Others cannot. For example, a student in chapter 7, 
Desiree, describes her parents’ investment in her application packet by 
saying: “They [her parents] wanted me to apply to a number of prestigious 
colleges, so they ‘[did] everything in their power to make [me] into [an] 
ideal applicant’ (Stevens 2013: 571).” In contrast, Jacob of chapter 6 relays 
how the parents of his classmates had an easier time investing in their 
children’s college applications than did his:

In schools like the ones I attended, parents of the children in them 
wanted to use education as a means to hand down their privilege 
to the next generation. Mostly everyone was in search of valuable 
undergraduate degrees, so college was an assumed track to be taken 
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by most students. This makes sense, because in the upper middle 
class schools I  attended, parents’ socioeconomic backgrounds are 
correlated with educational attainment of their children. College is 
such a dependable path to a stable future, and most everyone was 
taught to seek a good education. It was easier for kids in my schools 
to get this good education, since their parents had the means to 
develop them into an ideal applicant for college. What Stevens says, 
“affluent families fashion an entire way of life organized around the 
production of measurable virtue in children,” lines up perfectly with 
the way of life in the place I was raised (Stevens 2013).

Certainly, the students whose stories begin this chapter each recognize 
how their own family’s social class impacts their participation in differ-
ent activities on campus, and, more broadly, the resources (time, money, 
experiences) they bring with them to college. For example, Cooper notes 
the following: “There were so many things I did that I thought would be 
determining factors later on in my life. Reading this article by Stevens 
makes me rethink everything I ever did. There is nothing I regret doing, 
but I understand now that more than anything, I  lucked out.” Likewise, 
Regan notes that “the fact that I  am able to attend this university says 
something about my privilege.” Just as Stevens summarizes, Regan’s fam-
ily’s relative financial security allowed her to take part in extracurricular 
activities without having to juggle work and schoolwork. She recalls:  “I 
am able to attend and focus solely on college because I have a mother who 
financially supports me. She was able to earn enough money through her 
‘privileged position in the hierarchy of stratification’ to pay for my educa-
tion (Davis, Moore, and Tumin 2013: 248).”

One way that young people experience the effects of social class prior 
to college is through the formation of cliques, in which privileged people 
associate with each other in high-​status groups while excluding others. 
This can also occur through spending time in social media platforms that 
are based upon group membership. Sociologists refer to these processes 
as in-​group and out-​group dynamics.2 Emma, a student from the next 
chapter, says: “Primary groups are these small, intimate groups of people 
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like friendship groups  .  .  . Cliques have always been a part of growing 
up for me, whether in middle school, high school, or even college; hav-
ing a friend group defined who you are and played a huge part in your 
social life.” She also noted that cliques can involve moments of feeling 
close and being accepted by groups, as well as moments of exclusion, or 
what Patricia Adler and Peter Adler3 refer to as “out-​group subjugation.” 
Likewise, Kyndal (also of chapter 4) says that “cliques are basically ‘friend-
ship circles, whose members tend to identify each other as mutually con-
nected . . . [The popular kids] definitely had the ‘most exciting social lives’ 
and they had the ‘most interest and attention from classmates’ (Adler & 
Adler 2013:  179). High school was definitely a social hierarchy, unlike 
college.”

Several students reflected on what it takes to be accepted in different 
social groups. For example, Norah of chapter 7 quotes and summarizes 
some research on joining a clique: “ ‘Individuals gain initial membership 
into a clique through their actively seeking entry’ for that group, also 
known as an application (Adler & Adler 2013: 181).” And some students 
recall being excluded. Leolia, whose story began earlier in this chapter, 
says, “I was excluded based on the stigmas associated with my mom . . . 
The other children used techniques of exclusion to make sure that I stayed 
in the outgroup.” Similarly, Phillip of chapter 7 says, “These talks [about 
group belonging] serve both as a technique of inclusion and exclusion 
depending on where you fall on the group’s radar. This would be best 
described as out-​group subjugation; which serves to exclude certain peo-
ple through mockery while also cementing what is acceptable behavior 
from people within the group.” Aaron, a student in chapter 5, states, “I 
managed my identity because I had seen other deviants be stigmatized as a 
technique of exclusion from the upper-​class.” Finally, Chen from chapter 5 
says, “Unlike most others who were excluded by those who were a part of 
school cliques, I excluded myself because I was uninterested in taking part 
in large social groups in which I would be scrutinized by others.”

G. William Domhoff4 continues this critical take on the role of schools, 
clubs, and volunteering in transmitting class structure, often through 
forming cliques. Indeed, one of our students, Regan, describes her own 
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feelings of being in a sorority as one in which “my [social] class gives 
me the privilege of having an exclusive in-​group feeling within a social 
club.” Likewise, Desiree of chapter 7 reflects on having participated in 
volunteering programs and relays:  “These women [of the volunteering 
program] modeled the ideal woman of the upper class by being ‘both 
powerful and subservient, playing decision-​making roles in numerous 
cultural and civic organizations but also accepting traditional roles at 
home vis-​à-​vis their husbands and children’ (Domhoff 2013: 261). They 
were intended to serve as role models.” She continues: “My mother put 
me in these programs because being a ‘community volunteer is a central 
preoccupation of upper-​class women’ (Domhoff 2013: 261). I was put in 
these programs early in order to instill a love of volunteering . . . another 
step in my socialization into the upper-​class culture aiming to shape me 
to be a woman ‘fulfill[ing] [my] obligation to the community’ (Domhoff 
2013: 261).”

Social stratification (inequalities in wealth, status, and power) exists in 
every society. Karl Marx and others5 describe how inequalities bundle into 
social classes: groups of people who share economic and political interests. 
While scholars disagree over how to define social classes, or exactly how 
many there are, most agree that there is a group of people in the United 
States who are commonly referred to as working-​class. Typically, members 
of the working class do not have much control over their schedule or work 
tasks, are paid hourly, and hold jobs that require a high degree of physical 
labor. In a famous experiment, reporter Barbara Ehrenreich attempted to 
live as a working-​class laborer, living off only what she could make from 
typical working-​class jobs. After trying to do so, she said, “All I know is 
that I couldn’t hold two jobs and I couldn’t make enough money to live 
on with one. And I  had advantages unthinkable to many of the long-​
term poor—​health, stamina, a working car, and no children to care for 
and support” (Ehrenreich 2013: 290).6 Kathryn Edin and Maria Kefalas 
describe how social class (which is reproduced through education) can 
affect everything from wealth accumulation to marriage and family life. 
Leolia cited their work with regard to her own story:  “My mother did 
not marry my father because they were both very poor. When choosing a 
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spouse, many impoverished women will not marry someone who is just as 
well-​off as they are (Edin & Kefalas 2013).”7

These themes of stratification and social class emerged when several 
students documented their efforts to juggle the academic, extracurricu-
lar, and financial responsibilities of college, efforts that contrast with 
the experiences of Cooper and Regan mentioned earlier. For instance, 
Julius’s reading of Ehrenreich’s (2013) experiment leads him to state, “it 
[the college juggle] is [about] social stratification because in order to sim-
ply be able to go to school, I must risk not having enough time to com-
plete homework assignments and be well studied . . . I am currently living 
the life described in Nickeled and Dimed by Barbara Ehrenreich (2013).” 
Similarly, Riberto’s family deals with chronic medical issues that bring 
long-​term financial strains that, in turn, limit his time and energy to 
pursue the different opportunities that campus life presents. Leolia, too, 
struggles to make ends meet, distracting her from college life.

Part of why we in the United States are enamored with college, then, 
is because it symbolizes the hopes of being able to pass on a better way 
of life, or a similar way of life, to one’s children. Sociologists and other 
social scientists often criticize this understanding of college, since statisti-
cally the best way to predict whether a person will enroll in college, and 
whether they will graduate, is to examine the class and cultures of their 
parents. That may sound cynical, but it is true. However, it is also the case 
that every year people born with tremendous privilege flunk out of college 
after partying too hard, and every year there are students who graduate 
whose parents never went to college, who had to work multiple jobs to pay 
their way through, and who embody the merit-​pay system that we hope 
college can be. How do we reconcile these seemingly conflictual facts? The 
answer lies in better understanding the complexities involved in students’ 
choices: how their decision-​making reflects their cultures.8

Most of our understanding of the complicated relationship between 
social class, culture, and individual choices stems from the theories of 
Pierre Bourdieu.9 Bourdieu viewed social interactions as deeply patterned 
by inequalities, but—​rather than stressing the domination of the affluent 
over everyone else—​he saw people as partaking in recreating their own 
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unequal status through the choices they make. His term for this, habitus, 
refers to the habits of our daily life, the things that operate in the back-
ground, what we take for granted about why things are the way they are 
and what we want to do. Connecting these ideas to college and career 
aspirations, Johnson describes Bourdieu’s relevant theories by stating the 
following:

Bourdieu suggests that goals are formed and modified in an 
experiential fashion based on individuals’ perceptions of the 
probability of achieving a given goal. Both consciously and 
unconsciously individuals draw conclusions from the world around 
them about the chances of reaching a goal, and their hopes tend to 
reflect those conclusions (Johnson 2002: 1312).

In this sense, what we desire and aspire to be and do reflects who we are 
as individuals while also, often unintentionally and without our conscious 
awareness, reproduces the lifestyles in which we were raised, the ways we 
were socialized, and our social class backgrounds.

Drawing on Bourdieu’s insights, Annette Lareau10 sheds light on how 
parenting strategies reflect and reinforce social class through the ways 
kids are taught to interact with organizations, such as colleges. She found 
that, while most parents want the best for their children, parents oper-
ate with different understandings of what their children need from them, 
and these understandings have lasting effects on young people’s expec-
tations of adults even into college. Lareau used a gardening metaphor 
to describe the two distinct styles of parent socialization techniques she 
observed. Concerted cultivation is the name she gave to the style of parent-
ing most often employed by middle-​class families. In this approach, chil-
dren are viewed as needing continual investment; parents must pluck and 
prune them as they grow to help them flourish. Parents involve children 
in formal activities—​such as after-​school programs, sports teams, music 
classes—​and most of the children’s social interactions involve talking with 
adults, either parents or those in charge of their various activities (coaches, 
music teachers). Regan recognized this style of parenting in her own 
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background. She observed that her participation in activities and groups 
from early in her childhood “is actually a reflection of my family’s social 
class. My parent’s childrearing strategies could be characterized as ‘con-
certed cultivation,’ which includes enrolling children in activities deemed 
developmentally important due to their ability to ‘transmit important life 
skills to children’ (Lareau 2013: 607).”

On the other hand, accomplishment of natural growth is the style of par-
enting that Lareau found most often among the working-​class families. 
By this way of thinking, children need to grow strong roots by learning to 
fight their way through adversities and figure things out mostly for them-
selves. Children spend most of their time interacting with peers—​playing 
in the neighborhood with cousins or neighbors—​within the bounds of 
strict guidelines for when to arrive back home. Parents are not discussion 
partners but authority figures to be obeyed and respected.

Most importantly for our purposes, Lareau found these two parenting 
styles affected how children later interacted with formal organizations, 
such as universities. She found that children from the middle-​class fami-
lies she observed often felt a sense of entitlement, so they were comfort-
able asking for attention and intervention from authority figures, such as 
professors. Children from the working-​class families instead often felt a 
sense of constraint, finding formal institutions (such as universities) to be 
foreign and having confusing expectations regarding how students are to 
succeed. Children from these families were less inclined to seek help from 
professors and were often frustrated by college bureaucracy.

In another example of research on how social class background shapes 
young people’s chances of enrolling and succeeding in college, Susan 
Auerbach11 studied parents’ roles in preparing their high-​school students 
for college among working-​class parents of color who did not attend col-
lege. She identified three styles of parental involvement:  parents were 
moral supporters, ambivalent companions, or struggling advocates. Moral 
supporters mostly did not participate directly in their children’s schooling, 
though they supported students from home by indirectly guiding them. 
Ambivalent companions were supportive of students, but had ambiva-
lent feelings resulting from concern over losing their closeness with their 
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children as they entered college, which was an unfamiliar world to the 
parents. Struggling advocates attempted to be more directly involved in 
their children’s schooling; however, they encountered setbacks due to the 
insensitivities of educational bureaucracy. In these ways, parents’ form 
of involvement reflected their own educational experiences in an inter-
section of what Auerbach calls “a mediated system of structure, culture, 
and agency”—​referring to parent roles in education as “(a) socially struc-
tured by class and race but also (b) culturally mediated by particular cul-
tural schemas and scripts as well as (c) psychosocially enacted according 
to individual psychosocial resources and relationships within families” 
(Auerbach 2007: 254).

Bringing all this back to life as a college student, in a book called Inside 
the College Gates:  How Class and Culture Matter in Higher Education, 
Jenny M. Stuber12 finds that the cultural backgrounds and socialization 
of students at earlier stages affects their university experiences. Especially 
important, she says, is that class shapes the ways that students integrate 
themselves into the college setting. Even choices about who to be friends 
with, and which extracurricular activities to partake in, reflect their social 
backgrounds. This is not to say that class completely determines all these 
social interactions, but it tends to do so when we are not paying attention.

In a vivid example of how class affects social interactions at college, a 
student named Gabby recalls her initial experiences making friends in 
college while recognizing her social class background for the first time. 
She states the following:

Being from a lower class may not seem like a big deal to some people, 
but when starting out in a new place, the last thing I wanted was to 
have this social stigma. Stigma can limit one’s social opportunities; 
however, people with class stigmas can often conceal their identity to 
fit in with the higher class . . .To conceal my identity as a lower-​class 
student, I had to quickly go through resocialization. Resocialization 
is the act of unlearning the culture you have been taught throughout 
a lifetime, and adopting a new culture  .  .  . For me that meant not 
talking about my background, and simply keeping to myself as much 
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as I  possibly could. Even though keeping to myself seems like an 
extreme act, it was a lot easier than listening to my friends say how 
they would never put their kid in a daycare because it was “too gross” 
or that they want an on-​campus meal plan sophomore year so that 
their parents would pay for it. From my first year as a college student, 
I  learned that I  should not be embarrassed about coming from a 
lower-​class family because it has taught me many valuable lessons in 
life. It has taught me the value of money and what it means to work 
hard for what you want. It has also taught me that class does not 
define a person, and instead it is what someone makes of their class.

Echoing this feeling, Leolia focuses on the stigma of her lower–​social-​
class upbringing and how she works to overcome it in her daily (and often 
unconscious) interactions with her peers.

As a student at this university, I  lack a reasonable income, and 
I  have acquired a great deal of debt in student loans. My parents 
are not funding my education as many of my peer’s parents are. 
However, I still dress like others of the middle class; wearing brands 
that maintain status. I have obtained cultural capital by pursuing a 
higher education in medicine, by quieting my southern accent while 
speaking more eloquently, and by enjoying activities that those of my 
desired class enjoy (volunteering, hiking, sporting events, theater, 
etc.). Cultural capital refers to the process of acquiring properties that 
assist in upward mobility in society . . . This is the process of identity 
management. Identity management is a technique to cover stigmas 
associated with a position in a society . . . Through my efforts, I have 
been mostly successful at concealing the stigmas associated with my 
working class past.

Now, we return to the question we posed earlier: How can it be that, 
during college, success mostly reflects students’ backgrounds, and, at the 
same time, college also indicates that merit pays off? Taking insights from 
Stuber and others summarized in this section, students must understand 
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education as both a possession and a process. As a possession, a college 
diploma is a “piece of paper.” It is something one owns upon graduating 
and a credential necessary for applying for many jobs. But importantly, 
college is also a process: a series of social interactions that change the ways 
people interact. To make the most out of college, then, regardless of their 
background, students need to allow college to happen to them, to shape 
who they are becoming, and to contextualize who they have been and 
where they are headed. Plus, students need to graduate to get the paper. In 
the end, college is about owning human capital, which opens doors, and 
about acquiring cultural capital, knowledge of how to interact with people 
on the other side of those doors once they are opened.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

In this section, we now switch from the primary voices of faculty mem-
bers, in the previous section, to the primary voices of student development 
and student support practitioners. What follows is the kind of advice that 
students would be most likely to receive if they visited with an academic 
advisor to discuss the student experiences described at the beginning of 
this chapter, or previous chapters.

#adulting #20something #transition #onmyown Returning to the 
student stories in chapter 1, since they relate to the content of this chap-
ter, Devon and Brittany may not yet realize or care that average student 
debt after college has been rising. College remains a great time in life to 
have fun, explore life choices, and construct adulthood identities. In the 
process, however, students should seek input from family, friends, and 
university support staff (especially helpful people in the office of financial 
aid). Those from financially supportive family backgrounds may not need 
to be too worried about their spending habits in college. But many college 
students come from modest family backgrounds and could benefit from 
guidance about how to enjoy college while also protecting their future 
financial well-​being. There are many people on college campuses who can 
help students with this, especially if their own family and friends did not 
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attend college, had more affordable costs during college, or otherwise lack 
up-​to-​date financial information.

#wherestheparty #yolo Drawing from another story in chapter 1, a stu-
dent like Charlie may feel like she is the only one who cannot handle the 
pace of college. The reality, however, is that everyone comes from a spe-
cific social and cultural background and, as Stuber (2011) points out, each 
will experience college in a distinct way. A great example of this is the pos-
sibility that some of Charlie’s partying peers may be struggling as much 
as she is, but they were taught early on by family and friends about how 
much their outward perception matters, so they know to at least pretend 
that they can easily keep up with both the academic and the party scene. 
Or perhaps some of her friends were raised around large, public social 
gatherings and know how to “have a good time” without overdoing it.

Most importantly, odds are that many of Charlie’s friends, behind the 
scenes, know who and how to ask for help because they have done so in 
the past. For Charlie, this experience may be a brand new one. She would 
probably benefit most from acknowledging that people are traversing dif-
ferent paths through college, and that being honest with herself about 
what she does and does not know is the first step to getting the support 
she needs. Focusing on that insight instead of comparing herself to others 
will help her turn things around.

#bornlucky #welleducated We encourage Cooper to stop by his soci-
ology professor’s office to express how the class was helping him make 
sense of his life. He described the exact kind of moment that professors get 
excited about: when the light bulb turns on and students have that “ ‘aha’ 
moment.” A sociology professor would commend Cooper for beginning to 
recognize patterns of social reproduction, inequalities, and the ways that 
social forces structure experiences. In addition to commending Cooper 
for these skills, we would also want to make sure that they develop a bal-
anced perspective: realizing that personal choices do make a difference, so 
that they do not feel like life is all just luck. There is also agency involved 
in the process. Students still have power to create their life stories.

In addition to thinking about specific objectives, such as getting a job, 
students have the opportunity in college to think about what success looks 
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like to them as they imagine where they see themselves in the longer term. 
One task right now, as an emerging adult college student, is to consider not 
only the hoops that have to be jumped through in order to attain that next 
goal, but also the meaning behind those goals and how those meanings 
combine with personal identity and ideas about the future. Being aware 
of parents’ experiences in navigating college is important. Also important 
is to focus on how to balance academics and other activities. Parents who 
did not attend college sometimes do not know much about student debt 
or do not know how to discuss it adequately with their college students. 
To ensure students have access to adequate information and opportuni-
ties, we recommend students stop by the financial aid office to learn about 
scholarships for which they may be eligible. When things are going well 
on other fronts, students should take a moment to remember and address 
the financial element of college.

#livingthedream #flagshipU Similarly, we encourage students like 
Regan to stop by a professor’s office hours, particularly to reflect on her 
social identity. We would be likely to commend students like her on their 
general energy and excitement, as it is contagious! At the same time, we 
caution such students to make sure they are not spreading themselves too 
thin. They need to reflect on how to focus their energy, especially when 
they desire to be part of so many different organizations. In addition, we 
would point out to Regan that she describes this sorority as an exclusive 
organization (which many would consider to be a negative thing), yet she 
also says that it plays a significant role in her social identity (which implies 
it has a positive impact on her). That tension in Regan’s understanding 
of the pros and cons of her sorority participation presents an excellent 
opportunity to consider how both these aspects are reconciled and what 
this means for the kind of person she will be as she moves forward in col-
lege and life. Students in exclusive organizations should think about why 
they joined that organization, what the organization does, what its objec-
tives are, and how students are part of fulfilling those objectives. By pon-
dering these subjects and the in-​group and out-​group dynamics of their 
organization, students can take a reflective role that makes them more 
of an active participant within the larger structure. Our main advice for 
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Regan is to be mindful of becoming over-​involved and to make deliberate 
choices about involvement.

#strappedforcash #dutycalls #distracted One of the aspects of soci-
ology that we think is most helpful to understand at a time like this in 
Riberto’s life is what C. Wright Mills calls the “sociological imagination.”13 
This has to do with understanding one’s own life experiences in the con-
text of broader social and public issues. Riberto is confronting what we 
call a “structural pinch,” meaning a personal pain or struggle that is related 
to a position within social and institutional structures. Despite being well-​
prepared for the academic and social aspects of college, Riberto lacks the 
social and cultural resources to help him successfully weather this difficult 
period. He grapples with how to talk to friends, professors, or other peo-
ple who can support him, especially about such personal and emotional 
matters. It hurts to talk about his family’s health struggles, and he doesn’t 
really see how talking to anyone could help. After all, what can others do 
to make the situation better for his mom or their family? The grades on 
his transcript are black and white and do not tell the complete story. In 
situations like Riberto’s, it is important for him to advocate for himself, 
to request that faculty and staff take a deeper look at his situation, and it 
will ultimately be crucial for him to have strong letters of support from 
people who can describe the aspects of Riberto’s story that extend beyond 
the grades.

We advise students like Riberto to recognize that they need to talk to 
people and seek support groups and other options for helpful conversa-
tions. There is nothing wrong with asking for help, even when our gender 
and cultural identities may tell us we should go it alone. It is important not 
to let personal and academic issues compound until they are unmanage-
able; instead, students need to find help and address problems one step 
at a time. Being concerned about taking care of family brings an emo-
tional and social burden. Thus, we advise students to think about what 
coping strategies they have and what else they need. They do not have to 
go it alone. Also, understand that all is not lost in the classroom, despite 
struggles to complete exams and assignments. Talking with professors 
can teach students about what options are available in the case of such 
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contingencies arising, and many available services, people, and resources 
can help students in difficult situations to cope and find ways to catch up.

#needtowinthelottery #lemonstolemonade Gabby sees this time in 
her life as one which is full of potential, a period when she can focus on 
herself and the person she wants to become. As discussed in the first two 
chapters, Arnett and other developmental scholars call emerging adult-
hood the self-​focused age,14 but Gabby did not really like that term when a 
professor mentioned it, since “self-​focused” sounded too much like being 
selfish. While that’s an understandable interpretation, that is not what 
Arnett and others mean. What Gabby needs is someone who is familiar 
with this research to help her sort it out in a different way. One of the 
many caring adults on campus, or Gabby’s parents, could explain that, in 
devoting time to themselves, emerging adults develop skills for daily liv-
ing and gain a better understanding of who they are and what they want 
from life, which allows them to build a foundation for their adult life.15 Yet 
many emerging adults simultaneously begin to realize that what they can 
become is not unlimited. This life stage is often marked by “high hopes 
and great expectations” for the future, but emerging adults are also func-
tioning “in between” the clearer life stages of earlier adolescence and later 
adulthood.

Most importantly, we advise students like Gabby to learn to accept 
responsibility for college and life goals and to practice making independ
ent decisions, with the help of friends, family, and people on campus. Even 
if her path is not typical or as straightforward as that of her peers, it can 
still lead her to a successful and happy life. Perhaps once Gabby emerges 
into adulthood, she may feel greater ownership over her career path and 
life experiences than some of her more-​resourced peers, considering suc-
cess is something she has to work hard for.

The college experience extends beyond what happens in the classroom 
and includes outside activities and social interactions. As Stuber says, 
“because students spend only about fifteen hours each week within formal 
academic environments, most of this cultivation takes place outside of the 
classroom.” Gabby is discovering that college does not furnish a level play-
ing field, that she must work harder than some to obtain a college degree. 
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Though not necessarily working-​class, she comes from a background that 
does not afford her the freedom or the money to participate in activities 
like Greek life and study abroad, or even trips to the mall. The lack of time 
and resources means that Gabby is not connecting with her peers as much 
through organizations on her campus, which inhibits her from establish-
ing peer and friendship groups and thus acquiring a social network that 
could boost her social, marital, and employment status in the future.

We also advise Gabby to meet with a sociology professor, who can be 
sensitive to her social class background. Such a professor could encourage 
Gabby not to let her social class background define her, while also rec-
ognizing that not everybody in college is wealthy. There are more people 
with situations similar to Gabby’s than she may recognize. We encourage 
students like Gabby to recognize that inequalities affect people differently. 
Trying hard is going to look different depending on people’s socioeco-
nomic circumstances. Also be sure to take advantage of the opportunity to 
learn how to get along with people who have different experiences, and be 
careful not to dismiss people who do not have the same success.

#broke #workingtwojobs During this time of identity exploration, 
Julius is at a crossroads. There is no one-​size-​fits-​all approach to what he 
should do. Some on campus may advise Julius to stick it out and find ways 
to engage with his current university and student community. Others back 
home may advise him to come back to his home community while he 
decides what to do, or may recommend that he transfer universities. In 
fact, receiving mixed messages from people on campus and back home 
can intensify Julius’s confusion and disconnection. Researchers describe 
emerging adults as transient, and that applies to Julius’s feeling about mak-
ing a decision that will shape his future. But there is an added element 
to Julius’s story that is “off the beaten path” from the mainstream trends 
of emerging adulthood. What Julius is experiencing is best understood 
as an instance of what can be called the “come on back home” tendency 
for families of students who have less experience with college, or who are 
unfamiliar with a particular university.

Well-​meaning adults faced with an unfamiliar situation may want to 
urge Julius to return to familiar territory (i.e., retracing your steps to get 
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home rather than finding a new route to your destination). That may be 
best for Julius, or it may not be, depending on how “best” is defined and 
to what extent that is based on Julius’s financial prospects. Julius has had 
his eyes set on his dream school for years, but that plan was derailed. Like 
other emerging adults, he has the freedom to explore different options, 
namely reapplying to his top school. He is also likely to be self-​focused, 
turning inward to search for the right answer as he sorts through his 
evolving identity. But at the same time, it is important to recognize that 
for some emerging adults, the messages across social groups do not all 
converge and thus he receives conflicting advice.

Julius is experiencing an added level of confusion, in the midst of his 
identity exploration, that has to do with the mismatch between his aspira-
tions for himself and the reality of his current situation. He does not feel 
any obligation or desire to invest in his current institution. Sure, doing so 
may make his day-​to-​day experiences easier, but at this point he is still 
preparing for leaving to be easy, as the alternative is something he is not 
ready to accept. One of the markers of emerging adulthood is becom-
ing independent of one’s parents, including financially. Julius began that 
journey early on as he worked to earn money for his college education. 
Some researchers refer to this as “accelerated adulthood,” describing how 
Julius did not have the luxury of slowly contemplating his next steps. He 
had to move rather quickly into adult roles. While he knows that college 
can put his eventual goals within reach, he can’t help but think about what 
he is forfeiting because of his lack of funds. Julius is experiencing what 
emerging adults see as the age of possibility, considering the what-​ifs and 
could-​bes, but he also demonstrates how resources condition aspirations. 
Wondering what is possible is fairly constant across emerging adults, but 
believing that all is possible may not be.

We encourage Julius to find a professor or advisor on campus who can 
relate to his story. When he hears someone talk about holding two jobs 
when they were in college, he could ask them to say more about what they 
learned from this, and he might receive the following advice: Navigating 
college with just one job is hard enough. With two jobs, it is really diffi-
cult. Thinking practically about this challenge, we encourage students like 
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Julius to explore whether there is a way to get a job that is related more to 
school, such as a research assistant, tutor, or working in a resident hall. It 
is worth it to check whether there are opportunities on campus that would 
alleviate the financial burden, while also respecting one’s obligations as a 
student.

We also encourage students to find out what loans, scholarships, and 
other financial options are open to them. Go to the appropriate people 
and offices to consider all the options, as it may be there is another way 
than working two jobs. There are scholarships for people who need 
books, and scholarships for people who are first-​year college students, 
both locally and nationally. There are people on campus who can help 
connect students with these resources. While some economic circum-
stances may be unchangeable, more people on campus face precarious 
circumstances than Julius and many other students realize. College can 
be a stratifying agent as much as one of social mobility. This knowledge 
can empower students to investigate their circumstances and seek out 
campus resources. Ensuring that students are integrated and connected 
on campus can help them focus on college now so they can build the kind 
of life they want later.

#lifeisrough #deadbeatparents #wantabetterlife We encourage 
Leolia, too, to reach out to a professor, especially one who conveys that he 
or she came from or understands the kind of family experiences that she 
describes. Students like Leolia should recognize their strength in overcom-
ing formidable obstacles. We also encourage students to see college not 
just as a means to achieving social mobility but as a valuable aid to think-
ing critically about the world around them. Leolia’s story sounds incred-
ibly difficult, but it is also a great story of perseverance and self-​reflection.

While we would commend Leolia for persevering to this point, we also 
would draw her attention to some alarms that we hear in her story. One is 
about the debt that she is acquiring by herself. We want to make sure that 
she is aware of the dangers of debt. Although there is no way to prevent all 
the possible hazards of taking out loans, we encourage her to be aware of 
what debt means and the impact that it can have on her future. Of course, 
she should continue pursuing her education, but at this relatively early 
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point she may be able to find other options—​such as scholarships or low-​
interest loans—​to help keep the costs down.

A further piece of advice for students like Leolia is to ask themselves 
whether they are concealing too much in the effort to enter a new social 
class. Is Leolia putting on an act in college and not letting others see 
behind the scenes enough? She is such a powerful agent in her story, but 
we advise her to recognize that she is moving against the grain in signifi-
cant ways. She may be carrying too much on her own shoulders and could 
stumble at some point as a result. We encourage her to reflect on how 
to integrate more of her past with her present. Instead of simply trying 
to change her cultural and social position, she should think about how 
her past can inform her present and future self. We would advise her to 
develop a more integrated, holistic identity that is rooted in her past but is 
also reshaped in a way that can help her thrive in her future. While it may 
be painful to think about the disadvantages of the past, moving forward 
entails recognizing that they are part of her experiences and influence the 
ways she interacts with others.

Taking this into account, we encourage students like Leolia to devote 
extra thought to finding the best path forward. For example, does Leolia 
truly feel a passion for studying medicine, or is she more interested in the 
social status that doctors enjoy? There are many career options that offer 
a way to prosper, and students need not fixate on only one option. We 
advise students to consider a number of paths in order to ensure they find 
a career that is interesting and fulfilling to them.

#pressuretosucceed #fearoffailure We have spent much of this 
chapter focusing on the difficulties of students at the lower end of the 
socioeconomic spectrum. Bryce, by contrast, talks about struggles that 
students from affluent backgrounds are more likely to confront. The fear 
of failure he describes is something that John Reynolds and Chardie 
Baird16 and others address. They study the ways that high expectations 
can exert pressure and unrealistic expectations can result in disappoint-
ment. This kind of pressure can cause real struggles for college students, 
and its occurrence highlights that challenges in college (and life after col-
lege) arise for students from every background. Each group of students 
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faces a particular set of opportunities to learn during college, sometimes 
as a result of confronting frustrations. The threatening and sometimes 
saddening sense that “bad things could happen” can actually be greater 
for people who have more to lose. In fact, exposure to the fact that others 
are less well off, even homeless, can cause wealthier individuals to feel 
more fear and resistance than compassion or empathy.17 Some struggle 
to gain. Others struggle not to lose, or not to disappoint. Both situations 
are challenging.

We encourage students like Bryce to visit with a professor during office 
hours. One major tip we would give to Bryce is to stop comparing him-
self to other people. As someone coming from a position of privilege, he 
needs to take care to avoid mindlessly doing what others expect him to 
do. Instead, he should think about college as an opportunity to consider 
what kind of life is meaningful for him as he decides what his major is, 
what his career goals are, and what he wants other aspects of his life to 
look like. When students use the word “should,” such as “I should be . . .” 
or mention feeling that they are not meeting others’ expectations, it makes 
us want to drill down and stir some critical reflection. Who holds these 
expectations, and how easy or hard are they to change? Does the pressure 
on Bryce come from parents, family, neighborhood, church, or commu-
nity? Do they expect him to be a straight-​A student with the “white picket 
fence”? How realistic is this? Adults with high expectations might mean 
well, but we encourage students like Bryce to question whether they truly 
know what a successful life will look like for them. Students may need to 
carve out something different to find fulfillment.

We advise students to think about what avenues their campus has to 
offer that can help them grow and experience new things during college. 
Experimenting with different career possibilities and identities are part of 
becoming an adult and taking responsibility for oneself. Though students 
like Bryce are lucky that they do not have to be concerned with finances, 
that does not mean they do not have any issues to face during college. 
Their challenges are just as real. These students need to figure out how 
they can be satisfied with their situation, with themselves, and with the 
choices they make. It is empowering to become conscious of implicitly 
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expected lifestyle choices, to question social pressures, and to chart out a 
personal path of one’s own to build a life that brings meaning beyond fill-
ing others’ expectations.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	O ne of the most well-​known facts about Americans is that, on 
the whole, we are not very financially literate—​though we can 
be, if we focus for a little while on the uncomfortable topic of 
money: Farber, Madeline, July 12, 2016, “Nearly Two-​Thirds 
of Americans Can’t Pass a Basic Test of Financial Literacy,” 
retrieved from http://​fortune.com/​2016/​07/​12/​financial-​literacy/​
.

	 ■	 We recommend that students peruse a loan debt clock, such as 
this one: “Student Loan Debt Clock,” FinAid, retrieved from 
http://​www.finaid.org/​loans/​studentloandebtclock.phtml.

	 ■	 The figure is astronomical! And counting. Rather than let that 
cause a swell of anxiety, students should channel that energy 
into productive focus. For example, here is a friendly description 
of fixed versus variable costs in a budget: Pant, Paula, March 
12, 2019, “What’s the Difference between Fixed & Variable 
Expenses,” The Balance, retrieved from https://​www.thebalance.
com/​what-​s-​the-​difference-​between-​fixed-​and-​variable-​
expenses-​453774.

	 ■	 We find these kinds of articles tremendously helpful for forming 
a budget that will support a desired lifestyle. The web features 
numerous tips for college students on how to think about 
budgets. Here is one example: “College Student Budget Mini-​
Lesson,” 1996, Indiana Department of Financial Institutions 
Consumer Education, retrieved from http://​www.in.gov/​dfi/​
CollegeStudBudgetMini.ppt.

	 ■	H ere is another example: “Quick Guide: College Costs,” 
2019, CollegeBoard Big Future, retrieved from: https://​
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bigfuture.collegeboard.org/​pay-​for-​college/​college-​costs/​
quick-​guide-​college-​costs.

	 ■	H ere is one that comes with a budget spreadsheet 
template: Hong, Naomi, “Budgeting Basics for College Students, 
Plus Example Spreadsheet,” College Express, retrieved from 
http://​www.collegexpress.com/​articles-​and-​advice/​student-​life/​
articles/​living-​campus/​budgeting-​basics-​college-​students-​plus-​
example-​spreadsheet/​.

	 ■	H owever students choose to explore the subject, we recommend 
spending some time getting on top of finances now in order to 
avoid paying the price later.
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4

Taking Risks and Forming Identity

Chapter 4 integrates these topics by advising students to consider the 
ways that students exercise personal agency in making key decisions 
during college, while warning students to appreciate the difficulty of 
these choices and pay attention to the realities of the options they 
have available to them. The fourth chapter explains how exploring 
and forming a personal and social identity is vital to navigating col-
lege. In chapter 4, students learn that one key to college success is 
taking ownership of learning and exposing themselves to a variety of 
classes and majors in order to decide which is the best fit for them.  

This chapter discusses the ways that social context and personal choices 
interact to shape individuals’ paths through college and life. We discuss 
the importance of self-​efficacy and ownership of learning in making 
important college decisions. In considering these ways to gain a sense of 
control over where one’s life is headed, we also address how feeling that 
one has control is a mixture of belief and circumstances. In other words, it 
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is hard to feel one has control if opportunities are limited, but even when 
opportunities abound, people might not believe that they have the ability 
to change their circumstances. Making choices, then, entails a complex 
balance between owning one’s decision-​making and accurately recogniz-
ing which opportunities one has (or does not have) available. Emphasizing 
personal transformation as a way to deal with all that life throws one’s way 
can burden students with an excessive sense of responsibility for how their 
life turns out. We want to avoid this pitfall. At the same time, it is impor-
tant not to accept a passive role in one’s life, either. We talk through how 
to balance those ideals in creating value orientations that will help stu-
dents choose a path with intentionality, ultimately making a meaningful 
life. Students must accept that, as with navigating via a GPS, they remain 
responsible for choosing a direction to travel, although there are many 
possible routes, and occasional “rerouting” is normal.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

The student stories in this chapter highlight how students establish their 
identities in a variety of ways in college:  through sororities or fraterni-
ties (Abby), deciding not to pledge (Austin), or in other ways finding 
self identity (Kyndal), especially by breaking out of high school cliques 
(Emma). Other students describe questioning the future of their child-
hood dreams (Melissa), including whether it is time to switch majors 
(Chikako), choosing from a myriad of interesting options (Camille), and 
considering how to commit to a major that will lead to a desirable career 
(Mateo).

#greeklife #IamASororityWoman: Best day ever! I am so proud of 
all the girls for rallying today for the pledges. The letters looked fan-
tastic, and the photo booth was a definite hit. Here’s to another great 
year together as sorority sisters ☺

Abby said the following about her identity as a sorority member:
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Ever since I  was little, I  had dreamed of joining a sorority just 
like my mom, aunt, and older cousins had. Recruitment was 
incredibly rough and very much felt like being excluded by new 
people each day. However, on bid day I was welcomed home into 
the sweetest girls’ arms .  .  . Within a few weeks of being part of 
the sorority I had found my best friends. We were thrown right 
into freshman sessions once a week, chapter once a week, and pep 
rallies most Fridays. We were taught how to act and carry yourself 
appropriately and were given numerous rules to follow. Not so 
surprisingly, I have found that almost all of my best friends are in 
my sorority. I hang out with these women almost every day of the 
week and have so much pride being able to wear our letters and 
throw our sign.

#notgoinggreek #onbeingme: To all the brothers who made pledge 
week so much fun, THANK YOU! Even though I  decided not to 
go Greek, I had a blast this week and hope we can keep the good 
times going anyway. Who’s up for going to check out a concert next 
weekend?

Austin described his decision not to go Greek in the 
following words:

My father works in a factory, and my mother is a social worker. 
I was never embarrassed by my . . . class origins until coming to 
college. The summer before my first semester, I  decided I  was 
going to rush. When you first decide to rush, you have to pay a 
substantial sum just for the chance to rush and then they give you 
a list of recommended outfits and items to bring for the occasion. 
I  spent entire paychecks buying name-​brand shorts and shirts 
that summed up who I was [supposed to be] as a person—​having 
stains on them [implying that the person I was, and the clothes 
I wore, weren’t good enough]. I did everything in my power to 
cover up my middle-​class background to get into an organization 
that, three days after rush began, I decided was not for me. The 
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pressure to be something I was not and conceal my origins was 
exhausting, and not how I  wished to spend my college years. 
College is the first time many get any true independence to make 
their own life decisions [emphasis added]. I didn’t want to give up 
my first chance to control my own life, to have some organization 
tell me how to dress, where to go, and how to live.

#collegeainthighschool #findingyourself:  To all y’all back home, 
I miss you! College is so different than life back in YoJo!! For better 
and for worse. But I think I am starting to figure this whole college 
thing out and learning a lot about myself in the process.

Kyndal also reflected on the identity work involved in starting 
college:

The biggest change in my life in every way, shape, and form came 
when I  moved to college. College is a shell shock to everyone 
because for the first time everyone is on their own without the 
reliance of their parents. I was so used to following the rules of my 
parents; I was also used to the culture of my hometown because 
I had never moved anywhere in my entire life . . . As I look back 
and compare high school Kyndal to college Kyndal there is a 
clear shift in identity. My high school definitely relied heavily on 
materialistic mindsets and popularity . . . My town is commonly 
referred to as the “YoJo bubble” . . . Most of the families that live in 
“YoJo” are ones with a lot of money, even more so, wealth matters 
more which is why the average car that was driven at my high 
school was either a Jeep, Lexus, or BMW . . . The “popular” kids 
had parents who had some form of high paying job who would 
buy them the newest fad the second it came out, making those 
who did not have those things, like myself, feel like an outsider, 
or like I did not belong. The “popular” kids through all four years 
of high school maintained the exact same friend group the entire 
time, something Adler and Adler (2018) call cliques.
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College culture is one that really does not have a “set norm.” 
Everyone in college does their own thing. No one really tries to 
impress anyone because some days I will see girls wearing onesies 
to class because it is just “one of those days.” Everything you 
once knew as normal almost goes out the window once you go 
to college, because it is a fresh start and very few, if not anyone, 
knows you or your “reputation.” The biggest thing that college 
throws at everyone, but mainly girls, are frat parties. The third day 
after I moved in, my roommates and I saw that everyone was going 
out, so we felt pressured to go out too. I never really partied a lot 
in high school, so experiencing a frat party for the first time was 
something new that I knew I would have to adjust to . . . College 
comes with many new hardships and struggles, but I firmly believe 
college is where you find yourself; I have found myself” [emphasis 
added].

#findingnewfriends #nomorecliques: So some people in my Friday 
class act like they are still in high school. First off, that’s annoying! 
Please stop. Ok, but second, that reminds me how the rest of col-
lege is so different than high school. Cliques are so over with, and 
I couldn’t be happier about that. To all my new friends, follow me, 
and I’ll follow you back.

Also noting the monumental changes that college can bring to 
social identities, Emma had this to say:

[High school] freshman year friend groups included many girls, 
as everyone was trying to get to know each other. As the years 
went by, groups got smaller as people started to realize who they 
related to more  .  .  . This year in college I  started to grow apart 
from my [old] friend group and became closer with girls from 
a different clique. I quickly noticed how much more I related to 
them, and so I began to try and hang out with them as much as 
possible, to grow stronger friendships . . . I have quickly become 
very close, and consider them some of my best friends. However, 
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there are numerous ways in which I  have [also] experienced 
exclusion .  .  . In a high school setting, many girls are learning a 
lot about themselves and differences between others can be very 
apparent. Thus, I  feel many cliques leave out outsiders because 
they are nothing like the other members of the group. Personally, 
I have experienced exclusion in that my friend group kicked out 
a girl because of constant fights and disagreements that were built 
up with multiple members of our group. Certainly, the exclusive 
and inclusive tendencies of friendship cliques have played a major 
role in my social life. Although I have been in college for barely a 
year, many of my social experiences have already reshaped my life as 
a whole [emphasis added].

#whatamidoingwithmylife #stilldreaming:  Have I  settled for the 
“easy” way out? Ever since I was little I have had a dream for what 
I wanted to do with my life, but everyone keeps telling me to be more 
“practical.” Is it practical to give up on a dream, or is it selling out for 
safety?

Melissa shows how these social identity issues can affect decisions 
surrounding what to study and how that will affect life after col-
lege. As far back as Melissa can remember, she’s been a dancer. Her 
mom often tells her she could do a perfect pirouette before she could 
spell her name. Melissa shows so much passion and talent when she 
dances. She is torn between wanting to pursue dance as a career and 
going the “practical” route of getting a traditional college degree. 
Melissa knows it is tough to make it in dance. She decided to enroll 
at her local university where she could remain a part of her dance 
company while completing college basics. As the first year draws to 
a close, she finds herself growing more comfortable with the idea of 
finishing college and letting go of her dream, but she struggles with 
wondering what will come next for her.
#wrongmajor #wronglife: I’ve told people for years that I’m going to 
be a lawyer. Now I find myself wondering if this is what I really want 
to do. Some of the classes are such a drag, and hard, because I’m just 



Taking Risks and Forming Identity� 95

not that into it. There are so many other classes and majors that seem 
infinitely more interesting. Should I switch?

Both Chikako’s mom and dad are lawyers, and it’s always been 
assumed that he will follow in their footsteps. But to be honest he’s 
never liked the idea. He hates his ethics class (just as a student aspir-
ing to be a doctor might find he or she hates biology), but he likes 
his volunteer work at the local elementary school. He’s a member 
of a fraternity and organizes all of their functions. He’s thinking of 
switching to an education major, and he is trying to figure out how 
best to break the news to his parents. Luckily, he has a great rela-
tionship with one of his professors and has frequently visited during 
office hours to discuss his new path and how to approach this issue 
with his parents.
#toomanychoices #howdoidecide: Do you wonder where you want 
to end up? I keep hearing everyone else talking about their career 
plans, and I  just don’t have it figured out like they do. Everything 
interests me! How do you decide when there are so many exciting 
options?

Camille is a good student. She has always been a good student. 
In high school, she did well and made the grades that everyone 
expected. In fact, she did well in all subjects, and that is the problem. 
She is in her first semester and taking university core classes. While 
they are all going well, there isn’t anything that she can see herself 
studying for the next four years. Her lack of direction is a constant 
weight on her shoulders. It seems like everyone she meets asks her 
how the semester is going and quickly follows it up with, “What’s 
your major?” Her parents find a way to bring it up in every con-
versation, and she’s started screening their calls because she doesn’t 
have the answer they want. Her advisor assures her that this is nor-
mal and suggests she take some interest inventories and meet with 
a career counselor to guide her to a possible major. She has made 
those appointments, but secretly she worries that they won’t help and 
wishes someone else could just tell her what to do.



96� T h e  S c i e n c e  o f  C o l l e g e

Similarly, since high school, Mateo has been interested in a lot of 
different things and has generally found something he likes in each 
of his classes. While registering for his first semester, he picked a 
major in history because he really loved his high school history class 
the year before. He’s doing well now and has been pretty happy with 
his choice. However, he has a friend who is studying computer sci-
ence, another in engineering, and another working on a criminology 
degree. When they talk about the classes they’re taking, they all seem 
really interesting, and he could see himself taking all of those classes 
too. He thinks, “I’m at a university with dozens of majors and hun-
dreds of courses to choose from . . . am I choosing the right major? 
What happens if I finish my degree, and I would have been better off 
with one of the other majors?” The choices seem overwhelming and 
irrevocable. He wishes there were an easier way to sort it all out.  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

It is important to note, after the discussion of chapter 3, that family back-
grounds are not determinative: one’s resources play a major role in individ-
ual experiences but do not prevent individuals with similar resources from 
acting differently. Connecting earlier discussions of cultural inequalities 
with the identity construction process of emerging adulthood, we think 
this is why self-​efficacy and ownership of learning are important predictors 
of college success. We prefer the term “social self-​efficacy” because the 
concept refers to having confidence in one’s competence to acquire and 
respond to the social norms of different settings—​for example, college. In 
this sense, feeling that one has control over one’s life is a mixture of belief 
and circumstances. Ownership of learning, or a sense of personal involve-
ment and investment in one’s education, is “not sufficiently taught or 
measured” in college, but it “can be developed systematically” and has the 
greatest effect on students for whom college is a challenge initially (Wright, 
Jenkins-​Guarnieri, & Murdock 2013: 1019).1 Wright and colleagues find 
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that these “extra-​cognitive” factors are becoming more important in navi-
gating college because of increasing class sizes and a heightened focus on 
independent learning. In other words, academic knowledge of class con-
tent is necessary for success in college, but it is not sufficient. Students 
also need general skills for directing their college experiences. It turns out 
these skills also promote improved health and well-​being.2

It is important, then, to understand that college presents students with 
the freedom to make decisions and have fun while taking into account 
their particular social and economic circumstances. As Kyndal illustrates, 
students can experience a culture during their first year that is quite dif-
ferent from what they are used to. Learning to thrive in this new culture 
involves figuring out who to ask for help when needed and how to ask for 
it. The challenge for new college students is to adapt to a new culture with-
out feeling like they have lost their fundamental character. This process is 
among the most exciting and rewarding experiences of college for many 
students—​learning how to adapt while also learning more about who one 
is and establishing who one wants to be. Many of the student stories in this 
chapter demonstrate the importance of selecting which groups of friends 
to have and what activities to get involved in. On every campus there is a 
wide array of options. Finding the right fit can promote well-​being.3

Moving beyond the overview of social class and cultural inequality 
dynamics that we summarized in chapter 3, we focus in this chapter on 
the ways that social experiences affect our everyday decisions. This is 
most in line with a branch of social theories that is referred to as sym-
bolic interactionism, as well as with the sociology of culture. This branch 
of social thinking pays attention to the subjective meaning we derive from 
everyday experiences, and the interaction between the circumstances that 
people are in (social structure) and the choices they make in response 
to these circumstances, which also can change their circumstances over 
time (agency).4 In interpreting social interactions, people react based on a 
combination of their view of themselves and what they think others think 
about them. Focusing on this iterative process highlights that people do 
not form their identities in a vacuum. Someone could think they belong 
in a certain social group, but if people do not accept them in that group, 
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then they will likely reevaluate whether they want to belong in it. For 
example, students could enter college thinking they want to be lawyers, 
but if spending time in the pre-​law group makes them feel like outcasts or 
gives them the sense that they are different from the other students in that 
group, then they may reconsider whether they truly want to be lawyers.

Having these kinds of experiences can result in what Dalton Conley5 
refers to as the “intravidual.” The term conveys the idea that we as individ-
uals are penetrated by society, meaning even our most personal thoughts 
and feelings are punctuated by our experiences within multiple social 
groups. This is why it is important to think of self-​efficacy, and well-​being 
generally, as situated within a social context that presents challenges for 
personal integration. Conley describes modern life as presenting a “com-
peting cacophony of multiple selves all jostling for pole position in our 
mind” (Conley 2013: 169), In the face of such a cacophony, it is important 
for students’ well-​being to do the work of self-​reflection, and to focus on 
how to gain self-​efficacy in navigating their lives effectively. For example, 
Aaron of chapter 5 describes the following:

Even though I  began to conform to the ideals of the upper class, 
I  still interacted with people of the middle to lower class through 
my church. These people had completely different ideals and values 
than the people of the upper-​class that I  interacted with daily at 
school. Because of this difference, I would act different at school than 
I would at church.

Aaron continues by explaining how multiple interactions can cause a 
sense of fragmentation:

My “self ” had become fragmented because I was being socialized by 
two different groups, and this made me an intravidual (Conley 2013). 
Because of this, I almost never brought the two groups together. On 
occasion, I brought my school friends to church, or I would bring 
someone from church to a school dance or football game. When this 
did happen, I was confused on how to act. Although my personality 
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did not completely change when I  switched groups, I  still acted 
different in the slightest way, and this caused friction.

Reflecting on his experience of fragmentation, he connects this to his 
prior family experiences:

Not only was I fragmented between my friend groups, but it also 
happened between my divorced parents’ houses just like Conley 
pointed out (2013). While one parent would be strict in one area, 
the other parent would be relaxed in that area. This caused many 
fights between me and both of my parents. After realizing this 
difference in the enforced norms in each home, I  began acting 
differently around each of my parents, just as I  did between my 
different friend groups.

Conley explains that growing up in a highly networked era, with social 
media connecting people across the globe, confronts individuals with lim-
ited participation in a broad array of social groups. We can get the sense 
that we are one self when we interact in one group, and another self when 
in other groups. When we think about all these different groups together, 
we may feel that they do not add up, that we have “lost ourselves” in the 
bustle or have to devote concerted effort to “finding ourselves.” This expe-
rience of fragmentation can be profound for college students, who may 
be confronted on university campuses with a greater range of options in 
terms of who to be, who to hang out with, and what to do. For example, 
Troy (a student discussed in chapter 2), reflected on the dramatic change 
from high school to college, stating the following:

Pieces of myself are still invested back home in my family and friends, 
but at the same time, I am actively expanding my individuality in 
town through clubs, school, and the new people I  have met. This 
expansion has led to a feeling of fragmentation because the intra-​
individual pieces of myself are much more distant than they were in 
the past. Luckily, I found other things to invest myself into.
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These sentiments from Troy represent a healthy way to respond to a mod-
erate degree of fragmentation in a fairly normal college experience.

A degree of fragmentation, and distress over the challenges of rein-
tegration, can be normal during college, and in life generally. For some, 
however, this issue can become overwhelming. Long-​term fragmenta-
tion in the absence of integration can be linked to disorganized thinking, 
which is a key aspect of what psychologists call schizophrenia. The key 
then is to acknowledge the normality of experiencing fragmentation in 
modern societies, with such a diverse array of interactions, while also 
understanding that moderation is the key differentiator for health and 
well-​being. Becoming stuck in fragmentation, being overwhelmed by the 
task of reintegration work, or ruminating for long periods of time over 
the difficulties inherent in fragmentation can be well-​being issues. From 
a sociological approach, schizophrenia and other mental health issues 
can be understood as an outcome of the modern condition, which can 
promote too high a degree of social disorganization.6 This approach is 
important for recognizing factors in the broader social context that cre-
ate negative, and positive, personal experiences. From a psychological 
approach, schizophrenia and other mental health issues can be viewed 
as an individual condition, which needs medication and personal recon-
struction to treat.7

As discussed in chapter 1, sociologists describe the socialization process 
as meaning “that societal values, identities, and social roles are learned, 
not instinctual” (Granfield 1991: 145).8 To the extent that higher educa-
tion boosts social mobility (as discussed in chapter 3), it provides students 
with a greater sense of control of their lives. Here is a student description 
that exemplifies this sense of control:

Controlling one’s own life means exercising authority and influence 
over it by directing and regulating it oneself. People vary in the control 
felt over their own lives. Some feel they can do just about anything 
they set their minds to. They see themselves as responsible for their 
own successes and failures and view misfortunes as the results of 
personal mistakes. Others feel that any good things that happen are 
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mostly luck—​fortunate outcomes they desire but do not design. They 
feel personal problems mostly result from bad breaks or the callous 
selfishness of others and feel little ability to regulate or avoid the bad 
things that happen . . . Sociologically, the sense of personal control 
reflects the real constraints and opportunities of one’s ascribed and 
achieved statuses (Mirowsky & Ross 2007: 1340–​1343).9

Education, especially during college, builds a greater sense of control, 
which is a key aspect of long-​term well-​being. While other adults experi-
ence a diminishing sense of control as they age, those with a college degree 
feel an increasing degree of control. The reason for this difference seems 
to be that college regulates access to opportunities, and access to oppor-
tunities facilitates a general sense of control over the direction one’s life is 
headed.

Part of acknowledging the importance of students’ different social and 
economic resources (discussed in chapter  3) is recognizing how class 
backgrounds can affect cognition and thus shape decision-​making. For 
example, Chen of chapter 5 reflects on differences in social resources by 
describing the emotional labor of her childhood:

Emotional labor, as defined by Loe, “requires one to induce or 
suppress feeling in order to sustain an outward countenance that 
produces the desired state of mind in others” (2013:  83).10 I  had 
no term for what I was doing [back then], but I was learning to do 
emotional labor in all parts of my life, even my home. It is easy to see 
how it became difficult for me to express anger in the way an adult 
would because I learned how to conceal anger.

Research finds that students from less resourced backgrounds can use 
“resistance strategies”11 that are intentional efforts to conceal any ways 
they may not fit into the middle-​class culture of college. Jennifer M. Silva12 
refers to this as a “mood economy,” in which students—​especially those 
from working-​class backgrounds—​adhere strongly to the idea of thera-
peutic self-​transformation:
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The need to continuously recreate one’s identity—​whether after a 
failed attempt at college or an unanticipated divorce or a sudden 
career change—​can be an anxiety-​producing endeavor. In a world of 
rapid change and tenuous loyalties, the language and institution of 
therapy—​and the self-​transformation it promises—​has exploded in 
American culture (Silva 2013: 18–​19).

Silva continues by explaining what is entailed in the therapeutic culture:

[The] therapeutic narrative  .  .  .  provides a blueprint for bringing 
a reconstructed, healthy self into being. It works like this:  first, 
it compels one to identify pathological thoughts and behaviors; 
second, to locate the hidden source of these pathologies within one’s 
past; third, to give voice to one’s story of suffering in communication 
with others; and finally, to triumph over one’s past by bringing into 
being an emancipated and independent self (Silva 2013: 19).

Contrary to the widely held belief that individuals can choose freely 
which path to take in life, the educational process presents a number of 
“institutional sorting mechanisms.”13 People do make choices, but these 
choices are not free-​floating options. They are pathways; they are akin to 
a GPS’s presentation of several preexisting routes. Choosing one versus 
another affects one’s likelihood of getting stuck in traffic or having to take 
a detour because of construction. Anyone who has tried different map 
apps knows they are not all equally good at predicting which route is the 
best to take, in part because they rely on different sources of data, includ-
ing potentially outdated information. Likewise, college pathways sort stu-
dents in different ways.

As one example of thinking about how social class background and indi-
vidual behavior affect the routes students take through college, Elizabeth 
A.  Armstrong and Laura T.  Hamilton14 describe three college path-
ways: the professional pathway, the party pathway, and the social mobility 
pathway. They state, “Just as roads are built for types of vehicles, pathways 
are built for types of students. The party pathway is provisioned to support 
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the affluent and socially oriented; the mobility pathway is designed for 
the pragmatic and vocationally oriented; and the professional pathway 
fits ambitious students from privileged families” (Armstrong & Hamilton 
2013: 15). All these pathways return students skills, and which pathway 
students regularly engage in during college has ramifications for the kinds 
of skills they develop.

For those on the professional pathway, the university is a means for 
achieving a professional career. Students on this pathway typically come 
from affluent backgrounds and have set their sights on entering a profes-
sion as a career and life identity. They typically focus on studying during 
college and tend to form their friendship groups around their profes-
sional identity. Often hailing from the other end of the socioeconomic 
spectrum, those on the mobility pathway tend to see the university as 
a means for striving to be upwardly mobile. Although getting a college 
degree may be their end goal at this point, as they may not have settled 
on pursuing a certain job or career after college, students in this path tend 
to work hard and befriend others who do the same. Between the focus of 
these other two groups lies a third group, the party pathway, and students 
on this path tend to see the university as a means for socializing and fun. 
Armstrong and Hamilton describe how these students and the university 
have a “mutual agreement” to demand little of each other. Thus, many 
students on this path prioritize participating in campus life over attend-
ing classes.

Importantly, people on all three pathways can be successful after col-
lege, and people on all three paths can also struggle to carve out com-
fortable careers and lives after graduation. Students’ post-​college lives are 
determined less by the paths they select than by the degree to which their 
resources, choices, and behaviors align with the path that they are on. 
For example, the professional pathway is home to both “achievers” and 
“underachievers,” in Armstrong and Hamilton’s terminology. Achievers, 
who earn good grades in difficult classes, accomplish a relatively smooth 
transition into careers after graduation. The “underachievers” often strug-
gle to balance their social lives on campus with the rigorous studies that 
the professional pathway demands. The post-​college success of these 
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students is mixed, depending on whether they switch course during col-
lege to better align their major and career path with their actual behaviors.

Likewise, there are more successful and less successful groups within 
the party pathway. In this case, the groups are “socialites” and “wannabes.” 
Socialites make the most of their high degree of social engagement, and 
build strong networks during college that position them well for careers 
that rely upon networking. Advertising, PR, and other business positions, 
for instance, are well-​suited for students on the party pathway. Wannabes, 
on the other hand, may attempt to take that pathway but never fully fit 
into the social scene, often due to a misalignment between their desires 
and the path they are traversing. In some cases, these students attempt 
majors that require strong academic performance, which proves incom-
patible with their entrenchment in the party scene. Students in this situ-
ation must often confront hard choices related to downgrading their 
expectations for their major and career to better align with their social 
participation. Other wannabes on the party pathway are the students who 
do not have enough resources to pay for the fashion, entertainment, and 
extra expenses involved in partying. These students struggle to fit in, and 
among the students Armstrong and Hamilton studied, their outcomes 
were sometimes worse than those of students on the social mobility path-
way who were not trying to juggle multiple social identities.

For students on the third path, social mobility, results vary as well. All 
the students on this pathway are striving, motivated to establish a better 
life than they had growing up. Armstrong and Hamilton describe such 
students in this way:  “They came ‘motivated for mobility,’ making it to 
college despite considerable odds and leaving communities where col-
lege attendance was far from the natural next step in life” (Armstrong 
& Hamilton 2013: 148). Some of these students are “creamed” from the 
group, referring to the “cream of the crop.” In other words, the best stu-
dents are plucked from the mobility pathway by intervention programs 
designed to facilitate their move into the professional pathway. Many oth-
ers on this mobility trek find the path to be “blocked.” Weighed down 
by the struggle to cover everyday expenses, they come to feel isolated in 
their attempts to handle financial difficulties while matching the academic 



Taking Risks and Forming Identity� 105

accomplishments of their peers on the professional path or finding the 
resources to socialize with their peers on the party path.

Key for our purposes, those students who best align their interests, 
desires, social capital, and other resources with the path most likely to 
reward them are more likely to be successful. In tracking the post-​college 
trajectories of the students they followed, Armstrong and Hamilton 
found that the achievers of the professional pathway made a quick and 
smooth entry into professional job markets or graduate programs, suc-
cessfully reproducing an upper-​middle-​class trajectory. Meanwhile, the 
underachievers of that same path struggled with underemployment or 
unemployment and continued to depend on their parents financially, fac-
ing a risk of downward mobility. Among those on the party pathway, the 
socialites secured solid jobs in big cities thanks to the connections and 
continued support of their parents, reproducing their middle-​class stand-
ing. The wannabes, however, struggled with unemployment due to under-​
qualification, and they lacked the parental funds or social ties to support 
their trajectory, placing their future class standing in jeopardy. Finally, the 
results of graduates of the mobility pathway also diverged. Students who 
were successful on this pathway (the creamers) landed jobs that launched 
them from working-​class to middle-​class lifestyles. In contrast, those who 
were less successful (the blocked) often ended up encountering difficult 
financial situations that undermined their chances of upward mobility. In 
many cases, they ended up back at home in jobs that did not require a 
bachelor’s degree. Thus, pathways through college reflected a combination 
of the following: parental resources upon which students could rely; the 
particular pathway selected; and the ways students aligned their everyday 
choices (or not) with the pathway they were attempting to take.

Another college navigational choice relates to the degree of engage-
ment online, especially social media interactions. For emerging adults, 
friendships are fluid and disjointed and social networks are loose.15 In 
studying the role of social media sites on friendships, scholars found that 
these sites help emerging adults maintain large and dispersed networks 
of friends.16 The increased mobility, use of social network sites, and the 
overall casual attitude toward friendships can benefit emerging adults 
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through expanding their social networks and increasing their connec-
tions to many people who have access to a wide variety of social and eco-
nomic resources.17 Indeed, for socially anxious individuals, interacting 
online can provide greater support than interacting face-​to-​face, result-
ing in improved well-​being.18 However, there are eventually diminishing 
returns to the number of friends on social media, and likewise drawbacks 
to obsessively posting on social media.19 Plus, researchers have found that 
intense engagement on social media is related to lower levels of academic 
engagement and to less involvement in extra-​curricular activities during 
college.20 Thus, the results of social media in college are mixed.

In summary, navigating college well requires continual work to align 
and realign one’s progress as an individual with one’s structural position 
within the institution of higher education. When navigating by a GPS, 
it is not wise to take a route plotted for a car if one does not have a car. 
However, there are many ways to get to every destination, and taking pub-
lic transit, riding a bicycle, or using a ride share app can prove just as effec-
tive, as long as the navigator understands that is the method they need 
to choose and acquires skills for using it. Technology enabled navigation 
systems are one of the beauties of modern existence. Nevertheless, there 
is something to be said for getting lost. One of the most “adulting” experi-
ences one can have is to drive to a new city with only a paper map and the 
willingness to ask people for directions. As hard as it is to believe, many 
people made it into adulthood without having a cell phone, let alone with 
a navigation device. This sense of being untethered,21 on one’s own two 
feet without constant access to calls or lookups for help, may be one of the 
best ways to craft a path into adulthood.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

This advice section switches from the previous voices of faculty members 
to the voices of student development and student support practitioners 
that follow. To some extent, the advice offered here is a bit generic, as it 
must be general in order to write to a wide variety of readers. But tailoring 
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different pieces of advice toward particular student stories can aid stu-
dents in understanding how and why to access different resources on col-
lege campuses. In our experience, students are smart people who generally 
know about the existence of campus resources. Typically, the problem is 
not ignorance of their existence, which seems to be presumed by many 
available books that just provide students with lists of campus resources. 
Rather, we find the problem to lie with students knowing which resources 
can be helpful for what sorts of problems. Thus, in what follows we offer 
examples of the kinds of support that students can seek, relative to the 
kinds of issues they face. In reality, the support that real students receive 
would be even more personalized than these general pieces of advice sug-
gest, which is why this book does not replace students actually reaching 
out for real support. Our aim instead is to help students feel less embar-
rassed and more knowledgeable about who to go to for what, and ulti-
mately to feel empowered to ask for the help that they need.

#greeklife #IamASororityWoman The first student in this chapter, 
Abby, has a story that is relatable for many students. She does not men-
tion that academics are difficult for her, and she does not mention any 
particular problems. She enjoys following the rules that her sorority sets 
for her. She has found a place within her sorority and appears to be on the 
party pathway. Though it sounds like she is well-​aligned with this route, 
we encourage students like Abby to meet with an advisor to ensure they 
balance their effort and attention between academics and their social lives. 
In addition to making connections that can become lifelong friends, it is 
key to keep track of academic deadlines, attend classes, complete assign-
ments, and prepare adequately for exams. Academics will help Abby, and 
students like her, to wind up with a degree along with valuable network 
connections. Both will be important for launching her career.

#notgoinggreek #onbeingme In contrast to Abby, the second student, 
Austin, appears to be on the mobility pathway. He attempted to get on the 
party pathway by seeking to join a fraternity but realized early on that he 
was not meshing well there due to his limited finances. As Austin’s situ-
ation illustrates, students have choices; they can still participate in the 
social scene as long as they have enough awareness to recognize whether 
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heavy participation will set them up for misalignment. Austin could have 
become a “wannabe,” but instead he makes a choice to have intermit-
tent involvement in the social scene while focusing on making sure he 
is upwardly mobile. We advise students like Austin to consider with care 
what their ideal fit is within different student organizations.

At most universities, there is a group for every kind of student, so even 
though it was good for Austin to pull back from fraternity life, he should 
still scout out other options. Also remember that there are many other 
students on campus who have similar challenges, concerns, and desires. 
Next, we encourage students like Austin, who do not benefit from the 
informed guidance of family members who graduated college, to be 
mindful that it is especially vital for them to meet with an advisor who 
can help them manage their class schedules and direct them to people on 
campus who can help set up tuition and other payments, such as financial 
aid counselors. Many campuses feature ways to set up automatic payment 
reminders and other resources that can help a student like Austin ensure 
that he keeps on top of things. Plus, students often find that these advisors 
and counselors can be good sounding boards, providing someone besides 
fellow students to discuss these issues with more comfortably.

#collegeainthighschool #findingyourself With Kyndal, it is clear that 
she shares aspects in common with both Abby and Austin. Like Abby, 
Kyndal appears to be on the party pathway, especially since she does not 
mention a professional identity. However, like Austin, Kyndal mentions 
her socioeconomic background and alludes to how it has barred her from 
certain cliques. Drawing on Kyndal’s description of her background, it 
seems that she comes from the middle class, but perhaps she is not as 
affluent as the students that surrounded her in her hometown. Now she is 
in college, and it sounds like she may feel some of the same pressures to fit 
in among college circles who also may be more affluent than she is.

As an advisor, we would be interested in talking more with Kyndal 
about the ways she has “found herself ” in college. One concern her story 
raises is whether participating in the social scene, attempting to be on 
the party pathway, is the best fit for her. We would ask Kyndal to reflect 
on whether she may instead be best aligned with the mobility pathway. 
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Perhaps, like Austin, she would benefit from investing less in the social 
scene and instead finding student organizations in which she could be 
her authentic self and gain support from other less affluent students. Or 
she may be interested in finding an organization in the community that 
she can participate in or volunteer for, working with people outside the 
“university bubble.” Stepping back from the social scene would also give 
Kyndal more energy to devote to academics and to cementing a secure 
career path.

By whichever route, we advise students like Kyndal to find a group or 
activity in which they feel some ownership, and where they feel like they 
truly fit in. Doing so is part of navigating their own pathway. Not only will 
this generally feel better and be more enjoyable in the long run, but it may 
also boost their chances of completing college and launching a success-
ful career afterward, as the research summarized in this chapter suggests. 
This knowledge can empower students to navigate their own way, with 
others, but without feeling like they have to do what they think everyone 
else is doing. Finally, we advise students like Kyndal not to attempt to do 
everything at once and instead to understand the first year of college as a 
critical time to lay a strong foundation for success in the years to come. It 
is important for Kyndal to remember why she came to college in the first 
place, and to avoid getting too caught up in what everyone else is doing.

#findingnewfriends #nomorecliques Sharing similar experiences with 
Kyndal, Emma’s story shows students that they are not the only ones who 
feel like they do not always know how to belong. We can imagine that, by 
exploring other organizations and opportunities on campus, students like 
Emma could wind up participating in the same student club, or volunteer-
ing together. They could find common ground in that they have not really 
been on the professional pathway but are also having trouble along the 
party pathway. Of course, they would probably not use those terms, but 
they could share that—​unlike everyone else, it seems—​they do not know 
what career they want to have, and though they have tried going out, they 
find it hard to keep up with the social scene without falling behind in their 
classes. We recommend that students like Emma and Kyndal complete the 
activity described in the next section so they can discuss with others their 
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experiences with feelings excluded. This is one way to find people who are 
like-​minded, and to form a group of friends who can support each other’s 
academic success by studying together, instead of, or before, going out 
together.

We also advise students like Abby and Kyndal to recognize the ways 
that college is different from high school, and also how college presents 
opportunities to break out of previous patterns. Most students attend 
universities that are larger than their high school, which means there are 
more of every kind of student, making it easier to find an entire subgroup 
of friends that are not the typical kind of student that, it seems, everyone 
else is. As a point of reference, we have taught many students in class who 
confide in us as professors that they are different than the “typical student 
in here,” but we look around and think, “that is what nearly every student 
in this class has said.” Be mindful that the typical college scene actually 
entails many different kinds of student groups, and that some may simply 
be more visible than others, especially early on in the first year. Our main 
piece of advice, then, would be to reject the assumption that everyone is 
the same and instead talk with people to find out about the many groups 
on campus. All phases of life involve cliques and subgroups, so college 
is the perfect time to gain skills in navigating group dynamics. (Notably, 
students who find these relational tasks to be exceedingly difficult should 
consult counseling services and other coping strategies, such as group 
therapy.)

All these students, and the four to follow, should know that it is common 
to be swept up in what everybody else is up to, or what it seems like every-
one is doing, when college begins. But now is the time to take ownership 
of this journey. It is no fun being bored, so explore what is exciting, and 
find those personal passions. Perhaps surprisingly, researchers find that 
exploring (switching majors and switching jobs) during college is linked 
to better outcomes after graduating.22 But job-​hopping while not enrolled 
in college is linked to worse outcomes. So now is the time: explore with the 
protection of the college safety net.

#whatamidoingwithmylife #stilldreaming An example of a student 
who is on the professional pathway, Melissa is clearly focused on choosing 
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a professional identity. However, she is having doubts about whether she 
needs to change career plans from the dream she thought she had. That 
too is a very normal part of college, and it does not mean that Melissa 
is getting off the professional pathway. Students can still take that route 
without knowing exactly which profession they will enter. The key is that 
figuring out that professional identity is core to their college experience. It 
is common for students to enter college with a dream of something they 
have long seen themselves doing and then have that dream shaken. We 
advise students like Melissa to meet with an advisor to discuss these ques-
tions about changing their intended career.

As an advisor, we would ask Melissa what it is about dance that 
makes her feel good. What is she drawn to—​the performance, the free-
dom of her body movement, or something else? We would then help 
her to consider other career options that may provide her some of the 
same rewards, but perhaps in a different way. One option, for example, 
would be to become a dance teacher. To explore whether she would 
enjoy and gain the same satisfaction from teaching dance, we would 
advise Melissa to check into dance programs in the community, and 
to investigate whether she could get involved in one. More generally, 
we encourage students like Melissa to view changing their mind about 
their childhood dreams to be a normal part of the college experience 
and to explore other options. All the answers do not have to be clear 
from the beginning. It may have been nice at earlier ages to tell friends 
of the family and teachers about a clear dream or career path, but stu-
dents do not have to cling to that plan in college merely because that is 
what they always said.

College is a journey. It does not begin and end in a single semester. 
Students need to be able to test different options and find what truly moti-
vates them and channels their passion. Typically college is not strictly 
vocational in nature. The skills that students gain throughout their educa-
tion, in coursework and through other experiences, can serve them well 
in many areas of life after college. Enjoy the fact that college presents the 
chance to explore; take in all the skills and experiences possible; and think 
about how to translate those attributes into viable options that still fufill 
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one’s dreams. For example, maybe one day Melissa will open her own 
dance studio, and in the meantime, she can take some education courses 
to learn techniques for teaching and some business courses to learn how 
to manage a small business. Classes in the social sciences would teach her 
more about working with people, and those in the arts would enliven her 
passion. All of these courses can culminate in her living her dream, in a 
different way than she imagined.

#wrongmajor #wronglife In a story somewhat similar to Melissa’s, 
Chikako is on the professional pathway while reconsidering which par-
ticular career option to pursue. Chikako was raised in an affluent back-
ground, and he feels pressured to match his parents’ status. There are many 
students who do the same—​arrive to campus with a declared major and a 
plan that was never really declared by them. We encourage students in the 
same boat as Chikako to meet with an advisor to discuss more options. 
Chikako’s dislike of his ethics class is an indication that law may not be 
the right fit for him (the same is true for someone who detests a biology 
class and is a pre-​med major, and so on). A college degree provides beau-
tiful flexibility in that students can check out a variety of class options 
to explore other departments, majors, and careers. We advise students to 
take the courses that look most interesting to them, seizing the oppor-
tunity to talk with the instructors of those courses about related career 
options.

We also recommend that students inquire about ways to shadow a 
professional or conduct an informational interview with someone in the 
career that interests them. See what it would really be like to be a lawyer, 
or a doctor, or a teacher. Do not assume that the TV version is accurate. 
In fact, it is best to assume it will not be nearly as exciting as those sen-
sationalized portrayals. Long-​term excitement comes rather from being 
authentically passionate about a career, which depends on “gelling” with 
the reality of that profession. Shadowing someone in a student’s intended 
career can also provide him or her with material for explaining to parents 
what is attractive or unappealing about career options, rather than attempt-
ing to explain less informed ideas about this to parents, which may raise 
their concerns regarding whether the student has really thought through 
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a change of plans. Taking the initiative to scope out a future career and 
relaying specific information goes a long way to reassuring most parents 
that the student is being responsible and thorough. When it comes down 
to it, most parents simply want their children to be successful, happy, and 
secure. Showing parents how the path they are charting can achieve those 
goals, even if it is different from what the parents have in mind, may go a 
long way toward relieving the pressure students like Chikako feel. It also 
helps parents to be supportive, as they can feel assured their children have 
“done their homework.”

Another piece of advice for students in a similar situation to Chikako is 
to develop a network of people who share their passions. Like shadowing 
a professional, spending time with other students who intend to pursue 
the same profession can be revealing. This step can help students distin-
guish between not enjoying a single class, which they may have to just get 
through, and an indication that there is something about the overall pro-
fession that does not fit. Student groups devoted to a given profession are 
a decent representation of the people who practice that profession, so this 
is a great way to get a sense for whether these are the people with whom 
one wants to interact regularly for the foreseeable future. If students do 
not enjoy the company of the other people in a pre-​professional group for 
their intended career, it is time to consider a switch. If this non-​enjoyment 
of social interactions is a long-​term pattern across multiple groups, 
regardless of the professional and social interests of that group, then stu-
dents should seek more intensive changes, such as individual counseling 
or social group therapy.

#toomanychoices #howdoidecide To Camille, the possibilities seem 
endless, and that is keeping her up at night. With every semester and each 
course she takes, though, she is figuring out who she is and what she wants 
out of life. While it may not feel that way to her right now, emerging adult-
hood is giving her the freedom to gain exposure to what, until recently, 
she may have seen as unusual education choices or simply never have 
heard of. That she is comfortable in so many different disciplines allows 
her the opportunity to try out the possibilities until she finds the right 
path for her.
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A caring adult in her life could help Camille to see her confusion not 
as a problem but as an understandable and desirable part of the process 
of figuring out what major and career will fit her newly forming identity. 
Research shows that the “cost” of a mistake, such as initially choosing the 
wrong major, is relatively low during this time in life, so a caring adult 
could assure Camille that—​while enrolled in college—​she has the flexibil-
ity to explore without the pressure of believing that every step she takes 
is set in stone. We recommend that Camille visit an advisor to discuss 
the pressures she is feeling. College offers a bewildering array of choices, 
but of course making choices doesn’t end after graduation. We encourage 
students to think of college as a time to take charge. Now Camille gets to 
be the one who decides what she will study. An advisor can work with her 
on ways to get engaged outside the classroom, reminding her that college 
is more than the content of her particular courses. Getting involved in 
student government, or housing, or any of the different options available 
could give her an idea of where to head next.

#toomanychoices #howdoidecide Along with Camille, Mateo rep-
resents how having seemingly infinite options can be overwhelm-
ing. Emerging adulthood is a time of possibility and hope—​a period of 
“unparalleled opportunity to transform.” Nevertheless, the instability of 
this period can be stressful.23 Mateo’s struggle to settle on a major reflects 
the broader challenge of shaping one’s present identity and simultane-
ously creating a plan for the future. Both Camille and Mateo fear that 
even routine choices may have long-​lasting consequences. Yet emerg-
ing adults usually pay a lower price for their choices than adults do. We 
thus advise students like Mateo and Camille to think of their choices as 
explorations, not permanent decisions. Picking a major, even completing 
a college degree in a certain field, does not mean that one cannot change 
one’s life plan again. Instead of worrying about that, it is better to focus on 
developing basic academic and social capabilities, as those open doors to 
many career options. Research comparing college students making such 
changes to college graduates or young people not enrolled reveals that col-
lege is like a protective bubble in which young people can actually benefit 
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from changing their majors or career paths without major problems, but, 
in fact, with benefits. Conversely, people not in the protective environ-
ment of college making these changes tend to fare worse. Knowing this 
information, Mateo and Camille can continue to explore during college, 
and the adults in their lives can relax knowing that they are “on track” for 
success.

Mateo’s concern about the appropriateness of his major, as for many 
other students, probably stems from a combination of general inde-
cisiveness and the social and cultural skills he brought to campus. In 
chapter  3 we summarized how Stuber (2012)24 notes that social class 
background structures a student’s ability to navigate their campus life. 
Whereas privileged students typically begin college with the necessary 
tools to guide their academic decision-​making, “less privileged students 
are often less equipped for the journey” (Stuber 2011: 12). As a result, 
middle-​ and upper-​class students may seem more likely to “have it all 
together” than students who are from working-​ or lower-​class families. 
One solution for Mateo might be to speak with his professors and advi-
sors, all of whom can equip him with new skills and ideas for navigating 
college life inside and outside of the classroom. They may say, “Now is 
the time to try out different things within the safer confines of college, 
and engaging adults across campus can help you (a)  identify the right 
places to build social and cultural tools and (b) use them to make more 
strategic decisions about your major.” Rather than beating himself up 
for feeling indecisive and unsure of his career trajectory, Mateo needs to 
recognize that other students may have worked through the same pro-
cesses prior to coming to campus, and that he can master the same skills 
before he graduates.

Important here is to recognize the difference between a short-​term 
setback and a longer-​term debilitation. Short-​term setbacks and failures 
of various kinds during college can provide important opportunities to 
recalibrate and shape oneself in better and more positive life directions, 
which will ultimately promote better health and well-​being outcomes. For 
a subset of young people, however, what could be short-​term setbacks 
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instead preempt longer-​term debilitation, rumination, and other personal 
problems. Rising to the challenge is a key differentiator for encounter-
ing the normal failures of college as opportunities for positive growth, or 
not. If students find themselves consistently unable to overcome short-​
term setbacks and repeatedly find themselves responding in destructive 
patterns to these opportunities for growth, then more intensive personal 
interventions may be necessary. In the absence of debilitating personal 
issues, the challenges and opportunities afforded by college experiences 
present young people with new chances to figure out what fits them and to 
construct a balanced life.

The challenge both Mateo and Camille face in finding a major that 
“fits” them is, in fact, a valuable exercise that will pay off in the future. 
Many students feel anxious about such decisions for a wide variety of 
reasons. Perhaps they have limited budgets that constrain the time 
available to explore different majors, or maybe pressure from their fam-
ily to choose a particular field of study weighs on them. Yet one of the 
goals of higher education is to provide the skills and resources to shape 
one’s own life. Not every student arrives with the same familiarity and 
social/​cultural tools for finding the right discipline, and some students 
may need stronger social support networks to navigate these choices. 
Yet, coupled with insights from our discussions of cultural inequali-
ties and emerging adulthood, we would give Mateo and Camille the 
same advice: this is part of the process of developing competence and 
confidence to respond to different expectations in diverse settings. Put 
simply, they are both being asked to take ownership of their learning, 
and to achieve what sociologists would term social self-​efficacy. Both of 
them will have to make many decisions on their own in the future, and 
college is one place where they can practice doing so with fewer conse-
quences. In summary, the point for many of these students is to reflect 
on what they want and own it. This can be especially important for stu-
dents who want to take the professional pathway or the social mobility 
pathway: having a clear plan will ensure they do not get swept up in the 
party pathway, only to realize later that their lifestyle is incompatible 
with their goals.
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FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	F or additional reading, here is a book chapter available online 
that offers short quizzes and other activities to understand the 
values students hold in college and how those interact with their 
personal and social biography: Smith, Wayne, “You and Your 
College Experience,” OpenCourseWare, retrieved from http://​
ocw.smithw.org/​univ100/​textbook/​beiderwell.pdf.

	 ■	H ere is a values worksheet that helps students identify their 
highest values: Brown, Duane and R. Kelly Crace, 1996, “Life 
Values Inventory.” Life Values Resources. Retrieved from: https://​
bhmt.org/​wp-​content/​uploads/​2016/​04/​BHMT_​CC_​Life-​
Values_​Inventory.pdf.

	 ■	 After completing the personal values worksheet, students can 
use this worksheet to assess their highest work values: “Work 
Values Inventory,” Humanists at Work, retrieved from 
https://​humwork.uchri.org/​wp-​content/​uploads/​2015/​01/​
Workvaluesinventory-​3.pdf.

	 ■	H ere is an example of a person owning their story, even the 
messiness of their life, to make it into something of their own—​
in this case a profitable business: Carles, Mayi, 2019, “Life Is 
Messy Bootcamp,” http://​lifeismessybootcamp.com/​. We are not 
endorsing this business, or even this approach, but we do more 
generally see this as a way of thinking about how to own your 
own story.

	 ■	 After spending time analyzing personal and work values, the 
next step for students is to assess changes that they may need to 
make to actualize those values. In other words, it is one thing 
to have an ideal but quite another to carry it through. Some 
of the common barriers to becoming the people we intend to 
be are conflicts of time and competing priorities. In order to 
evaluate what tweaks need to be made to prevent these barriers 
from getting in the way of goals, here is one way to assess 
time management skills: “Assessing Your Time Management 
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Skills,” Aventri, retrieved from https://​www.eiseverywhere.
com/​file_​uploads/​a071b60da1a6ed23b6008fbe5cda8294_​
AssessingYourTimeManagementSkills.pdf.

	 ■	 Along similar lines, here are tips for scheduling 
strategies: Sicinski, Adam, “How to Manage Your Time and 
Boost Your Levels of Productivity,” IQ Matrix, retrieved from 
http://​blog.iqmatrix.com/​manage-​your-​time.

	 ■	 To think about how to prioritize tasks relevant to different 
kinds of student situations (for example, being a student with 
children, athlete students, and so on), we recommend this 
resource: “Organizing Your Time: Learning Objectives,” Lumen 
Learning, retrieved from https://​courses.lumenlearning.com/​
freshmanexperience/​chapter/​2-​3-​organizing-​your-​time/​.

	 ■	 Some recommend thinking about time as a “life pie” with a 
balance between school, work, and leisure. See here for more on 
this: Wong, Linda, “Essential Study Skills. Chapter 3, Interactive 
Pie of Life: Leisure,” Cengage Learning, retrieved from http://​
college.cengage.com/​collegesurvival/​wong/​essential_​study/​5e/​
students/​additional/​pie/​leisure.html

	 ■	 As a last suggestion related to time management, we recommend 
completing an evaluation such as this one on the aspects of 
timing and scheduling that seem most changeable: Chapman, 
Alan, 2002, “Time Management Questionnaire,” Business 
Balls, retrieved from http://​www.businessballs.com/​
timemanagementsurvey.pdf.

	 ■	 Related to discussion in this chapter on anxiety, alcohol or 
drug abuse, eating disorders, unwanted sexual activity, and 
other issues that many college students face, we recommend 
completing a wellness inventory, such as this one: “TestWell—​
Making Life Easier,” retrieved from http://​www.testwell.org/​.   
This kind of activity can be completed alone as a way to learn 
what kind of help and support students may need to seek. There 
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is absolutely no shame in visiting with counselors through a 
campus health center.

	 ■	F or academic integrity, we encourage students to search on their 
university website for the academic policy. Most universities 
make this publicly available. Some are written by students, some 
by faculty. Make sure to read this statement for an explanation of 
how particular campuses treat academic integrity. Many classes 
will also include academic integrity statements in the course 
syllabus that provide the particulars of each instructor. Many 
online resources give more general understandings of academic 
integrity. Here is one we recommend: International Center for 
Academic Integrity, “What Is So Important about Academic 
Integrity,” May 23, 2012, YouTube, retrieved from https://​www.
youtube.com/​watch?v=xSfmWIlEhSg.

	 ■	F or considering the student expectations and experiences in the 
digital environment: Beetham, Helen, June 10, 2014, “Students 
Expectations and Experiences of the Digital Environment,” Glasgow 
Caledonian University, retrieved from https://​digitalstudent.
jiscinvolve.org/​wp/​files/​2014/​06/​Outcomes-​from-​Glasgow1.pdf.

	 ■	 Also here for research-​informed ideas on forming a personal 
and professional brand online: Philbrick, Jodi L. and Ana 
D. Cleveland. 2015. “Personal Branding: Building Your Pathway 
to Professional Success.” Medical Reference Services Quarterly, 
34(2): 181–​189. Retrieved from: https://​www.tandfonline.com/​
doi/​abs/​10.1080/​02763869.2015.1019324.
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5

Resiliency in the Face of Setbacks

Resiliency, or how students can bounce back from personal and 
structural challenges to build a successful college career is the focus 
of chapter 5. This fifth chapter explores the value of having challeng-
ing experiences during college as a way to build this resiliency for life 
after college. College presents the opportunity to reflect on earlier 
experiences in families, cultures, groups, and within organizations. 
For students, reflecting on how their backgrounds affect current 
choices is crucial for shaping a personal and professional story that 
can guide choices in college, frame personal statements, and point 
toward potential career paths after graduation.  

This chapter focuses on resiliency—​rising to the challenges that life 
in college (and after) brings. Whether it is intense trauma, struggles 
with finding groups to belong with, or challenges in academics, part 
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of college is figuring out how to overcome hurdles. Building on our 
basic introduction of this concept in chapter 2, the key to having resil-
iency is understanding the life course as a social construction, with 
college as a pivotal time when emerging adults learn how to balance 
their personal agency with an awareness of social influences. In order 
to construct a personal and professional biography, students should 
think critically about their prior experiences and evaluate what they 
want to repeat or continue doing, and what to change now that col-
lege provides the opportunity to do so. Important in this process is 
not giving society too much credit in defining who students are and 
can be, nor framing individuals as totally free agents with complete 
freedom to create anything, nor total responsibility for the outcomes 
of the choices they make. Life combines personal agency and social 
support, with occasional limits and setbacks, and college is the perfect 
time to strike the right balance of finding one’s own path, coupled 
with awareness of the limits of the self and reliance on others for help 
when needed.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

In the following student stories, Aaron discusses the fragmentation he 
experienced between different peer groups, as well as within his family 
after his parents divorced. Alexa also describes her divorced parents and 
their social class distinctions, and tells about her struggle to balance every-
thing as she carves out her own identity. Chen likewise discusses strug-
gling to fit in to different social settings, but she experiences these struggles 
as someone who is shy and who internalized her parents’ instructions to 
“hold her tongue.” Resilient in the face of an emotionally abusive rela-
tionship, Michalyn reports how she is working to release herself from the 
bonds of others’ expectations for her. Connor is a student who is “just not 
getting it.” He is doing everything in his power to earn good grades, but 
having difficulty figuring out what class content is important and where he 
should focus most of his energy.
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#outsider #identitycrisis: Who are you? They ask. I am what I want 
to be, or you want me to be, or you are who I want you to be. No one 
knows. But I know one thing, it’s time to find out!

Aaron describes how the identity questions of the last chapter can 
come to a head during emerging adulthood, especially as students 
experience different cultural values and sort out social groups. He 
explains:

Another area of my life [in which] I had to prove myself, because 
I was seen as an outsider, was my Catholic, private high school. 
Before transferring to this high school, I went to a Baptist, private 
school where the culture held values [that] were quite different. 
Many families were middle class and working lower end jobs, and 
this mirrored my family structure; therefore, we shared the same 
values and were from the same culture. Once I transferred to the 
Catholic high school, I was immersed in a new culture that was 
full of values that were strange to me. Indeed, many of the families 
that had children there, were upper class and had nice houses, 
cars, and designer clothes. The spring before starting this high 
school, I went to an event that the high school hosted called the 
freshmen fire-​up. While everyone around me was dressed in nice 
outfits, I  had shown up in my middle school uniform, and the 
stares were enough to convey the fact that I had broken a norm 
of this upper-​class school. Another piece of my middle-​class life 
that broke a norm was my dad’s truck that took me to high school 
for two years. While other students were brought to school in 
Mercedes, Land Rovers, and Cadillacs, I  was brought to school 
in a rusting Chevy truck that was older than me. After seeing the 
other parents’ cars, I began to make my dad drop me off down 
the street because I knew I was breaking this norm of the upper-​
class world, and I did not want to be embarrassed by this lack of 
a nice vehicle . . . If I was ever asked what my parents did, I would 
twist their job titles to make them sound more professional and 
hide the fact that neither of them went to a four-​year college. Until 
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junior year, I lived in a double-​wide trailer with my mom and a 
single-​wide trailer with my dad. I  was embarrassed by this, so 
I never invited people over to my house, and instead, I went to my 
friends’ houses.

#recentering #notbrandname:  Learning an important life lesson. 
I just keep trying to fit in instead of being myself. I have to learn to 
do me, regardless of what people think. #nologo

Alexa also reflects on identity fragmentation in families and friend 
groups. She describes it this way:

As I got older, many things began to happen in my life that were 
not necessarily good things. My parents got divorced when I was 
in fourth grade, and that started a whole new path and way that 
I experienced life. Since I was going back and forth between my 
mom’s and my dad’s, that also entailed having two completely 
different life styles. When I was at my mom’s house everything was 
how it was before they got divorced, but when I was at my dad’s 
it was completely different. He did not have very much money, 
or at least acted like it, and so everything at his house was very 
downgraded. A pretty crappy house, old junky car, and the things 
I wore were also a representation of this. I was not used to living 
like this, especially where I was from, so I was constantly worried 
about what other people thought of me and how this would affect 
my future. So, I began to act like I was part of the upper class and 
avoid all confrontation of the fact that my dad did not have much 
money. I wanted to fit in with all the other kids at my school and 
I was embarrassed when I came to school in off-​brand clothing 
and was dropped off in a crummy car.

#shy #followingtherules: Sometimes I feel like I’m watching a movie 
starring other people. I’m tired of following the rules and waiting for 
other people to speak.
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Chen describes how the cultural approach of one’s family can 
affect the type of person that one is as an entering college student:

I am the type who always follows the rules because, especially as a 
child, I was terrified of getting in trouble. The rule that determined 
how much I spoke had to do with when I was allowed to speak. It 
was the “don't interrupt me when I'm speaking” rule [that] I was 
given by my parents and teachers. I was told that was a rule I had 
to follow, so I tried my best to save my responses until after people 
finished talking. My problem with this was that no one shut up 
for long enough to let me say anything. I broke that rule many 
times. When it came to adults, though, I tried my hardest to not 
interrupt but I ended up with comments like, “you sure are a quiet 
one, ain't cha” or “cat got your tongue?” It did not take long for me 
to get used to those comments . . .

I misunderstood that not interrupting was a good rule for the 
classroom, or with adults I needed to respect, but it was more of 
a courtesy in regular conversation than a necessity. My silence 
was also questioned by peers and, when I  had no good answer 
for them, they left me alone. Being on my own was fine with me, 
though it kept me out of cliques and limited the amount of friends 
I had. Silence became my way of excluding myself from cliques . . . 
Another rule that led me to being reserved was “don’t take that 
tone with me” or “there’s no need for those crocodile tears.” I got 
these mainly at home. They were reminders that it was “always 
my decision about how I acted,” as my mom would tell me if I got 
angry or sad. I know now that she was trying to teach me that my 
reactions should not be overdramatic and that it mattered how 
I responded, but as a child I believed she was telling me not to show 
what I was feeling. Through a process that took me years, I learned 
to conceal anger, sadness, and pain so well that my parents could 
hardly tell what I was feeling . . . I am not open about my opinions 
or how I feel. [This is] partially because I am naturally reserved; 
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it is also because I did not feel comfortable being open at home. 
It became easier to act like nothing hurt me than it was to voice 
how I felt . . . All this was not helped by the fact that I was a shy 
child. It is difficult to say if my childhood shyness was caused by 
my socialization at home and at school or if it was my nature . . . It 
is unclear, even to me, whether I was labeled quiet because of how 
I acted or if it was an expectation I learned to live up to . . . I was 
trying to get an answer to a question or ask something I needed 
without breaking the “don’t interrupt me” rule which often was 
impossible . . . How was I supposed to not interrupt, but also get 
help from busy adults? Most of the time I ended up avoiding the 
problem or I tried to deal with it myself; it was not fun at the time 
but it taught me to be independent and solve my own problems. 
A downside to this was that I did not break out of my shell until 
junior high, and when I did, I still found it difficult to tell others 
what I needed or what I thought.

#movingon #emotionalabuse:  i think i’m done with this whole 
heartbroken thing. accepting what is. letting go of what was. believ-
ing in what is to come.

Michalyn explains how she weathered an emotionally abusive 
relationship and is finding her resiliency while moving on and begin-
ning to heal.

After I  finished my first year of middle school, I  began taking 
my first clarinet class in school and I remember being so happy 
to be able to be a part of a larger group in school. I kept making 
new friends for the next couple of years until one day I met this 
boy. And it was during my last year of junior high that we began 
dating and we continued to date for two years. At the beginning 
things felt as though they were going perfectly. I  spent almost 
every day with him and became close to him and his family. It 
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was not until the second year of our relationship however that 
things began to fall apart. He became emotionally abusive to me 
and began trying to push me emotionally to my limits by trying 
to upset me on purpose. Following that he began pushing me to 
convert because his family believed I was going to hell if I did 
not. I  remember having a solid four months of crying every 
night because of how broken I felt and I tried to do everything 
I could to make him happy. I began to lash out at those around 
me because of how unhappy I was, which led my father to stop 
talking to me and hate the person I was with. I became engulfed 
by the pain he caused me, to the point I could not pull myself 
out. When the relationship finally ended, however, I  began to 
heal. I  stopped being horrible to those around me and started 
making new friends and living my life how I wanted, which was 
something I was not used to.

#notgettingit #saywhat:  I just got a bad grade on an exam that 
I  thought I  was going to ace, and everyone says it was easy and 
understood everything. What gives?!

Connor never misses physics class, always takes notes, and tries 
to follow along with the lecture as best he can. A few days before the 
first exam, he joins a study group and quickly realizes that he is not 
getting the major concepts the same way his friends are. Everyone 
else seems to have somehow gotten the most important points of 
the chapters and lectures, while he took tons of notes on what seems 
unimportant now. His friends all quickly answer the problems with 
the correct information, while Connor is still digging through his 
notes trying to figure out what is relevant. He feels lost and won-
ders how he can sit in the same class with these students but not get 
what they did. Should he keep being a physics major if he is just not 
getting it?  
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SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

All these students are confronting issues from their childhood that they 
must understand and come to terms with now that they are in college. 
Whether these are personal questions about identity and behavior, ques-
tions about navigating unequal class or racial structures, overcoming 
academic struggles, or healing from the trauma of an abusive relation-
ship, challenges shape who young people are. Resiliency—​or the ability 
to bounce back from these difficulties—​will help them overcome these 
challenges. More than just “moving on” or “getting over it,” resiliency 
comes more naturally with some understanding of the concept of social 
construction.

In a book entitled Social Problems across the Life Course, Lopata and 
Levy (2003)1 draw upon the scholarship of Glen Edler (1974)2 in describ-
ing the life course as a social construction, which refers to an issue, expe-
rience, or phenomenon that is actively shaped in response to different 
cultures, places, and social groups. This does not mean the life course is 
made up, or in some way not real. Rather, it means that the path we follow 
as we grow and mature is fashioned by the choices that people make, which 
are influenced by the markedly different ways that those potential choices 
can be understood and experienced. Understanding the life course as a 
social construction means focusing on the ways that human lives intersect 
with historical, political, economic, and cultural circumstances. Viewing 
people as within a life course development process means thinking about 
how people view different ages and age-​related roles, such as transitions 
into adult roles as parents, college graduates, or professionals. Another 
way that the life course is socially constructed is through the major events 
that shape generations in distinct ways. For example, people who were 
adults before the terrorist attacks of 9/​11 (or, in earlier generations, World 
War II or the Vietnam War) have a “before” and an “after” that sets them 
apart from people born after that time, or who were very young at the 
time of the attacks, and who thus only have an “after.” Understanding this 
generational distinction means recognizing that individuals are shaped 
by their social environments. However, viewing the life course as a social 
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construction also entails the ways that people make free choices that shape 
society in turn. Moreover, the social construction of the life course empha-
sizes the interdependence of lives, and the ways relationships among peo-
ple mutually shape each other.

In essence, there are two sides to the equation of the life course as a 
social construction: (1) the ways people shape themselves and society as 
they develop into adults, and (2) the ways society shapes what it means 
to be a person of different ages, and how transitions across life stages are 
understood within distinct cultures and groups. The key is to maintain 
the delicate balance between these two sides of the equation. Emphasizing 
one over the other often has negative consequences. In particular, at-​risk 
factors for lack of student success and retention often fall within what are 
referred to as low “meta-​cognitive” skills: limited ability to reflect on one’s 
self, think about, and articulate the process one uses to make decisions. 
On the one hand, being too hard on oneself can be a problem, as students 
can underrate their ability to perform academic tasks, leaving them feeling 
powerless. In this case, students often hear feedback, however construc-
tive, as confirming their negative self-​image and confirming their belief 
that they are not smart enough to achieve. Yet, in reality metacognition is 
a far better predictor of academic success than intelligence, often referred 
to as IQ. One of the key factors in metacognition is having a growth mind-
set rather than a fixed one. A student with a fixed mindset views feedback 
and grades about low performance to be permanent; whereas a student 
with a growth mindset embraces feedback and treats a low-​performance 
critique as an opportunity to rise to the challenge, to grow in response to 
learning. Indeed, if students view intelligence as malleable, rather than set, 
they exert more effort on academic tasks.3

Particularly important in effective social construction of college 
navigations is a concept called “grit.” Grit combines several personality 
characteristics, including conscientious, self-​control, and persistence. 
Conscientiousness is a person’s ability to be organized, follow through, 
and be self-​reflective. Self-​control is the ability to resist the urge for short-​
term gains in pursuit of long-​term gains. Persistence is the ability to over-
come obstacles in order to pursue and achieve goals. As the combination 
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of these characteristics, grit is often described as combining passion with 
perseverance in pursuing long-​term goals. Grit is more predictive of aca-
demic success than IQ. Indeed, gritty people maintain commitments to 
a variety of life goals, not purely educational. Perhaps one of the most 
important aspects of grit is that gritty people persist even in the absence of 
positive feedback. In fact, gritty people seek out long-​term goals without 
achievement orientations, meaning they can pursue their goals without 
being reliant on others to give them continual praise for their efforts.4

Receiving praise for efforts exerted, rather than the actual quality of 
those efforts and their outcomes, can result in a sense of entitlement. 
“Academic entitlement” refers to a student perception that demands posi-
tive marks and feedback, regardless of whether the quality of work was 
deemed worthy of positive evaluation by faculty.* Students with academic 
entitlement view themselves as having a right to high grades with minimal 
effort and discomfort, often combined with an externalizing sense that 
faculty are responsible for awarding good grades, rather than providing 
students with constructive feedback for how to improve. When students 
have high levels of academic entitlement, they may demand that faculty 
change their grades, especially when they are close to the next letter grade, 
have completed extra credit assignments, or because missed classes hurt 
their scores. In some cases, academically entitled students can be overtly 
hostile, even belligerent, in confrontations with faculty, expecting profes-
sors to bend to their will whenever they are dissatisfied.

Academic entitlement is linked to externalizing behavior generally, 
including an external locus of control, which refers to viewing others to be 
the actors in any situation, rather than seeing one’s own role. Often accom-
panying externalizing is blame deflection: seeing others as at fault rather 
than acknowledging how one has personally contributed to a negative 

* Typical measures of academic entitlement include high levels of agreement with the following 
statements: “If I have explained to my professor that I am trying hard, I think he/​she should 
give me some consideration with respect to my course grade”; or “My professors should recon-
sider my grade if I am close to the grade I want.” These are the reverse of a mindset that says, “I 
believe that it is my responsibility to seek out the resources to succeed in college”; and “If I miss 
class, it is my responsibility to get the notes.”
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outcome. Students high in academic entitlement can view themselves to 
be victims of unfair grading policies, since they perceive that they received 
a poorer grade than they expected due to a problem with the faculty mem-
ber’s unjust grading policy, rather than a fair assessment of low quality. 
Alternatively, students with a growth mindset view poorer-​than-​expected 
marks as an opportunity to learn and improve in future endeavors.5

In combining grit with academic entitlement, the key for students is 
to develop a growth mindset that balances an understanding of the self 
with the feedback of others. A healthy balance achieves a moderate under-
standing of the power of one’s self. Students should view themselves as 
capable of persisting through conscientious effort—​grit—​while under-
standing the importance of feedback from others. Having a self-​concept as 
a worthy person, who is smart and capable, is crucial for taking feedback 
constructively, rather than becoming offended over self-​perceived entitled 
rights, or alternatively being debilitated by self-​doubting confirmations of 
low worth. Students need to learn to cope with less-​than-​perfect grades, 
and other forms of feedback regarding low-​quality performance. Another 
important resiliency skill in college is to seek out feedback from faculty. 
Resilient and growth-​minded students request to meet with faculty, not to 
complain or demand grade changes, but rather to learn why they received 
the marks they did and acquire strategies for improving on subsequent 
exams and assignments. Especially helpful in fostering these skills in col-
lege are mentoring and research assistant relationships. In fact, students 
with the lowest levels of ability benefit the most from additional forms 
of academic engagement, returning even more significant returns to aca-
demic outcomes than those who began with higher levels of ability. Hard 
work can pay off, if students are willing to couple their hard work with 
responsive changes based on feedback from expert others, such as faculty. 
The most important first step is acknowledging personal responsibility for 
a student’s own learning. The second step is to take responsibility for seek-
ing out opportunities to develop from others.6

One way for students to accept personal responsibility is to reflect on 
the ways they have been socialized in prior experiences to view them-
selves in certain ways. Families, prior school experiences, friend groups, 
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and social media all socialize people to view their self in certain ways. As 
an example of this kind of self-​reflection on self and other expectations, 
Chen reflects on how gender expectations affect her self-​interpretation, 
saying that “I fall on the masculine side of the scale when it comes to 
how much I  express my emotions, even though how I  express them 
appears more feminine.” In doing so, she refers to a reading by Emily Kane 
(2013)7 entitled “ ‘No Way My Boys Are Going To Be Like That!’ Parents’ 
Responses to Children’s Gender Nonconformity.” Kane emphasizes the 
likelihood that one’s own gender identity is influenced by one’s parents. 
At the same time, Kane emphasizes that children are not merely passive 
recipients of gender socialization by parents and society. Rather, children 
are active agents in forming their understanding of gender in relation to 
the ways their parents (and others) socialize them. Furthermore, parents 
often socialize gender in unconscious ways, based on what they were 
taught as children, but they too can become conscious of their actions and 
think critically about what ideas they want to pass on. Likewise, the fact 
that Chen is becoming aware of the ways she does and does not fit into 
gender stereotypes regarding emotional expression means that she has the 
opportunity to more actively shape her femininity, and to begin to harness 
her ability to mold the impressions others have of her.

Donna Gaines (2013)8 studied a more extreme example of how society 
shapes what it means to be an individual: teen suicide pacts, when a group 
of teenagers decides to end their lives together, simultaneously. Gaines 
attributes these atrocities to intense forms of societal neglect, in which the 
individuality of teens is ironically both ignored, in terms of personal care 
and compassion, and simultaneously informally controlled, through strict 
expectations regarding acceptable teenager behavior. Teens who do not 
conform to society are considered deviant, separated, removed from con-
tributing to society—​labels that produce angst and despair. When social 
messages about and to teenagers convey these types of labels, it is not 
entirely surprising that some respond by actualizing their removal from 
society by ending their lives. This is not to condone, approve, or encourage 
teen suicide. The point is instead to move beyond the impulse to villainize 
such teens by attributing their actions entirely to individual deficits.
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Surely there are individual imbalances, but also to blame are the soci-
etal imbalances that impact these teens’ behavior. Removing free will and 
choice from teens, or from anyone, places the emphasis too squarely on 
the role of society and disempowers individuals from seeing the ways 
their own choices matter. On the other extreme, viewing personal choices 
as reigning supreme is also dangerous and places too much responsibil-
ity on individuals. For example, one of the students in chapter 6, Jacob, 
reflected on this reading by saying, “Labeling is a powerful influence that 
society can put on a person; this power is seen in ‘Teenage Wasteland’ as 
kids who are negatively labeled as ‘burnouts,’ ‘druggies,’ and ‘troubled los-
ers’ are forced into feeling that suicide and ‘crash[ing] to the bottom’ of the 
social world were their only options in life (Gaines 2013: 7,11).” Likewise, 
one of the students in this chapter, Chen, refers to this reading in describ-
ing her socialization:

Teenagers are labeled by adults and their peers, and it can be unclear 
as to whether they were labeled because of the way they act or [if 
they instead] act how they do because that is what is expected of 
them (Gaines 2013, 13–​14). . . . Those types of interactions I had with 
adults shaped the way I  interact with others by socializing me to be 
more reserved [emphasis added]. . . . When someone gave me a label, 
I  found a way to fit into that role  .  .  . Had I  been socialized in a 
different way or given different labels during my childhood, I would 
have become a different person.

Chen is reflecting on to what extent she is making choices that reflect 
her personal desires versus acting in ways that mimic what she was taught 
to do. However, this is not an either–​or choice.

A balanced perspective centers on recognizing that all personal choices 
are part agency (exercises of free will to be and do what one wants) and part 
society (informed, shaped, or controlled by social groups, cultural norms, 
and shared experiences). Focusing on this interplay, especially in the ways 
young people transition into adulthood, is key to having resilience in the 
face of adversity. Sometimes college brings difficulties, as does life more 
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generally. Some college students experience the hardest moments of their 
lives during college, either through their academic pursuits or through 
relationships with their families and friends. Other students experience 
some of the best and most rewarding moments of their lives during col-
lege. Many students experience a combination of the best and worst. To 
navigate these dynamic times, young people must exercise resiliency, rec-
ognizing both the ways their personal biographies shape their current 
choices and the ways they can retool the person they are becoming and 
write their own personal and professional stories.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

#outsider #identitycrisis #recentering #notbrandname What resiliency 
looks like will vary tremendously by the individual and their specific chal-
lenges and circumstances. Students like Aaron or Alexa can focus on 
the issues of re-​centering and identity they describe. One challenge that 
Aaron mentioned was the difference between his upbringing and that of 
his peers:

My lacking in skills was due in part to the different childrearing 
techniques that my parents used compared to my classmates. My 
parents leaned towards more of a[n accomplishment of] natural 
growth technique, where I was the one in charge of my free time. 
Indeed, I was in some organized sports, but not in as many as my 
classmates were in, as their parents used concerted cultivation 
(Lareau 2013; see chapter 3 for a summary). Because I lacked these 
things, I  experienced many embarrassing moments that began 
shaping me into an upper-​class look-​alike.

A professional counselor or other university support staff could help 
Aaron and Alexa to transition from allowing their high school identity 
to define their college experience and into exploring new opportunities 
and groups that college provides. The transition to adulthood involves 
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thinking critically about prior social experiences and considering whether 
the dynamics of the past remain relevant in new social situations, such as 
college. Trying to fit into groups in which one feels unaccepted is tiring, 
and that energy may be better spent on finding new social groups that pro-
vide acceptance. Sometimes that requires changing the people with whom 
one associates, and other times it simply means changing the dynamics 
of interaction among the same group of people. In either case, we caution 
students like Aaron and Alexa against reliving their high school experi-
ence on campus. Often college provides opportunities for a fresh start and 
the chance to break old patterns.

We also advise students to seek ways to reflect upon, understand, and 
live their truth. This starts with understanding that in college, there are 
going to be people from the upper class. Yet there are also going to be stu-
dents who are middle-​, working-​, or lower-​class. Students do not need to 
feel pressured to fit into one group or another because it is possible to go 
between groups, to make friends with someone who is more well-​off and 
with someone who is not. Aaron and Alexa could reach out to other peo-
ple who identify the way they do. Instead of trying to “keep up with the 
Joneses,” much less the Kardashians, we advise students to think critically 
about what they are capable of, given their social circumstances, and how 
to comfortably align their lifestyle with their long-​term plans. If students 
like Aaron and Alexa let their real, authentic personalities come through, 
they will find friends that like them not because of what they do or do not 
have but because of who they are. This is the way to embrace the social 
construction of the life course, and to embed personal biographies into 
current social interactions in ways that create positive support channels 
and which help students become the people they desire to be. While stu-
dents are no more able to change their structural circumstances or history 
than the rest of us, college life does give them the opportunity to make 
choices and move forward.

#shy #followingtherules We remind Chen that emerging adulthood is 
a period of identity exploration, when young people are becoming inde-
pendent of their parents but are not yet financially self-​supporting. It is a 
time when young people can explore the possibilities for their road ahead 
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and make important life decisions. Both in terms of day-​to-​day living as 
well as long-​term trajectories and outcomes, emerging adults have free-
dom to choose and decisions to make. For some people, such decisions 
naturally give way to clear pathways to achieve their desired outcomes: a 
major leads to a career, which leads to financial independence, and that in 
turn leads to establishing an independent household and later building a 
family. For others, such as Chen, these waters may be murky and harder 
to navigate, at least initially. When this is the case, and particularly when 
emerging adults lack social connections to a supportive community, they 
can experience this period as unstable and disconnected.

These problems are especially acute when students are living far from 
home or are the first in their family to attend college (like Chen), so their 
parents do not have experience navigating higher education. For Chen, the 
many decisions and choices could lead to confusion, a lack of direction, 
and feelings of isolation from those whose plans seem clear. Alternatively, 
the questions she is considering could also be compatible with having a 
reasonably clear plan for college and career. She is at a crucial juncture 
then, a point at which reaching out to the right people can make all the 
difference. If Chen were to reach out to a professor or another trusted 
supportive adult, the best research-​based advice she could receive would 
be to get connected in an effort to find her voice. Some way, somehow, she 
needs to start making her campus her home. Many students do not realize 
what a wide array of resources there are for finding places where they can 
speak out and fit in on campus, especially for finding fellow students who 
may be underrepresented at the university. However, we guarantee there 
are other people like Chen on her campus; she and others like her must 
only work to find them.

Connecting to the content of chapter 3, Stuber (2012)9 documents that 
“social class shapes students’ experiences within the experiential core of 
college life, structuring their abilities to navigate their campus’ social and 
extracurricular worlds. Indeed, privileged students typically arrive on 
campus with sophisticated maps and navigational devices to guide their 
journeys—​while less privileged students are often less equipped for the 
journey” (p.  12). Thus it is natural for students whose parents did not 
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attend college or who come from a working-​class background to fluctu-
ate between feeling enthusiastic and feeling lost. Importantly, scholars of 
higher education remind us that college is a process that involves more 
than educational outcomes. Students are also acquiring social networks, 
along with cultural tastes and attitudes that carry over into professional 
life. Since cultural competencies vary at the outset of college, they inform 
the choices that students make while in college, which in turn shape life 
after graduation, carrying over to decisions about careers and family.

As Stuber (2011) points out, although the ability to confidently navi-
gate campus life leads to the reproduction of economic, social, and cul-
tural capital, higher education also provides a means to contest existing 
economic hierarchies. Doing so requires not simply choosing a major 
that theoretically guarantees a given job, but also attending to both cur-
ricular and extracurricular ways to find their voice and learn what works 
for them. Indeed, this aspect of college life makes it doubly important for 
people like Chen to seek out opportunities to connect to groups and find 
some way—​social, cultural, academic—​to participate more in campus life. 
For Chen, learning how to speak up will steer her toward goals and an out-
come that fits her interests and desires. Students who have specific goals 
that they are able to articulate and put into action are much more likely 
to achieve those goals, and the resulting sense of accomplishment or self-​
efficacy leads to further success (Mirowsky & Ross 2007).10

For this reason, Chen’s expressed concern about labeling is reflective 
of not knowing whether she has control or feeling unable to see how the 
path that she has chosen in college will lead to long-​term success. As Chen 
points out, it is not clear if she was labeled “shy” due to expectations of 
her family or a result of her true personality. She indicates that “[t]‌his is 
similar to dilemmas the teenagers Gaines studied dealt with in their town. 
Gaines found their major problem was that they were told ‘to be decent 
human beings when nobody [seemed] to respect them or take them seri-
ously’ (2013: 12).” Since increased self-​direction leads to greater success, 
Chen will reap longer-​term rewards if she seeks out resources to help her 
define a path and break free of the label she had in high school. We advise 
students like her to think critically about how to stand firm in articulating 
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what they value. Not every situation requires a response, of course, so 
Chen should still exercise her keen observational insights to understand 
what is going on before speaking.

We also advise students like her to view college as providing the oppor-
tunity to improve social skills. Seek challenging situations and find ways 
to offer comments and opinions when comfortable. This will build confi-
dence and begin to crystalize passion and purpose. Importantly, students 
like Chen need to know that it is alright to ask for help. “Be quiet” is not 
a rule in college, unlike in Chen’s past, and people on campus value hear-
ing from students. As higher education professionals and faculty, we do 
not get annoyed when students ask us questions. Rather, asking questions 
is expected and welcome on the university campus. Another key oppor-
tunity in college is the chance to find groups of friends that can build 
confidence, and for Chen, this confidence is a critical part of resilience. It 
may start with being around people who have similar interests. As quiet 
students speak up among friends, they gain the experience for speaking 
up more generally.

#movingon #emotionalabuse As for Michalyn, we advise her to seek 
counseling. The experiences she has been through require professional 
counselors to understand, and there is no sense trying to go it alone. Most 
campuses have a counseling and psychology center, often within the health 
center, that provides students professional help with learning to manage 
negative emotions. Once Michalyn gains assistance in lessening the inten-
sity of her experiences, she will be better equipped to focus on what they 
mean for the life she is shaping. She is rightly engaging in relationship 
management and realizing that some relationships are not good for her, 
and she is beginning to seek positive relationships. That is wonderful, and 
we advise students in similar situations to do the same critical evaluation 
of themselves and their social interactions.

At the same time, there is a broader issue that needs to be addressed: 
Michalyn’s intense focus on the expectations of others. This risks tipping 
the delicate balance, described in the science section, too heavily toward 
the social control of others at the expense of the role of the self. Students 
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like Michalyn would do well to achieve a better balance between the two, 
and to guard against only living in ways they think will fulfill the expecta-
tions of others. Professional counseling would help to address this over-
arching issue as well as promote healing from the emotional abuse in 
Michalyn’s recent past.

In order to enhance her personal resiliency, we would advise Michalyn 
to make a list of the positive aspects in her life that affirm the positive feel-
ings she is having now, as she begins to establish her personal freedom. 
Even after moving beyond negative emotions of past trauma, counsel-
ing services can provide regular check-​ins on progress toward building 
the better life that Michalyn desires. Those efforts will help to restore her 
sense of personal agency over her social experiences. Ultimately, she can 
invest those skills in thinking about what kind of professional path she 
wants to carve, and what steps she needs to make toward it. For Michalyn, 
resilience will be an involved process, but well worth it.

#notgettingit #saywhat Interpreting Connor’s story requires return-
ing to the content of chapters 1 and 2. Recall that emerging adulthood 
is a time of instability, of “shifting choices,” according to Arnett, where 
emerging adults “know they are supposed to have a Plan with a capital 
P.”11 Connor’s trouble with zeroing in on the important concepts in class, 
and his difficulty focusing, may be signals to reconsider his Plan. The 
Plans of most emerging adults are subject to numerous revisions, and the 
goal of further development during this life stage is to learn from each set 
of revisions. We urge Connor to visit an advisor to discuss the academic 
challenges he is facing. Adept advisors would deepen Connor’s awareness 
of the numerous career options available on campus, and the fact that fac-
ulty in roles besides the typical “doctor, lawyer, engineer” paths are likely 
able to relate to his experience. The advisor could offer Connor examples 
of other courses that he could take in order to assess whether he is on the 
right career path. After selecting some courses to explore whether those 
subjects would make more sense for him and better captivate his inter-
est, the advisor could also encourage Connor to connect with the faculty 
teaching those courses, and to meet with them during office hours to ask 
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about how they became interested in their career path and in their field 
of study.

We advise students like Connor to talk with others on campus about 
their experience feeling lost in a certain class and later finding other 
classes that animated them. Doing so orients students toward career 
paths aligned with who they want to be and what they want to do, 
instead of following a plan created by others. Instability during college 
should not be read negatively; rather, it is part and parcel of possibility 
and exploration—​the liminal phase, where young people create mean-
ing and discover identity. Connor’s feelings of being lost, confused, and 
even scared are normal. Many advisors can relate to his experiences, and 
it is often the case that advisors did not at first know the ultimate goal 
of their own career path. The major lesson is that Connor can bounce 
back by embracing college as a time to gain exposure to the wide array 
of career options and to learn from people who hold positions that 
interest him.

We also advise students like Connor not to write off the professor 
of the course that is challenging them. If he reaches out to the profes-
sor of his physics class, Connor may find that there are ways for him 
to better connect with the content. Sometimes students literally show 
professors the notes they are taking during class to ask for specific feed-
back on whether they are absorbing the right content. This method, in 
contrast to a general statement like “I’m lost,” can be an effective way 
to get concrete help from a professor. Some students do not realize that 
they can gain more individualized instruction through professors’ office 
hours. Meanwhile, other students come by regularly to take advantage of 
this personalized “tutoring,” which then bolsters their understanding of 
classroom instruction. Plus, there are many university courses for which 
additional tutoring is available, often provided by students who excel in 
those topics. If Connor takes advantage of these resources, he will gain 
an important life skill that stays with him beyond the immediate goal of 
doing well in that particular class. He will learn that the first impression 
of a social circumstance does not have to be the last: he can be resilient 
amid confusion.
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TOGETHERNESS: WHAT WE (CAN) SHARE

Next, we offer a possible dialog between several of our case studies. 
Faculty and support staff are important social supports in navigating col-
lege, as are fellow students. In these togetherness sections, the goal is to 
suggest ways that students can support one another in navigating col-
lege. Akin to a reality television show, the students are interacting with 
each other in ways that build their relationships around some of the chal-
lenges and opportunities these students described in their stories. Given 
the challenges already expressed within the case studies, the goal in these 
situations is to focus on the positive ways that students can support one 
another. Inevitably social interactions can also be fraught with negative 
experiences, and we do not mean to suggest that all social interactions 
occur positively. Rather, we offer some possible ways to support one 
another, which students can and will modify to add their own authentic 
approach. To review student stories alongside these togetherness sections, 
readers can refer to the table of case studies that precedes chapter 1 and 
the brief synopsis of student stories included within that table.

Troy and Aaron. Troy and Aaron have never met before, but both 
attended the welcome meeting for a student organization focused on 
environmental awareness on campus. During an icebreaker activity at the 
beginning of the meeting, Troy and Aaron are paired up and expected 
to introduce themselves. They share with each other that, coincidentally, 
they both chose to attend this meeting because they are determined to try 
out new interests and experiences during their first year. They joke about 
how it seemed kind of silly to be doing that, but now they feel better that 
someone else is doing the same thing!

As the meeting goes on, they continue to talk about their experiences so 
far. Troy mentions that he felt like a fraud at the very beginning of the year 
because he left an entire friend group back in his home state and began a 
new life here at college. He talked to one of his instructors about it, and the 
instructor helped him see that this was a normal, positive process of “letting 
go.” Aaron immediately relates, and he shares his experiences of transition-
ing from a Baptist, working-​class high school to a more affluent Catholic 
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high school. He went to his advisor, who, like Troy’s instructor, encouraged 
him to engage fully in the college experience. They both say that they are 
starting to feel more balanced, and they comment to each other about the 
energy and good vibes that come from going home to see old friends—​and 
how, after going, they look forward to returning to their new friends.

Troy admits that he can identify more with the affluent private school 
from which Aaron graduated, but he also talks about how he is happier 
now that he is in college where it is more diverse. Aaron agrees, and he says 
he is happy to be at a place that is not full of just one kind of people. Both 
find it reassuring to talk with someone who has experienced the stress of 
leaving one community and having to find their place in a new one. Their 
joking and positive energy continue, and the two of them decide to attend 
an art exhibit on campus—​something neither of them would have consid-
ered doing in high school. Here’s to new experiences!

Derrick and Michalyn. Derrick and Michalyn have not met before, but 
they become lab partners in Chemistry 101. During class, they enjoy hav-
ing some good-​humored conversation, and they tend to do well on their 
assignments. Much to their surprise, they end up running into each other 
at a “Healthy Relationships” seminar offered by the campus wellness cen-
ter. They begin chatting. Derrick mentions the girlfriend whom he fol-
lowed to college only to have her break up with him. Michalyn reveals 
that she was in an abusive relationship. They are both shocked and, most 
importantly, relieved to know that someone else who seems to “have it all 
together” in class has also dealt with some difficult relationship issues. 
They decide to go for coffee after the event.

Derrick “fesses up” to Michalyn, letting her know that at the beginning 
of the semester he was miserable and struggling academically. He tells her 
that he actually failed the first chemistry exam. After that, he relays, he 
explained to his instructor why he was doing so poorly. The instructor told 
Derrick that it was very common for students to fight through heartbreak, 
and that he would eventually learn to better compartmentalize so he could 
maintain his grades. The instructor also suggested that he go to a seminar 
about healthy relationships. He is in a much better frame of mind now and 
has made an A on the last two exams.
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Michalyn, fascinated by Derrick’s story, says that she was in absolute 
despair at first. She opened up to an RA during an event at her residence 
hall, and that is who suggested she begin attending this seminar. She says 
that she too feels better now, but both of them complain about how sev-
eral people minimized their experience. People told Derrick to just get 
over it, that he would have many more girlfriends. Michalyn got similar 
advice from a few people who didn’t understand her full story. But once 
each had talked with some more supportive people on campus, they real-
ized that their struggles were valid. Thankfully, they also realized they had 
the power to control their own life experience, especially while in college. 
They agree to keep each other honest and help one another make their 
own choices and not let others affect them as much. In the spirit of taking 
charge, they decide to be spontaneous and attend a comedy show on cam-
pus, because they see a flyer for it at the coffee shop. And why not?

Bryce and Chen. Both Bryce and Chen needed a one-​hour elective, and 
both ended up taking “Finding your Voice,” a discussion seminar focused 
on assertiveness. Bryce chose the course because some older friends told 
him to (they said it would be easy). Chen chose it because her advisor 
thought it would be a good experience for her and recommended that she 
take it. Early in the semester, Bryce and Chen are paired with each other 
as part of a role-​playing assertiveness exercise. The instructions involve 
choosing a role for your partner to play, and then conducting a respect-
ful but assertive conversation with that person on a particular issue. Both 
Chen and Bryce end up choosing their parents, and that coincidence gets 
them talking.

Chen talks about growing up in a world of strict parental expectations, 
and Bryce immediately responds with stories about his own experience of 
never-​ending expectations to live up to. They find the activity to be very 
worthwhile, and both admit that the course is turning out to be a great 
experience. They commiserate about how hard it can be to speak up to 
your parents, but how great it is to be in college, where they can really 
become who they want to be. They make plans to have some respectful 
but assertive conversations with their parents the next time they go home. 
To their surprise, they realize that they both secretly love Japanese anime. 
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As a symbol of their new assertiveness, they make plans to attend a comic 
exhibit on campus that same evening.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	 To learn more about the concept of resiliency, we suggest 
reading this article: Henderson, Nan, November 2, 2012, “What 
Is Resiliency and Why Is It So Important?” Resiliency in Action, 
retrieved from https://​www.resiliency.com/​what-​is-​resiliency/​.

	 ■	 There are also several quizzes available online to test one’s 
level of resiliency, such as this one that can be completed 
automatically: Siebert, Al, “Resiliency Quiz—​How Resilient 
Are You?” Resiliency Center, retrieved from http://​
resiliencyquiz.com/​index.shtml; or another that can be tabulated 
manually: Henderson, Nan, November 2, 2012, “The Resiliency 
Quiz” Resiliency in Action, retrieved from https://​www.
resiliency.com/​free-​articles-​resources/​the-​resiliency-​quiz/​.

	 ■	 A related concept, called “grit,” has gained recent attention. 
To read more about grit, visit Angela Duckworth’s website for 
her book, Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance: https://​
angeladuckworth.com/​grit-​book/​.

	 ■	I n addition, visit the research tab on Angela Duckworth’s 
website to learn more about how the scale was developed and 
what it helps to explain. A grit scale quiz can be completed and 
tabulated automatically here: “Grit Scale,” retrieved from https://​
angeladuckworth.com/​grit-​scale/​.
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6

Harnessing Uniqueness and 
Finding Similar People

Chapter 6 addresses race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, and 
other aspects of diversity that shape individual students’ expectations 
and experiences of college life. Some students find the university to 
have greater diversity than their smaller hometowns, while others 
came from more diverse urban settings. Many students struggle to 
understand how they fit in and how to make sense of others’ atti-
tudes. Students reflect on experiences with inclusion and exclusion 
during college, and many come to understand these experiences as 
part of larger social structures. Readers learn how to harness their 
identities as a personal strength, while also finding others who are 
similar enough to understand and support their perspective, values, 
or interests.  



Harnessing Uniqueness and Finding Similar People� 151

This chapter focuses on diversity and identity, which are key areas of 
growth for most college students. The goal is to encourage students to 
reflect on and understand their own identities and view diversity on cam-
pus as an opportunity to develop “soft skills.” Soft skills refer to engaging 
with others in emotionally mature, respectful, and empathic ways. Talking 
with other students about their differences and similarities builds these 
skills, and college campuses often provide new opportunities to engage 
with people from different backgrounds.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

In the following stories, Jacob discusses feeling like a “fish out of water” on 
campus because it is more diverse than his hometown. Andrea and Cody, 
on the other hand, report that the same university is less diverse than their 
hometowns. Cameron shares about experiencing racism for the first time, 
and Eduardo and Marco discuss being bicultural. Linda relates her fam-
ily’s reaction to her dating someone from a different culture, while Landon 
describes his family’s reaction to his desire to learn more about Muslims. 
Nikolaus describes being categorized as white to boost his chances of 
getting adopted, and William talks about the pressures of conforming to 
white ideals. Hayden, who reflects on what it is like to be bisexual, engages 
the issue of sexuality. Erin and Braden discuss religiosity, the former turn-
ing away from it and the latter engaging it more actively. Together, these 
students are diverse in terms of race and ethnicity, country of origin, cul-
ture, gender, sexuality, family status, and religiosity.

#fishoutofwater or #dontbelong:  Do you feel like a fish out of 
water? Sometimes I do. In class, my prof called this “culture shock.” 
All I know is it’s so different here than back home.

Jacob describes what it is like to move from a small town where all 
his classmates were similar to him to a large university with greater 
diversity:
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My elementary school years were spent in a mostly white public 
school. I did very well on all my homework and tests, and I was 
very interested in school at a young age. I  had always gone to 
school, come home, went right to my homework, and then 
played outside until dark. I had no cares in the world, and I was 
privileged to live in a safe neighborhood with tons of other kids 
to socialize with. These were all kids just like me. I was situated 
in a neighborhood where my race and class identities were solid, 
and I had the advantages of being zoned for a great school system. 
Since my parents were able to afford to live in a place with access 
to such a school system, I started off with a huge advantage at a 
very young age . . . Once it was time to consider middle school, 
I had started to stand out as an academic student. Because my 
parents were well off, I had the opportunity to attend a private, 
Christian prep school. . . . There were only about 80 students in 
my class there, and I  still did not encounter people who were 
much different than me. I did not understand any of the world 
outside of my little bubble.  .  .  . I was so surrounded by driven 
people at such a young age that it was all I knew. Every student 
was required year-​round to be in an athletic activity, play an 
instrument or be in the choir, and participate in fine arts. All of 
this was to be done while maintaining perfect grades and taking 
bible classes. We were able to go on amazing retreats, and even a 
Florida beach trip in eighth grade. In my mind, life was perfect, 
and I had no idea what the real world was like . . . Things became 
different when I came all the way to this campus to compete on 
the track and field team and pursue my undergraduate degree. 
Even though I had competed in track all throughout my middle 
school and high school years, everyone on the team was so 
different than I was used to. It is almost safe to say that no one 
was alike at all. We had athletes on the team from everywhere in 
the world, not just across America.
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Conversely, Andrea describes nearly the opposite experience 
when she came to campus, as it was less diverse than the urban con-
text she was accustomed to:

When I first came to this campus, one of the things that struck me 
was the lack of diversity. In my classes back home, we were very 
mixed, both in race and economic status. There were of course a 
few students from the upper class, but most were lower to middle 
income. Our classes also had a lot of minorities, unlike here. In all 
of my last semester’s classes in college, I counted only 10 non-​white 
students. People also regularly make racist comments to me. One 
instance [of this that I  encountered was], my roommate’s friend 
commented on my boots by saying, “are those your ni**** stomping 
boots?” No one had ever said anything like that to me before and 
it made me realize just how racist America still is. This is not the 
only instance of racist comments I have heard since being in the 
South. Recently, we played a game against a southern university. 
While I was warming up in the outfield, one of the fans yelled out 
to one of the umpires, that was black, “Are you blind? Come on 
dark-​faced blue!” I was immediately taken back at the fact that he 
just screamed this across the field for the whole stadium to hear. 
He was so unashamed of his racism. One of our outfielders who is 
Latino also said that he had been yelling nasty comments to her all 
game. Based on her phenotype, or physical appearance, the man 
felt that he was superior to my teammate and the umpire and felt 
the need to assert his superiority in front of a large group.

Similarly, Cody describes experiencing less diversity in college 
than in his hometown:

I observed this [less diversity] to be true coming from a racially 
diverse high school, to the more homogeneous context here on 
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campus . . . Because of this, [in high school] I was often learning 
about, and getting to know people that looked different than 
me and had different backgrounds. This environment allowed 
me to be more open and accepting of differences in society 
and encouraged me to think about social problems in a more 
encompassing manner, as I could still feel empathy for people that 
I did not identify with. However, my experience shifted in college. 
It was clear to me that the lack of minority students represented 
a racial disparity in our society. As I walk into my classes for the 
first time each semester, especially honors courses, I notice that 
many of the students seem to reflect my race and class.

#diversity #racism: Had a great conversation today in class about 
racism, and it made me think back to the first time I ever witnessed 
racism, in high school. What about you—​when was the first time 
you ever saw or heard something racist happen?

Cameron describes his first encounters with racism:

One of the most dramatic contrasts between my two high schools 
presented itself in the racial makeup of the school. At my first 
high school, I was never in class with more than two people who 
were not white, though in my second high school nearly 30% of 
the students identified as a minority race. My Spanish class had 
a 4:3 ratio of native to non-​native Spanish speakers. In Kansas, 
I  was never exposed to people who were different than me, in 
a meaningful way. My family, church, school, and community 
were made up of people that looked just like me: white and upper 
middle class . . . With this increase of diversity came an increase of 
issues among people who were different. The first time I heard the 
word “n******” yelled down the hallway, I gasped. My mouth flung 
open in disbelief that someone would say that word, much less so 
loud. Even more shocking was the lack of reaction by everyone 
else, which helped me see that this was normal there.
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Cameron then recounted that people at the second school 
thought that it was acceptable to say this word if it was used as a 
term of endearment among non-​white students. Though this may 
have been the norm in that setting, it may not be the case in col-
lege. These formative interactions, however, are likely to continue to 
affect Cameron in college, even though the norms around him have 
changed. It is thus important to reflect on the expectations of each 
new social environment.
#frommexico #opportunity:  Look for the #opportunity in each 
obstacle. Have sympathy for those who have less than you do. That’s 
what life has taught me anyway.

Eduardo explains how growing up as an immigrant has shaped 
his experience of being bicultural in college:

I spent the first few years of my life in Mexico. When I first arrived 
in this country, I couldn’t communicate. My grades displayed me 
as being far behind the rest academically . .  . My teachers didn’t 
know how much I could truly do because of the language barrier. 
I  had to learn English before I  was able to demonstrate to my 
teachers that I was a bright student with the will to learn despite 
my disadvantages  .  .  . I  also learned that some children need 
more help than others. My experience encouraged me to pursue 
a career in which I would help other disadvantaged kids . . . My 
experience of being an immigrant child, unable to understand, 
allows me to have sympathy for other kids who need a little extra 
help to succeed.

Marco reflects on being bicultural:

Two days ago, I recovered a repressed childhood memory while 
watching a George Lopez stand-​up special. The comedian and 
I  share a cultural background; we are both first-​generation 
Mexicans in the United States, with two languages and two 
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cuisines . . . For me and George Lopez, there are American ways 
of doing things and Mexican ways; our culture is having two 
cultures. So when Lopez brought up the old Spanish phrase, ‘Sana 
sana, colita de rana,’ a soothing rhyme used by mothers when 
their children are in pain [translation: “heal, heal, little frog tail”], 
I laughed the hardest I had that day, out of pure realization that 
(a) my ‘White-​American’ self had allowed me to forget how often 
my own mother used the phrase throughout my upbringing, and 
(b) that the use of culture to explain how people act collectively 
worked—​George Lopez’s audience howled with me, and we all 
howled together because we had a mutual understanding that 
‘Sana sana, colita de rana’ is how we Mexicans deal with things, 
things like the scraped little knees of our children.

#interracialdating #interracialfamily: Brought my boyfriend home 
to meet the family. Turns out my ‘rents are actually excited about 
possibly having a “biracial marriage.” Well, we’ll see . . .

From a different point of view, Linda reflects on dating some-
one from another country and reports her family’s reaction to the 
relationship:

Second year of college, I began dating a man named Marco, he was 
born in the U.S., but his parents moved to this city from Mexico. 
We began talking because I was minoring in Spanish, and he told 
me he was impressed that I “knew” another language. Surprised 
that he felt that way, I  responded saying “but you speak both 
English, and Spanish, because of your family?” and he said “yes 
but I  live in the United States, of course I speak English.” What 
I found interesting is that his life as a child was more integrated 
with different languages than mine would ever be studying a 
language, yet I received more praise for my knowledge and effort 
of learning another language than he did . . . I was privileged to 
be able to learn a language, whereas anyone raised in a family of 
a different culture  .  .  . was expected to know English, yet most 
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Americans don't know another language . . . Because of their race 
and language barrier, they are excluded from praise for knowing 
multiple languages.

Moreover, when I told my parents about dating Marco . . . they 
said maybe we will finally have a “biracial marriage” in the family, 
almost as though it was a badge to show that we were different 
from “other whites,” and wouldn’t be carded off as racist. Then 
they asked if he was Catholic, and I  said yes (I was also raised 
Catholic), and that reassured them that he wasn’t “such a bad guy.” 
However, I question what their views would have been if he would 
have been Muslim, or Buddhist . . . Their happiness towards the 
relationship based on Marco’s religion, demonstrates the idea that 
they liked the familiarity of the culture he was brought up in . . . 
To them, he demonstrated diversity by not being Hispanic versus 
white [even when at the same time he ironically] “wooed” them 
with his generic, culturally popular religion.

#adopted #becomingwhite:  One of my profs talked about “white 
privilege” today, and I  can’t help but yet again be confused about 
whether I am white or privileged. Definitely confusing since I was 
born to Asian parents, abandoned in Russia, and adopted by a white 
family.

Nikolaus describes race and adoption:

The journey of my life begins in a distant country where I  was 
born and immediately put into an orphanage. In Russia, I  was 
born to parents who were both teenagers, and I was the third child. 
From an early age, social factors began to forge how my life would 
play out. The first of these is through labeling  .  .  . This labeling 
was portrayed in my life through the designation of my race as 
Caucasian on my birth certificate, even though I could have been 
simply labeled as Asian. I was most likely labeled this way because 
it gave me a higher chance of being adopted . . . By being as close 
to white as possible I  could then be more desirable. Passing as 
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white comes through many different forms. I  have darker skin 
because of the location in Russia I am from and am often confused 
for being Mexican. Just a couple of weeks ago in the dining hall, 
one of the workers started speaking to me in Spanish, and I had 
to tell them I  didn’t understand, and she said, “sorry you just 
look Mexican.”  .  .  . To further fit this white American standard, 
when I  came over to the United States my name was changed 
from Nikolaus to a name sounding much more American and 
which passed with a greater degree of acceptance: Nick. [By being 
labeled white, my adoption fees were most likely higher.] While 
having a higher price tag may seem silly, it meant that I could be 
considered white and was advertised that way to attract American 
families.

#whitemale #pressure:  Some say that pressure creates diamonds, 
but I’m not so sure.

William discusses a different aspect of diversity:

The structure of the American society is one conducive to the 
success of white, heterosexual, upper-​middle class, Christian 
males. . . . As a white, heterosexual, upper-​middle class, Christian 
male, I can say that . . . in the midst of all of my privilege, the fact 
is often overlooked that I  still have to work hard to achieve my 
goals, and furthermore it is often forgotten that because success 
is supposedly granted to me ahead of others in similar positions 
to myself, outsiders who know nothing of my life have higher 
expectations for my success in the modern world. Consequently, 
if I do not succeed, I as a white, heterosexual, upper-​middle class, 
Christian male will be a social outcast among my friends and 
family. While it is harder for underprivileged groups to succeed, 
white, heterosexual, upper-​middle class, Christian males are 
burdened by an anticipation of success at a higher frequency than 
any other group, because it is perceived as markedly easier. Being 
a white, heterosexual, upper-​middle class, Christian male is both 
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a blessing and a curse in today’s society, in that it comes with 
an expectation of success that not every privileged male can or 
will reach.

#bipride #notjustaphase: happy #bipride. where’s the fun in choos-
ing sides??

Hayden discusses another aspect of diversity, sexuality:

I am bisexual. This is a phrase I  have always struggled to 
say because although society’s attitude toward the LGBT 
community is changing for the positive, overall, many 
individuals’ attitudes are still hateful and unaccepting  .  .  . As 
a bisexual individual, I  can pass for straight, which gives me 
a strange sort of privilege, for through this “passing” I can be 
accepted as a “normal” (read: straight) member of society. Even 
though heterosexual people can see me as being a member of 
their group .  .  . once members of the straight community are 
aware of my status, full acceptance is rarely entirely given . . . 
My identity is belittled. I, like many other bisexuals, am told 
that it is “just a phase” or that I “will figure out what I really am 
once I find the right person.”

#notcatholic #agnostic:  Just learned what the word “agnostic” 
means today. I think that is what I am now. Sorry grandma:/​

Touching on another form of diversity, Erin describes having 
grown up religious but moving away from religiosity now as an 
emerging adult:

I considered myself to be Catholic until around my junior year 
of high school. This was probably because my immediate family 
was Catholic, and that is how I was raised. Then in high school 
many of my friends did not have Catholic beliefs, and so I was not 
exposed to Catholicism through them. Additionally, my school 
was not afraid to address some controversial beliefs of the Catholic 
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Church. Through these experiences I concluded that I no longer 
believe in the Catholic Church.

#christian:  I’m a Christian. I  am not perfect, but I  do think 
Christianity gives me strength.

Braden describes how growing up Christian affected his values:

Christianity gave me a unique view on life that allowed me to 
constantly move between social groups  .  .  . [Within certain 
denominations,] Christianity views sexual relations before 
marriage as wrong, including those in the mind brought on by 
pornography, while the society that exists around us is extremely 
centered on exploring sexuality and the pursuit of sexual partners 
outside of the covenant of marriage . . . The human race is innately 
sexual, due to sex being the way for reproduction, but the sexual 
desires are for more than just reproduction. Humans have an 
obsession with sex that occurred throughout the ages and will 
still occur in the future. These sexual influences were pushed on 
me and societal influences connected sexuality to masculinity . . . 
Christianity, however, is meant to be concerned with what is 
godly and right, not what is masculine or feminine. Through its 
stance on masculinity and sexuality, Christianity is, in essence, a 
powerful source of socialization . . . The beauty of society is that 
there are others who have had similar experiences to mine, but 
still others who did not . . . [and whose] views on my life and their 
own experiences could be vastly different from my own.

#islamophobia: stop the hate.
Landon discusses how he is affected by the anti-​Muslim senti-

ment in his family:

With my continuation and interest in language, I asked my parents 
(for Christmas) for a book on learning Arabic (for example, a 
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dictionary, or Rosetta Stone type software, etc.). Their first question 
was if I was going to convert to become a Muslim. I stated no, but 
I wanted to learn more about their religion. I told them “Arabic is 
a wide-​spread language, and not everyone who speaks Arabic is 
Muslim.” They replied “Well you better not convert!” Instead for 
Christmas, I got a book against Muslims from the perspective of 
an African woman being kidnapped.  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

As these student stories illustrate, questions about diversity and identity 
make up an integral part of college life. These questions often arise during 
emerging adulthood when young people are figuring out who they are and 
what it means to be an adult. Issues of race, gender, religion, sexuality, and 
language can surface in college, while emerging adults explore their own 
attitudes about the privileges and constrictions that come with their iden-
tities, as well as learn to navigate the ways these facets of diversity structure 
university life. Often college presents a time to reflect on what is normal 
and on the culture of one’s upbringing. For example, Becker (2013)1 finds 
that social institutions—​such as education, family, economic, and politi-
cal institutions—​establish social norms. The shared culture these norms 
create provides people in the same social groups with similar understand-
ings. Many of the student stories illuminate the ways that race can shape 
young people’s identities, often by conveying a sense that conforming to 
the dominant culture is required to “make it” (Zweigenhaft and Domhoff 
2013)2 and forms the structure of the university. Jacob recounts how being 
in college allows him to see being white as coming with certain privileges 
and expectations. Eduardo, Marco, and Nikolaus all wrestle with what it 
means to be an American, a category tied up with race, language, and cul-
ture. All three of these students experience the feeling of being in-​between 
identities.
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Beyond identity issues, it is also important to learn from research that 
race is related to socioeconomic status. For instance, Thomas Shapiro 
(2013)3 has shown how racial differences in rates of homeownership con-
tribute to differences in wealth, a measure which reveals a greater gap 
between races than does income. Eduardo provides an example of this:

My parents are from Hidalgo, Mexico. They left everyone and 
everything they loved in pursuit of a job in a foreign nation where 
I would have more opportunity. Our socioeconomic standing is of the 
lower class. Growing up, my father worked in construction and my 
mother had a job cleaning homes, hotels, and rehabilitation homes. 
The racial wealth gap was prevalent in our family  .  .  . Immigrant 
families do not have any previous accumulation of wealth or property 
in a new country. They also simply do not have the documentation to 
build a mortgage and have credit.

In this way, race and ethnicity are structural issues, meaning they are 
built into the institutions and processes that form the economy. Matthew 
Desmond and Mustafa Emirbayer (2013),4 in a book entitled What 
is Racial Domination?, explain that race is also symbolic, meaning it is 
something people actively create and recreate as they formulate ideas and 
meaning-​making processes. This is especially true for international stu-
dents. The authors explain:  “We misrecognize race as natural when we 
begin to think that racial cleavages and inequalities can be explained by 
pointing to attributes somehow inherent in the race itself (as if they were 
biological) instead of understanding how social powers, economic forces, 
political institutions, and cultural practices have brought about these divi-
sions” (2013: 342). For example, in More Than Just Black, William Julius 
Wilson (2010)5 explains how his race is perceived differently based on the 
circumstances surrounding his appearance, such as his clothes:

I am an internationally known Harvard professor, yet a number 
of unforgettable experiences remind me that, as a black male in 
America looking considerably younger than my age, I  am also 
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feared. For example, several times over the years I have stepped into 
the elevator of my condominium dressed in casual clothes and could 
immediately tell from the body language of the other residents in the 
elevator that I made them feel uncomfortable. Were they thinking, 
“What is this black man doing in this expensive condominium? 
Are we in any danger?” I once sarcastically said to a nervous elderly 
couple who hesitated to exit the elevator because we were all getting 
off on the same floor, “Not to worry, I am a Harvard professor and 
I  have lived in this building for nine years.” When I  am dressed 
casually, I am always a little relieved to step into an empty elevator, 
but I am not apprehensive if I am wearing a tie (pp. 1–​2).

These symbolic dimensions of race come across in the experiences of 
many students. Students from racially homogenous social environments 
may recognize the importance of these dimensions of race for the first 
time in college, once they are interacting with more diverse student bod-
ies. Whether in a more diverse environment, or a less diverse environment, 
or because they are suddenly confronted with racism, their experiences 
illustrate how race affects their college experiences and social interactions 
in the world at large.

Granted, ideas and issues related to race arise long before young people 
enter college. Debra Van Ausdale and Joe Feagin (2013)6 study young chil-
dren and find that even at three and five years of age, kids grasp racial and 
ethnic concepts and use them as meaningful categories for interpreting 
social interactions. They explain: “The complex nature of children’s group 
interactions and their solo behaviors demonstrates that race and ethnicity 
are salient, substantial aspects of their lives” (p. 140). Despite the ongoing 
difficulties of navigating race and racism, we are mindful of a book enti-
tled Cosmopolitan Canopies, in which Elijah Anderson (2013)7 engages 
in what he calls “hopeful sociology” by identifying places within cities in 
which people change racial stereotypes. These city locations allow people 
to put their “urban guard” down a bit, eavesdrop on each other, and in 
other ways engage in what Anderson calls folk ethnography:  assessing 
information about each other through thoughtful observation. We believe 
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that college can likewise provide a context in which people can change 
their preconceived notions about those in other racial and ethnic groups. 
As Cody of this chapter explains, “Urban areas, being more diverse, tend 
to facilitate more empathetic, positive race relations (Anderson 2013). My 
high school was large and extremely diverse; therefore, it could be com-
pared to an urban area that consists of many different races and cultures.”

In addition to race and ethnicity, many other forms of diversity and 
identity emerge in campus life, and often intersect to affect students’ iden-
tity. By way of illustration, Marco of this chapter says, “Even ‘doing gen-
der’ (West & Zimmerman 1987, as cited in Risman 2013) played a role 
in identifying with either group [White or Hispanic]. Across racial lines, 
similar performances can result in different, gendered meanings, as well as 
meanings that intersect with race itself.” This highlights the role of gender 
and sexuality in individuals’ identities and behaviors. C. J. Pascoe (2013)8 
studied talk of sexuality and found that negative stereotypes of gendered 
behavior, especially regarding masculinity, are often used to reify gender 
categories. In day-​to-​day forms of speaking and interacting, and whether 
intentionally or not, people may ostracize other groups that do not look or 
act the same as their reference groups do. This in effect polices the bound-
aries between in-​groups and out-​groups, or those like “us” and those that 
are different.

Georg Simmel discusses this in an essay called “The Stranger” (1908),9 in 
which he describes strangers as being outside of a group and yet still help-
ing to define the group by confronting it with the difference that makes 
it distinct from other people and groups. If nearly all of one’s experiences 
are in being an outsider, the result is social isolation: disconnection, often 
evidenced through having few close friends, a concept distinct from lone-
liness, which is the subjective experience of being alone regardless of the 
number of connections (Parigi and Henson 2014).10 The obvious down-
sides are that disconnection can lead to feelings of loneliness and a loss 
of community over time. Yet there are potential advantages to experienc-
ing isolation. First, being an outsider creates a detachment that allows for 
rational analysis of a group’s dynamics, without biases wrought from emo-
tional connection to members of the group. Plus, a degree of detachment 
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from groups may be necessary in order to have difficult conversations, as 
defined by Stone and Heen (2010)11: discussions of what matters most, the 
subjects we simultaneously desire and struggle to discuss and that arouse 
strong emotions.

One of the best examples of a matter that many Americans find it dif-
ficult to discuss is religion. As Erin of this chapter summarizes, “Similarly 
to class and race, religion is an extremely complex, but also extremely 
important part of our society. It provides people with a social group 
that has similar beliefs and values as themselves (Dandaneau 2013)  .  .  . 
Socialization, or interacting with others to form our personal beliefs 
and values, makes up a large part of what religion a person identifies 
with, believes in, and belongs to (Dandaneau 2013).” Steven Dandaneau 
(2013)12 describes religion as a universal cultural phenomenon that con-
sists of institutionalized social practices, having to do with rituals that are 
deemed sacred, and which often fosters bonds of social solidarity among 
those sharing the same beliefs or partaking of the same rituals. Erin adds, 
“This [the importance of religion] has become more and more evident to 
me as I have grown older . . . Our individual religious beliefs are important 
when looking at society because they make up such large social institu-
tions for people to be involved.” William of this chapter also reflects on 
the ways that Christianity forms an important aspect of his identity, which 
can both connect and divide.

In recent decades in the United States, the religion that tends to stir the 
highest emotional response and is likely the least understood of major reli-
gions is Islam. This is well illustrated in Landan’s story about his family’s 
apprehension toward Muslims. By Landan’s account, their apprehension 
seems to stem from negative and inaccurate preconceptions. As Jen’nan 
Read (2013)13 explains, American Muslims actually represent a diverse 
group who are generally “highly educated, politically conscious, and flu-
ent in English” (p. 520). Their religious beliefs and practices are not uni-
form. Read adds: “In a country marked by a declining salience of religious 
boundaries and increasing acceptance of religious difference, Muslim 
Americans have largely been excluded from this ecumenical trend . . . we 
need to move past the fear that Muslim Americans are un-​American so we 
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can bring them into the national dialogue” (2013: 526). What Landan is 
encountering are erroneous beliefs in society about who and what Muslims 
are. In fact, many Americans overestimate the size of most minority groups 
in society, whether it be Muslims, members of the LGBTQ community, 
immigrants, or other racial and ethnic minorities. It seems that although 
many Americans want to embrace diversity, most overestimate how much 
diversity there actually is. At the same time, most white Americans do not 
interact with anyone who is not also white, leaving colleges and universi-
ties to be one of the few places where people from different backgrounds 
have the opportunity to interact and learn from each other.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

#fishoutofwater #sodifferent #diversity Both Jacob and Andrea feel 
disconnected in ways that are normal among emerging adults. Although 
administrators and advisors often stress exploring different career paths 
and skill sets, transitioning into adulthood can also entail trying out dif-
ferent kinds of places, getting used to different kinds of people, and learn-
ing how best to engage within one’s given social context. The safety net 
of emerging adulthood means that one can explore and experiment with 
fewer consequences. For Jacob, this may mean stepping outside of his 
comfort zone and embracing the diversity of campus while carving out 
a smaller group of friends with whom he shares interests and a similar 
background. Likewise, Andrea may decide that now is the time to explore 
the unique things a smaller place has to offer, as well as find a way to 
connect with her interests back home (for example, art, music, cinema, 
sports, food). We recommend that students like Jacob and Andrea find 
supportive adults on campus who can help explain that becoming an adult 
will occasionally mean working in unfamiliar settings and with different 
groups of people. College is the time to explore how to fit in within unfa-
miliar circumstances and how to make connections in those settings. It is 
an important life skill, and one which students can—​at least from time to 
time—​enjoy learning along the way!
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Both Jacob’s and Andrea’s feelings of disconnectedness come not only 
from the size of their classes or university, but also from the broader social 
environments into which they’ve been plunged. As Stuber (2011) 14 notes, 
colleges and universities are not neutral settings; rather, they operate with 
cultural norms and expectations that some students may find difficult 
to grasp and practice. Whereas some students at Jacob’s university come 
from larger cities and social settings and thus “have a leg up,” Jacob is not 
the only one from a less diverse background. And although Andrea has 
found campus less diverse than her hometown, her situation is similar to 
Jacob’s in that she must also work to integrate herself into her university’s 
social life by “socially and psychologically [separating] from life prior to 
college” (Stuber 2011: 11, as both inspired by and adapting Tinto 201215).

There are several things students like Jacob and Andrea can do to become 
more connected to their institutions. Perhaps most importantly, they should 
look for opportunities to build additional cultural and social capital by getting 
involved with extracurricular activities, such as student groups, clubs, com-
munity service, Greek life, and internships. Doing so will not only help them 
along their academic and career paths in the long run, but it will also benefit 
them personally in the short term by providing them with the opportunity to 
make new friends and feel less isolated. For Andrea in particular, it might be 
helpful to become involved in groups that advocate for or work toward specific 
diversity goals. Many of these groups can be found easily online. This would 
allow her to cultivate a more diverse network of friends and help her respond 
to the racism that understandably unsettles her in her college environment.

To students like Jacob, we recommend finding activities outside of 
their comfort zone in order to make friends with students from different 
backgrounds, perhaps checking them out online first. Knowing everyone 
back home is comforting is great, but it is also important to recognize that 
college is the time to hone the social skills involved in interacting with 
all kinds of people. These skills may prove crucial when Jacob graduates 
and begins his career—​potentially in a big city or even another country. 
Andrea, too, should see her new environment as an opportunity to gain 
skills. Finding activities she enjoys and engaging with her fellow students 
(many of whom are already friends with each other) can help her find her 
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own place and build relationships that will reduce her feelings of discon-
nectedness over the next few years. Especially given the variety of ways 
her life may play out, it is good for her to know that college is the time 
to build up skills—​including social and cultural ones—​that will help her 
thrive in different kinds of social environments later in life.

#diversity #racism Like Andrea and Jacob, Cody and Cameron notice 
how different campus is from their pre-​college life. Each of these students 
has their own experiences and sense of what is familiar. When they begin 
college, they are challenged to think about their prior lifestyles. We rec-
ommend that these students embrace the opportunity to rethink things 
and seek out resources on campus to aid them in doing so. For example, if 
a student is from a homogeneous background and wants to see other cul-
tures, he or she can visit a multicultural center on campus or find an activ-
ity (sports, theater, student groups), or an online site that brings together 
students from different backgrounds. It is also crucial that these students 
begin to think about how they can use their own lifestyles and experi-
ences to advocate for someone else on campus. Sometimes it is easiest to 
begin this sort of advocacy online, by supporting diverse groups of people 
with likes on social media apps, or reposting their content. Additionally, 
students can find a registered student organization of the group of people 
with whom they want to work. Important in all these examples is that stu-
dents seize the opportunity that college provides to encounter, converse, 
and navigate relationships with a diverse array of people.

Cameron relayed how he first heard the “N” word when someone 
called it loudly down the hallway. This is an intense experience, and we 
recommend that students like Cameron think about how they can use 
that experience. For example, Cameron could talk with Jacob, Cody, or 
Andrea about what happened, to ask questions about what kind of envi-
ronment they grew up in and how they learned to be respectful (or not) 
of other cultures. Students can talk with each other about how to talk 
with someone who did not have the same exposure as they did, as well as 
how to learn from others when they engage them about new experiences. 
Sometimes these challenging conversations are best had online, where 
students can respectfully vocalize social problems and offer anonymous 
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readers tips for improving. Even if their friends are not initiating these 
conversations with them, students can take it upon themselves to become 
leaders and to model to their friends how to have those difficult, neces-
sary, and meaningful conversations. This is part of developing “soft skills” 
that bridge divides across racial, ethnic, and cultural lines.

#frommexico #opportunity and #interracialdating #interracialfam-
ily The stories of Eduardo, Marco, and Linda also highlight how students 
learn key social skills during college. For Eduardo, we recommend reflect-
ing on having empathy for someone. Empathy is a soft skill that cannot be 
learned from a book. Being able to empathize with other people will enable 
Eduardo to listen and offer feedback in a constructive, respectful way in 
the workplace. For both Eduardo and Linda, who know both Spanish and 
English, we encourage them to think about the value these language skills 
can have in a workplace. Speaking Spanish builds cultural competence to 
work with the Latino community, or if they pick up another language, with 
that community as well. In addition, we advise these students to harness 
their ability to communicate with people from diverse cultures. Gaining 
experiences speaking with people from different cultures will help the stu-
dents engage their language abilities in an empathetic way.

Eduardo and Marco could also consider getting involved with the inter-
national student populations on campus. Perhaps they could work with 
a student group to reach out through social media to local high schools 
or immigrant communities in order to help new students transition into 
college. In this way, they can employ their own experiences in the service 
of others. This will also bolster their college credentials and provide them 
with further social support on campus related to their cultural experiences. 
Being able to follow their own path through college and share their sense 
of biculturalism with others will undergird their resiliency and promote 
their unique stories. We advise these students to embrace their cultural 
background and to connect with the Latin American Studies Department 
to learn more about their heritage and how their backgrounds can be a 
strength in their academic background.

#adopted #becomingwhite #whitemale #pressure With Nikolaus and 
William, two distinct sides of white male privilege are engaged. Nikolaus 
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describes how his classification as white promoted his chances of adoption, 
even though his ethnic background and appearance are not typical of white 
Americans. William lists the advantages of his undoubtedly white and male 
status, but also feels pressure to live up to the high expectations he thinks 
others have for him. What these two students share is that they are highly 
aware of the advantages that can come with being labeled white and male. 
These background social statuses affect them in college because they believe 
they have what they need to perform well. In light of the intense pressure that 
William describes, we advise him to seek out ways to prevent that pressure 
from overcoming him and from becoming a source of resentment against 
people who are underrepresented. For example, he could start a blog to share 
his experiences. Otherwise, he is at risk of relying on his background as a 
crutch, and he may end up diminishing what he is capable of accomplishing.

We recommend that students like Nikolaus and William let their work 
in college speak for itself, and caring adults on campus would do well to 
reiterate this point (especially because such students may need to hear 
it often). It is helpful to recognize that some doors may be open to them 
because they are white and male, or (in cases like William’s) because 
they come from a well-​resourced background. However, they should 
also think about how to own their pathway and construct the education 
plan they want, keeping in mind what resources they have and how their 
backgrounds affect their college experiences. In addition, as with the pre-
vious set of students, we recommend that William and Nikolaus think 
about ways they can leverage their statuses, advantages, disadvantages, 
and experiences to serve others. For instance, they might work with both 
similarly and less privileged groups on campus and in high schools by 
sharing their own insights into college, starting or engaging in dialogues 
across racial and cultural lines, and connecting on social media. Indeed, 
one great way to confront the pressure to live up to certain standards is to 
reach out to those who have less, instead of comparing oneself to those 
who are similarly or better situated. These are ways to harness the good 
and the bad aspects of students’ backgrounds to shape personal strengths.

#bipride #notjustaphase #notcatholic #agnostic #christian For 
Hayden, Erin, and Braden, we have some simple pieces of advice. Braden 
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is a devout Christian, and thus we recommend that he visit campus minis-
tries or find a place of worship off campus. This will provide him a place to 
exercise his faith and find like-​minded individuals. Hayden is secure in his 
sexuality and sounds well-​poised to help others to understand bisexuality. 
We encourage him to build on the experience of people misunderstand-
ing his sexuality by advocating for himself and others, including through 
existing student groups and organizations. Erin is squarely in the life stage 
of emerging adulthood and does not want to constrain herself. We recom-
mend, however, that instead of completely writing off her religion at this 
early point in her life, she should reach out to her mom. We advise her 
to take the time to explore, moving beyond her own personal reasons, in 
order to seek out information from other people.

#islamophobia For the final student featured in this chapter, Landon, we 
recommend that he consider how learning more about Arabic and Muslim 
communities could affect his career. Considering the ways his passion for 
religious diversity challenges his parents, we advise him to find other social 
support and alternative perspectives on this interest. To gain the cultural 
competency he desires, he would need to utilize the resources on his col-
lege campus. For example, Landon could investigate whether the university 
offers Arabic as a major or minor, and whether there are professors who 
are Muslim. If so, he can reach out to these professors to learn more about 
Arabic and Muslim culture. There may be jobs in which Arabic language 
proficiency is especially desired, and talking with faculty or advisors about 
those positions could help Landon carve out his own career path. In addi-
tion, Landon can seek out students on campus whose first language is Arabic 
and students who are just learning the language. In these pursuits, we advise 
Landon to be mindful of his family background. If his parents are unaccept-
ing, he can still pursue his goals and dreams, but he will need to find ways 
to explain to them why he is so passionate about this. Seeking out campus 
resources will help him to be resilient in this process and to teach him how 
his career path can benefit from the cultural sensitivity he seeks to build.

In summary, there are some similarities in the advice we offer to dif-
ferent students. This is because all students should be mindful of their 
individual realities, how their context and backgrounds shape who they 
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are and how they can work with others. We advise students to consider 
how openness to other people, as well as learning the ways their lives are 
both similar and different, can develop their soft skills. Taking the time in 
college to reflect (see appendix A), have constructive conversations, and 
seek out opportunities to discuss differences will serve them well. At the 
same time, we recognize that joining clubs and reaching out across racial, 
religious, and identity lines does not solve the structural problems related 
to race, gender, sexuality, and religious differences. Moreover, at this par-
ticular moment in the United States, college campuses are environments 
where discussions of rights, privilege, advantage, and disadvantage can 
quickly become heated and emotional. We strongly support students’ 
right to organize and make themselves heard when they are advocating 
for themselves and others. We also implore students to engage in difficult 
conversations as a way to learn about and find ways to work across differ-
ences in race, sexuality, religion, and other identities and belief systems.

TOGETHERNESS: WHAT WE (CAN) SHARE

Next, we offer a possible dialog between several of our case studies.*
Regan and Abby. During the second week of classes, a sociology class is in 

the middle of a group activity entitled “Crossing the Line” (see appendix C 
for a description of this activity). Two participants in the activity, Regan and 
Abby, begin chatting because they noticed each other’s “Go Greek” T-​shirts. 

*  As described with the first togetherness section in chapter  5, faculty and support staff are 
important social supports in navigating college, as are fellow students. In these togetherness 
sections, the goal is to suggest ways that students can support one another in navigating college. 
Akin to a reality television show, the students are interacting with each other in ways that build 
their relationships around some of the challenges and opportunities these students described 
in their case studies. Given the challenges already expressed within the case studies, the goal in 
these situations is to focus on the positive ways that students can support one another. Inevitably 
social interactions can also be fraught with negative experiences, and we do not mean to suggest 
that all social interactions occur positively. Rather, we offer some possible ways to support one 
another, which students can and will modify to add their own authentic approach. To review 
student stories alongside these togetherness sections, readers can refer to the table of case studies 
preceding chapter 1 and the brief synopsis of student stories included within that table.
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Regan tells Abby that questions about owning your own car and traveling to 
a different country made her realize that she may be more “privileged” (to 
use her instructor’s word) than most of her class, which is something she 
did not expect. Abby completely agrees. Both of them become immediately 
self-​conscious about how that might affect the new friendships they hope to 
make on campus, and both pledge to never let that be a factor. Abby men-
tions a new friend of hers, Austin, who went through rush but ultimately 
decided not to join a fraternity because he simply could not afford it. Abby 
had promised herself that she would not lose touch with Austin just because 
she was Greek and he was not. Regan thinks that is a great story. They prom-
ise each other that they will step outside their comfort zone, and use these 
four years to make friends who are different than them.

Riberto and Austin. Also during the “Crossing the Line” activity, 
Riberto and Austin strike up a side conversation. They had a slightly dif-
ferent experience from Regan and Abby—​they have become aware of their 
lack of privilege. They began chatting because on several questions related 
to working-​class backgrounds, they were the only two individuals in the 
class who crossed the line. They bonded by cracking a few jokes about 
some of the other questions, especially the one about owning your own 
car. Riberto says that the idea of owning your own car as a college student 
is plain crazy, and that he was just glad that the university had a public 
transit system that was included in his student fees. His hometown did not 
have a public transit system, which made it very difficult to get around. 
Austin shares his story about how he invested so much time in rushing, 
only to realize there was no way he could afford to join a fraternity. He 
worries that this will affect his social life, and, more importantly, his abil-
ity to meet people that might help him down the road. Ultimately, they 
agree that college is a great opportunity that provides them with many 
things they did not have back home, but also that this experience does not 
change who they are as individuals. They both share their insight about 
how college is a way to create a more financially stable future while main-
taining the core values instilled in them by their working-​class families. 
They are very proud of where they come from and cannot wait to see what 
the next four years will bring.
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Chikako and Erin. As the “Crossing the Line” activity progressed, 
Chikako and Erin began to converse because they sat next to each other. 
Chikako noticed that they both hesitated to stand up in response to a few 
of the same questions, but he felt much better to see someone had simi-
lar feelings on those issues. They begin to talk about their parents. They 
share one slightly sarcastic story after another about how their parents 
stifle them, even though they mean well. Chikako loves his parents but 
they tend to suppress his secretly bold personality. He is tired of being 
stifled, and he is so ready to let it all out! Erin can totally relate. She grew 
up with devout Catholic parents—​something she respects them for. She 
grew up scared of being different because it made her feel guilty about 
being a bad person. But after talking to people like Chikako, and really 
engaging in courses like this one, she is beginning to realize that she is not 
a bad person just because she is curious. She wants to check out some of 
the other religious student organizations on campus, and is excited about 
her new freedom. Both feel newfound relief that they are not the only ones 
on campus dealing with this type of guilt.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	 For further reading on this topic, see this description of how 
Photoshop was used to “doctor diversity” into a university’s 
promotional materials: Wade, Lisa, September 2, 2009, 
“Doctoring Diversity: Race and Photoshop,” The Society Pages, 
retrieved from https://​thesocietypages.org/​socimages/​2009/​09/​
02/​doctoring-​diversity-​race-​and-​photoshop/​.

	 ■	 Alternatively, here is an example of an advertisement that challenges 
the compartmentalization of status by adeptly combining race, 
class, and gender in interesting ways: Wade, Lisa, March 12, 2013, 
“Managing Stigma: Doing Race, Class, and Gender” The Society 
Pages, retrieved from https://​thesocietypages.org/​socimages/​2013/​
03/​12/​race-​class-​and-​gender/​.
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Additional ideas for activities on this topic can be found at the follow-
ing Web pages:

	 ■	G orski, Paul C., “Circles of My Multicultural Self,” Ed Exchange, 
retrieved from http://​www.edchange.org/​multicultural/​activities/​
circlesofself.html.

	 ■	 “Cultural Artifacts,” On Course, retrieved from http://​
oncourseworkshop.com/​self-​awareness/​cultural-​artifacts/​.

	 ■	 “Diversity Continuum,” Eastern Illinois University, retrieved 
from http://​castle.eiu.edu/​eiu1111/​DiversityContinuum.doc.

	 ■	 Fishbowl Listening Exercise: Lakey, George, “Fishbowl, 
Panel and Speak-​Outs : Three Listening Exercises, 
retrieved from https://​www.trainingforchange.org/​tools/​
fishbowl-​panel-​and-​speak-​outs-​three-​listening-​exercises.

	 ■	 What’s the Difference, within the Defining Diversity 
section of these 101 Games for Trainers: Pike, Bob, “101 
Games for Trainers,” O’Reilly, retrieved from https://​
www.safaribooksonline.com/​library/​view/​101-​games-​for/​
9780943210384/​.

	 ■	 “Flip Side—​Human Awareness,” Elizabethtown College, 
retrieved from http://​www.etown.edu/​offices/​diversity/​files/​
diversity-​binder.pdf.

	 ■	 “The Depth and Breadth of ‘Multicultural,’ ” Cada, retrieved 
from https://​secure.cada1.org/​i4a/​doclibrary/​getfile.cfm?doc_​
id=23.
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7

Becoming a Leader and   
Giving to Others

This seventh chapter examines how learning from personal experi-
ences and structural challenges can put students on a path to lead-
ership. Chapter  7 shows students that another important aspect 
of college is figuring out how to become a leader. Being a leader 
requires recognizing one’s personal strengths and learning how to 
engage those strengths on campus, which builds skills and experi-
ences for broader civic engagement. The goal in this chapter is to 
alert students to the ways that college provides an opportunity to 
construct future paths. Moreover, this chapter presents several stu-
dent stories that suggest the wide array of options for finding a niche 
group or activity on campus, which can help students feel integrated 
and develop valuable leadership skills.  
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This chapter focuses on campus engagement as an important step toward 
civic engagement generally. We view every college student as capable 
of being a leader and discuss the many ways that people can find “their 
thing” on campus. Whether it be getting involved in Greek life, band, ath-
letics, campus ministry, student organizations, or simply finding groups 
of friends who share similar interests, there is something for everyone 
on most college campuses. While students are in one sense more con-
nected than ever before, thanks to social media, most entering college stu-
dents still have a great deal to learn about how to engage respectfully and 
meaningfully with others, especially groups of people they may not have 
encountered much prior to college. This chapter shares student stories on 
this topic and then summarizes research on the importance of practicing 
generosity and civic engagement during college. Later in the chapter, we 
also offer advice to help students figure out how to harness their particular 
set of strengths in becoming social leaders.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

In the following stories, Shawn discusses how technology use can lead 
to social isolation. Alternatively, Felicia views technology as enabling 
connection across space and time. Many students talk about finding the 
groups on campus where they feel a sense of belonging, such as Norah 
in marching band, Omar as a student athlete, Desiree in a sorority, and 
Phillip in both campus ministry and theater.

#ihatetechnology #isolation:  Walked around campus today, and 
every person I passed was on their cell phone, not looking up, not 
talking to each other. Technology is ruining us.

Shawn says this about social isolation:

Throughout the years, I  have seen a shift in the social lives and 
interactions that has been caused by the increase in technology. 
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Rather than go outside and play with the neighborhood children, 
many stay inside and watch television or play on their tablet. As 
a child, I played outside with the neighbor kids, but I still stayed 
inside and watched television sometimes. For my parents staying 
inside was never an option; therefore, between my parents’ 
childhood and my childhood, there was an increase in both 
isolation and technology. Not only has there been an increase in 
isolation between an individual and the outside world, but there has 
also been an increase in isolation between an individual and their 
family. As I got older, my family ate together less and less because 
me and my sister started having other things to do like homework. 
As my sister got older, she started staying in her room and watching 
television rather than socializing with the entire family.

#ilovetechnology #connection: Had a great video chat with my 
folks today. Just love how technology makes us feel so connected 
across the miles.

Felicia holds a very different view of technology, which she praises 
for facilitating long-​distance connection:

Technology . . . allows people to maintain relationships over long 
distances . . . Growing up with a cellphone, the internet and a TV 
has allowed me to interact with the rest of society at any given 
time from virtually anywhere .  .  . We are a more mobile society 
and can keep in contact with people easily over great distances . . . 
I am characterized by a lot of statuses:  female, student, Honor’s 
College student, Texan, Christian, sorority member, and more. 
I  am unique in this combination of identities, and the modern 
world of technology has allowed me to maintain all my statuses 
at once. Technology allows each of my identities to continue to 
shape who I  am, even over distance. Being able to speak with 
my family in a different state allows them to offer me advice and 
guidance, continuing familial ties over a long distance.
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#marchingband #ilovemusic:  Marching band season is back, and 
it’s time to remind everyone how much commitment this takes. We 
practice longer than the football players. We sweat more than the 
cheerleaders. We hype the crowd. Marching band is a sport.

Norah describes getting involved on campus, through the march-
ing band, which functions as a near total institution:

The splitting of friends meant that I  would have to start over 
when I  came to college. I  did this by joining different groups, 
most notably the marching band . . . Three days a week we would 
rehearse for two and a half hours, then Saturdays would go from 
7 hours before kick off, through a 3 to 4 hour game, then up to 
2 hours after for clean up; we also have to come 2 weeks before 
classes start to begin freshman orientation for band and summer 
rehearsals, which are 8am to 8pm. To join the band, just like 
many other social groups there are certain ways of doing that . . . 
The marching band has certain standards of playing and so we 
do not let everyone in  .  .  . The marching band has provided a 
melting pot for such different backgrounds and serves to provide 
entertainment as well as a social vehicle through college.

#collegesports #studentathletes: Happy Monday you guys! Getting 
ready for the big meet this weekend. Aiming for a new personal best 
and want to thank everyone in advance for coming out to support 
the team. As one we are nothing, as many we are strong.

Another student, Omar, describes a similar kind of involvement 
in athletics:

We have all been re-​socialized into more similar people and 
athletes. Our coaches .  .  . like us to all be in uniform and act in 
a certain way that represents the university well. We have several 
responsibilities, programs, and advisors who have shaped us into 
[university mascot] athletes. Everyone dresses very similarly in 
the athletic gear we are given, and we even have a separate dining 
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hall from regular students. No one has much free time to do 
what they want, since we are all stretched so thin among athletic 
responsibilities. Even our team academic advisors want to make 
sure we are able to make it to practice, first and foremost, and will 
not allow us to take courses that are offered during practice times. 
Athletic performance is a huge priority among the coaches, and if 
they are giving scholarship money, they pretty much have control 
over what we can and cannot do. There are rules about going 
out on the weekends, what we can eat, and who we can socialize 
with. We are all required to participate in the community service 
project that our teams are a part of . . . I have been changed and 
socialized into this new life.

#sistersforlife #volunteering: Every day we choose happiness, love, 
and giving. Proud of my sisters for working hard today to give back 
to others. So inspiring!

Desiree talks about how her involvement in volunteering in high 
school is one reason she now feels at home in a sorority:

When I began high school, I prepared myself for college and life 
beyond with the help of my parents  .  .  . One aspect of this was 
showing volunteerism. They enrolled me in two programs . . . that 
involved volunteering and community outreach through local 
healthcare institutions. Both of these programs were for girls of a 
certain age and led by family-​oriented, working women . . . As a 
participant in these programs, I was required to complete a certain 
number of volunteer hours and attend meetings that included 
activities such as making cards for patients and touring hospitals. 
The culmination of both these programs was a ball where each girl 
wore a long dress and was presented for their accomplishments . . . 
When I moved out of my house and went to college, I continued 
to perpetuate the upper-​class traditions by joining a sorority. 
Similar to the volunteer programs I participated in in high school, 
the foundation of a sorority is philanthropy . . . My sorority again 
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is filled with girls with similar backgrounds and cultures as me. 
They too participated in debutante balls and volunteer training 
programs. In this way, we have formed a new culture in college . . . 
College, unlike high school, is run by a power hierarchy centered 
around the fraternities . . . Before going to college, my parents gave 
me the talk about always staying with a buddy, being cautious, 
and never walking alone. This is a consequence of being female. 
Women are thought of as vulnerable and weaker than men  .  .  . 
For this reason, we have stuck together. My friends and I  took 
our shared understanding, and now act collectively to have the 
most successful outcome. This manifests in supporting each other 
academically, socially, emotionally, and physically through the 
obstacles that come with a whole, different college culture and 
being away from home. In this environment, it is nice to have a 
group that mirrors the values that I was raised with .  .  . Being a 
member of a sorority on campus has been a great way to meet 
people and get involved, but I know that it is changing who I am 
and what I place value on  .  .  . Before joining a sorority, I never 
noticed when other people wore Greek letters, but now that is the 
first thing I notice . . . because of the push within Greek Life for 
“Greek Unity” and for making friends inside the Greek circle.

#friendgroups #campusministry #theatre: A big shout of thanks to 
all who helped make the show possible tonight. Also want to thank 
my campus ministry peeps for coming to support me. Was nice to 
finally introduce my two #friendgroups to each other!

Phillip discusses navigating distinct friend groups with different 
values and norms:

Currently I have two major groups of friends on campus, which 
I became a part of in two drastically different ways. The first was the 
community at campus ministry, which I started going to during 
welcome week, at the suggestion of my mother. Immediately when 
I first walked in I was warmly welcomed by the staff and I became 
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fully integrated . . . as soon as my third visit because some older 
students brought me into the fold based on our common interests. 
It was extremely affirming to have what felt like a kind, strong 
support system so early on in my first semester here. I didn't feel 
like a friendless freshman anymore . . . As a student with next to 
zero existing ties at the university, who was raised in a Methodist 
church back home, I was probably the ideal recruit. I was open to 
the attention however, and the tactic worked like a charm.

On the other hand, my first encounters with my fellow theatre 
students were interactions based almost entirely on gossiping and 
speaking ill of other people in the department. Shared disdain 
was the strongest factor in forging friendships among groups of 
people . . . That is not to say that there is any overt hostility present 
between people in the department; on the contrary, everyone is 
perfectly pleasant to each other during day-​to-​day interactions. 
Instead we choose to release our feelings of animosity to trusted 
confidants (who come in the form of casual friends, at best) . . . 
The high contrast in style between my social groups makes for 
a little extra work for me, with having to straddle between them 
[the two groups and their very different norms of behavior]. But 
the fact that I get to choose and curate my social interactions in 
college is important to my sense of personal identity in society.  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

Does technology increase social isolation? That is a central question for 
many scientists in sociology, political science, and communication today. 
D. Stanley Eitzen (2013) summarizes major findings on this topic by stat-
ing, “the bonds of civic cement are disintegrating as we become increas-
ingly separate from each other, from our communities, and from society” 
(p.  623).1 In contemporary society, people are highly mobile—​moving 
an average of every five years, switching jobs regularly, divorcing, living 
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alone in rising numbers, and spending more and more time indoors to 
enjoy the benefits of technology: air conditioning, television, video games. 
However, a drawback is that people can be more isolated from each other. 
In short, “paradoxically, the current communications revolution increases 
interaction while reducing intimacy” (p. 625).

A student in this chapter, Shawn, describes this by saying:  “The 
increase in technology has increased isolation . . . This increase in isola-
tion will cause the nation to be filled with lonely, bitter, alienated, and 
depressed people (Eitzen 2013).” His point is that there is a danger that 
people can hide behind their screens, not truly connecting even when 
in each other’s presence. Plus they can be heavily influenced by the kind 
of media they engage, and the extent to which it conveys the truth about 
the events and people involved (Lindner 2013).2 For example, Felicia of 
this chapter, who overall has a positive view on the role of technol-
ogy, concurs with Shawn in saying, “This [the widespread availability 
of social media] means that socialization is even more far-​reaching 
than ever before. The media controls what is shown on TV and in the 
news, so it controls people’s feelings towards an event (Lindner 2013). 
This means that the media can socialize people on a large scale using 
technology and can control people’s understanding of an event.” Social 
media can support social engagement, or disconnection, depending on 
how it is used.

On a college campus, it is not difficult to combat the potentially iso-
lating effects of technology. Campus life provides ample opportunities 
to find a group to join. In fact, university campuses are one of the most 
socially dense contexts encountered during emerging adulthood. Most 
students experience a greater degree of choice and flexibility in selecting 
their friend groups in college than in high school, which is dominated 
by cliques. Yet the “joiner” culture on college campuses also has draw-
backs. For example, some social groups, such as “high-​risk fraternities”3 
(as referred to by Desiree) promote norms that make people act against 
their own better judgment and inhibit others from protesting activities 
that promote a “rape culture” (e.g., #metoo). As the student describes, this 
can result from gender expectations that turn women into “objectified 
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victims”4 of sexualized social contexts, which college campuses can be. 
Along with this intense example, there are also numerous other everyday 
examples of group norms producing negative effects, such as downplaying 
academics by promoting absenteeism or stigmatizing academic accom-
plishment. Whatever groups they are a part of, however, students can still 
be intentional actors, both within their own life stories and within the 
roles they play in other people’s lives. Part of navigating college is assum-
ing the adult roles of figuring out how to be a good citizen to others, on 
campus and in community generally.

Acting in the interests of others is something social scientists com-
monly refer to as altruism. However, contemporary scholarship on other-​
oriented behaviors questions the assumption that altruistic actions are 
performed to benefit others. It turns out that many altruistic acts are 
entirely beneficial to the giver or cooperator (Simpson & Willer 2015; 
Fischer 2010).5 This is why some scholars have turned to the term gen-
erosity to describe activities that are intended to promote collective well-​
being, regardless of whether they also help out the giver (Herzog & Price 
2016).6 In any case, a necessary precondition for being involved in volun-
tary associations and charitable giving is trusting other people (Glanville 
2016).7 College is a key time to build that social trust by participating 
in a wide range of social groups, because emerging adulthood is the life 
stage during which most people form enduring patterns of participation 
(Núñez & Flanagan 2016).8

Involvement in social and civic groups is changing as technology 
evolves. Scholars disagree over whether younger generations are increas-
ingly individualized in the ways they participate in civic life (Settersten 
& Ray 2010),9 or whether the change is only in methods of organization, 
from the face-​to-​face interactions that predominated in the past to online 
interactions that are more common today (Winograd & Hais 2011).10 
Whether or not young people are more individualized online, scholars 
find an overall trend toward increasing isolation (King, Harding, & King 
2010).11 Thus, it is important for students to overcome their hesitation to 
join social groups, and especially community activities. One must engage 
multiple forms of intelligence and leadership styles (Riggio et al. 2013)12 to 
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find one’s unique voice and offer it in shared spaces, online and in person. 
College provides an excellent social context in which to “try on” differ-
ent ways of relating and to practice civic articulation—​indeed, trying on 
different ways of relating is a hallmark of emerging adulthood: forming 
personal and social identities.

Becoming a leader requires social engagement. Leaders must step up 
to get involved in changing circumstances they do not like, rather than 
shirking away from them or blaming them on other people. Leadership 
today can take a wide variety of forms. Sometimes leaders hold positional 
power within organizations, but increasingly social media enables lead-
ership through being a social influencer. Leaders transform their social 
contexts to encourage and compel greater ethical attention to inclusion 
and equity.13 Leadership entails a focus on the welfare of others, and 
college engagement can build life-​long practices of engaging justly and 
generously.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

#ihatetechnology #isolation It is clear that Shawn desires to disconnect 
from technology. It sounds like he had a lot of experience growing up 
with technology, but perhaps it was forced on him. Shawn’s critical eye 
on technology can give him some strengths that other students may not 
have. Thus, we recommend that he check out organizations or classes that 
focus on technology, whether it be gaming or some other topic. This will 
enable Shawn to connect and socialize with others who enjoy critiquing 
technology.

That Shawn sees some drawbacks of technology could be an opportu-
nity for him to get involved in technology industries:  instead of merely 
assuming technology is destructive, he could help companies and organi-
zations to think creatively about how to foster social ties through technol-
ogy. We also advise Shawn to recognize that it can be okay to disconnect. 
Being aware of the drawbacks of connecting online can push him to find 
human interaction in-​person, by joining clubs and organizations with 
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other people who enjoy disconnecting from technology. Some of the best 
advice for Shawn comes from the reading he cites (Eitzen 2013: 630):

	 ■	E ngage in public activities;
	 ■	H ave meaningful face-​to-​face conversations with friends on a 

regular basis;
	 ■	G et to know your neighbors, co-​workers, and the people who 

provide services for you;
	 ■	 Join with others who share a common interest;
	 ■	 Work to improve your community;
	 ■	 Become an activist, joining with others to bring about social 

change;
	 ■	 And, most of all, we need to moderate our celebration of 

individualism [and our tendency toward self-​absorption] and [to] 
develop instead a moral obligation to others, to our neighbors 
(broadly defined) and their children, to those unlike us as well as 
those similar to us, and to future generations. [brackets added for 
clarification]

#ilovetechnology #connection For Felicia, someone who loves tech-
nology and sees the benefits more than Shawn does, technology is a sym-
bol of developing her own social capital, allowing her to stay in contact 
with her friends and family. It is a way of maintaining those social rela-
tions, no matter how far away. We advise students like Felicia to embrace 
this love of technology and to consider ways that it can pay off later. For 
example, being able to use Snapchat and Twitter could translate into a 
useful skill in workplaces that engage social media. The ability to keep up 
those relationships from back home is likewise a skill that helps Felicia 
juggle connections with a variety of people.

At the same time, our advice for Felicia is similar to Shawn in that she 
too needs to get connected on campus. Being able to use technology to 
keep in touch with her family and friends from back home can translate 
to new ways of building friendships with people on campus. Technology 
can provide a wonderful outlet, but it is also beneficial to have face-​to-​face 
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conversations and to make time to unplug, to put down mobile devices 
and have personal human interactions. College campuses are filled with 
opportunities to meet other people in person, and we advise Felicia to try 
to meet new people on campus who share similar interests to her friends 
back home, in order to build that in-​person network too.

#marchingband #ilovemusic While Norah is in the marching band 
and refers to this as a dominant part of her identity, she also mentions hav-
ing a “band self ” and a “non-​band self.” Considering that band demands 
so much of her time and commitment, we would encourage her to pon-
der ways to develop other aspects of herself outside of band. Even as she 
attends to these other aspects, however, she needs to also remain in good 
standing in the band to retain her band scholarship. To help her success-
fully resolve those tensions, we recommend that Norah visit with an advi-
sor. An advisor could help her to see the valuable soft skills she is gaining, 
such as managing her time well as she works from morning until night, 
and balancing the demands of practice with that of her coursework. Her 
advisor could underscore how well those skills translate to a variety of 
careers. This may help Norah relax and recognize that she can devote 
space and time to band without allowing other aspects of herself to wither.

#collegesports #studentathletes As Omar described, college athlet-
ics can be viewed as a total institution because participants must follow 
an extensive set of rules to stay in good standing. Because athletics plays 
a large role in Omar’s identity, we recommend that he, like Norah, seek 
ways of branching out. Supporting other aspects of himself would be ben-
eficial during his college years and beyond. There is always a chance that 
an injury could occur and hinder his athletic ability, and the best protec-
tion against this possibility is investing in more than just athletic pursuits. 
Like military members who retire from service or are no longer connected 
with a certain branch of military, many athletes experience a loss of self 
when their collegiate or professional careers end. We thus encourage 
Omar to find ways to participate in other meaningful activities, perhaps 
off-​campus. For example, if Omar is religious, he could go to a religious 
function. Or if he wants to cultivate his own generosity, he could con-
sider reaching out to volunteer in an after-​school program with local kids. 
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Although Omar already feels busy, he may feel enriched if he can squeeze 
in some involvement with other social groups on the weekends or after 
practice.

He could ask: Who am I, besides a student athlete? When it comes time 
to transition into a career, this will be an important question to answer 
in order to maintain a sense of self. We want to be clear that the struc-
ture that athletic programs provide, in high school and in college, can be 
highly beneficial. At the same time, athletes should also be aware of the 
drawbacks of that structure. It is best to prepare for the day when students 
leave that structured atmosphere and no longer have people telling them 
when and how to accomplish it all. We advise Omar to remember that his 
life will not be this way indefinitely. College provides student athletes with 
a chance to plan for life after athletics, to take ownership of the decisions 
they will need to make, and to be confident in their ability to transition 
into a career of their choosing.

#sistersforlife #volunteering In her story, Desiree provides an inter-
esting reflection on how volunteerism has been part of her college path-
way. It helped build her resume for college, and as she recognizes, it is 
bolstering her capacity to talk confidently with women in charge. She sees 
that volunteering is not only about giving back but a way of building con-
nections. It helped her get into a sorority, which was instrumental in her 
making new friends. While volunteering may have begun as a desirable 
credential, it became a process that changed her and is shaping who she 
is becoming. We advise students to learn from Desiree by reflecting on 
what path they are carving out and why. This is an excellent opportunity 
for Desiree to recognize that college is not simply about the degree. Also 
important, as she is beginning to recognize, is the process. Embracing the 
reasons she is in a sorority, why she wants to volunteer, what she wants to 
gain out of that volunteering, all of these reflections will remind Desiree 
that college is an experience. We encourage Desiree to take ownership of 
the connections she is making and recall the ways that social capital will 
continue to support her beyond the walls of that institution.

#friendgroups #campusministry #theatre As some other students 
have mentioned, Phillip describes how part of the college experience is 
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learning how to handle different friend groups. In his case, he has quite 
distinct groups of friends, and he recognizes that these groups have diver-
gent norms for fitting in and forming connections. He feels he was some-
what pushed into one group (campus ministry) by his mom, but they 
seem welcoming. The other group (theater) he gravitated to because of his 
major, and they seem more splintered. Moving between these groups gives 
Phillip a unique perspective. From the latter circle, he can learn how to fit 
in with a small group, and from the former he can learn how to broaden 
his circles, to be more inclusive of others. Keeping up with two very dif-
ferent groups can be tricky, however, and it sounds like it may be wearing 
on Phillip.

We thus recommend that Phillip talk with some more senior classmates, 
perhaps ones who participate in campus ministry or theater. He can seek 
out someone who he notices also navigates different friend groups, per-
haps even the same combination. From these classmates Phillip might 
learn some strategies that others use for belonging to multiple groups of 
friends, and conversations on the subject will also make him feel more 
integrated. The key is finding a sense of connection with people in the 
group that is meaningful and authentic, not based on keeping part of one-
self hidden. It is hard for students to find their way in two contrasting 
contexts. Talking with friends can help to normalize that feeling and make 
Phillip realize that he is not as different as he thought; instead, he is expe-
riencing a common aspect of college.

In addition, we advise Phillip not to think of the norms of the theater 
group as predetermined and set in stone. He is a member of this group 
and has the ability to influence its norms. It is great that he is aware of 
the ways the group socializes him and connects with new members. Yet 
he should also think about what characteristics of his religious friends he 
enjoys and how to bring more of that welcoming atmosphere into the the-
ater group. A common and relevant phrase is: “Be the change you wish to 
see.” In this case, when someone in the theater group begins badmouthing 
others, Phillip could be the one to speak up. He could say something like 
this: “I fully understand where you are coming from, and at the same time 
I have noticed that sometimes our connections seem to revolve around 
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picking on other people. Maybe let’s shake things up for a change and talk 
about what we enjoyed.” Figuring out how to change a group dynamic, 
without pushing people away, is an important leadership skill. Plus, it can 
help Phillip to integrate the different aspects of himself across groups, cre-
ating a greater sense of stability within both circles.

Returning to the central themes of this chapter, we advise students to 
consider how to integrate their various connections and experiences into 
an authentic sense of self. This will ward against feeling like an imposter 
and build an identity as a leader who can rise above petty group dynamics 
to create meaningful action. Authenticity does not have to mean acting 
the same in every situation, but it does mean having enough of a coherent 
sense of self to know how to be true to one’s values across social situa-
tions. One of the lessons that college teaches is that what may be consid-
ered appropriate in one group is not appropriate with another. Learning 
how to read those social cues enables students to live up to the expecta-
tions of new situations. Another key lesson of college is learning how to 
become an engaged citizen, to be generous to classmates and community 
members. Emerging adulthood is a key life stage for building the lifelong 
habit of service, and that begins with having an integrated self from which 
to give to others. Feeling torn across different groups can be exhausting, 
making students feel limited in their capacity to give to others. Reflecting 
on ways to achieve greater coherence across different groups can lessen 
that mental drain and free up more energy for generosity.

TOGETHERNESS: WHAT WE (CAN) SHARE

Next, we offer a possible dialog between several of our case studies.* 
Written by the youngest among our authorship team, this section is meant 

* As described with the first togetherness section in chapter 5, faculty and support staff are 
important social supports in navigating college, as are fellow students. In these togetherness 
sections, the goal is to suggest ways that students can support one another in navigating col-
lege. Akin to a reality television show, the students are interacting with each other in ways 
that build their relationships around some of the challenges and opportunities these students 
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to capture the energy with which students converse with one another and 
noticeably changes in tone from prior sections.

Devon, Austin, Abby, Charlie, and Jacob. Devon and Austin are chat-
ting with each other at a midsemester Homecoming party. Austin shares 
his story about going through Greek recruitment only to find out that he 
could not afford to join a fraternity. Devon completely understands. He 
does share some advice, however. He says that networking is all about 
looking for things that you genuinely enjoy that will also allow you to 
connect with other people. He says, “You do not have to do something as 
expensive as going Greek if you do not want to.” He has been learning golf, 
something he never thought he would do. But already, it has allowed him 
to spend some quality time with many new people. Austin and Devon talk 
about how they might meet people at this party who they can stay con-
nected with for a long time.

Not long after, Abby notices that Austin is at the party and immediately 
runs over to say “hi.” She is there with another new friend, Charlie. After 
some introductions, they swap stories about how crazy and busy the first 
two months of college have been. Charlie tells a funny story about a wild 
experience she had at a party a few weeks ago, and everyone shares a good 
laugh. She says she loves telling that story, but she admits she has been 
pretty stressed out lately because she cannot find the time to do her home-
work. They can all relate. Abby jumps in to suggest some advice. She says 
that people think it looks cool to “party hard,” but that there are ways to 
keep up going out without overdoing it. Her sorority sisters have showed 
her a few. She always has a “buddy” with her to keep each other out of 
trouble, and she always shows up to a party or function as early as she can 
so she can have plenty of fun but still get back to her room in time to study 

described in their case studies. Given the challenges already expressed within the case stud-
ies, the goal in these situations is to focus on the positive ways that students can support one 
another. Inevitably social interactions can also be fraught with negative experiences, and we do 
not mean to suggest that all social interactions occur positively. Rather, we offer some possible 
ways to support one another, which students can and will modify to add their own authentic 
approach. To review student stories alongside these togetherness sections, readers can refer to 
the table of case studies preceding chapter 1 and the brief synopsis of student stories included 
within that table.
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if she needs to. Charlie now feels so excited! Austin chimes in too, saying 
that Abby always gives such great advice.

Jacob, who is standing nearby, cannot help but overhear their conversa-
tion. He jumps in and agrees wholeheartedly. He says, “College is so dif-
ferent from high school in almost every way!” It took him awhile to get 
the hang of it. He and Charlie begin talking about all the ways they have 
learned to adjust in such a short time, both feeling reassured that someone 
else felt as overwhelmed as they did in the beginning. They agree that it 
has been challenging, but also very fun. The five students make plans to 
hang out together after the football game this weekend.

The next week, Devon, Austin, Abby, Charlie, and Jacob discover they 
are actually in the same class. The class meets in a large lecture hall, and 
they used to sit dispersed throughout the room. Now that they met out-
side of class, they gravitate to each other. The instructor hands out a work-
sheet and asks the class to complete the Leadership Compass activity. They 
are told that they will need to work together to create a group project. In 
the past, they would have hated working on a group project, especially 
because it makes them nervous about receiving a good grade. But since 
they have shared their perspectives with each other outside of class, they 
are more open to figuring this out together. They fill out the leadership 
activity and tabulate their results. It turns out that Devon is a Nurturer, 
Austin is a Mobilizer, Jacob and Charlie are both Teachers, and Abby is a 
Visionary. Reflecting on how this jazzes with their own experience of each 
other so far, they talk readily about how they have already started to notice 
the different strengths they all bring.

The group decides to work together on a video for their class presen-
tation. Since Charlie is funny and organized, the group decides that she 
should plan out what each of them will say. Abby chimes in to say that 
she can help Charlie brainstorm, since she thinks she has a good sense 
of the big picture for the assignment but needs some help making it hap-
pen. Jacob offers to take notes on their discussion each time they meet 
and to set them up with a group on a popular app so that they can be in 
touch with each other. Austin gets a bit impatient with how long it takes 
everyone to decide on the details, but after a few weeks, he begins to see 
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how cool the idea is that they are developing. He then helps the group get 
excited each time they come together and reminds everyone about the 
energy they had flowing the last time they met. Devon misses a few of the 
group meetings because he had to help out some family members, but 
whenever he makes it to the meetings, he helps facilitate the discussion 
and validates others’ multiple perspectives. They wind up getting an A on 
the assignment, but more importantly, when they discuss their experience 
of the group, in preparation for their individual reflection assignments 
that they have to submit along with the group video, they realize they 
learned a lot from this experience.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

Other ways to reflect on strengths in becoming a social leader include the 
following:

	 ■	 Anderson, Edward, “Strengths Quest: Curriculum Outline 
and Learning Activities,” Azusa Pacific University, retrieved 
from http://​www.weber.edu/​WSUImages/​leadership/​docs/​sq/​
curriculum.pdf.

	 ■	 “How Good Are Your Leadership Skills,” Mind Tools, retrieved 
from https://​www.mindtools.com/​pages/​article/​newLDR_​
50.htm.

	 ■	 “Quiz: What’s Your Leadership Style,” Leadership IQ, retrieved 
from https://​www.leadershipiq.com/​blogs/​leadershipiq/​
36533569-​quiz-​whats-​your-​leadership-​style.

	 ■	 Zenger, Jack, and Joseph Folkman, August 12, 2013, “The 
Eight-​Minute Test That Can Reveal Your Effectiveness as a 
Leader,” Harvard Business Review, https://​hbr.org/​2013/​08/​
how-​effective-​a-​leader-​are-​you.

	 ■	 Serafin, Tatiana, August 15, 2011, “How to Assess Your 
Leadership Skills,” Inc., retrieved from https://​www.inc.com/​
guides/​201108/​how-​to-​assess-​your-​leadership-​skills.html.
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	 ■	 Along with leadership, another important strength to build 
during college is academic integrity. Here is a resource for 
reflecting on what it means to take personal responsibility 
for individual and group work: “Chapter Seven—​Academic 
Integrity,” Stony Brook University, retrieved from https://​you.
stonybrook.edu/​firstyear/​chapter-​seven-​academic-​integrity/​.
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Making Informed Choices, 
for Now and Later

This concluding chapter explains that college provides a safe place 
to explore different career options. Students learn that switch-
ing majors, interning, working as a research assistant, and talking 
with professors are all excellent ways to test out majors and assess 
whether a career in that field is a good fit. The chapter addresses 
tips for changing majors, talking with parents about desired careers, 
finding a vocation or career path, and shaping professional identity. 
The book culminates with a section about how to navigate college, 
and life generally, with research-​based decisions. Following these 
recommendations will ensure that students continue their journey 
as learners, informed citizens, and social leaders long after they fin-
ish reading this book.  
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In this concluding chapter, we summarize the central points of this book. 
First, college is a process, not a destination. It is important to allow the pro-
cess to change students significantly, and for students to know that they 
should not expect to leave college with the same expectations they had 
upon entering. Second, college has a hidden curriculum. The explicit cur-
riculum of college courses represents half or less of what students really 
need to learn during college. In addition to mastering the content of their 
classes, college students must also discover how to navigate choices for 
their adult life. That entails learning how to deal with being bored, toler-
ating frustration, working through what can at times feel pointless, even 
interacting with people that students dislike. Additionally key is learning 
how to have fun in safe and responsible ways, a.d balancing the greatest 
personal responsibilities and freedom that life has yet offered. College life 
is complicated, and it can be wonderful. College should be and often is 
life-​altering.

STUDENT STORIES: WHAT WE EXPERIENCE

#drivingwithoutdirection: “Why am I here?” Everyone else seems 
excited and cruising along with what they are up to. All I know is that 
my parents said “go to college,” so here I am.

Since middle school, Ellie’s dad has emphasized the importance 
of going to college. “Get an education,” he’d say, “that’s the one thing 
no one can ever take away from you.” While in high school—​where 
classes were mundane, and the teachers assigned busy work—​Ellie 
dreamed of college as a magical place where things would be more 
interesting. Now that she is finally there, college seems like it’s just 
a continuation of high school. She is living at home to save money 
and doesn’t feel that she is really a part of the campus community. At 
this point, she just does not want to let her father down. Though she 
received some scholarships, she does not see the point in continu-
ing to spend money on college if she does not know how to make it 
worth it.
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#tooeasy #notchallenged:  College is so easy! In my AP classes in 
high school I had to study so much more than I do now in college.

Tyrone went to a high school that was pretty challenging (he’ll 
never forget that one English teacher who gave him a B because his 
essay references were not perfect!). He took many AP classes, had 
calculus, did lots of writing. Now in college, he finds that his classes 
are a breeze and feels under-​challenged. He wonders if he picked the 
wrong college and is thinking about transferring. But he is not sure 
if he wants to start all over again at a new place.
#parallelplan #changingmajors: I made a big life-​altering decision 
today and haven’t felt this excited about school for awhile, tho it’s 
also kind of scary moving away from what I know.

Kiersten explains her decision to change majors, walking away 
from her original plan: When I first came to this university, I had 
grand plans of becoming an investigative reporter, exposing 
corrupt governments and corporations. Now, I am more focused 
on creating financial security for myself, something that my 
parents didn’t have.  .  . I  am lining myself up with internships 
and positions that will hopefully mean a more financially stable 
future. That also means not working for the Associated Press like 
I had originally intended, although I still believe in pure, unbiased 
journalism.

#americandream #proudimmigrant: Living the dream—​here in my 
first day as a college student and aiming to make my family proud.

In contrast, Isabella describes sticking with her original plan and 
explains her plan’s origins:

Starting out as an immigrant here, my grandmother, along with 
my dad, aunt, and uncle, were very poor. She worked to provide 
for her children, which echoes me and my mother’s situation. 
She selflessly worked as a seamstress here and a housekeeper 
there for families in the wealthy suburbs of Houston. Making 
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what she was making, it was impossible for her to accumulate 
any wealth as she could not purchase a home and she had no 
car  .  .  . [Then she established her own business.] She was able 
to really take off in a career that she loved. My father, aunt, and 
uncle were able to catapult themselves as well. The dry-​cleaning 
business owned by my grandmother was divided between my 
dad and my uncle. They were able to grow their businesses and 
accumulate wealth for themselves. My aunt took the academic 
approach. She was the only one who went to college and earned 
her bachelor’s degree. She then went on to medical school and 
earned her Doctor of Medicine. All of my family has assimilated 
into the upper–​middle-​class culture, yet we are always mindful 
of our humble beginnings  .  .  . My desire to become a doctor 
stems from [my aunt’s] success despite the odds. I look at how 
she carries herself and I see the lifestyle she has, and I want that 
for myself.

#vocation #publichealth:  God, help me to continue to throw 
myself into your capable hands and follow my #vocation to increase 
#publichealth.

Abram explains how his religious beliefs fed into his career choice:

I feel that God has called me to go into the medical field . . . My 
passion for nutrition and health is much of the reason why I have 
decided to pursue a career in the medical field. I am sickened by 
the scourge of chronic illness that so many people deal with in 
the United States . . . A few of my favorite verses that speak about 
the need of moderation in our lives lie in the book of Proverbs. 
Chapter  23 verse two speaks about the drastic need of people 
to exercise moderation in their eating habits. Self-​control is 
demonstratively important for anyone who wants to have good 
health, regardless of the influencing factors around them  .  .  . If 
people would choose to live responsible lives and say no to many 
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of their appetites and desires and not expect doctors they pay 
to give them fixes for the problems in their lives, I  believe that 
patients’ overall health would improve drastically.

#genderinstem #findingyourownway:  Sometimes you just know 
where your destination is. “I am not afraid of storms for I am learn-
ing how to sail my ship.” —​Louisa May Alcott

Showing yet another way that career goals can be established, 
Sierra explains how experiencing paternalism fueled her passion for 
pursuing a career in STEM:

When I was ten years old, I told my father I wanted to be a doctor. 
He told me that I would be in school until I am thirty and would 
never settle down and get married as a result. A similar situation 
occurred when I  was in kindergarten. I  enjoyed drawing and 
painting and told my parents I wanted to be an artist. Instead 
of entertaining the idea as a normal response, my dad told me 
“there's no money in that.” I understood that I was expected to 
have a high-​paying job, but nothing that would interfere with 
my future duties of being a wife and mother  .  .  . I  was upset 
by the idea that I  could not have a professional occupation 
such as a doctor, because it would conflict with expectations of 
domesticity, and instead chose to rebel against such ideas  .  .  . 
I was not meant to be in school for too long and miss my prime 
to have children.

I never identified as a feminist and still do not, however, 
the control my father tried to exhibit over me gave me an 
understanding of it [feminism]  .  .  . Being aware that I  live in a 
patriarchal society further helped me to understand what my 
parents expected of me as a daughter  .  .  . I had always thrived 
in math and science courses, therefore when I  discovered 
engineering, I  took an interest. When I  walked into my first 
engineering class, I was the only female in a class of twenty . . . 
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I was viewed by my male peers as a weak link. I was not meeting 
the gender role assigned to me. I wore make-​up and dressed to 
my gender, and this somehow made me look dumb. I was forced 
to work twice as hard to prove myself. I  built better bridges, 
designed faster circuits, and got better grades.  

SCIENCE: WHAT WE KNOW

What many of these student stories describe is a process called career 
decision-​making. Jessie Carduner and colleagues (2011)1 studied the pro-
cess of choosing a major and a career and found that settling on a major 
and career prior to or early in college is not always a good thing. This 
is particularly the case when students make decisions about their major 
before they have acquired enough information. In addition, deciding on 
a career is not a one-​point-​in-​time deal. Revisiting and revising decisions 
about majors and intended career paths during college equips students 
to navigate later changes to career plans. Conversely, in what Carduner 
and colleagues refer to as “multipotentiality,” many students have a vari-
ety of career options available to them. Sometimes they get stuck, para-
lyzed in the face of all the paths they could choose. Students need to avoid 
both extremes: that of making decisions too soon and being too wedded 
to them to learn from new information, and that of getting stuck in the 
overwhelming amount of possibilities and delaying decisions indefinitely. 
From the perspective of our navigation analogy, you do not have to have 
your final destination picked from the start, and you can be open to chang-
ing exactly where you end up, but you do not want to stay stuck in one 
place, either. You have to start by selecting a general direction to travel.

As Daniel Chambliss (2014)2 states, one of the most important activi-
ties that college students need to engage in, after acclimating to the cam-
pus social world, is to begin making academic choices. Students should 
work on mastering academic learning only after they declare their majors, 
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figure out which professors they wish to continue to study with and learn 
from, and determine whom they should turn to for career advice. Before 
this process begins, however, students should prioritize exposure. The first 
semesters of college provide an excellent opportunity to take courses that 
are different from any topics that students have been exposed to before 
college. Learn what is available first, and do not feel obligated to choose an 
academic path too quickly.

As they set out to choose majors and careers, students should recog-
nize that not all learning takes places in the classroom or on campus. In a 
book called Making the Most of College, Richard Light (2004)3 finds that 
learning outside the classroom (e.g., through extracurricular activities 
and social events) helps college students to make better, more informed 
career decisions. He also offers insights on which kinds of classes are most 
effective for student learning. Many students, he reports, learn better from 
highly structured classes, with many quizzes and short assignments that 
give students relatively quick feedback from the professor on their prog-
ress. Likewise, students benefit greatly from courses that let them make 
changes to assignments before receiving a final grade, learning the art of 
revision. This means that students might want to seek out courses with 
these traits, which are not always present in the large introductory sec-
tions of highly popular majors (e.g., pre-​med classes such as introduc-
tory biology). While those classes are vital prerequisites, many courses in 
other departments can provide different types of structure and feedback 
that students need to make more informed decisions about their academic 
careers, especially early in college.

“The transition from education to work is a key developmental task 
of emerging adulthood,” wrote Julia Dietrich and Katariina Salmela-​Aro 
(2016:  334).4 Interpersonal contexts of work and preparation for work 
have changed in recent decades, and the burden is squarely on students’ 
shoulders to seek work preparation accordingly. As students navigate col-
lege, they often need to revise their career goals, and such a change can 
be considered a positive sign that students are allowing college to change 
them. Likewise, success can entail leaving behind career goals that were 
not suited to a student’s strengths, or that are unobtainable in today’s 
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job market or given the student’s social and economic resources. Most 
importantly, college provides the context in which students can practice 
handling inevitable setbacks, gaining skills that will aid them when they 
encounter barriers later in life.

ADVICE: WHAT WE (CAN) PROVIDE

#drivingwithoutdirection #whyamihere Actually, Ellie’s uncertainty 
about her life path is not that surprising. According to Jeffrey Arnett 
(2015)5 and other life-​course researchers, Ellie is experiencing at least two 
characteristics of emerging adulthood: instability and feeling in-​between. 
Arnett states that some emerging adults are clearly not ready for college, 
but due to pressure from parents or society, they find themselves enrolled. 
Emerging adults can often flounder as a result, and in order to be success-
ful they must find a connection. Ellie mulls over her current situation. She 
understands she is supposed to have a plan for her life, but her plan ended 
after “attend college.” She knows she needs to update “The Plan,” but she 
is unsure how.

If Ellie were to reach out to a caring adult in her life about this—​be it a 
college advisor, professor, parent, or anyone she trusted to help her make 
changes—​one of the best research-​based pieces of advice she could receive 
would be to enroll in a smaller course. Even at large public institutions, 
such classes are often more available than most students know. A smaller 
class would help her be better engaged and facilitate making connections 
with other students and with the course instructor, with whom she’s more 
likely to interact face-​to-​face, given the class size. While Ellie is enrolled in 
college and enjoys more academic freedom than she has ever had before, 
living at home finds her still under the same rules and expectations of ado-
lescence. Instead of moving forward as she thought college would enable 
her to do, she feels stuck in place. She is ready to become an adult, but 
she does not know how to get started. Most importantly, Ellie can still 
make this transition during college, if she finds the right people to help 
her navigate it.
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Ellie was the first in her family to attempt any schooling beyond a high 
school diploma. After her mother’s death, her family was just her and her 
father. Ellie watched her father work extremely hard to provide for the 
two of them and is proud to claim a “working-​class” background when 
questions about what her family does for a living arise. Ellie’s father has 
expressed his desire for her to earn a college degree for as long as she can 
remember. He wants her to be financially secure so she will be able to pro-
vide for her own family someday. Ellie has her father’s unwavering sup-
port for her education, but she does not have adequate social support at 
college. Getting connected outside the classroom and becoming invested 
socially, as well as academically, in her future will give Ellie the connec-
tions she desires even if she has not vocalized them. These connections will 
certainly aid her in discovering what motivates her and boost her chances 
of finding a major that sparks her interest. The most crucial thing for Ellie 
is to take charge of her education, to make her college experience her own. 
Ellie should find other students who share similar interests, academic or 
otherwise, and talk to them or to faculty and staff in the classes she does 
enjoy in order to identify some areas of study she might have overlooked. 
She could benefit from enrolling in courses that present different types of 
feedback and learning as we described earlier. Just listening to others as 
they talk about the value of college, or a particular major, or trying a new 
type of class may excite her in ways she may not have seen on her own.

#tooeasy #notchallenged In certain ways, Tyrone is one of the classic 
“overachievers” who, in high school, “labor over homework until 2:30am, 
after spending their afternoons and early evenings participating in a roster 
of activities” (Stuber 2011: 3).6 Since researchers find that this pattern pre-
pares students most for elite universities, it is understandable that Tyrone 
is struggling over how his expectations are mismatched with the approach 
of the public university he attends. However, if he recognizes the impor-
tance of extracurricular involvement in facilitating the returns of college, 
Tyrone may not need to switch schools to find fulfillment.

Whether he eventually transfers or ultimately finds the intellectual 
engagement he desires at his current university, we encourage students 
like Tyrone to try to more fully engage with their current campus. At the 
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very least, this will help Tyrone to broaden his horizons, and prepare him 
to work in a variety of organizational settings and with people who come 
from backgrounds less advantaged than his own, even if he does trans-
fer. But in the process, he may find that carving out his professional path 
within his current public university develops skills he does not yet possess, 
and that graduate school could fulfill some of his academic aspirations.

For example, if Tyrone is a pre-​med student interested in serving 
patients, then the experiences he is gaining at his public college may bolster 
his ability to communicate with patients from a range of socioeconomic 
backgrounds. For instance, patients from less affluent backgrounds may 
be less verbose in explaining their physical symptoms, requiring Tyrone 
to ask more probing follow-​up questions to ensure he can provide the cor-
rect medical advice. Though highly selective universities may provide the 
kind of cultural status that is perceived to lead immediately to high-​paying 
positions, public and other kinds of university settings often involve expo-
sure to a greater range of people, with different kinds of economic, social, 
and cultural capitals. In all but the rarest of circumstances, professionals 
in any field can gain from such exposure in college.

More than offering academic credentials and a stamp of approval into 
high society, college also provides ways of escaping the “bubble” students 
found themselves in prior to college. Tyrone can rise to this challenge by 
stepping out of his comfort zone. He can get to know people who may 
not have been able to take calculus in high school, or who attended high 
schools that did not offer the course at all. The goal is to learn more than 
just what gets said in class. Maybe someday he will still decide to transfer, 
but for now Tyrone should take full advantage of all his university has to 
offer. He may like the person he becomes, and at the very least he will feel 
better knowing he did not waste his time experiencing new things.

#parallelplan #changingmajors Modeling some of the changes that 
college students need to make to their career plans as they gain new infor-
mation is Kiersten. Students need to continually re-​evaluate:  Are their 
intended career plans the best way to accomplish their goals? In the pro-
cess of interrogating their goals, students need to talk to people and do 
research. Kiersten likely did this, got some advice, and fine-​tuned her 
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original goals. That is something that she should be proud of and other 
students can aspire to do. At the same time, in light of Kiersten’s emphasis 
on financial security, it is important to underline that students can find 
financial well-​being in most career paths, if they work hard and make 
strategic choices based on what excites them about that job. They should 
not change their goals simply for the sake of money. It is better to match 
pictures of success to passions and interests. It sounds as though Kiersten 
is on the right track to figuring this out.

#americandream #proudimmigrant While Isabella appreciates her 
cultural background and her family’s status, she wants to improve her 
position, and that is an excellent dream. In fact, it is the American dream. 
It is also important, however, for Isabella to ask herself whether she is 
pursuing a career in medicine for the right reasons. Her socioeconomic 
background will shape her college experience to some degree, yet her own 
choices also help determine how she will end up. How truly fascinated 
is Isabella in a career in medicine? Does she simply want to become like 
her aunt or is she really excited about being a doctor herself? She should 
consider what a physician does day-​to-​day and whether that lines up with 
what she is interested in doing. Perhaps it does, or perhaps it is the lifestyle 
that attracts her. If that is the case, then Isabella would do well to consider 
a wide array of other options that provide similar lifestyles and socioeco-
nomic status while fitting her specific interests more closely. Becoming a 
doctor is not the only route to financial security; it is merely one of the 
best-​known.

#vocation #publichealth Like Isabella, Abram aspires to be a doctor, 
but for quite distinct reasons. Abram seems to have a strong passion for 
health, one related to his religious faith. The fact that he talks specifically 
about his public health concerns, something that attracts less attention 
than the general dream of becoming a doctor, is a good indicator that he 
is going into a field that fits his interests. At the same time, during college 
Abram should seek to develop an ability to relate to his future patients. He 
seems to attribute health issues to lack of responsibility and perhaps some 
deficiencies in those who struggle with poor health. Exposing himself to a 
wide range of students during college may broaden his empathy for people 
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who come from different circumstances than his own and whose health 
problems are not exclusively the result of poor choices. Likewise, getting 
to know other students who are interested in health but do not share his 
religious beliefs and motivations could be useful later when working in a 
diverse group of health professionals.

#genderinstem #findingyourownway In her story, Sierra also dem-
onstrates awareness of how her background contributes to—​but does not 
determine—​her career plan. The constraints enforced on her by her fam-
ily compel her to seek her own sense of self apart from these restrictions. 
While she describes her gender as setting her apart from others in her 
major, and perhaps also in her future career, her personal empowerment 
and her understanding of the valuable role she plays are likely to continu-
ally motivate her to succeed in the field of engineering. That is a good sign. 
At the same time, it would be helpful for Sierra to find others who share 
in her minority status. It is likely that a student group of females in STEM 
fields exists on campus. If it does not, she could establish such a group. 
Then, instead of feeling isolated in her classes, Sierra and other young 
women could fuel their shared passions together.

More generally, all these students need to ask whether they are fully 
engaging in the process of college. Selecting a major and a career path are 
perhaps the most important decisions they will make in college. This is 
the time to reevaluate preconceived notions of what to be and do, and to 
take ownership of where their lives are headed. The awareness these stu-
dents have of how their backgrounds influence their plans is valiant and 
can make for excellent material to share in applications for scholarships 
and awards. However, young people must not feel that college and life 
plans are determined by these backgrounds. Where students come from 
and what they have experienced before college can inform their decisions 
about the right path to take in college, but students should not feel any less 
free to make their own choices.

Wrapped up in finding the best path for oneself is understanding 
that there is no one-​size-​fits-​all answer. Someone like Sierra, who is a 
STEM major, would do well to pay particular attention to filling out her 
electives and fully engaging in other general education classes to round 
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out her education. This will help her to gain skills in decision-​making, 
communication, and other “soft” skills that all careers require. On the 
other hand, someone like Kiersten, who has a liberal arts major, would 
benefit from seeking out internships and job-​shadowing opportuni-
ties. Her liberal arts major may already stress soft skills, and she can 
round out her experience through internships—​getting out in the real 
world, participating in specific career development opportunities, and 
gaining particular hard skills. In summary, students should seek to bal-
ance the two sides of the equation, reflecting on the strengths of their 
intended major and on what limitations they can supplement through 
other activities.

TOGETHERNESS: WHAT WE (CAN) SHARE

Chikako and Sierra. A  student organization on campus is hosting a fall 
carnival event for local kids, and Chikako and Sierra are both assigned 
to the face-​painting booth. They begin to chat while they paint. Sierra is 
the first to speak, asking Chikako what her major is. Chikako responds by 
saying “well, do you want to know my official major—​the one my parents 
chose for me—​or do you want to know my real major, the one I  truly 
love?” Sierra says simply “you too?!” and they both laugh in front of the 
kids. Chikako explains that she is listed as a pre-​law political science major 
because that is what her parents want her to do. They are both attorneys. 
But Chikako loves kids and wants to be an education major. That is why 
she volunteered for this event! Sierra knows the feeling. She is a STEM 
major at the moment, but deep down she really loves art, which is why she 
was so excited to help with face painting. Sierra also mentions that she felt 
better after discussing things with a career counselor, who gave her some 
ways to explain that a career in art can still be very practical. Chikako says 
that she had a similar experience when she spoke with a trusted faculty 
member during her office hours. They share with each other some tips 
on articulating their desires and plans to their parents, even though that 
seems like a very scary thing to do.
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Camille and Kristen. At the same fall carnival, Camille and Kristen are 
volunteering at a booth that has giant foam building blocks for children to 
play with. To pass the time, and to attract more people to the booth, they 
start planning how to build the tallest possible structure out of the blocks. 
This gives way to a conversation about how they have both been doing a 
lot of real-​life planning as well—​plans that involve careers, majors, and 
courses. Camille says that she feels stressed because she loves so many dif-
ferent fields but she cannot put together a concrete plan. Kristen mentions 
that she felt the same way, but after going to a career fair and talking with 
her academic advisor, she has learned some new strategies for narrowing 
down her options and incorporating them into one flexible plan. She is 
still exploring for sure, but she feels much more in control of it all and is 
even having a little fun now that she can relax (because she knows she has 
several good career options to choose from!). Camille is very intrigued, 
and after chatting for quite awhile, Kristen gives Camille the contact infor-
mation for that advisor.

Connor and Tyrone. Connor and Tyrone are working at the dunking 
booth at the carnival. They chose to volunteer together because they have 
become friends during the semester. Connor talks about how much he has 
benefited from having Tyrone tutor him. He is now getting to the point 
where no more tutoring is needed, and they have begun to just hang out as 
friends. Tyrone says that he has benefited even more, and he is grateful for 
the experience. He did not even think about tutoring until a faculty mem-
ber mentioned it after seeing how bored Tyrone was in class. It all seems 
so crazy now because Tyrone wants to be a professor, which is something 
he may have never even considered if he had not started tutoring Connor.

TIPS: WHAT WE (CAN) DO

In this final section of the chapter, we highlight ten tips for all college stu-
dents. Although these have been covered in one way or another through-
out the book, it helps to restate them explicitly. We encourage students to 
revisit these tips in the years ahead.
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1. � Find yourself, know yourself, trust yourself, create  

yourself, become yourself

The stereotypes out there in pop culture about the college experience are 
plentiful. Popular movies give you a wide variety, from Animal House 
to Pitch Perfect, from Legally Blonde to Drumline, and from The Social 
Network to Monsters University. And you know what? They are all true. But 
they do not even come close to representing the infinite number of ways to 
experience college. Here is the truest of all stereotypes about college: it is 
a time to find out who you really are. As we learned in chapter 1, most of 
your classmates are discovering what it means to be an independent adult, 
and they are all doing it in their own way. Furthermore, as chapters 5 and 
6 highlight, everyone is affected by their own unique background, and we 
all differ from each other in many significant ways. Everyone is experienc-
ing college in their own way—​there is no such thing as “fitting the mold,” 
no matter how hard you try. There is no mold into which all students fit. 
At the same time, everyone is facing similar challenges. This is a time to 
reflect on what you already know about yourself, and what might be left 
for you to discover. It may even feel like you are creating a new “self ” at 
times, one that is different from how you felt before college. Your hobbies 
and friends may be a lot different from those you had just a few short years 
ago. And that is ok! Just as you might have realized as you read chapters 2 
and 4, you gain confidence, over time, from understanding where you 
come from, where you are now, and where you might go next.

2. � Explore: Embrace the experience . . .

The first thing you learned from reading chapter 1 is the concept of emerg-
ing adulthood. Whether you feel ready or not, you are probably faced with 
the challenge of figuring out your own path to adulthood. We discussed a 
bit more about this in chapter 4 and here in chapter 8. A necessary prereq-
uisite to finding a path is exploration. Or, said differently, it is time for you 
to wander around a bit and see what you like and what you do not. Is this 
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wasted time? Absolutely not. It may feel like you are under a lot of pres-
sure to decide right now what kind of adult you will be. That is indeed a 
daunting task. But you have time to explore your options first. In fact, your 
happiness as an adult may depend on whether you explore your options 
before committing to a path. In chapter 3, you read that college is both a 
credential and a process. Embrace that process to see what benefits may 
emerge. Step outside your box a little bit. Chapters 5 and 6 described how 
college can be an incredibly diverse place, full of individuals with a myriad 
of different backgrounds, beliefs, values, and interests. Interact with indi-
viduals who are different than you; try out experiences you would not 
normally try; and, hopefully, learn some things that you did not think you 
would ever find interesting. This process of exploration will make your 
college degree truly valuable—​both to you and to your future employ-
ers. Just as you read in chapter 7, engaging in the campus community is 
key to becoming a leader. Exploration with an open mind is the first step. 
Embrace the experience!

3. �  . . . and Decide: Have some “long-​term right-​nows”

As you might have guessed, after genuine exploration comes soulful 
decision-​making. Simultaneous with the exploration we just discussed 
is the process of making decisions, both big and small. Chapter  1 also 
mentioned that one of the primary outcomes of emerging adulthood is 
independent decision-​making. College is both exhilarating and terrifying 
largely because it is full of decisions. All of a sudden you have the ability 
to choose your major, your bedtime, your relationships, your study habits, 
your class attendance, your leisure activities, your diet, and so on. This can 
absolutely feel overwhelming at first. But, over time, you may discover how 
wonderful this new autonomy can be. In chapter 4 we learned how impor-
tant it is to develop a sense of ownership over your learning process. In 
chapter 7 we noted that this is also a fundamental part of becoming a true 
leader. Treat your decision-​making with care. From books like this, and 
from faculty, staff, and friends, you already have a wealth of trustworthy 



Making Informed Choices, for Now and Later� 213

research, real-​life experiences, and practical advice. Make sure that your 
short-​term decisions—​even things as small as whether you go to the gym, 
the library, or the party tonight—​line up with the much bigger long-​term 
decisions you have made, such as academic and career goals. Make good 
choices, learn to prioritize, and know what is important to you.

4. � Experience learning

In chapter 2, we described the major role that soft skills will play in your 
future, and in chapter 3 we showed that college is, in part, a developmental 
process. We also described how college offers opportunities to develop 
more human, cultural, and social capital. Finally, in chapters 7 and 8, we 
reflected on how engaging in various parts of the campus community is 
vital to becoming a leader. What do all of these lessons tell us? That learn-
ing is important, and it happens both inside and outside of the classroom. 
When you began college, you may have been focused mostly on classroom 
learning, which is to be expected. But hopefully by now you realize that 
college can mean so much more. There are countless ways to develop abili-
ties such as interpersonal skills, teamwork, leadership, multimodal com-
munication, and multicultural awareness, just to name a few. Think big 
and small. Perhaps you can seek out a once-​in-​a-​lifetime study abroad or 
internship experience. Perhaps you can start today with a one-​time volun-
teer experience or by joining a student organization. These opportunities 
exist on every college campus and oftentimes go underutilized. Such expe-
riential learning will increase both your long-​term career opportunities 
and your enjoyment of the college experience.

5. � Take a social science or humanities class

Perhaps one of the longest-​standing objectives of most colleges is to 
instill the ability to ask one seemingly simple question: Why? Your pro-
fessors probably want you to demonstrate this ability in the form of raw 
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intellectual curiosity about topics they discuss in class. Likewise, the 
ability to ask yourself “why?” as you examine your study skills and time 
management will lead to better academic performance, as you may have 
already learned. A much more refined version of this ability to ask “why?” 
will manifest as critical thinking, one of the most valued personal skills 
across the board, and one that social science and humanities classes help 
to develop. Both professors and employers alike covet critical thinking. 
Lucky for you, college is a virtually endless playground to develop that 
skill, as much of this book demonstrates.

Chapter 4 talks about a personal sense of ownership over the learning 
experience. Chapters 5 and 6 teach that college is full of unique individuals 
and groups who can deepen your understanding of various perspectives 
and worldviews. Chapter 7 illustrates that this environment provides an 
opportunity for civic engagement and leadership development. To make 
college your own personal experience, you must be intentional. Whether 
you become a scientist or an artist, a business owner or a politician, your 
journey should allow you to examine why the world is the way it is, why 
our society is what it seems to be, what changes you desire, and where you 
fit in to this big equation.

6. � Make your own luck

Chapter 4 delivered one of the key takeaways from this book. Your story 
is your story. Learn to take charge of your own experience. We know from 
chapters 3, 5, and 6 that we do not all start from the same place or with 
the same resources—​not by a long shot. But we all have the ability to make 
decisions, take action, and control where we go from here. There is no 
one way to be successful in college. Know yourself, and know what works 
for you. Remember where you come from and then focus on the oppor-
tunities in front of you. From choosing majors to refining study habits to 
selecting extra-​curricular activities—​there is no one-​size-​fits-​all. Develop 
your own method of organization and planning. Study your way. Pay 
attention to what works and adjust when needed.
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7. � Make friends IRL

Social networking is great. The process of crafting a personal profile 
and feed and connecting with people despite geographical limitations 
is now part of our everyday life. But college offers something different 
and rare: the chance to make a bunch of new connections in real life. The 
concept of “networking” is nothing new. A common piece of advice is to 
connect with people, both academically and socially, who may be able to 
help you be successful in the future. Chapters 1 and 2 mention the pro-
cess of resocialization, of learning a new culture. Chapter  3 introduces 
the notion of social and cultural capital, while chapters 5 and 6 explain 
just how diverse a college campus can be. Chapters 4 and 7 explain the 
importance of actively interacting with that environment. Expanding 
your network may seem super complicated, but it does not have to be. One 
bit of common-​sense advice can take you a long way: Make real friends. 
Sometimes lost in the pressure to “network” is a fruitful understanding 
of what that means. Simply introducing yourself to someone probably 
will not mean much in the future. But if you make authentic connections 
with other students, faculty, and staff, these meaningful relationships may 
provide the foundation for what you do after college and how you get 
there. Sometimes a seemingly trivial interaction, like a conversation about 
shared interests, can lead to a long-​lasting, mutually beneficial connec-
tion. Do not treat friendships as transactions. As with the first tip in this 
section regarding the need for exploration, you may initially feel like there 
is no practical purpose behind some of your social activities. But let your 
interests guide you. You might make a lifelong friend from joining a club, 
or you might meet a lifelong faculty mentor at a campus event. If you seek 
out new experiences and develop authentic relationships, you may be sur-
prised by how these goals can enhance your journey both in college and 
the world beyond.

It is impossible to discuss social interaction among young people 
without mentioning how smartphones and social media are transform-
ing it. When danah boyd (2014)7 conducted a study with youth, she dis-
covered that while many interactions on social media generally mirror 
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long-​existing social interactions, there are also key differences. As boyd 
describes, there are four differences that social media and technology 
make for social interaction, namely (1) the persistence and durability of 
online social expressions (meaning that comments online often remain 
long after a private comment to a friend), (2)  the visibility of social 
media and the broad audience of who can view interactions that may 
not have been intended for them, (3) the spreadability of content, refer-
ring to the ease and speed with which interactions online can be shared, 
and (4) the searchability, referring to how easy it can be to find content 
online.

With these facts in mind, contemporary college students must manage 
their online presence with not only their current concerns but also their 
future careers in mind. Positive steps can range from “whitewalling” social 
media content8 that could be damaging to students’ reputations to begin-
ning to build a professional identity and presence in online spaces that will 
be highly visible by the time students apply for jobs. In short, preparing 
for a career means not only gaining exposure to different topics and deter-
mining which major is right for you, but managing the way you present 
yourself to the outside world—​and prospective employers.

8. � Work hard, play hard, sleep hard

Make sure to align all your seemingly small daily behaviors with the college 
experience you want. Prioritize what is important to you and act accord-
ingly. Listen to some of the tried and true maxims about successful college 
students and take them to heart. Go to class. Write down everything. Take 
care of your own health and wellness. If you are a procrastinator (aren’t we 
all?), then plan your procrastination: if an assignment should take an hour 
to complete, then allot at least two hours to do it to allow for distraction. 
Break big assignments into much smaller parts. If you like learning with 
peers, form a study group. If you like to study in absolute silence, find a 
good study place other than your residence hall. If you make time to study 
and take care of business first, there will still be time to have fun.
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9. � Go fail at something

Implicit in all of the advice we give in this book is that it is OK to fail some-
times. In fact, it is necessary! You cannot explore without stumbling upon 
experiences you do not like or succeed in. You cannot truly learn without 
making mistakes (and receiving some bad grades) to learn from. Knowing 
this can save you a lot of stress. Expect to make mistakes or fall short, and 
expect to forgive yourself. Equally important is to expect others to fail, 
and to forgive them just the same. The cruelest phenomenon on college 
campuses is the pressure to appear as though you “have it all figured out” 
or “have a plan and stick to it.” What a myth! One of the most common 
interview questions from both employers and grad schools involves peo-
ple’s ability to handle adversity and failure. The last thing either of those 
groups would want is someone who pretends to never have made a mis-
take. Learn to fail gracefully, and learn to turn your failures into assets. 
This may help you approach college with passion instead of fear.

10. � “There is always help at Hogwarts for those that ask 

for it”

Harry Potter references may be cliché, but none rings truer than the one 
quoted here. The characters in this popular book and movie series can 
always find someone at their school to help them as long as they ask. The 
same is true on college campuses. In so many ways, the college experience 
can feel difficult, isolating, overwhelming, or even impossible. Please rest 
assured that you are not the only one that feels this way. If there is only one 
lesson learned from this entire book, let it be this: you are not alone. You 
are surrounded by caring faculty members, advisors, and fellow students. 
It may not be immediately obvious amid the swirl of activity and informa-
tion on a college campus, especially during your first year. But that is OK.

All you have to do is ask for help. Ask your instructors before class 
or during office hours (usually posted in your class syllabus). Also, 
you have an advisor—​a staff or faculty member, depending on your 
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campus—​responsible for giving you guidance. Find out who your advisor 
is and pay them a visit, even if you do not have an obvious reason. And do 
not forget that you are surrounded by students who face the same chal-
lenges as you. It may not come naturally to ask other students for advice, 
but give it a shot. You may even be able to do this online through the soft-
ware used to manage your courses (look for discussion boards or direct 
message functions). If things get serious, know that your campus most 
likely has a counseling center or health clinic to go to. Also, the offices of 
student affairs or the dean of students can always help if you are in the 
middle of a crisis. Asking for help is the first step to success. All “success 
stories” begin with someone helping someone else. And do not forget that 
this works both ways. You may have the opportunity to help others your-
self, so be ready!

CONCLUSION

This book addresses many key issues that emerging adults encounter dur-
ing the first year of college and beyond. Chapter 1 began by illustrating 
how emerging adults—​in a relatively new life stage—​are different from 
entering college students of the past, and, as a result, may have different 
experiences than the parents or grandparents who often provide social 
support and advice to them. Chapter 2 put into context emerging adult-
hood amidst larger economic, social, and cultural trends, all while high-
lighting the struggles emerging adults may experience while moving, 
changing identities, romantic partnering and breaking up. Beginning 
with chapter  1, the student vignettes provided real-​world examples of 
these experiences. Chapter 3 laid out why it is important to earn a col-
lege degree, including the gain of specific skills, knowledge, and cultural 
capital that remain central for navigating other life changes upon gradu-
ation. Importantly, this chapter acknowledged that where students come 
from—​their social class background—​affects the difficulty or challenges 
they are likely to face as they start their college careers. In turn, chapter 4 
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emphasized the importance of taking ownership of learning and remain-
ing flexible to the unique experiences that different courses and majors 
offer as students decide what fits them best.

Subsequently, chapter 5 described the importance of resiliency in the 
face of challenges, especially by considering the life course as a social 
construction. Students, on the one hand, have the freedom to shape their 
experiences in college, but cannot completely control nor accept total 
responsibility for the social contexts that they encounter or the inequali-
ties embedded within those contexts. On the other hand, viewing students 
as having no control over their social contexts takes away from the impor-
tance of students owning their own learning and of developing resiliency 
in the face of inevitable setbacks. This culminated in chapters  6 and 7, 
where the student stories highlighted struggles with race, ethnicity, gen-
der, sexuality, biculturalism, and religion, as well as uncertainty in how to 
become a leader and engage their wider communities. Where chapter 6 
encouraged readers to harness their identity to find others like them-
selves and to understand diversity as another critical “soft skill” for use 
upon graduation, chapter 7 stressed that students should recognize their 
personal strengths as they look to build civic engagement and hone their 
leadership abilities.

In sum, the primary aim of this book is to address challenges and oppor-
tunities faced by many first-​year college students. At the same time, more 
advanced college students may also find the book helpful. Indeed, students 
are encouraged to revisit this book as they continue to navigate college. 
The themes of the book also raise questions that are relevant to the col-
lege experience in general, including ways to balance personal agency 
and awareness of social influences on behavior in an ongoing way. This 
book aims to aid students in forming a helpful middle ground between 
two extremes:  viewing themselves as 100% in control, or alternatively 
not accepting any personal accountability for college and life outcomes. 
Students need to be aware of the ways they are shaped by their social con-
texts, and the potential for negative influences there. Yet, students also need 
to embrace their personal abilities to navigate past issues they encounter, 
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remove those inevitable roadblocks along the way, and perservere in their 
relentless pursuit of successful pathways through college and beyond.

LETTER TO ENTERING FIRST-​YEARS STUDENTS 

(FROM A REAL COLLEGE FIRST-​YEAR STUDENT)

Halfway through my first semester of college I  now realize there 
are a few things I  would have done differently. Both academically 
and socially. All of these things would make my life exponentially 
easier now.
I would have read my syllabus and made myself reminders to do 
assignments. I  knew professors didn't remind you to do things in 
college, but it never really occurred to me that I should remind myself 
regularly to do things. Because of this failure, I've missed several 
assignments over the weeks and am seriously playing catch-​up.
Socially I  would have not gone out with the cute guy downstairs. 
While it seems like a good idea at the time, trust me, you do not want 
to be involved with anyone in your dorm romantically. It makes for 
awkward laundry room moments and ruins social circles.
That being said, make friends with people in your dorm. I can't stress 
that enough. I love my neighbors and we have a great relationship. 
Every week we have “family dinners” and half our floor goes 
downstairs and cooks big meals.
Also, learn when to say no. Know when it's a good idea to go out and 
when it's an excellent idea to stay in and study. Both are important.
Additionally, cultivating a good relationship with your roommate 
is an excellent idea. Everything from what temperature your room 
should be set to, to rules on having people over should be discussed 
and agreed on. And be friends with them. Sleeping with a stranger 
for any amount of time is just weird.

—​​From, A College Student
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FURTHER READING ONLINE

	 ■	 Many leaders around the world majored in the social sciences 
or humanities and they emphasize the soft skills that higher 
education develops: “Educational Pathways of Leaders,” British 
Council, retrieved from https://​www.britishcouncil.org/​sites/​
default/​files/​1.6_​educational-​pathways-​of-​leaders-​infographic.
pdf.

	 ■	I n this article, sociologists advise new college students to collect 
mentors and friends: Wade, Lisa, and Gwen Sharp, June 14, 
2017, “Collect Mentors and Make True Friends: Advice for 
New College Students from Sociologists,” Pacific Standard, 
retrieved from https://​psmag.com/​education/​collect-​mentors-​
make-​true-​friends-​advice-​new-​college-​students-​couple-​
sociologists-​66914.
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APPENDIX A

Student Activities

Despite the challenges and stresses they can present, classrooms can be 
places of exponential learning, and social science classes in particular 
expose students to ideas that enable them to reflect on themselves. Self-​
reflection is an essential tool in finding your way through college, and so 
for each chapter we offer activities that can promote such reflection. Most 
of these activities can also be implemented in group settings, so consider 
gathering a group of friends to complete some of them—​especially if they 
are also reading this book. For each activity, we draw upon our own best 
practices (in classrooms, advising, and as former participants in student 
groups) to suggest ways to address the challenges we describe through-
out the book. In linking the previous sections, our aim with the activities 
for each chapter is to engage you in the problem-​naming and problem-​
solving processes that are most crucial for success in college. These activi-
ties reflect the experiences, roles, and diversity of our author team and 
should work well in raising your own awareness of the issues this book 
addresses.



224� Appendix A: Student Activities

CHAPTER 1—​DISCUSSING EMERGING ADULTHOOD AND 

GENERATIONAL LABELING

To get started with an activity related to the content of this book, we rec-
ommend reading the background on emerging adulthood in chapter 1. 
Read over the case studies and the advice we provide at the end of the 
chapter. Reflect upon and then jot down your answers to the following 
questions:

	 1.	 Do you think of yourself as an adult?
	 2.	 What do you think it takes to be an adult? When will you know 

you are an adult?
	 3.	 How might becoming an adult be more complicated than just 

having a job?
	 4.	 What barriers do you think young people encounter on the way 

to becoming an adult?
	 5.	 Do you think it is more challenging to become an adult today 

than it was for your parents, or for your grandparents; or do you 
think it is just different?

If you have the opportunity, ask these same questions of some of your 
classmates. How are their answers similar to yours? What are the primary 
differences? We find knowing more about emerging adulthood gener-
ally enables you to become a better advocate for yourself with parents 
and other adults, including employers. Consider whether you have ever 
encountered adults who have a negative impression of today’s young peo-
ple, as a whole or in reference to particular generations of young people. 
If so, do you think their impressions may have been missing information 
about emerging adulthood and the changing life course? Specifically, it is 
helpful to think about how negative impressions of young people could 
change if older adults knew more about how it takes young people today 
longer to complete their schooling and find stable jobs than in the past. To 
conclude this activity, take a few minutes to write down what you could 
say to these adults to advocate for yourself and other emerging adults.
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CHAPTER 2—​UNDERSTANDING HIGHER EDUCATION 

AND DEVELOPING ACADEMIC SKILLS

To work through developmental tasks of emerging adulthood, while also 
challenging your own preconceived notions about college, we recommend 
that you give the following activities a try. For the first activity, start by 
reading the student stories at the beginning of the chapter. With which 
do you most identify:  multiple moves, big transition from high school, 
or recent breakup? Think beyond the specifics of each particular student 
story. Perhaps you have experienced other kinds of disillusionment when 
you encountered the reality of college and how it may be different from 
what you had imagined. Take a few minutes to write down what in your 
own story resonates with or is similar to the student story you chose, as 
well as how it is different. Discuss this topic with other students, espe-
cially other students who are reading this book. Write down any common 
themes you notice after speaking with other students.

A second activity, one that can orient you to the higher education sys-
tem, is to examine the “About” section of your university website. Find 
that section (or one similar) and read every link. Who does what on your 
campus? Can you determine what each individual’s title means? Is it clear 
what each office does for you institution? What is the mission of your 
institution? What traditions are associated with your institution? Do you 
know of any famous or influential individuals that graduated from your 
institution? Chat with one of your instructors or a staff member on campus 
about some of these topics. Ask them to clarify anything you are unsure 
about. Finally, if you have the opportunity, try to explain this material to a 
friend or family member that is not affiliated with your institution.

As a third activity, take some time to reflect on these topics:  study 
skills, the ability to take quality notes, strategies for increasing reading 
comprehension and improving your test-​taking capacities, and advice 
on taking initiative with your professors. How competent do you feel in 
each of these areas? Based on the science section of the chapter, which 
introduces you to the value of a college education beyond boosting your 
income by describing the kinds of skills that employers desire, we invite 
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you to take ownership of your learning by employing strategies that 
work for these skills. As several student stories in this chapter illustrate, 
university study habits need to be more elaborate than the approaches 
used in high school. Do you find yourself asking, “What do I need to do 
to get an A?” or “What are the steps for getting into medical school?” 
These questions indicate that you may be thinking about college as a 
destination rather than a process, an end rather than a means to adult-
hood decisions.

	 •	 Visit our online website supplements to find additional 
resources.

	 •	 We also included a number of relevant resources in the chapter 2 
online reading section, with tips for success in college, ways to 
improve test-​taking, reading comprehension, study habits, and 
how to survive finals.

	 •	 Finally, one of the most important actions you can take is to connect 
with the academic support offices that exist on your campus. Is 
there a tutoring center on campus? How about a writing center or 
a math-​specific tutoring center? Ask an advisor, an instructor, a 
friend—​anyone you can think of to make sure you know about all 
the support resources on your campus.

A fourth and final activity involves a very simple task: go talk with one 
of your instructors. Determine the office hours of at least one of them, 
and plan to visit with the instructor during these office hours. Rather 
than approaching professors to ask questions such as “What do I need to 
do to get an A?” or “What are the steps for getting into medical school?”, 
we recommend that you engage professors as a resource for develop-
ing your own plan. This will help you confront any apprehension you 
may have regarding what happens during office hours. You should know 
that there is no cookie-​cutter process for success in college. At first, it 
may be frustrating when instructors do not provide you with rubrics 
that spell out step-​by-​step the process for success. This may be what you 
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were used to, but college tends to be very different. Let your instructors 
help you adjust to this change. Use your first visit to your instructor to 
think about your expectations for college and the ways you intend to 
navigate it.

CHAPTER 3—​MONEY MANAGEMENT AND 

FINANCIAL LITERACY

Because the focus in the third chapter includes the economic aspects of 
college, we urge you to spend some time investigating the rising costs of 
student loans and college education more generally (see online reading 
section for more information). On the one hand, viewing information 
about the amount of money that students are paying to attend college can 
be overwhelming, and is something we should take care to avoid as much 
as possible. On the other hand, it would be irresponsible not to address 
the financial aspects of the college experience. We have sat with numerous 
emerging adults who did not know about or really understand the financial 
implications of the loans they had during college. Many of these emerging 
adults later regretted not becoming more informed about finances ear-
lier on when their budget was more within their control—​before they had 
committed to a certain housing situation, and so on. As uncomfortable or 
confusing as this topic can be, we think it deserves your attention.

The top takeaway of this chapter is that social class helps shape indi-
vidual lives and experiences during college. Sometimes Americans are 
uncomfortable talking about social class. It rubs against the grain. But 
most folks in the United States can readily recount money stories that, 
in their way, reveal the contours of social class. We encourage you to 
ask yourself, “What is my money story?” Talk with people about money. 
Discussing your financial background with other students is also one of 
the great opportunities of college—​meeting people who come from a 
range of socioeconomic backgrounds. Hear each other’s stories, and try 
to wear each other’s metaphorical shoes for a while. Then spend some 
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time thinking about financial goals, expected income, and how budget-
ing as early as possible in emerging adulthood can help people build a 
comfortable life.

Student debt, financial goals, estimating income, budgeting, financial 
literacy—​these aren’t topics that most college students enjoy discussing, 
but they still stand to benefit greatly from the discussion. In addition to 
the links at the end of chapter 3 (in the online reading section), here are 
other financial literacy activities.

Identifying Your Financial Goals. Here is an excellent quote from John 
Ricchini and Terry Arndt1 on budgeting:

When people think of budgeting, they usually envision hours 
spent pouring over piles of bills, accounting for every penny, and 
depriving themselves of certain pleasures. However, the budgeting 
process does not have to be like this at all. Developing a budget 
simply requires creating a plan—​a plan that will allow you to pay 
for life’s necessities, as well as some luxuries. The secret to making it 
work, however, is creating one and sticking to it. By evaluating your 
financial goals, determining how you make and spend money and 
occasionally reviewing your overall plan, you will be able to better 
manage your time, your money, and meet your financial goals. What 
are your financial goals? Your goals can be anything that is important 
to you, like buying new clothes or CDs, paying off a credit card bill, 
purchasing an airline ticket home for the holidays, saving money 
for a spring-​break trip, or even just saving a few dollars a month in 
case of an emergency. By establishing your financial goals you give 
yourself an incentive to stay focused on developing and maintaining 
your budget.

Exercises. Make a budget using the following worksheet, estimating 
as well as possible current income and expenses, both fixed and flexible. 
Read over the online resource on the difference between fixed and flexible 
costs (the link is in the online reading section at the end of chapter 3). 
Then fill out the worksheet on the next page.
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A Budget for College Spending

INCOME

    Money from home $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

    Money from savings $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

    Part-​time work $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

    Scholarship, grant, or student loan $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

    Other $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

                TOTAL INCOME $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

EXPENSES

    FIXED EXPENSES

      College room and board or rent $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Car payment and insurance $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Credit card payment $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Health insurance $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Emergency fund $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Savings $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Other $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

              TOTAL FIXED EXPENSES $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

    FLEXIBLE EXPENSES

      Tuition $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Books $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Meals and snacks $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Telephone bill and utilities $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Social and recreation $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Transportation $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Personal $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Clothing allowance $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Health care $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

      Other $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

              TOTAL FLEXIBLE $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

TOTAL FIXED AND FLEXIBLE EXPENSES $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

              TOTAL INCOME $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

              Minus TOTAL EXPENSES $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​

              BALANCE $_​_​_​_​_​_​_​
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Evaluating your Results. After you complete your budget worksheet, 
evaluate your results: How did your budget turn out? Was it what you were 
expecting, or were you surprised? What changes do you think you can 
make to your finances to improve it in light of both short-​ and long-​term 
financial goals? How likely is it that you will make those changes? Reflect 
on the statements that follow.

Living beyond Your Means. To quote Ricchini and Arndt,

If the Remaining Income amount in your income statement is a 
negative number, you are living beyond your means. In other words, 
you are spending more money than you take in. If earning more 
money is not an option, you need to reduce your expenses. Look 
first at your variable expenses to determine what expenses might be 
reduced. Check your fixed expenses next. If changes can be made, 
implement them and reevaluate your budget. Continue reducing or 
removing items until your budget balances. If you are still unable to 
balance your budget, consider seeking professional assistance. Living 
above your means even for just a few months can have serious long-​
term consequences, affecting your class performance and/​or plans 
for degree completion.

Living within Your Means

If the Remaining Income amount in your income statement is 
a positive number, you are living within your means. In other 
words, you are spending less money than you take in. Living 
within your means is a great accomplishment, and you should 
be proud of yourself. However, just because you are living within 
your means does not necessarily mean that you are meeting your 
financial goals. If those goals require your setting aside a little extra 
money every month, be sure to budget for that as well. (Ricchini 
& Arndt 2004)
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Preparing for Unexpected Expenses

No matter how diligent you are at budgeting, it is impossible to 
imagine every potential expense  .  .  . Although you can’t anticipate 
every possible expense, what you can do is plan for them. For 
example, you can develop a category in your fixed expenses for an 
emergency fund. Each month, simply set aside a few dollars to be 
saved. (Ricchini & Arndt 2004)

CHAPTER 4—​OWNERSHIP OF LEARNING AND 

TIME MANAGEMENT

For activities related to the topics of chapter 4, we encourage you to engage 
in the numerous resources that exist on managing time, goal-​setting, pri-
oritizing, and scheduling. However, beware that many of the available 
worksheets on these issues are simplistic. Some students may benefit from 
them, but we have heard a number of students moan over the busywork 
that seemingly mindless worksheets entail, sometimes even feeling the 
presence of the worksheets insults their intelligence. We think the most 
essential skill that you can gain is developing a framework for navigating 
your way through college. This orienting framework needs to spring from 
your values, what you desire and aim to be and do. These are not neces-
sarily values with theological weight. We mean values in a broader, soci-
ological sense, as anything you desire that gives you meaning. Without 
some degree of clarity about what your values are, worksheets on time 
management and priorities will prove futile. Even the best strategies can 
become busywork without some deeper understanding of what orients 
your actions. As an emerging adult, it is critical that you reflect upon what 
measuring stick you use to guide your own decisions.

Time Budget. Similar to the income-​expense spreadsheet in the pre-
vious section, you can make something called a “time budget.” The time 
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budget works on the same principle as the expense worksheet. You can 
enter your fixed and flexible expenses, in terms of time. Having out-
lined where you spend your time, you can think about what time goals 
you want to set for spending your time in ways that help you to get the 
most out of college. Then consider whether you want to reprioritize 
where you invest most of your time. To do this, start with 120 hours for 
each five-​day schoolwork week. Then create lines for each of the fol-
lowing time categories: class/​seminar, work/​job, study time, sleep, eat-
ing/​meals, commuting/​travel, personal business/​chores, relationships 
(including intimate, friends, and family), leisure/​entertainment, other 
(and write out what other types of time are). After listing your cur-
rent time investments, ask yourself whether any of these are moveable. 
Consider whether there are ways to put some of these time investments 
together, to be more efficient in how much time it takes to accomplish 
certain tasks, or whether there are ways to expand tasks that you want 
to further prioritize. Talk this over with your friends and family, espe-
cially how this time budget is consistent with your values and goals for 
college.

College Pathways. We recommend discussing the topics of this chapter 
with other students. You can informally discuss (inside or outside of class) 
which of the college pathways described by Armstrong and Hamilton 
(2013)2 you see yourself as being on: the professional pathway, the party 
pathway, or the social mobility pathway. In addition to chatting with other 
students, take some time to reflect individually by writing down answers 
to these questions:

	 1.	 Which pathway do you think you are on as you navigate college?
	 2.	 What aspects of your personal and social biography help you 

align with this pathway?
	 3.	 In what ways do you think you could improve your alignment 

with the pathway you are, or hope to be, on?

It is important to remember that all three pathways are acceptable routes to 
traverse through college. The problem is not being on one versus another 
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pathway; rather, the goal is to avoid misalignment with a pathway that is 
not the best fit.

Personal Values. Some people think that younger generations, such as 
Millennials, are becoming more selfish. For example, an article in Time 
magazine garnered a great deal of attention in 2013 under the headline 
“The Me, Me, Me Generation: Millennials Are Lazy, Entitled Narcissists 
Who Still Live With Their Parents.”3 Conversely, others suggest that 
generosity is rising among millennials, asking as a USA Today article 
did:  “Millennials:  The Giving Generation?”4 Take a moments to peruse 
both articles. With these divergent views about young people in mind, 
decide which of the following categories most accurately describes you: (a) 
individualist, (b) collectivist, or (c) voluntarist.5 An individualist is some-
one who is primarily self-​oriented, whose actions are focused on self-​gain. 
Individualists are happiest in groups that clearly provide more benefit 
than cost to them; they like it when they get more out of participating in 
a group than they have to put into it. Collectivists are at the opposite end 
of the spectrum; they are primarily other-​oriented, with actions focused 
on benefiting others, often accompanied by self-​sacrifice. A collectivist is 
happiest in groups that have a strong sense of group identity, in which 
it is clear that each individual is part of something that is bigger than 
themselves and which satisfies their urge to put the good of others above 
their own. A voluntarist stands, in a sense, in the middle ground between 
these, with inclinations to do good for others that are understood as ulti-
mately self-​benefiting. Someone who is a voluntarist may participate in 
social groups and want to contribute to them, but voluntarists also value 
their independence and would be inclined to leave a group if it demanded 
higher conformity than they desired.

So, which of these categories describes you? Give it some thought and 
then write down your explanation. Discuss it with someone that knows 
you very well to see if they agree. These outlines simplify a great deal of 
nuanced scholarship. At the same time, they offer a great starting point for 
thinking about your personal values to categorize yourself as belonging 
to one of these groups. It is important to think about how each of your 
values come together into a coherent whole. Nearly everyone would agree 
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that making decisions alone is important, that helping others is good, that 
sometimes competition can be motivating, and that quality teamwork can 
be motivating too. It can be helpful to complete value inventories (see the 
online reading section for examples) to gain a better understanding of 
what each of your values looks like independently.

Work Values. Taking the value assessment process a step further, we 
also encourage you to evaluate your work values (see online reading sec-
tion for a suggested worksheet on work values). Figuring out what kind of 
work setting will best fit your value orientation can help students choose 
majors, jobs, and workplaces. After gaining a clearer sense of your own 
value orientation (through the previous activity), you should now con-
sider what kind of career and organization would be the best fit for you.

Most people entering college today have seen how work alignment did 
not go well for some in previous generations. The rise in job turnover, 
layoffs, and divorce rates (often related to work burnout or financial wor-
ries) means that the typical college student has seen their parents or oth-
ers around them struggle with how to balance careers, families, fun, and 
contributing to communities. We encourage you to give some thought 
to how you will make sure that does not happen to you, which means 
critically evaluating which careers will best sustain your personal, family, 
and community values. This kind of reflection may not only promote a 
deeper sense of self, it also may boost your performance in job interviews 
by enabling you to demonstrate an authentic sense of self and work that 
does not overly simplify either.

Time Management. Along with assessing values, it is helpful to pro-
cess the “nitty gritty” of using time wisely. There are many resources on 
time management, and we suggest a few in the online reading section of 
chapter 4. We also think that time management resources often “lose the 
forest for the trees,” so to speak. In this case, the forest is people’s general 
value orientations, the ideals that they want to carry out. Then, with that 
guiding compass to orient the map, the next step is to evaluate what bar-
riers may get in the way of a person achieving their values. We offer this 
adapted table of time-​wasters and time-​savers to aid this process.6
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Time Wasters Time Savers

	1.	 Indecision
	2.	 Inefficiency
	3.	 Interruptions

(unanticipated or not; for   
example, spending time   
on social media is an   
anticipated   
interruption)

	4.	 Procrastination
	5.	 Rumination
	6.	 Disorganization
	7.	 Accumulation
	8.	 Burnout, sickness, or   

emotional drain

	1.	 Develop a sense of value orientation and 
make decisions that align with values.

	2.	 Create an organizing system that helps to 
carry out value orientations and does not 
invite avoidance.

	3.	 Consider what kind of interruptions are 
meaningful and important, and which are 
not; then accept the former and ward off the 
latter.

	4.	 Analyze the root cause: is it because of anxi-
ety, or is it because the task is undesirable? 
If it is the former, see the online reading sec-
tion for a link to a wellness assessment, and/​
or visit a campus health center. If it is the 
latter, consider whether this indicates a need 
to reconsider one’s major or class selections.

	5.	 Reflect on the important aspects of college 
and life, and do not “over-​think” mundane 
matters (for example, consider what the 
most important content of a chapter is; don’t 
memorize).

	6.	 Make to-​do lists, keep schedules, 
organize time.

	7.	 Every so often, remove items from to-​do 
lists, turn down invitations, and otherwise 
avoid clutter.

	8.	 Set aside time to care for oneself and to care 
for others

If you want to move toward a deeper exploration of time management, 
here is another activity. This is an individual activity, but it would be even 
better if you include a few friends. For starters, brainstorm the types of 
goals that you or anyone else could have, such as getting good grades, 
buying a car, or getting more sleep. The goal is not to evaluate each of your 
responses, but merely to assemble a variety of goals you may have. At the 
same time, this activity works best if you offer realistic goals and do not 
seek, as comedic as it may be, to offer goals no one would reasonably con-
sider at this moment in time (for instance, make $10 million).
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You will need some index cards for the next part of the activity. After 
generating a variety of ideas and writing out a list, select one of the goals 
from the list, and then write on each index card a different reason or excuse 
that someone may have for not reaching this goal. Again, think creatively 
and also reasonably (for instance, “because they do not have internet 
access” would not cut it). Once you have filled up your index cards, put 
the reasons/​excuses in order based on the extent to which people can con-
trol them. The bottom of the ranking is reserved for “parking lot” issues, 
which are reasons that require an enormous amount of effort or several 
people to change (for example, “college costs too much” or “politicians 
never support _​_​_​”).

Moving up from parking lot issues, you should put next those items that 
a person could do solo, but which may take considerable time or energy 
(for example, “change my parents’ mind about a major”). Toward the 
top, then, are those reasons that could be most readily altered (for exam-
ple, “does not know how many more credits would be needed to switch 
majors” or “work does not allow enough time for studying”). Now come 
up with strategies for ways to address the top three reasons within the next 
month. To conclude this activity, ask yourself the following: What types of 
factors went into deciding that something was a parking lot issue? What 
factors made an issue seem movable? How might knowing the difference 
help you not get stuck ruminating on parking lot issues?

Health and Well-​being. Most universities provide orientations on alco-
hol use, sexual assault, and other campus issues. We advise you to pay seri-
ous attention to those orientations and trainings, as there are many intense 
issues that you can confront, whether due to your own actions or not. It 
is easy to think the worst situations only happen to other people while 
in truth they could happen to anyone. Best to be prepared. That being 
said, we recommend that you turn to sources on campus for the most 
up-​to-​date information on these issues. Rather than address specifics that 
may change as new information becomes available, we offer a few global 
statements on these subjects. Alcohol and drug abuse, eating disorders, 
and other forms of physiological and psychological distress are real issues 
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that deserve attention. Many of these emerge for the first time or worsen 
during college, and students should consider whether they need help now 
for something that seemed minor or controllable before. We also want to 
add a social perspective to the readily available messages, which typically 
concentrate on how the body and brain contribute to these issues. There 
are multiple ways to treat problems; some have to do with intrinsic aspects 
to a person (what is on the inside) and some deal with extrinsic factors 
(what is outside a person), and neither should be ignored. In attending to 
extrinsic factors, you should consider whether you need to make changes 
to friend groups, to relationships, or within your family to enhance your 
ability to deal with a problem.

Academic Integrity. Many campuses also address academic integrity in 
orientation sessions. We will defer to general orientations on this subject 
and urge you to attend to the “gray” areas, the acts that may not seem like 
outright cheating to them. Some students want to cheat, but many other 
students wind up in trouble over issues that they did not understand to 
be wrong at the time.7 For example, it is increasingly easy for instructors 
to detect that a student has submitted the same term paper to multiple 
classes, which is generally considered to be an integrity violation, unless 
permission was granted by all instructors involved. Submitting materials 
in papers or presentations that were developed by someone else without 
citing those materials is also a problem. Many times students know that it 
is wrong to plagiarize an original source, but they may not realize that tak-
ing material from a blog or study guide about an original text without cita-
tion likewise violates academic integrity. Whether students are allowed to 
consult with others when completing quizzes or exams, especially when 
taken online, varies across courses. You should consult your instructors 
for their policies on this matter, as there is no universal guideline, but 
not knowing that an instructor’s policy was for non-​collaboration can still 
result in a violation. More generally, you should consider whether you 
want to be the kind of person who relies on the work of others to succeed. 
Do we want to be operated on by a doctor who cheated through medical 
school? Do we want a pilot who cheated on a flight exam? No. Be the kind 
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of professional who acts with integrity, who will not cross moral lines even 
if blurry, and who can be relied upon to produce their own work. Form 
that lifelong practice now.

CHAPTER 5—​CAMPUS SUPPORT AND 

RESOURCE SCENARIOS

One of the chief ways that you can bolster your resiliency in college is 
to make campus resources part of your social support system. You may 
have already encountered the laundry lists of available offices and their 
contact information provided by instructors or staff members trying to 
help you. You may have also already realized that these lists are not always 
that helpful. You can probably find geographic locations of these resources 
using map apps or your university’s website, but do you know if the spe-
cific problems you may encounter are addressed by a resource on this list? 
With or without a list, do you know the best keywords to use in order to 
find particular information on university websites (or websites generally)? 
The activities associated with chapter 5 (described next) seek to increase 
these skills, especially to ensure that you understand how best to access 
the basic tools for navigating college.

A big part of bouncing back in the face of adversity is knowing where 
to start and actually getting started, rather than letting challenges pile up 
and become overwhelming. At the risk of stating what may be obvious to 
you, one of the best ways to tackle adversity and learn more about avail-
able resources is to ask Google. We suggest narrowing the keyword search 
to include only websites of the university. For example, we are at the 
University of Arkansas, whose website is uark.edu. To restrict searches to 
university Web pages, you can open Google Chrome and type this into the 
URL field: “counseling services uark.edu.” Only counseling services avail-
able at the University of Arkansas will be returned in the results. (Students 
can often accomplish the same thing by using a search field within the 
campus website, but this approach saves a couple steps.) Here are some 
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examples of information you should practice finding online, perhaps 
bookmark the pages most relevant to you:

	 1.	 What is the name and location of the campus medical facility or 
health center? Are walk-​ins allowed, or do students need to make 
appointments first?

	 2.	 Where can students receive counseling? Is it available in the 
same facility as the health center or at a separate facility? Is both 
individual and group counseling available?

	 3.	 Does the university have a Dean of Students or an Office of 
Undergraduate Studies? If so, where is it located, and how can 
students meet with a representative of this office?

	 4.	 Where is the writing center located, and what are its hours? Does 
it offer walk-​in times, or is it open by appointment only?

	 5.	 Is there a tutoring facility on campus, or can campus offices help 
to connect students with tutors available on particular topics?

	 6.	 Where is the Registrar’s office located?
	 7.	 Where is the Financial Aid Office located? Is there a location 

where students can pay their college bills in person? What are the 
Web addresses for setting up automatic payments for tuition or 
meal plans?

	 8.	 What are the hours of the library? Are there multiple library 
locations? What is the website for interlibrary loans (often called 
ILLIAD) through which students can request access to books and 
articles from any library affiliated with the campus?

	 9.	 Where are the computer lab locations, and what are their hours? 
Are students able to print at all locations, or are there particular 
locations with printers, or with color printers? How do students 
refill their printing quotas or cards?

	 10.	 If students have declared a major, what is the location of the 
department for that major? What is the department website? 
Who is the chairperson for the department? What are the 
names of some of the faculty in the department?
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The point of this activity is for you to gain experience in finding the 
answers to these questions. Even if you were given handouts answering all 
these questions at orientation, it is critical that you still learn the process 
for finding this information for yourself.

Now it is time for a second activity in which you apply these skills to 
some real-​life problems that you may face as a college student. For the 
potential problems listed next, take time to research relevant campus 
information and resources, and then write down the actions you would 
take to address the problem:

	 •	 You need to add or drop a class.
	 •	 You need to pay a bill.
	 •	 It’s flu season, and you know you get sick easily.
	 •	 You want to know what scholarships are available for current 

students.
	 •	 You want to know how to apply for an RA position.
	 •	 You need to find a work-​study position to help out with finances.
	 •	 You don’t know why you received a parking ticket.
	 •	 You have been sexually assaulted.
	 •	 It’s late at night and you need a walking escort across campus.
	 •	 You don’t understand how to finish your math homework.
	 •	 You’re finding it difficult to keep up with assignments in your 

English Comp class.
	 •	 Your professor assigned you to a group to complete a project. 

Each person in your group is responsible for writing a portion 
of the group paper. You’re concerned that one member of your 
group has a looser definition of plagiarism than you.

	 •	 You always wanted to study abroad, but you aren’t sure how you 
could afford it.

	 •	 You enjoy meeting people from other cultures, and you want to 
get involved with some international students.
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	 •	 You have an outstanding account balance that needs to be resolved.
	 •	 You aren’t sure what major you want to study.
	 •	 You don’t understand how to complete an assignment your 

professor gave you.
	 •	 Your computer has begun acting erratically.
	 •	 You don’t feel safe in your residence hall.
	 •	 You and your roommate aren’t getting along at all, and you think 

it’s time for a change.
	 •	 You’ve heard of assessments for finding majors or career 

interests, and want to take one.
	 •	 You know your budget will be tight next semester, and you’re 

hoping to find a way to avoid paying big bucks for textbooks.
	 •	 There are three weeks left in the semester, but you’re quickly 

running out of swipes on your meal plan.
	 •	 You want to form a new student organization.
	 •	 You want to sign up for an intramural sport.
	 •	 You are looking for things to do on the weekends.

Finally, it is time to put your new skills to the test in a very comprehen-
sive way. You will find many different scenarios in what follows that real 
college students have experienced. The first step in this activity is for you to 
put yourself in the middle of these scenarios. Assume that it is you who is 
experiencing what is described. How should you respond to each scenario? 
Which campus resources should you interact with? If possible, this activity 
would be even more effective if you can include one or more friends. One of 
you should assume the identity of the main character in the scenario while 
the other person should pretend to be that student’s roommate or good 
friend. Rotate these roles as you move through the different situations. As 
you work through these scenarios, also consider this question: Why do you 
think that some students are reluctant to use social and academic support 
services, even though they need to access them in order to succeed?
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Advising and Career Development

	 1.	 Chelsea has not completed the last five assignments for her biol-
ogy class, and she failed last week’s quiz on cell structure. She 
doesn’t know how to catch up.

	 2.	 Recently, Chuck completely lost his motivation to study. He is still 
getting good grades in his courses, but he does not see the point 
of what he is doing in life right now. He wonders if he should take 
a year off from school.

	 3.	 Jose appreciates the freedom that college permits him, especially 
compared to high school. His first Monday-​Wednesday-​Friday 
class doesn’t start until 10:40 a.m., and he is out by 2:00 p.m. on 
Tuesdays and Thursdays. With all this free time, he starts delaying 
homework assignments and test preparation, believing he’ll just 
save them for later in the day or another time. Four weeks into the 
semester, he already feels behind.

	 4.	 In her first year, Vanessa began taking courses with a cohort of 
students wanting to go to physical therapy school. When asked 
to describe the cohort and whether it has been helpful to her, 
Vanessa states: “I’m in the cohort for physical therapy, so we all 
just take the same science classes. Following their suggestions 
helps a lot. If it hadn’t been for them, I think I would’ve been 
lost.” Vanessa relies on the cohort for advice about the classes and 
the path she will take. She sees her cohort as a credible source of 
information about school and trusts the information given to her.

	 5.	 Rachel lives in the Quad, and one of her roommates has a 
boyfriend over constantly. The roommate’s boyfriend eats all their 
food without asking for it or replacing it. Her roommates are 
becoming impatient, but they do not want to cause conflict.

	 6.	 Salva just received his math midterm, and the grade was much 
lower than what he expected. He studied extremely hard for this 
exam and thought he was well-​prepared. He doesn’t understand 
why he missed some of the problems or how the final grade was 
determined.
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	 7.	 Trevor always attends his physics class, takes notes, and follows 
along with the lecture as best he can. He joins a study group 
before the first test but quickly realizes when he meets with his 
peers that he has not grasped the major concepts. Everyone else 
seems to have somehow gleaned the most important points of the 
chapters and lectures and can use the information to solve the 
problems, but not Trevor. He feels lost and unsure how he could 
sit in the same class with these students but come away with such 
a different level of information.

	 8.	 Evan founded an after-​school acting troupe for at-​risk junior 
high and high school students. He’s found his passion, as he can 
practice a talent that he honed growing up and help people at 
the same time. He’s a pre-​med biology major, but his heart is not 
in his coursework, and his grades reflect his lack of interest. His 
GPA hovers around a 3.50, though his biology/​chemistry/​physics 
GPA is barely a 3.0. Going into his junior year, he has started 
shadowing at a local surgery clinic and will begin studying for the 
MCAT in January.

	 9.	 Martina is a self-​described “master note-​taker.” She writes down 
the key points of the lecture, doesn’t try to get every word, fills in 
the gaps after each lecture, and reviews her notes each day. On 
her midterm exams, however, her highest grade was a B, and she 
made C’s in three other tests. Now, Martina is confused about 
what to do. She knew her notes forwards and backwards, so why 
isn’t she making A’s?

Study Abroad

	 1.	 In many ways, Sam has loved her university experience, but at 
times she has found the curriculum a little rigid, with the set 
number of core courses and waiting to take upper-​level classes in 
her majors. She also gets a little tired of people saying, “What are 
you going to do with that?” when she says that she is a sociology 
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and German major with a religious studies minor. She likes learn-
ing for the sake of learning and finds herself reading about other 
cultures and religious beliefs frequently. Learning languages 
comes easily to her. Her goal is to be fluent in German, and 
already she can make her way through both formal and informal 
conversations, but she’d really appreciate the more in-​depth learn-
ing that studying abroad would allow. Money, however, may be 
an obstacle for Sam. She has a small scholarship and her parents 
are able to pay the difference, but little is left over after tuition and 
fees are paid at the beginning of each semester.

	 2.	 Taylor did well in his first semester although he had not felt 
sure how he would transition to the university. Though his high 
school GPA was solid, he went to a small school in a rural part 
of the state and didn’t know if that would translate to success in 
college. He quickly learned to review his notes each day, read 
assignments in advance of class, and start preparing for exams 
a week beforehand. Still, he thinks maybe he is motivated more 
by a fear of failing than by liking his classes right now. He is 
thinking about the possibility of studying abroad. He doesn’t 
have many friends and is afraid to tell the handful of people he 
has met that he has never been out of the country and only once 
has been in an airplane. His feelings are jumbled. On the one 
hand, he wants to take advantage of all the college offers and 
develop friendships, but on the other hand, the thoughts of being 
so far from home is not comfortable. It won’t be for his mom and 
dad either.

	 3.	 Gabby’s family took vacations every summer for as long as she 
can remember, and Europe was a frequent destination, instilling 
in Gabby a love of travel and the ability to adapt quickly to new 
environments. The emphasis on studying abroad is one of the 
main reasons she selected this university. She’s an international 
studies and anthropology double major, with the ultimate goal 
of working for the International Olympic Committee (IOC). 
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To make herself marketable for a career with the IOC, Gabby 
is taking two world languages—​French and Russian—​and she 
believes that the best way to become proficient is to study in a 
French-​ or Russian-​speaking country. Gabby is a planner. She 
likes structure and wants to begin working out the details now, as 
she selects her study abroad program.

	 4.	 Devon is a pre-​med biological sciences major. He knows that 
medical schools will receive hundreds of applications from 
students majoring in biology and chemistry, so he wants to 
choose activities that will distinguish him. Studying abroad, he 
feels, will provide a strong look to his profile. He is interested 
in learning about cultures, but a longer program may conflict 
with his MCAT preparation. So much of his academic plan is 
regimented, and he must complete certain classes—​like human 
physiology and biochemistry—​before taking the MCAT at the 
end of his junior year. Devon loves the idea of experiencing 
a new culture and taking classes outside the natural sciences 
to broaden his perspective. On top of staying on track for the 
MCAT, he is also concerned about shadowing at medical clinics, 
volunteering, and taking a leadership role in his favorite student 
organization.

	 5.	 Sam recently met with her academic advisor and learned she 
can graduate in three years, even though she has a major and 
two minors. Sam has the Arkansas Governor’s Distinguished 
Scholarship and the Chancellor’s Scholarship, so finishing early 
would mean giving up a full year of paid funding. Sam will 
consider the options she and her advisor discussed. She can 
graduate early, stay a fourth year and take classes for the joy of 
learning, stay and add a second major to her degree plan, or study 
abroad. She’s already studied abroad once, in the summer between 
her first and second year, with the Classics in Rome Program. 
She’s intrigued with the idea of a different kind of international 
learning experience than she had previously.
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Academic Integrity

	 1.	 Bradly, Anna, and Phinneas all have a multiple-​user text mes-
saging service through SupportMe. They use it to stay connected 
with one another through the school day since their class sched-
ules are different. They also use it to chat about course assign-
ments in cell biology. Although they are in different sections, 
they have the same instructor, so they can conveniently ask one 
another for help on a particular problem without having to get 
together. The second cell biology test is on October 28. Bradly 
has it first at 8:00 a.m. Anna’s test is at 10:30, and Phinneas’s takes 
place at 2:00 that afternoon. When Bradly finishes his test, he uses 
SupportMe to text Anna and Phinneas several of the questions 
that were on his test as a heads-​up for the types of questions they 
may see on their tests. Anna reads Bradly’s text and uses the ques-
tions as a study guide. Phinneas, however, texts Bradly back and 
tells him he shouldn’t be sending out test questions, as he could 
get in trouble for sharing exam questions with others who have 
not taken the exam. Bradly is surprised, thinking that he is just 
helping out friends. Anna texts back that she sees nothing wrong 
with what Bradly did, that it wasn’t like he sent them the actual 
test. Ask students: Did Bradly violate the academic integrity 
policy by sharing test questions? If someone texted you questions 
that would likely be on your next test in a class, would your view 
be more like Phinneas’s or Anna’s?

	 2.	 Robert’s political science professor uses clickers to keep track 
of attendance and assigned readings in a class of over 200 
students. At the beginning of each class, Robert clicks in with an 
answer to a question related to the assignment. If he clicks the 
correct answer, he receives 10 points. If he clicks an incorrect 
answer, he still gets 3 points for being in class. At the end of the 
semester, Robert’s accumulated clicker points will account for a 
quarter of his final grade. Robert needs to see his advisor, and 
the only appointment slot he finds open is for the same time as 
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his political science class. If he doesn’t take this appointment, 
he won’t be able to see his advisor for another two weeks, which 
will delay his registering for classes with the risk that he won’t 
be able to get in the classes he wants. So he cuts a deal with 
his friend Taylor, who is also in the class: “If you will cover for 
me today, then I will click in for you whenever you have an 
appointment that conflicts with this class.” Taylor agrees and 
takes two clickers to class that afternoon. But before he can use 
them, Professor Greenway notices that Taylor has not one but 
two clickers on his desk. “Why the extra clicker?” she asks Taylor. 
Ask students: How should Taylor answer? Should Dr. Greenway 
turn him in for a violation of the academic integrity policy? How 
does Dr. Greenway figure out who owns the other clicker? What 
happens to Robert?

	 3.	 Helen is nervous as she walks across campus to take her honors 
microeconomics midterm. She recites concepts as she walks, 
hoping to get everything to stay in the front of her brain long 
enough to do well on the test. She also keeps checking her 
phone: her dad is in the hospital and Mom was going to text her 
with an update on his condition. Her dad’s health is only adding 
to her nervousness. Helen takes her regular seat in the classroom, 
checking her phone one last time for news of her dad. When 
she sees copies of the test coming down the row toward her, 
she places her phone on her desk and takes a deep breath. Here 
goes . . . Helen has just turned to the second page of the test when 
she feels someone looking down at her desk. “Why do you have 
your phone on and placed on your desk?” Professor Iglesia asks. 
Before she can answer, the professor continues, “This is a violation 
of the academic integrity policy. You may continue, but I will have 
to turn you in for violating the policy.” Ask students: Which part 
of the university’s academic integrity policy does Professor Iglesia 
believe Helen has violated? Do you agree with the professor? Why 
or why not? What could Helen have done differently so that she 
did not end up in this situation?
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	 4.	 Kelsey submits her first paper as a college first-​year student in 
her Composition I class. The instructor notices a 40% match to 
online sources, according to SafeAssign. After comparing these 
sources to her paper, it is apparent that two paragraphs of the 
five-​page paper were copied directly from a website without 
citation. In her meeting with the instructor, Kelsey claims she 
didn’t understand that she was supposed to include quotation 
marks and thought including the source in her bibliography was 
sufficient. She pleads that she was not trying to steal someone 
else’s work and it was just an honest mistake. Ask students: Do 
you think Kelsey violated the academic integrity policy? Why or 
why not?

	 5.	 For students’ third essay in honors world history, Professor Luna 
asks for an annotated works cited page. Professor Luna reviews 
her expectations of the assignment: students are required to 
list at least six sources in MLA format and offer a half-​page 
description of each source, and the source will be incorporated 
into their final paper—​standard information on an annotation, 
she states. Needing to do well in his final two assignments, 
Terrance finishes his assignment a week before the deadline but 
plans to wait and submit it on the due date. Before class one day, 
Anthony tells Terrance he is confused about what MLA format 
looks like and what should be included in an annotation. He 
asks Terrance if he can look at his, and Terrance agrees, emailing 
Anthony a copy. Rather than search for his own sources, 
Anthony submits the document as his own, unbeknownst to 
Terrance. Professor Luna realizes that the students’ assignments 
are identical, gives each student a zero on the assignment, and 
submits both names to Academic Standards. Ask students: Do 
you think Terrance violated the academic integrity policy? 
Why or why not? Is Terrance more culpable than Anthony? 
How should Terrance justify his actions when meeting with 
the standards committee? What should be the punishment for 
Terrance and for Anthony?
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Finding the right information is only half the battle. To truly get the 
support you need, you should be interacting with other human beings. 
Another valuable activity for incoming college students is to practice ask-
ing people on campus for help in employing college resources. Find a few 
other students on campus and ask them some of the following questions. 
It may seem intimidating at first but interacting with other people on cam-
pus is key to forming the support system you need to succeed.

	 1.	 What is the best-​kept-​secret place to eat on or near campus?
	 2.	 What is the best place to meet up with people on campus for fun?
	 3.	 Where is the best place on campus to study?
	 4.	 Which campus computer lab is most accessible?
	 5.	 What is the best place or website to buy books and class 

materials?
	 6.	 Who is a professor that everyone should try to take a class with?
	 7.	 Who is the best advisor to meet with to sort out classes and career 

options?
	 8.	 What is the most interesting art piece on campus?
	 9.	 What is the best sporting event to see, especially one that not 

everyone knows about?
	 10.	 What is one thing you wish you would have known when you 

were a first-​year student?

CHAPTER 6—​DIVERSITY AND FORMING CONNECTIONS

When considering the topic of diversity, the most important step is to focus 
on authentic (not generic) ways of grappling with real student differences 
and similarities. The student stories offered at the beginning of chapter 6 
can spark reflections and discussions on race and ethnicity, immigra-
tion, sexuality, gender, religiosity, and culture generally. Additionally, the 
resources listed in the online reading section at the end of chapter 6 aim 
to promote a welcoming campus community that respects differences and 
highlights underemphasized commonalities.
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Another way to address diversity is to use the activity called “Crossing 
the Line.” It is best implemented as a group activity (even if it is just you 
and a few friends). The goals are to introduce you to the diversity of oth-
ers, to expand your definitions of diversity, and to help you connect with 
similar peers. This activity typically starts with each participant stand-
ing on one side of a room. Pretend that there is an imaginary line down 
the middle of the room. A volunteer will read various prompts with the 
instruction to cross the line if the statement applies. Alternatively, partici-
pants can simply sit in a circle and raise their hands (or otherwise make 
themselves known) if the statement applies. If you are unable to gather 
a group of friends for this activity, simply read each prompt, consider 
whether it applies to you, and then consider the experiences of students 
that would have an answer opposite from yours. Here are the prompts, 
and feel free to add some of your own:

	 •	 Cross the line if . . .
	 1.	 You are from out of state;
	 2.	 You know what you want to major in;
	 3.	 A school other than this was your first choice;
	 4.	 You have lived in another state;
	 5.	 You graduated from high school with fewer than 50 

classmates;
	 6.	 You had over 500 people in your graduating class;
	 7.	 You have been in love;
	 8.	 You are in love;
	 9.	 You have a hero or role model in your life;
	 10.	 You have visited another country;
	 11.	 You own your own car;
	 12.	 You always arrive to meetings, events, and class late;
	 13.	 You want to have children someday;
	 14.	 You plan to get married in the future;
	 15.	 You define marriage as between a man and a woman;
	 16.	 You plan to live in a big city;
	 17.	 You would be happy to live on a farm;
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	 18.	 You have cried at least once this year;
	 19.	 You have laughed at yourself at least once this year;
	 20.	 You are the oldest in the family;
	 21.	 You are the youngest in the family;
	 22.	 You are adopted;
	 23.	 You are an only child;
	 24.	 You come from a family of four or more children;
	 25.	 You have had primary responsibility for raising another 

member of your family;
	 26.	 Your parents are either divorced, separated, or never 

married;
	 27.	 You consider yourself to be a religious person;
	 28.	 You are Catholic;
	 29.	 You are Protestant;
	 30.	 You are Jewish;
	 31.	 You are Muslim;
	 32.	 You are Hindu;
	 33.	 You are some other form of religion or spirituality;
	 34.	 You are an atheist or agnostic;
	 35.	 You are a person of color;
	 36.	 Your parents or grandparents might still have prejudicial 

thoughts;
	 37.	 You did not cross the line in a previous statement when you 

should have.

In this activity, the goal is to provide you with a mostly nonverbal way 
of observing differences and similarities within a group. Participants are 
learning more about who composes their group, and recognizing the 
diversity within the group and how that contributes to common and dis-
tinct experiences. Conclude this activity by writing down answers to the 
following questions: What made it easy or difficult to participate in this 
activity? What were the categories that had the greatest degree of similar-
ity, and of difference? Was that surprising? How did it feel when only a few 
people stepped forward?
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During this activity, please remember to establish a safe environment 
in which it is acceptable for everyone to move or stay still as they are com-
fortable. No one should feel forced to disclose anything they are uncom-
fortable sharing. Participants may laugh or in other ways express a degree 
of discomfort with this situation, and that can become a powerful way to 
engage with each other. A simple “Why do you think there was laughter 
when we discussed—​—​?” can be the beginning of an important conversa-
tion. In our experience, it works well to write down your reflections inde-
pendently immediately following the exercise and then share together as 
a group.

Another activity that can be completed in tandem with this one, or as 
a follow-​up, is called Similarities and Differences. The objectives of this 
activity are to discover similarities and differences among people; to iden-
tify differences that require little effort to discover; and to identify how 
sometimes unseen similarities exist despite stereotypes to the contrary. 
As with the first activity, this one is best implemented as a group activity. 
Participants should begin by forming into groups with others who have 
visible similarities to them. Once groups are formed, participants should 
identify one thing that they value about their similarities. Then they can 
discuss ways that they are different. Once this is completed, participants 
should disband their groups and instead form groups based on visible dif-
ferences. Once groups are formed, they should identify one thing they 
value about their differences. Then they can discuss ways that they are 
similar. Finally, as one big group, discuss how college students can feel like 
a “fish out of water” and whether this activity challenges that perception.

CHAPTER 7—​PERSONAL STRENGTHS, LEADERSHIP, 

INTEGRITY, AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT

The first step to becoming an active and engaged citizen, on campus and in 
the community, is recognizing your particular strengths as a social leader. 
Between the common claim that “no two leaders are the same” and the 
opposite extreme view that “leaders are all alike” is the reality of the middle 
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ground:  leaders exhibit a set of leadership types. There are a variety of 
ways to classify leader types, which emphasize different aspects of being a 
leader. The set that we recommend was developed by Paul Schmitz (2011)8 
in a book called Everyone Leads: Building Leadership from the Community 
Up. The leader types are summarized in an excellent handout produced by 
Everyday Democracy (https://​www.everyday-​democracy.org/​resources/​
leadership-​compass-​activity).9 The compass consists of four leadership 
types: nurturers, teachers, mobilizers, and visionaries. While individuals 
can have aspects of any of these leader types, this activity may help you 
recognize which of your leadership qualities are dominant, and which 
type best represents the way you are most comfortable leading.

This leadership compass activity can be completed on your own, or in 
a group. Begin by following the instructions for rating which leadership 
qualities best describe you, then tabulate the responses to discover which 
leadership style is your strongest. The handout above describes ways of 
implementing this in a group setting, but you can certainly complete 
this activity alone to reflect on what you “bring to the table.” It should 
be underlined that no one style is better than another; rather, each kind 
of leader is important for a well-​balanced team. After tabulating the 
responses, review the Leadership Compass (https://​www.nationalservice.
gov/​sites/​default/​files/​resource/​leadershipcompass.pdf).10 This handout 
provides additional descriptions of each leader type’s approach to work, 
and it lists the best ways to work with a leader of each type. You can ben-
efit from learning about your own style, and may gain even greater insight 
by learning about the leadership styles of others. Considering that most 
workplaces, across all sectors, need people who can lead personally and 
in teams, it is essential for you to gain exposure to a wide array of others’ 
work and leadership styles during college. Though sometimes students 
dread group work in class, working together with a team is crucial to the 
college experience, and we encourage you to embrace it as providing one 
of the more tangible, real-​world skills for life after college. Completing this 
exercise can deepen your sense of where others in your group are coming 
from, and spur creative thinking about how to engage different types of 
leaders by emphasizing their particular strengths.
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These topics of leadership and teamwork give you another opportunity 
to reflect on academic integrity at your institution. Students and faculty 
often view issues of academic integrity differently (Park 2003)11 and differ-
ent instructors hold somewhat different expectations. Many students tend 
to think of the most extreme, black-​and-​white form of plagiarism: cheat-
ing on an exam. However, more common forms of plagiarism include 
using material from another source and passing it off as one’s own work 
(Park 2003). This can be done intentionally, from buying papers online to 
using the work of other students who took the course in the past. It can 
also include unintentional forms of plagiarism, however, which stem from 
not knowing how to cite information found online or in other sources, or 
not understanding what constitutes a paraphrase of material written by 
others.

To help you think through these issues, try this activity. Read each of 
the examples of possible academic dishonesty below. For each one, write 
“yes” or “no” to indicate your opinion on whether it constitutes cheating.

	 1.	 Taking an exam in place of another student or having someone 
take an exam in your place.

	 2.	 Rewriting passages for a paper that you are typing for a friend.
	 3.	 Having someone write a paper to submit as your own work.
	 4.	 Discussing your outline/​ideas for a paper with a friend in your 

class who is writing on the same project.
	 5.	 Allowing another student to copy from you during an exam.
	 6.	 Changing your lab results to reflect what you know they should 

have been, rather than what you actually got.
	 7.	 Turning in the same paper to two different classes.
	 8.	 Studying from old exams.
	 9.	 Getting questions or answers from someone who has already 

taken the same exam.
	 10.	 Borrowing an idea for a paper without footnoting the source.
	 11.	 Working on homework with other students.
	 12.	 Including a few items which you didn’t really use on a 

bibliography.
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	 13.	 Changing a few answers on a graded exam and resubmitting it for 
a higher grade.

	 14.	 Reading just the abstracts of articles, rather than the entire article, 
when researching a paper.

	 15.	 Asking someone to proofread your draft of a paper.

If possible, now ask at least one friend to do the same, and then compare 
your lists. Are there any differences? Finally, bring this list to at least one 
instructor to get their input and guidance.

CHAPTER 8—​ACTIVITIES—​CAREER EXPLORATION AND 

PERSONAL STATEMENTS

The activities for this chapter encourage you to reflect on and discuss your 
values and purpose and connect those to making decisions about your 
majors and careers. We also offer strategies for you to draft personal state-
ments and talk with your parents about career choices.

Values Discussion. This activity can be completed as a personal reflec-
tion or in a small group. As a personal reflection, take plenty of time to 
write answers for each of the questions that follow. As a small group activ-
ity, select a leader/​facilitator and follow these instructions: “Have partici-
pants f﻿﻿ind two people who are wearing the same color as them. Have them 
f﻿﻿ind a spot where they can talk together. Instruct them they will be talking 
about some issues, career or personal goals, and you will give them new 
topics every few minutes. T﻿﻿his exercise allows them to get to know each 
other better, and start thinking about what kind of career or f﻿﻿ield they are 
interested in. Af﻿﻿ter 30 to 45 minutes, the instructor will ask everyone to sit 
down, and have one individual from one group talk about his/​her partner. 
Here are some samples:”12

	 •	 Talk about the most important thing you have learned this year.
	 •	 What are the easiest and hardest emotions for you to express 

and why?
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	 •	 What is something that few people know about you?
	 •	 What do you value in a friend?
	 •	 What do you want to be doing in five years?
	 •	 What is one goal you have for next year?
	 •	 What is a motto you try to live by?
	 •	 What is the greatest challenge you are facing?
	 •	 What do you like most about yourself?
	 •	 What do you value in a loving relationship?
	 •	 What do you value most in life?

Purpose Discussion. The purpose of this exercise 13 is to challenge you to 
assess your personal and professional goals. A forward-​thinking mindset 
and a long-​term goal will help you to stay focused academically. Moreover, 
it will guide your planning of your first year and suggest a path to achieve 
your short-​ and long-​term goals. First, consider the concepts of vision, 
mission, purpose, and goal. Imagine that you are the CEO of a large cor-
poration (choose one you are familiar with or make one up). Create a 
vision, mission, purpose, and goal for this corporation. Now, using that 
same logic, create your own personal vision, mission, purpose, and goals 
might be.

Vision: You should have a mental picture of what you would like to do 
in the future. Vision answers the question: Where do you want to 
go? Vision is the formation of an ideal. Considerations about dream 
careers and sources of happiness aid the formation of a vision. Some 
questions for stimulating an understanding of vision follow:

	 •	 What is your vision for family life?
	 •	 What is your vision for a dream job?
	 •	 What is your vision for your business?

Mission: Once you identify your career interests, you should con-
sider what career paths will take you there. Have you mapped out 
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the road you need to take to make your vision or dream a reality? 
A mission is a step-​by-​step procedure, and it varies based on your 
career interests. A mission answers the question: How will you get 
where you want to go?

	 •	 Do you have a personal mission statement?
	 •	 Do you know what it will take to achieve your dreams?
	 •	 Have you explored what career path will lead you toward 

your ideal job?

Purpose: Most actions worth taking must carry a purpose for the   
one undertaking it. It’s the purpose that urges us to move forward 
with our dreams. Purpose answers the question: What are you 
about? It describes what makes you tick. Consider these questions:

	 •	 Do you feel you have a life purpose or calling?
	 •	 Why are you interested in getting a college degree?
	 •	 Why do you want to attain a particular job?

Goal: Since the purpose is the why, the goal is the what. Goals are 
the desired results of efforts and answer the question: What do you 
hope to accomplish? Consider these questions:

	 •	 What is an academic goal you hope to accomplish this 
semester?

	 •	 What is a personal goal you hope to accomplish this year?
	 •	 What is a professional goal you hope to accomplish in   

10 years?

Selecting a Major. We encourage you to read “Choosing Your Major” by 
Mary Lou Taylor (https://​www.albright.edu/​wp-​content/​uploads/​2019/​
03/​How-​to-​Choose-​Your-​Major-​Tip-​Sheet.pdf).14 What follows are a 
number of additional questions to consider, as well as ideas for additional 
activities to guide you in selecting a major.15
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An Inside Look at Selecting a Major

Individual Questions

	 1.	 Describe how you have attempted to select a major field of study 
up to this point.

	 2.	 What should be the role of parents, friends, and people in your 
community in the selection of your major?

	 3.	 What are the best resources to use as a student in the selection of 
your field of study?

	 4.	 Describe how your major may enhance your career choices.
	 5.	 Should your selection of a major be primarily influenced by your 

potential future income? How important are other factors in your 
major selection? Please explain.

	 6.	 Describe how your interests, talents, and personality should affect 
your major selection.

	 7.	 Describe how electives and a minor are important considerations 
when selecting a major.

Class or Group Discussion

	 1.	 Consider which aspects of previous jobs or activities you have 
enjoyed thus far.

	 2.	 Would you like to continue these interests in a major?
	 3.	 Do you enjoy working with people or working alone? What 

majors or career opportunities should you avoid?
	 4.	 Do you know your strengths? How can you build on these?
	 5.	 What basic questions can you ask yourself that may help with 

your decision on a major?
	 6.	 How anxious are you to begin working? What are the advantages 

of a college (or graduate) degree?
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Activities

	 1.	 Make an appointment for personality and career testing.
	 2.	 Speak to individuals who work in fields that are of interest to you.
	 3.	 Make a list of careers with which you are familiar.
	 4.	 Visit career placement centers and speak with your professors 

about career opportunities.
	 5.	 Read as much as possible about your areas of interest.

Outcomes

	 1.	 Discuss guidelines for decision-​making about choosing a major.
	 2.	 Develop a personal strategy for choosing a major.
	 3.	 Name two resources for career guidance and the importance 

of each.
	 4.	 List various majors and their corresponding career possibilities.

Another useful activity to spur reflection on potential careers is to begin 
drafting your own personal statements. Personal statements are often 
needed to apply for scholarships, awards, and graduate school. While 
incoming first-​year students may still have a few years before they need 
to submit a personal statement, it is never too early to begin construct-
ing a draft. At minimum, this asks you to consider where you are headed. 
Moreover, it serves as an opportunity to consider how your personal biog-
raphy and background can aid you in asserting your unique contributions.

Multiple issues can deter students from beginning to draft a personal 
statement: (1) Personal statements are terribly named; they are really pro-
fessional statements with personal biographies interpreted professionally; 
(2)  “Writer’s block” can prevent students from combining all the infor-
mation they have encountered into something that they enjoy writing, 
that adequately reflects their professional identity, and that makes others 
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want to invest in them, their dreams, and their future trajectory; (3) Many 
students feel they do not have interesting stories. In our experience, stu-
dents often think that if they haven’t overcome severe hardships (physi-
cal, mental, socioeconomic, and so on) or haven’t accomplished some 
extraordinary feat (founding a charity, and the like), then their stories are 
fundamentally uninteresting. The question “What are my unique contri-
butions?” is a way to help you see that your story is unique and can be a 
compelling way to discuss your strengths. To lessen these potential bar-
riers, this activity introduces you to the experience of beginning to think 
about and draft a personal statement, to form the foundation of a working 
document that you can revise as you journey through your undergraduate 
career.

TIPS FOR DRAFTING A PERSONAL STATEMENT

	 1.	 Break down “writer’s block” issues by separately drafting portions 
that can be synthesized into a personal statement later on.

	 2.	 A final draft should never be a first draft, and all quality writing 
results from multiple rounds of revisions. The goal is merely to 
craft a first draft, which can be refined and rewritten as your plans 
inevitably evolve.

	 3.	 Exchange your drafted personal statements with other students to 
gain peer-​review feedback. This may be intimidating at first, but it 
is incredibly helpful to involve peers in this process.

	 4.	 Examples of reflection topics to be written on index cards 
throughout the semester include the following:

	 a.	 What is my background? (forming initial connections exercise)
	 b.	 Who have I been? (reflecting on what prior experiences mean 

for their professional selves)
	 c.	 What is my [university] identity? (university traditions 

exercise)
	 d.	 What is my [college or school] identity? (college/​school 

resources and advising exercise)
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	 e.	 What is my [major] identity? (major -​specific study skills, 
groups, course plans)

	 f.	 Who am I now? (reflecting on current undergraduate identity, 
as evolving from youth)

	 g.	 What is my professional identity? (goal-​setting and career 
development exercises)

	 h.	 What are my unique contributions? (diversity, family 
backgrounds, race/​ethnicity, gender, sexuality, religion, 
nationality, and other cultural norms and experiences)

	 i.	 What is my generous identity? (civic engagement/​
philanthropy/​citizen exercise)

	 j.	 Who do I aspire to be? (aspirations, career trajectory, desired 
life, ways to give)

	 k.	 What are my limitations? (time management, study skills, 
financial aid, health)

	 l.	 What resources can support my strengths? (university 
resources, campus community, family, and friends)

	 m.	 What will I mobilize? (how students will draw upon resources 
to mobilize aspirations)

Finally, don’t forget to talk with your parents about your evolving career 
plans. Nearly all students enter college with ambitions and preconceived 
notions of what they want to do. As they navigate college, however, these 
plans can and often should change. You need to keep parents informed of 
those changes.

FURTHER READING ONLINE

Here are a few resources we have found helpful:

	 •	 Here’s a handout regarding the Cornell system for taking 
notes: http://​www.riverland.edu/​riverland/​assets/​File/​study-​tips/​
Cornell_​System.pdf.
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	 •	 A handout to explain the forgetting curve is here, by John 
Wittman of CSU Stanislaus, retrieved from https://​www.csustan.
edu/​sites/​default/​files/​groups/​Writing%20Program/​forgetting_​
curve.pdf.

	 •	 Some tips for improving study skills, for example, are here, on 
this Virginia Tech “Study Skills Checklist,” retrieved from https://​
www.ucc.vt.edu/​academic_​support/​study_​skills_​information/​
study_​skills_​checklist.html.

	 •	 Here are some resources for discussing memorization and 
remembering, “Improving Concentration /​ Memory,” Virginia 
Tech, retrieved from http://​ucc.vt.edu/​academic_​support/​
online_​study_​skills_​workshops/​improving_​concentration_​
memory.html.

	 •	 You should also think about finding study environments that are 
conducive to learning: “Study Environment Analysis,” Antelope 
Valley College, retrieved from https://​www.avc.edu/​sites/​default/​
files/​studentservices/​lc/​StudyEnvironmentAnalysis.pdf.
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APPENDIX B

Advice for Parents

	 1.	 Be involved. On the one hand, recognize that you still have 
an important role to play in your adult son or daughter’s 
college education, especially as they navigate college toward 
their career path. Some of the students who we see struggle 
the most are those whose parents seem to have a completely 
hands-​off approach to their student’s college experience. 
Of course, life can get in the way, and sometimes there are 
health, financial, or family issues that prevent parents from 
focusing on their student’s experience as much as they wish 
they could. In other cases, parents may feel that the need 
to let their child figure things out completely on their own 
because that’s part of “growing up.” To the extent possible, 
we recommend carving out some time on a regular basis 
to connect with your student. Discuss what college is like, 
and see how you can help. The decisions they make dur-
ing college obviously do not determine their whole lives, 
but they do have a significant influence on how prepared 
students will be for the labor market, and for life more gen-
erally. Parents can help emerging adults get the most out of 
college.
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	 2.	 Don’t be too involved. On the other hand, college provides the 
opportunity (and need) to transition your relationship with 
your adult(ish) student toward the eventual adult-​to-​adult 
relationship you will have going forward. That requires you to 
let go of the reins a bit, and let students decide for themselves. 
You will continue to guide them, but not direct them as much. 
It also means being open to their ideas, as half-​baked as they 
may be. Perhaps their ideas need major refinement, but they are 
still attempts to choose for themselves who they are to be. That 
process of choosing and refining is important itself!

	 3.	 Counsel, but don’t intervene. Most faculty and university 
administrators frown upon parents contacting them directly 
or emailing them on behalf of their students. We understand 
parents’ desires to continue to express their love for children in 
similar ways as when they were in grade school and high school 
(the latter of which may have been just a few months ago!). 
However, most professors are taken aback when parents reach out 
to them directly, and despite parents’ good intentions, this could 
have a negative effect on their children’s experiences in college. It 
is important to realize that parental involvement in college is not 
encouraged, nor viewed positively, as it was at earlier schooling 
levels. While a parent can mean well in jumping to their student’s 
rescue, such an encounter can cause professors to view their 
child as dependent on parental intervention, rather than seeing 
the student as an independent emerging adult. Instead, we 
recommend talking with your emerging adult about what kinds 
of contact she or he should have with people on campus, and 
advising emerging adults to make these connections solo.

	 4.	 Listen and interpret (do not tell and command). If your student 
hits some difficult financial circumstances, or squanders the 
resources you provided, it can be hard not to take over. What your 
children need right now, though, is to figure their finances out 
for themselves. During the reorientation that students undergo 
during college, they may have questions, concerns, even outright 
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conflict with you regarding the kind of upbringing they had, and 
their hopes and fears about the kind of life they want to build. 
We recognize that parents have different ideas about their roles in 
their children’s lives (see the parent socialization styles discussed 
in chapter 3).

Nevertheless, college is a middle-​class system, and thus 
it works best when students engage their professors and take 
an active role in shaping their education trajectory. This is 
something that parents should not take over for their kids, 
even though college students do not have it all figured out just 
yet. We recommend that you talk with your kids about their 
finances and budget. Have those—​sometimes challenging—​
money talks. When you do, listen more than you tell. When you 
do talk, think of yourself as an interpreter, a sense-​maker. Help 
them understand their situation and their options rather than 
command them to make certain choices. Again, easier said than 
done, but at least make efforts to shift your relationship with your 
student in this direction.

	 5.	 Support and advise (do not cajole and fix). Students encounter 
a variety of setbacks during college. It is helpful when parents 
support them as they overcome these issues, finding ways to 
be resilient despite challenges. However, unlike when children 
were young and directly in their parents’ control, parents 
should not step in to fix problems for their emerging adult 
students. Understanding how students are passing through a 
key developmental life stage—​when they are building skills to 
launch adulthood—​means taking a step back. Parents are helpful 
as advisors from afar. Instead of hovering over your students, 
encourage them to connect with the many sources of support 
they have on campus.

	 6.	 Try not to be an additional source of frustration. Though you 
may sometimes feel frustrated by the experiences your student 
has on campus, we encourage you to think of yourselves as a 
relief valve for your students. Be a source where they can dump 
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their frustrations. Then, rather than venting back to the students, 
we think it is best to find other adults, your friends or perhaps 
colleagues, whom you can share these frustrations with. When we 
compare students who are really struggling in college with those 
who are weathering the storms that college brings, we notice that 
college can be especially hard on students who do not seem to 
have anyone helping to alleviate their frustrations and confusions, 
and, in many cases, they struggle more when their own issues are 
compounded with those of their parents.

For example, a call home may involve a student saying 
something like this: “I cannot believe it! I got a notice from the 
registrar’s office that I can’t enroll in any classes because there 
is a hold on my account from that parking ticket I got last year. 
I know I paid that!!” It would be completely understandable 
to respond by returning the frustration, saying something like 
this: “That is terrible! I can’t believe how they are treating you. 
It’s like they don’t even know that you are there. Give me their 
phone number, and I’ll call them up to give them an earful.” 
But we recommend instead trying an approach along these 
lines: “Yeah, some of college can be like that. So frustrating! But 
lots of big systems are that way. Not everyone knows each other 
over there. Unlike in high school when your teachers may have 
eaten lunch with each other and been able to talk directly to the 
librarian if your library fine was preventing you from going on a 
field trip, you can’t assume the people at the university talk with 
each other. So, pick up the phone and call the parking office, 
or better yet—​stop by on your way to work, and let them know 
what an issue this has caused. Try to be calm, and ask them what 
they can do to help you, and quickly, so that you do not miss 
out on the classes you want to take. Then call back the registrar’s 
office.” In short, help your child by encouraging them to work 
through their issues with campus life without compounding 
the frustrations they will face in any large bureaucracy like a 
university.
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	 7.	 Encourage your emerging adult to connect with university 
faculty. One of the most significant experiences that students 
can have during college is to bond with a caring adult outside 
their family. There are practical reasons for this: your student will 
almost certainly need a recommendation letter from at least one 
faculty member (if not many) in order to apply for awards and 
scholarships, study abroad programs, jobs, or graduate school. 
Incoming college students often do not realize how important 
these recommendation letters will be for them later on, and 
by the time they realize (often in their last year on campus), it 
may be too late. The problem is not that they do not reach out 
at all to faculty, but that they may end up asking people to write 
letters about them with very little substantive knowledge of who 
they are.

A recommendation letter that says the faculty member has 
known the student from their first year on campus all the way 
through the last four or five years is stronger than one that says 
they have known them for a semester or a year. Especially strong 
is a letter that shows the professor knows the student not just 
inside but outside of the classroom, evidencing ways the student 
has been involved in the faculty’s research or assumed leadership 
roles in student organizations, and the like. It takes time to build 
the relationships that produce those kinds of letters, so your 
student needs to begin working on being in touch with faculty, 
and faculty they truly enjoy and admire, as soon as they can. 
These same faculty relationships are also invaluable for other 
practical reasons, such as navigating the selection of a major, 
finding social connection across campus, and finding resources 
for academic success. We are no substitute for you, but we are 
integral to your student’s success.

	 8.	 Recommend that your burgeoning professional gain research 
experience. Related to the last tip, research experience 
encompasses the most valuable set of skills your student can gain 
in college. Study abroad, participating in student organizations, 
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working—​all those experiences can be valuable and necessary 
too. But with the rising emphasis in the US economy on 
analytical skills, research of any kind is sure to boost your 
student’s marketability. Though many students take classes that 
involve research, it is really the research experiences outside of 
the classroom that give students deeper exposure to the hands-​
on research skills they will need after college. Encourage your 
student to approach professors whom they work well with to 
see if they have opportunities for students to contribute to their 
research in some way. Many faculty have research labs and 
projects that involve students, but many students never realize, 
or learn too late, just how many research opportunities college 
campuses offer. Your student may have to do some searching 
around to find these opportunities. If you guide them toward 
finding research experience, and they come back saying their 
professor said there were no openings in their lab, then encourage 
them to find someone else, even looking outside their major. We 
have written countless recommendation letters for medical school 
and law school applicants based on research experiences we had 
with students on a social science project. Sure, it helps if students 
have letters from faculty in their majors, but it makes application 
packets even stronger if they can demonstrate versatility and 
interest in research outside of their major as well. Nearly every 
career involves some aspect of people work, and social science 
research prepares students for that.

	 9.	 Let your students explore a variety of career options. We know 
that some parents have been telling their friends and family for 
years that their kid was going to be a doctor, or a lawyer. But the 
statistics on this do not add up. The majority of students change 
majors during college. Perhaps your child is among the minority 
of students who will wind up in the career they had in mind when 
they entered. Great! But if not, and even if so, they should explore 
other options while they are in the protective atmosphere of 
college.
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	 10.	 Be open and flexible. Again, easier said than done! It can be 
hard to let go of the deeply ingrained habit of responsibility 
for everything from what your children ate to when they slept. 
Sending your child off to college brings major changes. People 
often talk in our society about the “empty nest,” and that is a 
big social status change. But underemphasized is how your 
relationship with your child is also transformed once they head 
off to college, even if they are still living at home with you. With 
these challenges in mind, we encourage you to be open to the 
ideas your evolving college student brings to you. Being flexible 
to honor their changing sense of self, and their modifying 
understanding of their careers, is healthy for their growing 
ownership of learning. It is also key for your continued closeness 
with them. Conflict with parents during emerging adulthood is 
common, but some young people enter adulthood with loving 
relationships with their parents, while others cut off all or 
almost all ties to parents. Losing parents in the struggle to gain 
independence is one of the heaviest burdens with which we see 
emerging adults grapple. Being open to what your adulting child 
wants to tell you is the best way to ensure they will continue to tell 
you about their lives, and stay connected as they change.
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Academic Appendix

In this appendix, we review the main content of the book for academics. 
This includes faculty, instructors, administrators, and professional staff 
working in universities and having some degree of contact with college 
students. To help academics navigate the topics of this book, we provide 
scholarly focused chapter titles below that correspond to the more acces-
sibly written chapter titles geared toward our primary audience of incom-
ing college students. These academic titles will enable academics map the 
primary table of contents to the scholarly topics and keywords included 
within the content of each chapter.

TABLE OF CONTENTS FOR ACADEMICS

Chapter 1—​Introduction to the Social Science of College
Chapter 2—​Social Changes, Life Course Development, and Emerging 

Adulthood
Chapter 3—​Economic Transitions, Higher Education, and the Value of 

College
Chapter 4—​Developing Personal and Social Identity and Ownership 

of Learning
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Chapter 5—​Cultural and Institutional Capital: Resiliency amidst 
Social Inequalities

Chapter 6—​Diversity, Networks, and Inclusion: The Crucial Role of 
Social Connections

Chapter 7—​College and Civic Engagement, Vocation and Career 
Direction

Chapter 8—​Navigating College (and Life) with Research-​Based 
Decisions

Each chapter features the following four sections:  (1) student stories; 
(2)  summaries of scientific research; (3)  advice on accessing campus 
resources to gain social support; and (4) activities to promote reflection 
on the topics of the chapter. The final chapters of the book have two addi-
tional sections: (5) togetherness social interactions among students and in 
groups; and (6) tips for navigating college now and with an eye to launch-
ing successful, satisfying, and long-​term careers. Together, these can 
be remembered with the mnemonic S-​S-​A-​A-​T-​T (like the SAT college 
entrance exam): stories, science, advice, activities, togetherness, and tips.

STORIES: AUTOETHNOGRAPHIES

One aspect of the book that we know academics may be curious about 
is how we collected the student stories. We did so by applying a method 
for autoethnography described by Ellis, Adams, and Bocher (2010).1 
Importantly, we did not use a random sample of college students. The 
autoethnographies were collected within a sociology course, which raises 
the issue of self-​selection (which students elected to enroll in the course). 
That means the findings of this study need to be understood alongside 
other and more generalizable forms of data, such as those garnered from 
nationally representative and randomly selected samples. Nevertheless, 
we think that any self-​selection issues in these case studies would be com-
parable to those embedded in many psychology experiments, in which 
students from a broader campus elect to sign up. Moreover, that these 
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case studies come from a large, public university should mean that they 
are more generalizable than the stories of students from small liberal arts 
universities, especially those that are highly selective. Since many existing 
generalizations about young people are drawn from psychological experi-
ments using students at small liberal arts universities, we expect our case 
studies to be at least be as indicative of broader patterns as many other 
contemporary studies are. Moreover, the course from which we draw our 
autoethnographies is used across the entire student body as one option to 
satisfy the required social science electives. As such, our sample includes 
students from across a range of interest in sociology and who represent 
a diverse array of social and economic backgrounds, as well as academic 
and career goals.

Additionally, it is important to acknowledge that the student-​written 
autoethnographies were greatly influenced by the text used in the 
course:  Susan J.  Ferguson’s Mapping the Social Landscape:  Readings in 
Sociology (2013). Students were encouraged to use the materials from 
class to analyze their own lived experiences. To the extent that the stu-
dents used this text in terms of writing their autoethnographies, this 
text also greatly influenced this work. Scholars interested in studying the 
qualitative aspects of student college experiences may be interested in 
advancing this approach without the students reading that text, to explore 
autoethnographies in the absence of a text, or specifically a sociology 
text, to inform students’ interpretation. Alternatively, scholars interested 
in engaging students further with text-​based analysis may wish to have 
students complete alternate assignments that focus on the applications of 
this text alone, in the absence of the autoethnography assignment that our 
students completed.

To provide some social context to the student case studies, there were a 
total of 49 autoethnographies collected, and from these we selected 36 for 
inclusion in the student stories. Of these, six are non-​white students (16%). 
In terms of gender, there were 18 females and 18 males reported in the 
case studies. However, in 15 of these cases, we switched the genders in the 
descriptions (13 were switches from female to male, and 2 were from male 
to female). We changed the genders intentionally in order to contribute to 
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constructions of gender that do not reify preconceived notions of which 
majors, emotions, experiences, and decision-​making processes are most 
associated with each gender. We think it is important that students learn 
from both genders. Additionally, all student names were changed to pro-
tect confidentiality. Also important to note is that we sought and obtained 
an IRB protocol to conduct and publish this research, and we provided 
students with informed consent forms to include with their autoethnog-
raphies in this book. More generally, we recommend treating these auto-
ethnographies as worthy learning tools, and we appreciate the raw and 
real-​life stories that our students shared. That said, there are many other 
approaches available to collect qualitative and in-​depth data.

SCIENCE: LITERATURE REVIEWS

In conducting the literature review that informs this book, we employed 
three social science frameworks:  sociological, psychological/​counseling, 
and higher educational. In the sociological framework, we focused par-
ticularly on social inequality, especially the way personal hardships and 
privileges are social issues. For this reason, this book could be adopted in 
many introductory sociology courses; it shows students how the socio-
logical imagination relates to their own experiences in college. The psy-
chological and counseling framework undergirds most of our approaches 
to student advising. The focus in integrating advice sections was to empa-
thize with the existential predicaments and life course developmental 
tasks that confront most young people during college, and to give them 
some practical tips for responding well to these. That said, we did not 
focus as thoroughly on the laboratory experimental research in psychol-
ogy. There are many existing resources that delve deeper into those topics, 
and this book is meant to add to, but not replace, those approaches. In the 
higher education framework, the focus was on describing the university 
as an ecosystem full of diverse social supports. In integrating these social 
science approaches, we drew most heavily from scholarship on emerging 
adulthood, as well as studies of social inequalities and higher education.
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ADVICE: QUALITATIVE INTERVIEWS

To collect the advice for students provided throughout this book, we 
conducted qualitative interviews with advising staff who are part of our 
co-​authorship team, as well as with the expert on social inequalities on 
our team. We trained a graduate student in qualitative research in order 
to conduct these interviews and developed a semi-​structured interview 
guide. The graduate student audio-​recorded the interviews and later tran-
scribed them. The transcripts of these interviews became the original draft 
of the advice sections, which were then extensively revised by the first 
and second co-​authors to integrate the ideas across interviewees. These 
interviews used the following questions:  (1) “[Read case study.] What 
do you think is understandable, normal, or endearing about [Name]’s 
story?” (2) “If [Name] approached you for advice, what would you say?” 
(3) “What are the 2 most important takeaways for [Name] to know about 
how to navigate college?” In conducting and analyzing these interviews, 
our graduate research assistant learned a great deal about navigating col-
lege and ultimately used this project to inform her master’s thesis data. 
Nevertheless, producing the advice sections in this way may have inte-
grated more repetition across student responses than would normally be 
found in real-​world advisor sections. Recording the contents of actual 
advising sections would be a potential improvement for future projects 
of this kind.

ACTIVITIES: CLASS, GROUPS, AND INDIVIDUALS

Included later in an online supplementary appendix are numerous class-
room activities that correspond to each chapter of the book. We envision 
this book being adopted in a one-​credit, eight-​week, first-​year seminar, in 
which one chapter can be assigned each week. Alternatively, in a 15-​ or 
16-​week semester, one chapter could be read across two weeks, perhaps 
supplemented with additional readings. This book could also accompany 
a textbook in an introductory sociology course, as a way to aid students in 
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applying the sociological imagination to their personal experiences, and 
the experiences of other students, in college. Most of our activities have 
these two kinds of courses in mind. Additionally, we believe this book 
could be employed within student advising and other service activities, or 
orientation activities; the activities would only have to be altered from a 
classroom setting to small groups. Faculty and staff who have the oppor-
tunity to meet with students individually—​for example, in office hours—​
may also advise students to complete various activities on their own, as 
they can provide personal reflections.

TOGETHERNESS: SOCIAL INTERACTIONS

The togetherness sections take a novel, experimental approach. The 
youngest member of our co-​authorship team suggested the idea, thinking 
that the “reality TV” style of interaction would be appealing to younger 
generations of entering college students. The sociologists on our team 
reveled in the opportunity to show some of the social interactions that 
are crucial to college experiences, rather than merely discussing them in 
the abstract. Needless to say, we cannot begin to cover the range of social 
interactions possible among the students who became our case studies. 
Plus, the interactions described here may skew more positively than real 
student interactions, and it would be interesting for future scholarship to 
creatively integrate some of the more negative and de-​energizing aspects 
of peer-​to-​peer interactions as well. To address this limitation, we encour-
age instructors to ask students what other interactions they imagine.

TIPS: INTERPRETATIONS

We think of the tips sections of each chapter as akin to the discussion sec-
tion of articles: they are interpretations based on research, not all of which 
have been directly tested. Our primary goal in the tips section is to bring 
scholarship on college-​related social experiences out of the jargon-​filled 
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world of journal articles, which are often over the heads of most college 
students. In the interest of accessibility, the academic emphasis on pre-
cision was necessarily lessened. We recognize that campus contexts are 
diverse, and the advice we offer presumes the administrative structure of 
our own campus, which is similar to many large public universities; most 
notably, our university moved several years ago to a system of professional 
advisors who are distinct from faculty mentors. Other university contexts 
may not have this division, in which case the tips and advice will need 
to be reinterpreted relative to other institutional structures. Nevertheless, 
the overarching approach of helping students figure out who is best to 
approach for what kind of assistance can apply broadly, as can the gen-
eral urge for students to take ownership of their learning process. Yet, we 
still emphasize the need for academics to engage with students in ways 
that are authentically tailored to the specific circumstances of the student’s 
experiences.

ACTIVITIES: WHAT WE (CAN) TEACH

Despite the challenges and stresses they can present, classrooms can be 
places of exponential learning, and social science classes in particular 
expose students to ideas that enable them to reflect on themselves. Self-​
reflection is an essential tool in finding one’s way through college, and 
so for each chapter we offer activities that can promote such reflection. 
To find these classroom activities, visit the book’s page on the Oxford 
University Press website.

These activities can also be implemented in other group settings, and 
are even amenable to individual reflection. We draw upon our own best 
practices (in classrooms, advising, and as former participants in student 
groups) to suggest ways to address the changes we describe, within the 
context of contemporary higher education and an up-​to-​date sense of the 
economic prospects that students have. Thus, in linking the previous sec-
tions, our aim with the activities for each chapter is to engage students in 
the problem-​naming and problem-​solving processes that are most crucial 
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for success in college. These activities reflect the experiences, roles, and 
diversity of our author team and work well in raising student awareness of 
the issues this book addresses.

NOTE

	1.	 Ellis, Carolyn, Tony E. Adams, and Arthur P. Bochner. 2010. “Autoethnography: An 
Overview.” Forum: Qualitative Social Research 12(1): 1–​18. Retrieved from http://​
www.qualitative-​research.net/​index.php/​fqs/​article/​view/​1589.
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