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1

The Search for a Solution

In an era of fi xed or even shrinking resources, can the quality of collegiate edu-

cation be improved at no additional cost? Can students get more out of college 

without spending more money? We believe the answer is yes. We believe that 

there are methods—simultaneously reliable, powerful, available, and cheap—for 

improving what students gain from college. Such methods consistently work 

well, handsomely repay whatever eff ort goes into them, can be used by almost 

anyone, and require not much time and almost no additional money. When one 

knows where to look, these methods are available both to formally designated 

higher education leaders—deans, presidents, department chairs, and program 

heads—and also in varying degrees to individual professors, to parents, and 

even to students themselves. With a basic understanding of how college works, 

we suggest, almost anyone ready to act can noticeably improve what students 

get out of college. Th is book, then, describes the crucial experiences of a good 

undergraduate education, and formulates some eff ective interventions—meth-

ods for improvement—usable by leaders who want to make a diff erence.

To learn how college works, we began by trying to understand students’ own 

lives in college; after all, that is ultimately what leaders would like to infl uence. 

For ten years we followed a random sample of nearly one hundred students 

at our own institution (we’ll call it “the college”; the research and institution 

are more fully described below), trying to spot those decisive moments that 

changed the direction or intensity of their experience.

We quickly realized that students’ perspective is often signifi cantly, and 

consequentially, diff erent from that of administrators, teachers, and adults in 
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general. Th ey just see things diff erently. Consider incoming students’ view of 

their academic responsibilities. Freshman year happens long, long before se-

nior year; it can be an overwhelming experience whose immediacy drowns out 

much longer-term planning. Academics are logistically important, but they 

are not necessarily the central activity in college.1 Students don’t automatically 

assume that academic work is worthwhile; unfamiliar disciplines in particular 

need to be legitimated in their eyes. When students choose their courses, they 

give less attention to offi  cial “advisors” than to friends, dormmates, parents, 

and—when actually sitting at a computer and registering for courses—the 

online class schedule, which tells them what is open and fi ts their schedule. In 

making these choices, students base their registration decisions on the limited 

information that is easily available to them, irrespective of what may be “in 

the catalog,” on websites, or in the emails sent by academic advisors. Once 

enrolled, students are aff ected only by courses they actually take—all others 

are irrelevant, however good, or interesting, or rigorous, they may be for their 

own enrollees. (A seemingly obvious point, yes, but with huge implications.) 

When it’s all done, then, any one student is touched by only a few courses and 

a small percentage of professors; even among those few teachers, only one or 

two might really have a lasting impact. From an administrator’s perspective, 

then, students’ lived worlds can seem quite limited, their lines of sight rather 

short and their angle of vision rather narrow.

So while it’s important to understand and respect students’ experience—

that is, after all, what leaders are trying to infl uence—one can’t assume that 

the students’ own prescriptions for improving college will be correct. Fresh-

men don’t realize, for instance, that the dorms they may least prefer (long 

institutional hallways, shared bathrooms, multiple roommates) may in fact 

be the most helpful in their own search for friends on campus. Th ey don’t 

realize that in calling for “smaller classes” they are in fact calling for limits 

to their own chances of getting into those classes. In opting for double ma-

jors, they may not see that later options will thus become closed to them. In 

Richard Light’s groundbreaking book about education at Harvard, Making 

the Most of College, students said that some of their most valuable courses were 

in foreign languages, but it doesn’t follow that colleges should just require that 

students take more language courses. Instead, scholars need to discover why 

such classes are valuable—they must discover how college works—and then 

see whether that understanding can be applied more broadly.
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The Beginnings of an Answer

Students in college face a roughly chronological sequence of predictable major 

challenges, named in our chapter titles. First, they must successfully enter the 

social world of college, most importantly by fi nding friends. Failing that, little 

else matters. Th en they must make academic choices—what courses to take, 

what major to declare, and which professors to study with, ask advice of, and 

get help from. A bit later, after settling in with a group of friends, students 

gain from establishing broader networks that connect them to the opportu-

nities available in the college community generally. Th roughout those years, 

they try to master the various academic learning tasks in their program. Fi-

nally, they consolidate whatever gains they’ve made in their college years, and 

prepare to move on. In the following chapters we describe how students han-

dle these challenges and how the college’s own practices help or hinder them.

More striking to us, though, was one particular detail of how students 

mastered these challenges—one detail, we might say, of how college actu-

ally works in helping students succeed. Time after time, in descriptions of a 

wide variety of situations, students told us of how encounters with the right 

person could make a decisive diff erence in their college careers. At orienta-

tion, Maudie, who planned to major in psychology, happened to meet a nice 

professor in the Chinese Department; within two years Maudie was living 

and studying full time in Beijing. When George arrived, he was assigned to 

a “quad” with three roommates—who became three of his best friends. In his 

freshman dorm Dan met a nice young woman, a tutor in the college’s Writing 

Center, who taught him the basics of good composition, which he had never 

learned in high school. John was a football player, but when he joined an a 

cappella group, it opened new networks and then new opportunities in musical 

theatre. Hannah met a helpful philosophy professor who became acquainted 

with her interests, and then directed her to yet another professor in anthropol-

ogy, where she found a wonderful academic home. When Claire almost acci-

dentally stumbled into an art history class with Professor Swanson, she “was 

hooked” and quickly shifted her scheduling and her major. Time and again, 

a single dinner at a professor’s home, or a single focused conversation with a 

professor about the student’s work, seemed to have an outsized impact on the 

student’s success—for very little eff ort by the professor. Human contact, espe-

cially face to face, seems to have an unusual infl uence on what students choose 
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to do, on the directions their careers take, and on their experience of college.2 

It has leverage, producing positive results far beyond the eff ort put into it.

More generally, person-to-person relationships are fundamental at every 

stage—before, during, and after the core learning activities of college:

1. Satisfactory personal relationships are a prerequisite for learning. Only 

by having friends will students “buy into” the college experience at 

all, and devote the time and eff ort to learning. Students who fail to 

fi nd friends, or at least workable substitutes, are likely to drop out of 

college, if not offi  cially then at least emotionally. As Vincent Tinto 

has argued, student persistence in college “entails the incorporation, 

that is integration, of the individual as a competent member in the 

social and intellectual (academic) communities of the college.”3

2. Personal connections are often the central mechanism and daily mo-

tivators of the student experience. A respected teacher who invites 

students into her home can become a role model for intellectual 

life; friends who study seriously increase one’s own time studying; 

intense arguments with dormmates often provide the most salient 

moral education. When their friends go abroad, students are more 

likely to do so; when a professor sits down for a one-on-one writ-

ing conference, the student will concentrate more on her writing.4 

Faculty-student interactions both inside and outside the classroom 

have dramatic eff ects on student learning.5 Students’ motivation is 

dramatically variable, even within a single course,6 and that motiva-

tion often depends on connections to other people. (Of course, “peer 

eff ects” are not always positive: peers can increase binge drinking,7 

and some evidence suggests that participating in Greek-letter or-

ganizations can hurt academic work.)8 Especially at crucial turning 

points, we found, face-to-face interactions can be decisive, for good 

or ill. Peers seem to especially matter when they coalesce into what 

we call “microcommunities,” organized around their own values, 

meeting regularly, and providing networks to other friends and 

acquaintances.

3. Finally, for countless students, long-lasting friendships with fellow 

students and sometimes teachers are a major result of the college ex-

perience. Alumni frequently told us that friendships were the most 

valuable result of their undergraduate years, overshadowing even 
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treasured academic gains. It’s well known, too, that college can be a 

fabulous marriage market.9 A closeness to others unmatched in later 

life; relationships that last a lifetime; a network of friends called on 

in time of need, as well as the extended network of alumni helpful in 

job searches—all of these can infuse the undergraduate experience 

with emotional signifi cance and depth, beyond even the acquisition 

of important technical skills.

Th is pervasive infl uence of relationships suggests that a college—at least 

insofar as it off ers real benefi ts—is less a collection of programs than a gather-

ing of people. Programs matter, to be sure. Certainly, to learn physics properly 

one must at some point study electricity and magnetism, and every university 

needs departments of literature and mathematics. At colleges like St. John’s, 

Columbia, and the University of Chicago, well-designed core curricula that 

are supported by the senior faculty reliably off er serious undergraduate educa-

tions. Excellent curricula and imaginative programs can attract better students 

and professors—that is, the right people. And some programs are so central to 

a specifi c institution that they are arguably inseparable from the faculty itself. 

Some programs at the college worked quite well indeed: a nationally recog-

nized college-wide writing program; a wildly popular preorientation outdoor 

leadership program; and a perennially strong choral music program, for in-

stance. All had strong and committed leadership, all easily meshed with the 

long-standing culture of the college, and all brought people together in time 

and space in ways that tapped, and then cultivated, already-existing student 

motivation. Regardless, all such curricula are diffi  cult to design, organize, 

and maintain; their results are often uncertain; and in every case, they depend 

for success on the quality of the personnel committed to them. Curriculum 

is nice, but may not be fundamental for a good college. But good people, 

brought together in the right ways, we suspect are both necessary and perhaps 

even suffi  cient to create a good college.

Th e people (friends, acquaintances, teachers, staff ) whom a student encoun-

ters matter more than the programs because the people are alive—or more 

precisely, because they can instantaneously adjust to the shifting needs and 

interests of their fellow creatures, the students. Most college students are not 

relentlessly focused on a single goal, nor is a good college a single-purpose 

factory that churns out one clearly defi ned product. More like a church or 

even a family, a college serves multiple interests which are constantly shifting, 
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even for those individual students. Th oughtful teachers and administrators 

know that. Yes, the students we studied gained academic skills (see Chapter 

6) such as writing, speaking, data analysis, and critical thinking, as well as 

the specialized knowledge and techniques of various disciplines. But they also 

realized other gains, which they often considered more important: fi nding 

friends, mentors, or life partners; dramatically improving their confi dence in 

facing challenges; even gaining an eagerness to try new things and to enter 

adult life with optimism. For some students, the four years’ experience in 

itself, even apart from any later payoff s, was worth the time and expense. 

Th erefore, getting the right people together at the right time is the single 

best thing that leaders can do. In our research, students who were somewhat 

opportunistic in their goals, who shifted their eff orts according to what they 

found available (better teachers, more engaged fellow students, new activities) 

were regularly more satisfi ed overall, and at least in that sense more successful 

in college. Having helpful people (teachers, friends) readily available makes 

all these gains possible.

Criteria for Recommendations

So how might that be achieved? Leaders at all levels who want to help stu-

dents are stopped by a host of obstacles and shortages: political opposition, 

competing priorities, lack of money or personnel, or just a shortage of their 

own energy. What they need are workable solutions, not utopian visions, ex-

pensive new initiatives, piles of additional work, or huge fi ghts with the fac-

ulty. Th roughout this book we try to develop recommendations, presented 

in full in Chapter 8, on which leaders can readily act with a good chance of 

success. Because our goal is to realistically maximize those odds—that is, 

for improvements that might actually come about—we used four criteria in 

developing recommended actions:

1. Th ey should be eff ective, as shown by research; they should demon-

strably and reliably produce substantial benefi ts, so that eff ort spent 

in pursuing them is not wasted.

2. Th ey should be highly leveraged, so a small eff ort produces dispro-

portionately positive results; payoff s should be quick, so as to rein-

force the parties involved. Th at way, at least ideally, eff orts become 

self-sustaining and don’t require ongoing work.
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3. Th ey should be at least close to resource neutral, not requiring major 

new infusions of money, time, or people. Few institutions these days 

have extra resources just lying around.

4. Th ey should be widely available, so that the full range of leaders can 

use at least some of them. No one should have to wait on a president’s 

approval, or a vote of the faculty, or the completion of new buildings, 

to start acting.

Th ese criteria are rigorous. Th ey quickly exclude a host of popular and po-

tentially good ideas whose value seems well established. Student research or 

senior projects, for instance, which we agree provide major benefi ts, are at 

the same time quite expensive, especially in terms of faculty time. Freshman 

seminars as well entail both obvious and hidden costs that may not be justifi ed 

by the gains (see Chapter 4). Calls for reconfi guring the entire professoriate to 

“be more student friendly,” or to adopt new pedagogical methods, or to absorb 

the latest research in the neuroscience of learning, sound good, but are un-

likely to bear fruit because they would require dramatic changes in the work 

habits of many people. Curricular reform and strategic planning, perennial 

fi llers of faculty calendars, require huge time investments, often with too little 

to show in positive results. Online courses obviously increase access to some 

version of college, but the corresponding loss of face-to-face contact could 

prove damaging to students’ motivation. Finally, at the national level, the uni-

versal adoption, under federal and accreditor duress, of sweeping assessment 

reforms over the past decade has entailed tremendous labor costs with little 

actual evidence of improvement to collegiate education. All such eff orts have 

their partisans, but few reliably deliver benefi ts to students.

Reforms are often praised precisely for being big and dramatic rather than 

for being small and eff ective. After all, it’s more fun to talk about Big Solu-

tions. In this book, by contrast, we want to fi nd the smallest possible solu-

tions yielding the greatest possible impact. We think the power of personal 

contact may be the key element in such solutions.

The College

In our research we closely studied students at a single institution—Hamilton 

College in Clinton, New York. We are fully aware of the advantages and 

drawbacks of such “case study” research. One advantage is obvious: Hamilton 
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is our own college, so we know it intimately. Dan has taught there since 1981 

and Chris was an undergraduate between 2001 and 2005. Located at roughly 

the geographic center of New York State, Clinton is rural, bucolic, somewhat 

isolated, and—importantly for campus life—in the center of New York’s “snow 

belt”; the area averages about 100 inches of snowfall each year. Chartered in 

1812, in many respects Hamilton (we’ll call it “the college”) is a stereotypical 

New England liberal arts college. Just over 1,800 students are enrolled, 53 

percent women and 47 percent men. Set in a beautiful 1,350-acre campus atop 

a wooded hill, the college is expensive (over $53,000 in comprehensive fees 

in 2011–2012), with lavish facilities. A well-paid faculty of over 180 full-time 

professors, plus part-timers and adjuncts, gives it a nine-to-one student-fac-

ulty ratio. Its endowment in the early 2000s stood near three-quarters of a bil-

lion dollars, and the percentage of its 20,000 alumni donating in a given year 

put it in the top 1 percent of all higher education institutions in the country. In 

the years of our research the acceptance rate ranged closely around 30 percent, 

while around 50 percent of students received fi nancial aid, including grants, 

loans, or work. SAT score submission was optional, but at a minimum, one-

third of each entering class had scores between 650 and 740. (In other words, 

the students aren’t in the nation’s very top tier, but they’re close.) Around one-

fi fth of enrolled students were multicultural.

Overall, then, the college is small, rich, and selective. It’s also secular, un-

dergraduate only, teaching-centered, and—unusual even for small liberal arts 

colleges—lacking the standard distribution requirements. Its students are not 

typical American college students. We recognize that. In a host of ways, up-

per-income students such as those so numerous at the college have advantages 

at every stage of education. Th ey come from stronger secondary schools (often 

with “feeder” links to elite colleges) where they had higher test scores, more 

extracurricular activities, more documented “talents,” and even better athletic 

abilities than their less-fortunate peers. Th ey have far more access to good 

counseling, expensive tutoring, AP courses, high-rank teaching, and the best 

admission counseling, and their parents are more likely to understand the 

college admission game (and the college experience itself), since they’re more 

likely themselves to have attended selective colleges.10 Once in college, they 

are more likely than their less-fortunate peers to successfully integrate both 

socially and academically.

So the disadvantage of studying the college is clear: it is not like most of 

American higher education. It’s neither a large public research nor a regional 
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university, nor an urban community college, nor a conservative religious col-

lege, although we hope to off er those schools some useful ideas. We can’t 

even try to be relevant to the recent expansions of higher education into the 

for-profi t sector, online universities, MOOCs, and the like. Th ese new models 

have changed the very meaning of words like “campus,” “classes,” “college,” 

and even “university.” Th ey may off er valuable programs, but they are neither 

what college has traditionally been nor what we are talking about: a physical 

gathering of young adults where personal growth is conjoined with intellec-

tual development. Th e college certainly fi ts the older defi nition, and is an 

almost classic model of an American college, but we are fully aware that it’s 

not typical.

Still, in studying students at a single institution, close up, we hoped to 

learn how college actually works in students’ daily lives. Both within and 

between colleges, there are huge variations in how much students progress,11 

and we see those variations play out even within the college. Well-prepared 

students sometimes do poorly; students “at risk” often do quite well, graduat-

ing at higher rates than their peers at less selective institutions; and students 

in between learn a great deal or fall apart. Our goal here is fi rst to discover the 

mechanisms—the social processes—that lead students down or away from 

certain pathways,12 and second to determine how these processes might be 

leveraged to improve college education. We wanted to know why such vari-

ations happen, in order to identify institutional mechanisms that might help 

any student at any institution.13

Th e case study of students at one institution also allowed us to see how 

institutional policies actually aff ect students. We were able to follow a sizable 

number of individual students, over time; gather additional data on specifi c 

issues as they arose; watch, at close range, the eff ect of modifi ed policies and 

new initiatives (for instance, the rise and fall of a mandatory sophomore semi-

nar, and the dropping of distribution requirements); retrace our steps when our 

earlier methods proved inadequate; and in the end, pull together fi ndings that 

do justice to how specifi c policies and programs work together (or compete), 

rather than artifi cially isolating universal “best practices” whose eff ectiveness 

may easily depend on context. We could get beneath statistical correlations 

and discover, for instance, the path-dependent mechanisms by which students 

choose courses and majors; the importance of peers and professors in sustain-

ing student motivation; and the dynamics through which some extracurricu-

lars expand, but others drastically limit, students’ access to peers.
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Given our pragmatic aims, some major topics in higher education must 

be set aside for now. Social class, most importantly, is a crucial predictor of 

students’ educational success, and is central to debates in sociology regarding 

whether higher education is an engine of social mobility (helping people move 

up) or instead a reproducer of inequality. Th ese are critically important scien-

tifi c and policy questions, but they cannot be ours. Yes, social class is vital, but 

the fact is, it’s not yet clear what leaders within particular institutions—our 

audience—are supposed to do about it. Lifting all children in America out of 

poverty would dramatically improve the country’s educational results. But no 

dean or president, however infl uential, can just change her current students’ 

history or background. It’s a bit like the argument we heard once at a higher 

education conference where a state governor, describing how important high 

school preparation is to college success, said, “Our fi rst step must be to im-

prove high schools, by raising standards and requirements.” Th e college lead-

ers fi lling this large room were left baffl  ed and muttering; why was he telling 

them this? We want to know, instead, what people working in colleges can 

actually do.

The Research

Beginning in 1999, and continuing until the end of June 2010, supported 

by a series of major grants from the Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, Ham-

ilton College undertook a longitudinal, multimethod, comprehensive eff ort 

at “assessment of liberal arts education and student outcomes at a residential 

college.” Our work was to consider the very broad array of outcomes available 

to students in college, from job skills and disciplinary information to personal 

development, ethical growth, and the fostering of friendships. Th e challenge 

was to conduct a single-institution case study that might be helpful not only to 

other small colleges, but also to the vast range of higher education institutions.

Our research was applied social science, using all the methods of our dis-

cipline in pursuit of practical, not theoretical, knowledge. Dan Chambliss is a 

sociologist with thirty years’ experience in researching the social psychology 

of organizations. He has served as director of the Mellon Assessment Project 

since its inception. In 2004, Chris Takacs, a former student assistant, joined 

Chambliss in leading the Project; since 2007, he has been a graduate student 

in the sociology PhD program at the University of Chicago. We have been 
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supported over the years by a Faculty Working Group, an administrative as-

sistant, scores of student assistants, and a number of professional research 

consultants.

During the Project’s fi rst year (1999–2000), the Faculty Working Group 

developed three guiding principles. First, we would start from the student 

experience, not the college’s eff orts (initiatives, courses, majors, activities). We 

cared about what students could gain from going through college. Heeding 

warnings from the literature, we didn’t assume that such gains necessarily 

occurred through courses, or teachers, or curricula.14 Too often, assessment—

mistakenly, we think—measures the success of courses, professors, pedago-

gies, and departments. Th e problem with that approach is that professors can 

get good evaluations by teaching seminars fi lled with groupies. Entire de-

partments can be outstanding taken on their own, but still be irrelevant to 

most students. A college can have thirty-fi ve excellent academic departments 

(as measured by the standard department review) out of forty, and still be 

producing poor student outcomes—if most students are in the remaining fi ve 

departments. A college’s proper goal isn’t to have a pile of good programs or 

departments; it’s to have well-educated students. So we tracked students to see 

how their college careers progressed. In social science parlance, the student 

experience was our “unit of analysis.”

Second, to accurately represent the range of student experience at the 

college, we relied on scientifi c sampling of the student body. One needn’t 

evaluate every individual in a population to learn what’s happening, but the 

selection of representatives should be careful. We used a statistically random 

sample for our central “panel” study of one hundred; a “census” of all students 

for transcript, Senior Survey, and course-evaluation studies; and more delib-

erately chosen groups for several focus group studies—for example, Dean’s 

List students, returnees from study abroad, and science majors.

Finally, our work was to be multimethod, using all of the available tools of 

social science, to off set the intrinsic weaknesses of particular research meth-

ods. We rely heavily on face-to-face interviews with students, but students’ 

comments about class sizes and availability were cross-checked against ac-

tual enrollment and registration data. To validate interesting but potentially 

misleading anecdotes from interviews, we used a number of large-scale stan-

dardized surveys, carefully sampled and quantitatively evaluated. Student 

progress in writing was assessed using (1) students’ own papers, blind-eval-

uated by outsiders; (2) interviews with the students themselves about their 
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(self-perceived) progress; and (3) questionnaire surveys of entire graduating 

classes, cross-referencing the results to understand what factors seem in fact 

to be most important. Focus groups revealed the vigorous emotional reac-

tion of Dean’s List students to various fi nancial aid policies; routine course 

evaluations uncovered weaknesses in a required seminar program. Finally, we 

employed student research assistants who themselves were living their college 

lives. In numerous debriefi ng sessions, they corrected our oversights and possi-

ble misunderstandings of answers and context. In general, we tried to work as 

careful social scientists, balancing belief in our fi ndings with a healthy dose of 

skepticism, and working in conformity with regular professional standards.15

Th ese principles (the student as unit of analysis, careful sampling, multiple 

research methods) were applied in a range of studies:16

1. Th e Alumni Interviews. We began by sketching the big picture. In 1999, 

with a one-year planning grant from the Mellon Foundation, we conducted a 

simple interview study of alumni, telephoning a random sample of one hun-

dred graduates either fi ve or ten years after their leaving the college—long 

enough for them to have understood some of the real results of their educa-

tion, but short enough for the college to have remained basically unchanged 

since their attendance. We successfully interviewed seventy-eight of these 

graduates, asking half a dozen open-ended questions: “Overall, how would 

you characterize your time at the college?” “What were the best and worst 

aspects of your experience . . . ?” and so on.

In our eleven years of student outcomes assessment, this study was proba-

bly the most eff ective tool we found; we recommend it highly. At little cost, in 

a short time, we learned valuable information that was easily and broadly ap-

plicable. For instance: (1) a handful of professors had vastly disproportionate 

impact; (2) some of the most valuable outcomes were social, not academic; and 

(3) faculty aspirations about changing students’ view on life were—well, a bit 

infl ated. Some alums, in fact, were baffl  ed by a question we asked about “cru-

cial experiences” and the major life changes resulting from college, indicating 

they had little interest in such transformative outcomes. It was a huge dis-

appointment to our faculty interviewers! (However, at the same time, alums 

who had gone abroad did say that doing so probably was a transformative 

experience.) Other fi ndings—the importance of good introductory classes—

were more immediately useful, and the results were reported to the faculty at 

regularly scheduled meetings.
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2. Th e Panel Study. Alumni interviews, though, are retrospective, and mem-

ories fade or sometimes brighten a bit too much. How do students actually 

achieve gains in real time? At the heart of our research lies a ten-year repeat-

ed-interview study with enrolled students. In the fall of 2001, we drew a ran-

dom sample of one hundred members of the incoming class. Th ese students 

would constitute what researchers call a “panel,” to be followed throughout 

their college careers and for at least fi ve years afterwards. For each year in 

college, and every two years beyond that, our student assistants conducted de-

tailed interviews with each member of this panel, ranging from thirty minutes 

to an hour and a half.

As of 2011—six years after graduation, for most—eighty-four of the one 

hundred remained in our sample, an excellent retention rate by social science 

standards. At the outset, fi ve of the selected panelists refused to talk with us; 

eleven others dropped out or were lost at diff erent points along the way. In 

any given year, we talked with around sixty to seventy, and twenty-fi ve par-

ticipated in all six rounds of interviews between 2001 and 2009. By the end 

of our work, we had completed a total of 394 interviews. Panelists’ own words 

and stories were central to our analysis and appear throughout this book as 

illustrations of our fi ndings. We’ve given the students pseudonyms to protect 

their privacy. (We’ve also pseudonymized all dormitories and particular cam-

pus organizations for the same reason.) After much thought, we’ve also taken 

the liberty of editing their remarks for clarity. Most of our readers have never 

seen unedited, verbatim transcripts of contemporary college students talking 

informally to a peer; let’s just say, it doesn’t always represent the best in stan-

dard English usage. Th e fi ller word “like” can be annoyingly frequent, so we’ve 

cut many of those, for instance. In no case, we believe, has the substance of 

what students said been modifi ed. Although anthropologists might argue that 

some cultural fl avor is lost, we think that eliminating needless distractions 

was worth it. We also collected essays and papers the panelists wrote during 

college, and received from the Admission Offi  ce copies of high school papers 

they had submitted with their college applications. From the Registrar, we 

received the students’ transcript information, to learn what courses they took, 

in what order, with what grades, and from which professors.

In total, then, a panelist’s fi le included both self-report and objective data 

on that student’s work and experience throughout college and for a time after-

wards, seen from multiple angles. Such detailed quantitative and qualitative 

longitudinal data are quite expensive to obtain in terms of time, administrative 
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labor, and the commitment of research staff . But they capture their students’ 

experiences relatively soon after they happen, avoiding some of the pitfalls 

of retrospective observations. In reading through each panelist’s interviews 

in chronological order, we could identify where students faced (apparently) 

minor choices that proved to be major turning points; how their early, some-

times passionate, commitments often limited their options farther down the 

road; and even how memories of their early years became subtly distorted 

with the passage of time. Only with longitudinal data, following individuals 

over years, could we discover the existence of the pathways that, once chosen, 

could easily lead students to diff erent destinations.

3. Th e Senior Survey Database. Interviews from our Panel Study provide rich, 

vivid details, but standing alone they can be misleading. Dramatic anecdotes 

may not actually be typical. It’s also diffi  cult to generalize from the inevita-

bly small samples. Standardized, quantifi able surveys, by contrast, can ensure 

the reliability of research fi ndings. For many years, the college has annually 

administered a Senior Survey to all graduating students in the week before 

commencement. Th e survey is designed and used by members of the Higher 

Education Data Sharing Consortium, an association of more than one hun-

dred private colleges and universities across the United States. Th e eighty-plus 

questions on the survey cover a wide range of issues—academic, social, and 

personal—regarding the student’s college experience. Participation rates at 

the college are typically very high, sometimes approaching 100 percent.

In 2007, our associate Shauna Sweet compiled the survey results covering 

the seven years 2000–2006, creating an integrated database that allowed her 

to run over-time trend and multivariate analyses on a host of topics. We were 

thus able, for instance, to track the rise and fall of overall student satisfac-

tion during those years; compare the perceived “learnability” of quantitative, 

writing, and public speaking skills; and, controlling for a host of potentially 

confounding factors, examine the importance of being a guest in a faculty 

home to students’ overall happiness with having attended the college. On 

those and other subjects, then, we had quantifi ably verifi ed, statistically con-

trolled fi ndings.

4. Th e Writing Study. Still, even quantifi able surveys remain at heart compi-

lations of self-reports; we also wanted objective measures of student progress. 

Our Writing Study, overseen by Sharon Williams, was based on 1,068 stu-

dent essays collected over fi ve years, many of them as part of the Panel Study. 
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Other papers were gathered from a variety of classes, using conservative sam-

pling assumptions designed to make demonstrable improvement in a student’s 

work relatively diffi  cult to prove. Th e papers were evaluated by “blind” outside 

reviewers, specially trained for the purpose. We were then able to link stu-

dent (objective) writing scores to student (subjective) self-reports of perceived 

improvements, showing for instance that on the whole, students knew when 

their writing improved. Th e Writing Study and its fi ndings are explained in 

more detail in Chapter 5.

5. Projects of Opportunity. Finally, over the decade of our work, members of 

our Faculty Working Group and research team conducted a host of smaller 

“projects of opportunity” including focus group studies of Dean’s List and 

“B&B” (“best and brightest,” as nominated by the Admission Offi  ce or fac-

ulty) students; of students returning from study abroad; of campus social life; 

and so on. We collected and evaluated 288 videotapes of sophomores and se-

niors giving talks to classes; conducted several quantitative analyses of student 

course evaluations; and ran quantitative analyses on the course transcripts 

both of our panel students and of the entire student body, examining topics 

such as course selection and breadth of course choice, trends in GPA over a 

student’s career, and student enrollment patterns in classes of various sizes.

Our conclusions, generated from research at a single institution, have been 

vetted against the broader data and literature of contemporary higher edu-

cation research. In addition to membership in the HEDS Consortium (or-

ganizer of the Senior Surveys), the college was from 2006 to 2010 one of 

forty-nine colleges and universities nationwide participating in the Wabash 

National Study of Liberal Arts Education, overseen by Professor Charles 

Blaich of Wabash College. Th e Wabash Study was a comprehensive, longi-

tudinal study of critical factors aff ecting outcomes of liberal arts programs. 

While our fi ndings are framed quite diff erently, we believe they are consistent 

with the conclusions of the Wabash Study. We have also benefi tted from the 

research of the New England Consortium on Assessment and Student Learn-

ing, especially their work on the freshman experience. Lee Cuba of Wellesley 

College, one of the leaders of the NECASL project, has generously shared 

his knowledge and expertise with us on multiple occasions. Th roughout our 

book we have drawn on and cited dozens of valuable studies reported in the 

rich literature on higher education. Lastly, from 2002 through 2008, Dan 

Chambliss served as a member (and Executive Committee member) of the 
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Middle States Commission on Higher Education, overseeing accreditation of 

more than fi ve hundred colleges and universities in the Mid-Atlantic region 

(including New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, and other states). We are 

thus generally familiar with the entire array of higher education approaches 

and outcomes, and with the instruments and fi ndings of popular assessment 

programs of recent years, including the National Survey of Student Engage-

ment (NSSE), the Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA), and others.

Our goal here is pragmatic: to help colleges get better results. So we haven’t 

written a comprehensive ethnography of college life, as have Michael Mof-

fatt, Cathy Small, and Mary Grigsby.17 As those studies point out, much of 

college life is not really about academic education. A number of recent books 

have persuasively focused on the often disappointing realities of undergrad-

uate education.18 Any experienced student of organizations might well say, 

“Of course!” Employees or members of all kinds of institutions or groups have 

personal commitments and interests diverting them from their offi  cial duties. 

Businesses must constantly monitor workers to keep them “on task.” Many 

churches are short of devout members, armies chronically need more true war-

riors, and even families are often not as close and loving as they’re supposed to 

be. Why would we expect college students to be solely devoted to their studies? 

Colleges are obviously not always fi rst-rate collections of thinkers, but our goal 

is to make them more so, not simply point out their shortcomings.

Over the pages to come, we will follow students as they face a defi ning set 

of challenges in college—entering the community, choosing what paths to 

follow (academically and socially), belonging to various groups on campus, 

learning the skills teachable by higher education, and leaving the community 

for what students call the “real” world. All of these challenges, we will see, are 

fundamentally shaped by personal relationships, which are themselves shaped 

by the institution in which they occur. We will trace students’ paths through 

their years in college, identifying the choices, obstacles, successes, and failures 

that mark their way. Th roughout the book we will uncover and describe the 

often-hidden forces that pave their pathways and so direct their lives. We end 

with conclusions and specifi c recommendations for how leaders of all sorts can 

help students get more out of their college years.

In one sentence: what really matters in college is who meets whom, and 

when.



2

Entering

Freshman year, it’s kind of a big brawl for a couple weeks 

while everyone gets to know each other. And then [later], 

people settle down real quickly, and they really won’t, 

you know, socialize as much with other people.

(Joe, sophomore)

“Going to college” means more than enrolling in courses and pursuing a de-

gree. For traditional-age students at a residential college, it also means entering 

a new community, stepping into the exhilarating but sometimes frightening 

world of incipient adulthood.1 When students successfully enter this com-

munity of young adults, it can—potentially—energize and motivate them for 

learning, for excelling at athletics, for socializing (yes—for partying, drinking, 

hooking up), for giving tremendous loyalty to the institution, for pursuing ca-

reers, and sometimes even for becoming, as the cliché has it, “lifelong learners.” 

When they don’t successfully enter socially or academically, students often be-

come lonely, demoralized, and even depressed. Th ey may well drop out psycho-

logically, if not physically.

Major research studies have repeatedly emphasized this point, especially as it 

aff ects students’ continuing enrollment in college (retention).2 Integration into 

the college community is crucial to a student’s remaining in school, and thus 

for their physical and psychological availability for any kind of academic work. 

We are not saying that a student absolutely must have friends and be happy in 

order to do good academic work. After all, some very unhappy social isolates can 

perform quite well. But friendship is so strong a factor for most people as to be, 

for practical purposes, virtually a prerequisite for success in college.

If true, this argument has huge implications not only for student life pro-

fessionals, but for academic leaders as well. Entering, as we call it, is not just an 
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important fi rst step; it is a necessary prerequisite (again, for most people) to a 

college education. It is a sine qua non: literally, “without which, not.” If entering 

doesn’t happen, all of the well-designed courses, the carefully planned majors, 

and the exciting extracurriculars won’t matter at all. Th ose eff orts will be com-

pletely wasted on students who don’t fi nd friends and fi nd a pathway (see Chap-

ter 3) into good courses. All of the academic excellence in the world won’t matter 

to a student who isn’t in the classroom both physically and psychologically.

Th e good news is that, for a few weeks at least at the beginning of school, 

students in fact are available and motivated, at least as much as they ever will 

be at college.3 So colleges can seize that opportunity and open easy pathways 

for students to meet friends and join the community. Students’ own eff orts 

help in this, certainly, but institutions themselves can make integration easier, 

especially if they learn to help students who are less socially sophisticated and 

outgoing. Strangely enough, this can sometimes mean funneling students into 

situations—for instance, those old-fashioned, long-hallway dorms—that stu-

dents themselves initially fi nd unappealing.

First Steps

Arriving at the college, new students are often anxious, heading into un-

known territory.

I was scared. I was scared of everyone. It was kind of like high school to 

me again, at fi rst, because everyone was just forming their cliques really 

fast and trying to get, I don’t know, groups of stuff  with people. (Reanna, 

freshman) 4

I was defi nitely really scared, didn’t know what to expect. I’m from Denver, 

going to college in the East . . . Th e day I woke up to fl y out to school . . . 

I remember waking up so early that morning, and being, like, “I wonder if 

there is any way I can get out of this.” Because I just was, I was very afraid 

. . . (Ann, senior)

My fi rst day was a mess, you know. I cried, like, all day because I’ve, I’ve 

never been away from home . . . (Lydia, freshman)

Even if sometimes overly dramatized, their fear is reasonable: Will I have 

any friends? Will anyone talk with me, or even sit with me at lunch? Can I 

manage it all?
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At the same time there’s tremendous excitement and opportunity in this 

swirl, heightened by the knowledge that almost everyone around you is facing 

the same challenges. Students rush to meet people, get dorm rooms set up, 

start working out a schedule, fi nd the dining hall, learn their way around the 

campus, all the while in a tumble with hundreds of other freshmen, a wave of 

humanity visibly eager to meet people—any people, at least initially. Sasha, 

who struggled to fi nd her feet socially, and Russell, who found his way more 

easily, were both aware of the dynamics.

In the beginning of freshman year everyone was really—all the freshmen—

were really friendly to each other. Th ey’re all trying to fi nd people who they 

feel will be, like, their good friends, or even just their “friends for now,” 

whatever, maybe someone to eat with, you know . . . they just don’t want to 

be doing it alone. (Sasha, sophomore)

It would have been tough to come into a setting like this and not make any 

friends, especially the fi rst couple of weeks and no one knows each other. 

You don’t feel bad just going up to somebody and going like, “Hey, I’m 

Russell.” Everyone’s in the same boat . . . (Russell, freshman)

At the same time that they’re looking for friends, students are also orga-

nizing their own newly independent lives. Many are away from home for the 

fi rst time, facing all of the pleasures and challenges of living without parents 

(or the quasi-parental supervision of boarding schools).

Th ere’s a ton more freedom .  .  . I went to a prep school, and they had 

check-in and you have certain study hours and everything. Here, you’re free 

to do anything you want. You can leave and come whenever you want. You 

don’t have to go to class if you don’t want to! (James, senior)

You’re free; no restrictions; you can go to bed whenever you want; you can 

pick your own classes. (John, freshman)

Th e daily round is theirs to make up. Initially, they have only the orienta-

tion-week schedule, and an open array of classes they might take to meet the 

requirements, but nothing like the rigid timetables of high school.

You’re not spending your entire day in the classroom. You’re like, two hours 

in class, and you have the rest of the time to do your work—if you wanted 

to do your work. It’s not so much the teachers looking over your shoulder 

all the time, and you’re held responsible for doing your own things . . . Your 
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parents aren’t around . . . So you have to fi gure out how you want to work 

your schedule. (Harry, freshman)

No one tells them when to get up and when to go to bed, whom they can 

associate with, or where they must be at every hour of the day or night. Laun-

dry will eventually have to be done, but mom isn’t there to do it. Dinner is 

no longer “at home,” but in any of several diff erent dining halls, or in a pizza 

joint, or at the diner.

For children of the comfortable upper middle class, some minor conve-

niences have disappeared.

[Here’s] the routine I had at home [in high school]: you wake up, you go 

to school from 8:00 to 3:00, you go to sports or whatever, you come home, 

you do your homework, you eat dinner, and you talk on the phone. You 

know, it’s like a set thing .  .  . Dinner’s on the table for you, it’s nice and 

comfortable . . . You have your bedroom which is yours, and big enough to, 

like, make a mess without feeling like you have to swim to get to your bed. 

(Susie, freshman)

Th e fi rst challenge of college is to enter this new world and make it sensible, 

to fi nd some friends and establish a schedule. Students must manage to bal-

ance work and socializing. As Michael Moff att says in his classic ethnography 

of undergraduate life, “College life, fi rst of all, involve[s] an understanding 

among the students about the proper relationship between work and play in 

college, about the relative value of inside-the-classroom education versus ex-

tracurricular fun.”5

For some, of course, the temptations are too much.6

When I got here it was like, “Oh, my gosh, college is sweet.” Th ere’s beer 

everywhere . . . I probably tried to party almost every day, just because I sort 

of fi gured I had, like, the freedom. And my grades were not awesome fi rst 

semester, and I was personally really disappointed with them . . . (George, 

sophomore)

Others fi nd themselves startlingly out of place, in such a rural, relatively 

homogenous school.

I grew up in a [urban] Jewish community so the ratio of blondes to bru-

nettes here was astounding. Like, I walked in and I was—I was looking to 
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my left: there are corn fi elds! I’m looking to my right, lots of blond people! 

(Sasha, sophomore)

Even in what Joe (quoted at the head of this chapter) called the “big brawl” 

to fi nd friends, then, not all brawlers stand on equal ground: some have better 

skills or opportunities for making friends and joining groups than others. 

Students at selective colleges probably have an immediate advantage, as se-

lectivity itself improves one’s odds of fi nding compatible peers. Elite colleges, 

for instance, admit wealthier and more academically prepared students than 

colleges in general, helping such students fi nd each other. At the college, aca-

demically motivated peers may fi nd more peers than in high school.

It all goes back now to people being here for a purpose. It just kind of weeds 

out the people that don’t really want to be here. In high school . . . I went 

to a high school of about 1,500 kids, so I mean there are always going to be 

kids who are just kind of fl oaters, and I don’t think there really are many 

fl oaters here. (Frank, freshman)

However imperfectly, all residential colleges try to admit people who show up 

for school, fi nish the basic work, can organize themselves suffi  ciently to live 

on their own, enroll for classes, and not be criminally off ensive.

Admission standards, though, are just the fi rst step in how colleges bring 

people together. Once in college, students are in eff ect guided down rather 

predictable paths to meeting other students7 and, later, teachers (Chapter 3). 

Th e chaos of the fi rst weeks of college off ers perhaps the greatest opportunity 

for meeting numerous peers that these students will ever experience in their 

lives—and the institution itself plays a major role in how that unfolds.

Finding Friends

Friendship is crucial for incoming students, but having large numbers of 

friends is not. Most students, we found, need only a few people—two or three 

good friends, and one or two great professors—to have a rewarding, even wonder-

ful, college experience. But where do they fi nd them? Basically, a residential 

college makes fi nding friends easy by increasing the sheer amount of time 

students physically spend with specifi c groups of peers. As it happens, set-

tings that may initially seem productive (orientation activities, Greek-letter 
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societies) have real limitations, while others that appear unappealing (tradi-

tional dorms with shared bathrooms) may work best of all.

Orientation Activities: Precedence

Orientation activities are deliberately designed to help students enter the 

campus world. Th ey take precedence—they happen fi rst, before anyone is 

committed. During Orientation Week at the college, students encounter each 

other both in offi  cial activities and in the free time available during their fi rst 

week on campus.

Some students enjoy the offi  cial activities.

And it’s just like a setting where they brought you in and made you com-

pletely comfortable, and you just had a lot of fun, and made awesome 

friends within the fi rst few days .  .  . it just made everything very easy. 

(Anne, senior)8

Others, though, fi nd general orientation activities—games, dormitory discus-

sions, mandatory workshops on sexual harassment, drinking, diversity—to be 

silly and a waste of time.

I didn’t like the Orientation Week . . . It seemed like they forced us into, 

like, meeting people .  .  . a lot of the relationships weren’t strong, or they 

weren’t going to stay. I wish there was, like, more free time to just go and 

chill and meet people. (Katie, freshman)

More eff ective orientation activities seem to target selected (even if quite 

broadly selected) students. Nearly half of the entering class at the college par-

ticipates in what we’ll call “Outdoor Adventure,” a weeklong camping ex-

cursion into a national park.9 OA has prime “bonding” factors in abundance: 

students are physically close twenty-four hours a day; they sleep together (in 

tents, no less); they work together in meaningful cooperative activities. Th e 

intensity, both physical and mental, and the semblance of danger (black bears 

occasionally appear in camp) pull participants together. OA takes place before 

the offi  cial Orientation Week and so gives its participants an advantage—they 

begin the school year with friends already made.
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I loved doing Outdoor Adventure at the beginning of the year, and I felt 

like I immediately formed a group of friendships right from that . . . (Sarah, 

sophomore)

But the advantage may only be comparative, not shared by nonparticipants.

During that fi rst couple of weeks [of school] everyone [else] knows people 

from Outdoor Adventure, and it’s just hard. I mean, even though a lot of 

kids didn’t go on it, you just don’t feel as connected. I think a lot of kids . . . 

just didn’t know it was that important. I wish I had gone on it, now. (Kim, 

freshman)

Such presemester programs, requiring extra time in summer and often 

extra money, naturally favor those who can easily aff ord to spend the time 

and money.

Many institutions also off er preorientation programs for less privileged 

groups. Th e college’s Higher Education Opportunity Program, for students 

from disadvantaged backgrounds, seems to provide its members an early net-

work of friends. Lasting six weeks and free of charge, HEOP’s activities are 

mandatory for participants; they run around the clock; the students live to-

gether; and they provide an early, often loose, but lasting network of acquain-

tances for its members—“somebody to say hi to on campus.”

Th e only reason I met a lot of people was because I played football and 

because I went to that [HEOP] program . . . I got with previous students 

who were in the program from the other classes. Th ose are like my friends 

now. (John, sophomore)

I was in HEOP in the summer, so, like, I got to meet like twenty-eight kids 

already. So coming here, I already knew twenty-eight kids . . . I’m really 

shy. I don’t tend to make friends . . . But . . . in HEOP, you just couldn’t 

help it, you became friends because you lived next to each other for weeks. 

(Victoria, freshman)

In the long run, opportunity programs may somewhat isolate these stu-

dents; but without such programs, there may not even be a long run.

All special orientation programs are, to some extent, competitive prop-

ositions. Participants benefi t from them relative to other students, who are 

thus in some sense disadvantaged. Students who arrive on campus early are 
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more likely to fi nd a comfortable group of friends by the time exclusive cliques 

begin crystallizing around the end of the fi rst semester. Th e gains for individ-

ual students are clear, but we don’t know if such programs are a net gain for 

the student body as a whole.

Orientation programs enjoy one obvious advantage as a source for friends: 

they happen fi rst, before anyone is committed and when everyone is available. 

As researchers in higher education have shown, students benefi t from partici-

pating in orientation: they integrate better into college and, as a consequence, 

tend to stay on at higher rates.10 On the other hand, orientation ends as school 

begins, so regular contact is often lost; orientation “friendships” often prove 

to be fl eeting.

Dormitories: Proximity

At the college, where crime is very low and the campus very safe, dormitories 

provide a convenient venue for meeting people.11 Th e combination of physical 

proximity to people and around-the-clock availability makes dorms an excel-

lent setting for meeting people.

At a bare minimum, one encounters roommates.

Interviewer: How did you meet your friends?

Student: It was my dorm . . . I lived in McGinnis. It’s an awesome 

social dorm, and I lived in a quad, and I ended up, the three other guys 

in my quad are like some of my, they’re like my best friends here now. 

(George, sophomore)

When bathrooms are shared, one regularly sees other users of the bathroom. 

On long hallways where doors are kept open, people walk past and some say 

hello; when the hallway is lined with doubles or quads, residents inevitably 

encounter dozens of people during a single day. One student, not in such a 

dorm, envied his friend who “lived on a hallway, and could, like, open up his 

door and there were a dozen other doors with two guys or two girls in [each 

of] them. [Th e doors] were all open, and they had just kind of an interesting 

sense of community” (Herb, sophomore). With even modest social skills, a 

new student will meet people very quickly.
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It would be hard not to make new friends, but especially in my dorm, I 

think, like, our dorm is unbelievably close .  .  . It’s not one of the larger 

dorms, but it seems like most every freshman knows every other freshman 

[there] . . . (James, freshman)

Th e “built environment” of a dormitory can be decisive.12

Th e layout of the dorm is defi nitely important, so you know, “single pulls” 

[picking one’s roommate], like Vernon; suite pulls [picking suitemates], 

like Clark and Turner, are great, you know. You get friends in. And other 

layouts, like Watkins and Weir, are great for your fi rst year because you’re 

going to be in a quad [with three roommates]. So you automatically have, 

like, three people that you’re interacting with a lot .  .  . [and] all of their 

friends as well as all of your friends. (Mark, junior)

It’s like a sleepover 24/7. And it’s like you’re living with your friends. [But] 

in McGinnis they have their own bathrooms in their room, and they keep 

their doors closed all the time, and they don’t really, like, get out in the hall 

and chat with people. (Anne, freshman)

Diff erent students prefer diff erent dorms, each with its distinctive advantages.

Like, you know, you can choose Gould and be near everything, but you 

sacrifi ce, you know, big rooms in a big building, nice carpeted fl oors. Or 

you can live in . . . Masters, but you sacrifi ce location. You have to walk, 

you know, a half mile to get everywhere, and you’re pretty much out there 

by yourself over there. You know, no one comes around; no one knocks on 

your door to say hi. (Jim, senior)

You can get like a really nice room in Wharton, but it might be a quad, you 

know. Or you can get, you know, like a crappy room in Turner, but it will 

be . . . a single, and you’ll have all your friends living around you, and you’ll 

have a kitchen. (Anne, junior)

As we’ve mentioned, some of the dorms least preferred by incoming stu-

dents are in fact the most successful in helping to create deep, lasting friend-

ships. Graduating seniors frequently told us that their best friends are those 

they met in their dormitory during their fi rst year in college—dorms that on 

the fi rst day of orientation may look “institutional,” crowded, chaotic.13 Long 
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hallways with a dozen or more rooms, communal bathrooms where meeting 

others regularly is unavoidable, multistudent rooms—all of these architectur-

ally require students to meet lots of other students.

At the same time, the architectural features that prospective college students 

fi nd so appealing (single rooms, private baths, exterior doorways—“apart-

ment-style living”) can in fact quite seriously limit their own social life and 

happiness. Such rooms tend to isolate students; they reduce the odds of daily 

chance encounters with other people.

Well, we’re in [a more apartment-style dorm] even though we know prac-

tically no one [there]. My roommates and I lately have been noticing that 

when we go to eat dinner, like we walk around [the dining hall]—this can’t 

be happening! We go to school with 1,800 people; we’re in a big, big [din-

ing] room; and we know nobody! . . . (Sasha, sophomore)

Th ere’s only two of us in our [off -campus] apartment. So I make more of an 

eff ort to be on campus most of the time, and study here, and eat meals here, 

and it’s like making dates to see people rather than just kind of hanging 

around. (Madeline, sophomore)

Dorms, then, have a fundamental power in producing friendships: they 

repeatedly (and involuntarily) bring students into close proximity.14 Th is is 

not to say that the sheer proximity is always good. Roommate problems, for 

instance, are widespread in college dormitories and can be quite serious, as 

we’ll see in Chapter 5.

Greek Life: Exclusivity

Where fraternities and sororities are prominent—at large state universities, 

for instance—they may be the single most-used institution for meeting other 

students. At the college, such “Greek-letter societies” don’t have houses, and 

although important in campus social life they are certainly not the domi-

nant force they are at larger schools. But they do still off er a kind of “auto-

matic network” of friends as well as a regular social life, probably fortifi ed by 

their (rather mild) exclusivity. For most potential members, not much eff ort is 

needed to be recruited, meet people, and eventually fi nd a spot in a commu-

nity where engaging with others is virtually required.
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I was impressed that [fraternities] go out and actually seek the kids they 

want to hang out with. And . . . especially as a freshman, just coming into 

a new school I was, it made me really sort of maybe want to engage the 

[college] social scene I guess . . . (Jay, junior)

When members live together in houses, as is common at big universities, they 

maximize the chances for becoming close friends with a large number of fel-

low members. Th e inescapable, twenty-four-hour contact with dozens of peo-

ple, the isolation from other groups, and the inevitable pressure to conform all 

tend to produce very tight-knit communities.

At the college pledging takes place in the spring of freshman year, but even 

at that fairly early date, offi  cially joining a “society” is often just the formal-

ization of already-existing friendship networks—a nice example of how early 

contacts shape later ones.

[I met one of my best friends] through football, and then he joined my 

fraternity; and another through a high school friend of mine, who then also 

joined my fraternity. So we really started to be friends before we all joined 

a fraternity. (Jay, junior)

I joined [a sorority] last year . . . Th ey’re basically just all my friends before, 

and I was just kind of like yeah, why not become “offi  cially” [a member]. I’m 

defi nitely very happy with it. (Laura, sophomore)

In these cases, Greek-letter societies just reinforce and expand already-ex-

isting same-sex networks, rather than opening new doors. Even so, broader 

connections with brother or sister societies provide a host of opportunities, 

disproportionately available to members.

Sports Teams: Time, Performance

For a variety of reasons, participation in sports teams is a wonderfully eff ective 

way to meet peers and make lasting friendships. At the college, where some 

40 percent of students play on a varsity team for at least one season, sports may 

be the most common venue for building friendships.

At fi rst . . . I just knew people in my dorm, you know. But when I started 

playing, we started having meetings for softball . . . so I got to meet people 
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from here and there, and like I’m really good friends with a lot of the girls 

on the team. (Marie, sophomore)

I think I met my friends—let’s see, through, I played rugby fi rst semester, 

so that’s how I, I was kind of friends with a lot of the rugby players. (Sarah, 

sophomore)

I swam. So I had dinner with the swim team, you know, breakfast and 

dinner after we had practice, and they really became . . . people who, like, I 

associated with because it was eat, sleep, swim, you know, study when I was 

in season. (Randall, sophomore)

Athletes fi nd each other quickly. Sports programs are organized by the 

institution, widely publicized, and made readily available to those qualifi ed. 

Some workouts begin in the middle of summer, well before fall-semester 

classes, providing these athletes with an immediate social advantage; right 

from the start, the jocks have friends. Crucially, varsity athletes spend huge 

amounts of time together, typically practicing at least fi ve days a week, for 

three or four hours a day, often twice a day, far outpacing the time spent in a 

class or even in all classes combined. Th ey travel together; they eat together; 

they even sleep and shower and get dressed together.

It’s a lot easier to relate to those guys than just, say, some other person, 

because you’re always around them basically, and their lifestyle is a lot like 

yours. You have to really kind of manage your time a lot diff erently than 

someone that doesn’t have to wake up really early in the morning to go to 

practice .  .  . And then practice at night too! Your whole lifestyle kind of 

changes once the season comes along . . . Th ey’re going through the same 

things that you’re going through. (Frank, sophomore)

Most of this shared time takes place in intense, performance-driven settings 

where teammates intimately depend on each other for help and coordination.

Th e college encourages sports teams more energetically than other activi-

ties, providing facilities, coaching staff , admission preferences, and equipment. 

Athletes at universities generally receive vastly disproportionate attention in 

campus newspapers, and they sometimes become campus celebrities. Students 

good enough to make a team are granted a nearly automatic social life, with 

peers who enjoy a shared interest and sometimes (but at the college, not often) 

a number of fans as well.15
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Th e athletes’ immediate social advantage may not last—in fact, as we will 

see, some teams become ingrown, isolating even athletes from other networks. 

But in the fi rst few weeks of school, and typically afterwards, athletes have a 

clear advantage in meeting and making friends.

Music Groups: Numbers

Large musical ensembles, available to some students from the opening days 

of school, off er routine contact with a large but manageable (forty to eighty) 

group of peers, allowing a very effi  cient search for friends. It also (like a good 

dorm) helps students in establishing a broader network of diverse acquain-

tances. Later in a student’s career, a small ensemble or rock band can be fun; 

but early on, larger groups such as the choir or the orchestra expose their mem-

bers to a huge number of potential friends and acquaintances. At the college,

you come in [freshman year] and like there’s like seventy people [in choir] 

and you don’t know anybody. And then about halfway through, you gener-

ally do a play or a musical, and everybody sort of bonds in like January, or 

when you get back from spring break.

And since freshman year, they’ve just been my family. And you go on 

tour and I mean there’s seventy people, which is a lot, a lot of people. By the 

end of the year, you sort of have found the particular fi fteen or twenty that 

you see around campus all the time, that you have the same classes with; 

and they’ve sort of just been like a community. (Judy, senior)

Like sports teams, musical groups meet frequently, from once a week to 

every day; they call upon a shared interest; and they demand engagement.

I sing with the choir . . . We go on tour, we do musicals, it’s just fun. I sing 

a cappella with Th e Adirondack Singers, and all of us are in the choir. So 

the two [groups] sort of work together to keep improving my musical skills. 

Th at’s a lot of fun. It’s a lot—it’s only six hours a week supposedly, but it’s 

really a lot more time-intensive than that. I mean those are the girls who 

are now my friends.

Everybody in the activities I do wants to be there. Th at’s really import-

ant. When I go to rehearsal, all eleven of us .  .  . really want to be there. 

And whether we’re tired or not, we’re going to put in the eff ort and produce 

something. (Jane, sophomore)
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Brass or string ensemble groups similarly require close coordination and mu-

tual dependence, with attendant emotional rewards. Many musical groups are 

at least semimandatory, either because they off er academic credit or because 

they have a faculty director who expects performers to show up regularly and 

on time. While some musical groups are student run, many others have been 

organized by the college and are given generous support (supervision, facili-

ties, time priorities in the academic schedule—only music and theatre classes 

have permission to meet in the evening). Like sports teams, musical groups 

are performance driven, in which the members and their cooperative abilities 

are on public display, as a regular part of their work. At the college, musical 

groups go on tours, sometimes to exotic locations (Italy, Scotland), and per-

form not only at home but also at other institutions or with other ensembles.

Extracurriculars: Shared Interests

Finally, friends can be found in a wide range of other extracurricular activities.

At many institutions, students see activities (interest clubs, publications, 

media) as an important source of both professional experience and career 

networks; they promise pathways to employment (in professional sports, or 

journalism, or business, or the nonprofi t world). At the college, though, extra-

curriculars exist primarily to foster relationships among friends and acquain-

tances, mainly through the sheer number of contact hours between people. 

Extracurriculars also provide entry to campus networks.

[Where do you meet people?] In organizations and groups, you know. 

Th at’s pretty much a big place that you are to meet people, and you get to, 

like, talk to them more often . . . Parties? Yeah you socialize, but it’s like, 

you tend to socialize with the people you already know. You don’t really 

socialize with anybody else. But in organizations and in groups, you do. 

(Victoria, freshman)

Th e most engaging extracurricular organizations at the college meet on a 

regular schedule, have a semi-“mandatory” feel to them, have an interdepen-

dent division of labor, and often entail some public performance. Th e col-

lege’s newspaper, for instance, is published every Friday, “employs” publicly 

named reporters and editors whose work is seen by perhaps two thousand 
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readers, and requires of its staff  a weekly routine of all-night Th ursday sessions 

to “get the paper out” the following day. Th e routinized intensity helps to cre-

ate and solidify relationships. Other groups and clubs demand less, and seem 

to provide less in return.

Interestingly, our panelists rarely mentioned academic settings such as 

classes as a place for fi nding friends, although this probably varies by in-

stitution.16 Classes would seem to meet our criteria as a good place to meet 

people—regular encounters, mandatory attendance, and a shared topic 

for conversation. But in classes, attention is usually focused on the teacher. 

Even in seminars, the professor holds a central position. Classes are thus a 

good place to meet teachers and potentially fi nd an adult mentor, but meet-

ing fellow students is more diffi  cult. Besides, classroom relationships have 

a very limited future since classes typically last only one term. Students do 

sometimes fi nd friends in science lab sections, in study or project groups, on 

fi eld trips, and while traveling together. But generally these occur later in the 

college career, after networks are already formed, and they involve very few 

people. In our research, only a handful of students found their best friends in 

academic settings.

To remain and thrive in college, students need to make friends quickly. A 

few major factors seem to help, with sheer physical proximity as fundamental. 

Beyond that, meeting people early, time spent together with a large but know-

able number of people (dozens, let’s say), some exclusivity, and shared interests 

all contribute. Interdependent public performances (team sports, music, news-

paper) also seem to matter.17 At the college, then, dormitories, sports teams, 

and what we might call “big music” (orchestra or choir)—that is, “high-con-

tact” activities—are the most reliable places to make friends. Simply meeting 

lots of new people, as in orientation activities, isn’t suffi  cient; only repeated, 

“mandatory” contact with a sizable number of others provides a suffi  cient pool 

from which to fi nd several friends. In such settings, one needn’t take initiative 

to meet others. For institutions, advising students to “go out and meet people!” 

doesn’t really work. Providing well-designed opportunities does.

Even in this opportunity-rich environment, though, dormitories are spe-

cial: they are available to everyone, right from the start. In some institutions, 

dormitories can be dangerous places where one’s private space is accessible 

to strangers bent on theft or even assault.18 If people are nasty to each other, 
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dorm living can be horrible. But when safety and civility are possible, dor-

mitories off er unrivaled communal living. Dorms are ecumenical. Living in, 

and benefi tting from, a good dormitory requires no athletic ability, no spe-

cial talent, and (importantly) almost no personal initiative. Shy, physically 

unattractive, socially awkward students can all benefi t from dorm life, with 

its mandatory mingling. Th ere’s no zero-sum advantage being doled out in 

the construction, design, and occupancy of sociable dormitories with lots of 

students on shared hallways and bathrooms. Musical groups require musical 

ability, sports teams are for athletes, and parties require an outgoing personal-

ity, but college dorms are open to all. Encompassing a wide range of students, 

dorms can at least open the possibility for extending student networks to new 

and even unfamiliar groups.

So meeting and getting to know other students in college—a fi rst cru-

cial step to success—is neither an accident nor just the result of an outgoing 

personality. Th e key is routinized proximity to a large but manageable—say, 

thirty to one hundred—group of other available students, early on. Smaller 

groups don’t seem to provide enough potential friends; apartment-style dorms 

isolate students; classes don’t work unless there is a good deal of student col-

laborative work. Freshman seminars may help a little, but we suspect they are 

too small to off er suffi  cient opportunities, with too little student-to-student 

face time.

Not every college is residential, and not every college has an extensive ex-

tracurricular system, but every college (except of course online universities) 

has physical space in which people can meet, and some forms of routine ac-

tivity that bring students together. Th ese spaces and activities matter—they 

provide the necessary context in which students develop the friendships that 

will be vital to their persistence, satisfaction, and as we will argue, their mo-

tivation to engage academically.

Encountering Academics

At the same time they’re making friends, every student must enter the aca-

demic world, however modestly.19 Academic work gives structure to daily life, 

provides the institution with its offi  cial reason for being, and justifi es the enor-

mous expense in time and money that parents, the public, and donors pour 

into college. Th ere are excellent institutions without intercollegiate athletics, 
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fraternities, or dormitories, but all colleges have academic programs. If stu-

dents fail to meet the (perhaps minimal) academic standards, they may have to 

leave college. In Chapter 3, we describe how students fi nd courses, teachers, 

academic majors. But are they even prepared for the work required?

Students’ initial approach to academics can be shaped by whether they ac-

tually wanted to be at their college in the fi rst place. A fair number of our 

panelists said the college wasn’t their fi rst choice, a common situation among 

applicants to selective institutions, who often consider three, or fi ve, or even 

more, possible schools.20

Th en there is the students’ own high school experience. Many at the col-

lege—not typical of most universities—attended elite private schools, and ar-

rive with the basic tools for doing well in higher education. Th ey can already 

write a decent essay; have learned math, frequently through introductory cal-

culus; and know how to read well and how to study strategically, picking the 

crucial sections and, if need be, letting other parts slide.

So far, academically it’s been pretty challenging, and yet not too challeng-

ing for me. I didn’t have to get used to the whole being away from home 

thing .  .  . Everything was pretty much what I was prepared for from my 

boarding school. Th ey prepared me for hard work. (Sarah, freshman)

Here clearly is a “prep advantage”: students such as Sarah who attended ex-

pensive private secondary schools are often better prepared academically than 

public school students, especially those from poor districts. “Preps” may al-

ready know, or at least know of, a fair number of other students (for instance, 

from sports leagues), and they often have already lived away from home, 

which enhances the self-confi dence they exude. (Th is parallels the advantage, 

at larger universities, held by middle- and upper-middle-class students ar-

riving in ready-made groups of friends from larger suburban high schools.) 

Academically grounded and already socially networked, these students make 

the transition to college fairly easily.

Students adapt not only to the general demands of the curriculum, but even 

to the specifi c requirements of diff erent professors and their disciplines.

Th e [writing] styles are diff erent with philosophy. It’s more of an opinion 

type, “analyze what they’re saying.” Whereas for history, you’re going off  

on your own from something, you know, from a foundation you’re taking 

a whole new tangent writing that way . . . one focusing on the analytical 
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skills, and one focusing on, you know, like a creative information-based 

writing style. (Ruttiger, freshman)

Professor Haber’s trying to teach us how to write like historians write, in-

stead of using lots of adjectives and pretty words . . . And Professor Quin-

tera is trying to teach us how to, like, have graceful writing, like, like a 

combination of simple sentences and complex sentences, you know? (Katie, 

freshman)

Professors diff er in the kinds of arguments they allow, the kind of logic and 

evidence they expect, and in the tone of the writing they encourage. Students 

experience these demands as “learning what professors want,” adapting to 

new audiences.21

In high school I guess I was used to, for the most part, getting really good 

comments on writing; and here it’s sort of like writing one of my fi rst pa-

pers; a lot of improvements were needed basically. And I think it was really 

good that . . . you could rewrite them and stuff  because you could clarify 

with the teachers what they wanted and to write it over. Th at was challeng-

ing, getting used to exactly what each professor wanted. (Sarah, freshman)

High school standouts, even valedictorians, sometimes from little public 

schools in modest rural districts, the winners of many prizes, widely praised 

for getting in the college, sometimes fi nd they can’t measure up.22

I was shocked, and at points, I was—I wasn’t sure if I could handle it. I felt 

sort of like sinking. (Rick, junior)

At the mercy of arithmetic necessity, one-half of all freshmen fi nd them-

selves in the bottom half of the freshman class, far lower than most of them 

ever thought possible. (After all, most were drawn from the top 10 percent 

of their high school cohorts.) Th ey struggle, at least initially, to adapt to the 

competition, to the higher standards, and to a workload they didn’t anticipate. 

Th eir fi rst tests come back, and instead of an A, there’s a C on the front.23

Kristy had been a strong student in her weak high school, but while de-

scribing her freshman year to our student interviewer she began choking up 

and eventually dissolved into tears.

Interviewer: What would you want the college to change, if anything, 

about your fi rst year?
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Student: I would say, “Lower the academic standards!” But that’s not 

too likely . . . I would say that the academic standard is pretty high, you 

know . . . [hesitates]

Interviewer: [comforting] OK, that’s fi ne.

Student: Th at’s just a stupid answer. It’s totally ignorant . . . I know 

I was once a really good student, and I know I’ve had so much, like, 

belief in myself. And I come in here and—like, I can’t explain it. [cry-

ing—interviewer stops recording] (Kristy, sophomore)

At the end of her sophomore year, Kristy left the college.

Such failures, though, are not inevitable. As we will see, introductory-level 

professors can make a huge diff erence to these students.

Outsiders

Most students entering the college do indeed fi nd friends, settle in, and do 

their work at least reasonably well. Freshman retention as reported by U.S. 

News and World Report is 95 percent, with a four-year graduation rate of 84 

percent, very high indeed by national standards. Most seniors say that given 

the chance they would choose to attend the college again.

But some students never quite mesh with the college. Reanna didn’t really 

want to come in the fi rst place.

My dad did most of my college search for me . . . He brought me up here, 

and I applied—actually I applied, and then he brought me up here. I wanted 

to go out to California . . . but he wasn’t too big on the idea. So he looked 

at the East Coast liberal arts colleges for me, and I looked at the California 

liberal arts colleges for me. (Reanna, freshman)

She came to the college, as her father preferred, but wasn’t happy.

Still others are held back by hometown ties, perhaps a boy- or girlfriend to 

whom they’ve pledged fi delity. Honoring that pledge can become a barrier to 

both romantic and platonic relationships on campus.24 Some stay in constant 

contact with their parents, ignoring potential adult advisors on campus. (Th is 

isn’t to say that parental involvement hurts students; in fact, recent research 

shows that it can often help.25) Closely tied to people off -campus, such stu-

dents may never give themselves the chance for new connections that might 

off er new opportunities.
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In our study, as in higher education literature,26 students of color and less 

wealthy students were more likely to maintain more social ties off -campus 

than did their white, wealthier peers. As the “social mismatch” theory of ra-

cial diff erences in college experience would suggest, this situation may arise 

because when minority students anticipate (and likely experience) some de-

gree of social isolation in their early-college experience, they maintain strong 

off -campus ties as a safety net.27 Of course, such choices can be ultimately 

self-perpetuating: the student spends more time in contact with friends 

off -campus, thereby reducing opportunities for meeting people on-campus, 

thus remaining isolated.

Social class can be yet another major barrier to “entering,” perhaps best 

described in Elizabeth Armstrong and Laura Hamilton’s recent book, Paying 

for the Party.28 Many students at the college have cars and go out to dinner, but 

the less affl  uent quickly realize that they can’t keep up, can’t aff ord the dinners 

at expensive restaurants, can’t “pick up a round” of drinks at the local bar. 

Th ey don’t vacation in Europe at all, much less every year. Th eir dorm rooms 

don’t feature televisions, multiple computers, smartphones, and closets full of 

top-end clothing. Th e rich can meet and socialize with anyone, but poor and 

middle-class kids have to check their wallets, avoiding commitments (spring 

break trips, dinners out) they can’t aff ord.

Finally, even for advantaged, gregarious students, the initially open doors 

of freshman year tend to swing shut rather quickly. Groups of friends, ac-

quaintances, pals, and buddies can easily coalesce into cliques—tight knit, 

closed to outsiders, exclusive.

When I fi rst got to [the college], like on the weekends, you know, you 

could walk through campus and people would be like, “Hey we’re getting 

together,” or, “We’re having a party!” . . . But as the fall progressed, all the 

events were very, like, exclusive: if you don’t know someone, you are not on 

the invite list. (Cynthia, sophomore)

Once people kind of start to fi nd their friends, immediately all—like, all 

relations are cut off . Like . . . “Oh, I haven’t met you yet? Well, you’re prob-

ably not worth being my friend anyways . . . I already have friends.” (Sasha, 

sophomore)

Ironically enough for a small campus, subjective feelings of exclusion, for 

those who suff er from them, can be exacerbated just by walking around. You 
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see people you recognize, who ought to know you—and perhaps they do—but 

they may not say hello, or they walk past without a greeting or even a nod. 

At the college, this may be a WASPy reserve; African-American students 

in particular are struck by what students themselves call the “campus cool,” 

where a simple greeting sometimes seems too much to ask. Or maybe saying 

hi to everyone just becomes tedious. Either way, a sense of outsiderhood can 

be reinforced every day in countless small actions, even while seeing others 

embracing or greeting each other with the most exuberant bonhomie. Th e vis-

ible friendliness all around only heightens the awareness a few students have 

that “I’m not part of all this, this is not my world.”

Most new students, though, enter the college successfully. Th ey meet peo-

ple and make acquaintances; they fi nd someone to eat lunch with, to sit and 

talk with in the common rooms. Th ey begin to say hello on the paths across 

campus, and are greeted in return. Th ey start to fi t in. Th ey loosen up, become 

more confi dent, begin to speak up in classes. All that personal contact—the 

hellos, the friendships, the feeling of belonging here—allows other good 

things to start happening. A set of basic friendships—or at least acceptance—

keeps students in school.

Our panelist Dan found friends quickly in multiple settings. He went 

through the Outdoor Adventure course, and found his three best female 

friends there. He lived in Watkins, one of the more sociable dorms, where 

“my roommates and I were incredibly good friends,” and “the guys that lived 

next to us” as well as “the girls that lived above us” were all good friends as 

well. He joined the swimming team, and several of his teammates introduced 

him to the fraternity he later pledged. In their sophomore year, a couple of the 

guys from across the hall moved to another dorm and joined a diff erent fra-

ternity; that “gave us diff erent places to go, [and] helped us to meet even more 

people.” Th en through swimming teammates he “got steered into” his major, 

as one network led into another.

So Dan remained at the college and did well. Some relationships helped 

in clear ways: he “learned a lot from” his roommate, and a woman in the 

dorm who was a Writing Center tutor. “She helped me through a lot of my 

writing . . . and just taught me the basics, which I didn’t get in high school,” 

and together “these two [friends] were what really got my writing to a pretty 

high level.”
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On the other hand, his commitment to swimming prevented him from 

going abroad, which he later mildly regretted. His teammates also had guided 

him towards a major that he didn’t in the end enjoy. Early relationships like 

Dan’s, in other words, aff ect later choices. When their congenial roommates 

take certain courses, students are more likely to take those courses as well. 

Having met sensible student-orientation advisors, students will ask them for 

advice: Do you think this would be good? Do you know about Professor Jones? Stu-

dents join extracurricular groups when friends do, and remain or leave sports 

teams because they like or don’t like their teammates. Later on, some students 

will study abroad, or (like Dan) will not, depending on the preferences of their 

friends. In their eagerness to join the campus community, too, students adapt 

their academic work to those around them, trying to live up—or down—to 

what their peers expect.29 For some, this means working harder; for others, it 

means relaxing, or hiding their aggressive study habits. Especially in residen-

tial settings, we suspect, they jump to the level of work sanctioned by their 

peers—for better or, often, for worse. Social life, in this broad sense, really 

is crucial. “At least half of college,” said Michael Moff at, “was what went on 

outside the classroom, among the students, with no adults around.”30

Unlike Dan, Julia couldn’t really enter at all. Despite loving the campus, 

and fi nding people friendly, Julia’s fi rst few weeks at the college were rocky. 

She suff ered from homesickness, made worse by the fact that her parents’ 

marriage was going through diffi  culties. Her boyfriend, back home in New 

Jersey, was too far away to make regular visits. “I had two best girlfriends at 

home and I was calling them, like, the fi rst few weeks from school crying all 

the time.” She began to feel uneasy with people at the school; they felt diff er-

ent. She had attended a large, public, diverse high school, and now she was at 

a remote small college. She didn’t like the college’s party scene, with all the 

drinking and hooking up. Her mind was always elsewhere—back home. At 

the end of her fi rst year, she transferred to a college closer to home. 

In our sample, Julia is the best example of a student who faced the “perfect 

storm” of factors that would lead a student to drop out or transfer—strong 

ties to a community back home, weak or nonexistent ties to the college com-

munity, the feeling of social isolation or diff erence, family troubles, and a 

romantic partner who lives elsewhere.

Some higher education professionals disparage the centrality of student 

social life and friendships to the college experience, but may overlook their 

obvious necessity. At one U.S. News top-ten national liberal arts college we 
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visited, a professor bemoaned students’ naming of “making good friends” as 

a top outcome of college. Later in the same meeting, he told us that he him-

self joined the faculty because of the “fun” people in the department. (Other 

faculty in the meeting laughed at the irony.) At another small college, a col-

league argued, “OK, we run a nice country club,” but “we don’t need to be 

mothering, all warm and fuzzy.” Maybe “we”—the faculty—don’t need to 

be, but someone does. Without solid peer relationships, the isolated student 

drops out either physically or, worse, emotionally, and the academic gains of 

college won’t be made at all. Contrary to the image of lonely students grinding 

away at their schoolwork, in many cases we found in our own research that 

socially engaged students put more into their academic and intellectual work. 

Once established, solid relationships provide security and free the student 

from spending their time constantly looking for friends. Friendships provide 

the daily sustenance, the motivation needed, to engage with any academic 

program—indeed, the energy to do anything.

Successfully entering a college community, in eff ect, makes everything else 

possible.



3

Choosing

I’m not a language person. But I went [to a Chinese 

table at orientation], and I met the professors. Th ey were 

so nice—really, really nice . . . And I was like, “Oh, I’ll 

try it out,” you know? And I liked it. So I came in as a 

psychology major with a minor in education, and now 

I’m a Chinese major with a minor in government!

(Maudie, senior)

In an inescapable irony, college students make the freest yet most conse-

quential decisions of their college careers when they are relatively new, that is, 

when they least know what they’re doing. We’ve already seen that incoming 

freshmen face the initial challenge of successfully entering the social world 

of the college. Right away they must fi nd the cafeteria, meet some peers, 

share space with roommates, pick some courses to take, join a club or two, 

and—within weeks—probably wash their own clothes, perhaps for the fi rst 

time in their lives. At many schools they also fi nd an apartment, declare a 

major, pledge a sorority or fraternity, and choose their academic courses—all 

decisions with lasting impact. Yet they do this knowing almost no one and 

possessing no solid information about the quality of their professors, the re-

liability of their new friends, or the impact of the decisions they are making.

It’s as if these students are wandering around in the late evening on the 

edge of a crowded, moonlit forest, fi lled with many people and pathways, 

promising excitement and adventure. Th ey can’t see very far into the distance, 

certainly not into the forest itself or what’s beyond it. But they do see groups of 

other people and some pathways into the woods. Some people look friendlier 

or more welcoming than others, some paths are broad or well lit. Heading into 

the forest, a new student sees clusters of other people—a welcoming sorority; 
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some standoffi  sh staff  people; a popular teacher surrounded by his follow-

ers; a cliquish lunch-table crowd laughing at everyone else. She fi nds some 

smooth paths, some friendly fellow pilgrims, and she begins her journey. To a 

great extent—not entirely, but in important ways—she is at the mercy of her 

surroundings.

Although students make their own choices, they can only choose among 

these available options, some of which are more convenient or attractive than 

others. New students in particular don’t know the collegiate landscape well 

enough to make consistently wise choices. Th ey need the institution itself to 

help—for instance, to make it easy to fi nd good courses, teachers, and advisors.

Choosing Courses

Students’ decisions about academic programs are uniquely consequential, since 

enrollment and at least minimal success in courses are required for continued 

membership in the college community. Whatever else they may be doing, stu-

dents must at least fairly often attend their classes, which therefore become the 

foundation stones of the daily and weekly schedule. Course selection funda-

mentally shapes how students will experience college, both in the enjoyment 

of the courses themselves and in the scheduling possibility for other activities. 

Courses also mandate a gathering of people, on a regular basis, with some 

defi nite sharing of attention. If those courses aren’t good, they can reliably and 

routinely make a student miserable. When classes are poorly run, students feel 

it directly; classes are thus, in the eyes of the students, a key measure of the 

college’s academic credibility. In all these ways, course selection shapes both a 

student’s academic career and her nonacademic options.

Leaders who understand how students select courses can infl uence what 

courses students take—and thus, their entire college experience. So let’s look 

at how students at the college go about choosing their courses. Two crucial 

facts emerge: (1) From a large number (roughly fi ve hundred per semester) of 

initial courses, any particular student in fact actively chooses among perhaps a 

few dozen. Most courses are quickly eliminated early in the process. (2) Once 

those early parameters are set, students’ decisions rapidly become quite local 

and contingent, made not on the basis of broad educational considerations but 

instead specifi c and sometimes minor factors: time of day when the class is 

off ered, which section is open, or whether the classroom is close to the dining 
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hall—in eff ect, factors of scheduling. What struck us was how frequently 

course decisions were made not from strategic considerations (major fi eld, for 

instance), but simply from a desire to fi ll out a schedule (“fi nd a fourth course”) 

that would be minimally aggravating—a decent topic, not too much work, 

seats remaining in the class, etc.1 Specifi c courses may in the end be chosen 

quite arbitrarily. Th is approach by students, we note, means that the arrange-

ment of college course off erings and schedules can be surprisingly infl uential 

in what students are actually exposed to.

Before choosing courses, students exclude courses. Beginning from the entire 

course catalog (the online listing) a student makes a huge initial cut from 100 

percent down to perhaps 10 percent of all courses. Th e vast majority are ruled 

out right at the beginning (“I’m not at all interested in that”). Some disciplines, 

for instance, are seen by many students as simply beyond their ability.2 At the 

college, as is often true nationwide, many students avoid science and math 

courses when possible.3 Th eir concern may actually bespeak not merely distaste 

or fear, but a belief in the fundamental incompatibility of their own personality 

with the subject matter. “I’m not a science person” is a common refrain.

Interviewer: Are there certain departments that you specifi cally have 

stayed away from?

Students: Anything sciency. Yeah, I’m not very—I’m not really a sci-

ence/math person, so I tend to take humanities. (Sarah, junior)

I’m not much of a science person . . . as soon as they like start to 

involve lots of math, I just don’t, I can’t deal with it. (James, junior)

I’ve never been much of a science person to be honest. (Hannah, 

junior)

In our research, at least, avoiding science is asymmetrical: no student ever told 

us, “I’m not a humanities person” or “I’m not a social science person.” Students 

who pursue science, math, and foreign language courses report taking courses 

across all the disciplines, and their transcripts indicate that they do.4

Th us many students—wisely or not—have already ruled out entire swaths 

of the curriculum. Only then do they begin positively looking for courses they 

want to take, starting with their general interests. Th ey then ask around about 

popular courses and professors, typically by talking with other students—

roommates, friends, older students, whomever happens to live on their dorm 

hall, or next door—and sometimes (but less often) with professors or advisors. 

Th e range they explore may be wide or narrow—some students want to learn 
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everything, some are clearly focused, and a few seem bored with life itself and 

have no visible interests.

Once a student has settled on her own area of preferences, she still faces a 

variety of structural barriers such as prerequisites. Since college curricula are 

generally organized hierarchically, many courses appearing in the catalog are 

in fact not open to all students, but are intermediate- or advanced-level off er-

ings for upperclassmen. At the same time, juniors and seniors at the college 

are themselves sometimes denied admission to lower-level courses, usually on 

grounds that the class would be too easy or that they might compromise the 

classroom dynamics by intimidating the freshmen.

So what initially appears at a small college to be, say, fi ve hundred available 

courses quickly becomes reduced to perhaps a dozen or so seriously considered 

by any particular student. From among these relative few a plausible coherent 

schedule is drawn up.

Only then does the student at the college—at this rather late stage of the 

game—meet with a faculty advisor, by which time, in truth, most of the major 

decisions have already been made. (Of course merely having a faculty advisor 

is a luxury unknown to vast numbers of American college students.) Some 

advisors have signifi cant infl uence, when they actually exercise their power 

to deny a student registration, or when they meet with students early in the 

process, or when they have become trusted mentors. Some advisors can be a 

great help in solving minor problems, warning against planning errors, and 

fi nding that “fourth course.” (Although a few students told us of “gaming” 

earnest advisors a bit by demonstrating great enthusiasm for what really was, 

in truth, just a fourth course.) Most of the time, though, the student’s initial 

interests and fears rule out entire divisions of the curriculum, while professo-

rial reputation, the fulfi llment of necessary prerequisites, and the preferences 

and peculiarities of scheduling have already narrowed the choices severely 

before the student even talks with an advisor.

In the overall formation of a student’s course selections, advisors (as dis-

tinct from true mentors—more on them later) are clearly minor players in the 

whole drama.

So preregistration meetings are frequently perfunctory. Anecdotally, some 

advisors seem to regard them as a mildly tedious formality.

Basically every [course] that I’ve done, I fi gured out on my own. I’ve 

been to [my advisor] three times: .  .  . preregistration the fi rst semester, 
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preregistration the second semester, preregistration the third semester—

and it was just to have her sign [the registration form]. Basically every time 

I go there, she just says, “OK, looks good,” and signs it, and I leave. (Dan, 

sophomore)

Actually I go to [my advisor] with all my classes picked out. (Liz, sophomore)

Interviewer: Did your advisor try to push you any way or the other . . . ?

Student: Not really. I’ve pretty much picked out all my classes for all 

my semesters, and my advisor has pretty much [said], “I will sign off  on 

that.” (Anne, junior)

Certainly some advisors take their role quite seriously. At some “open-curric-

ulum” colleges (for instance, Hampshire College or New College of Florida) 

advisors and students really do sketch out multiyear educational plans, discuss 

specifi c steps to meet clear goals, and the like, a state of aff airs reinforced by 

advisors’ real power to say yes or no. When course off erings allow students to 

sign up for all of the courses they want and intend to take, this kind of advis-

ing can work. Whether such careful planning and execution are common, we 

don’t know.

Th e fi nal moment in the course-selection process is registration, which at 

most institutions nowadays occurs online. Here again, educational philoso-

phies too easily fall victim to administrative and logistic necessities. (We will 

note here that judging from national surveys, seniors at the college are actu-

ally more satisfi ed with course availability than are students at some of its peer 

institutions.) Famously aggravating at many schools, registration is at best a 

kind of free-form dance in which students try to maneuver their way into 

courses they would plausibly like to take, given all their previous planning.

I ran out of options pretty fast actually. It became just a scramble really, just 

looking for any random course I could fi t into based on the prerequisites 

and the schedule. (Mark, freshman)

Some students inevitably get to choose classes earlier than other students. At 

the college seniors register fi rst, prioritized by an alphabetical rotation that 

changes each semester; within that sorting, early registrants pick fi rst. Later 

registrants inevitably fi nd that their already-limited options have suddenly 

become drastically narrowed, as they are “closed out” of favorite classes by 

enrollment limits.
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Th e seniors take all the 400-level classes, and most of the 300-level classes, 

and, like, I could only take one class for econ even though I am a junior and 

I am an econ major. Th ere was only one course that I could take. (Czengis, 

junior)

I think the worst thing is that . . . I’ve seen people who want to be government 

majors who get cut out of classes that are prerequisites to take other classes. 

And you can’t really follow that course of study because obviously you’re shut 

out of classes you need to take, to take other classes. (Jay, freshman)

Or juniors and seniors fi nding themselves unable to take up a new fi eld.

I wanted to take an oral communications class, Intro, and I think it’s too 

late [in my career] . . . I mean, I understand they’re open for freshmen and 

sophomores, but I just, it’s kind of rough when like if you, now you look 

back and you’re like, “Oh, I wish I had taken this class.” (James, junior)

Having worked through all the steps to fi nding classes they want and can take, 

students may still fi nd themselves hunched over a computer terminal at 6:00 

a.m. on registration day unable to enroll in that one class they really wanted. 

And at that very moment, online registration—so obviously advantageous, 

administratively speaking—simultaneously isolates students as they deal with 

this frustration and completely conceals their frustration from administrators, 

who aren’t sitting alongside as the student struggles to fi nd a course.

So then—on the spot, right then—our hapless student has to scrounge 

around, looking for another course that will fi t. Whatever elaborate planning 

has taken place up until now, at this moment it’s just “I need a course!” For 

students last in line, it’s not pretty.

Well, the fi rst time I was in fi rst [registration] period, so I was OK there. 

But I was in the last [registration] group this time, and so now I’m [enrolled 

in] three classes that are at, like, 8:30 in the morning . . . courses that were 

my third selection on my list.

I got blocked out of my fi rst, second, and third choice on one [slot] and 

my fi rst and second choices on three others. [So] I got, like, my last three 

choices. (Jack, freshman)

Almost everywhere, we suspect, scheduling is peppered throughout with 

happenstance, frustrating errors, and sometimes serendipity. Only rarely can 
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students put together an ideal “great college education” and then execute it 

without a hitch.

Much “advising,” then, is done not by advisors but by the class schedule 

itself. More formally put, the course selection process, especially for third and 

fourth courses to “fi ll out the schedule,” quickly becomes local and contingent. 

Course suggestions came from the kid next door, or a professor chatted with 

after class. Signing up depends on what other classes you’re taking, whether 

a class meets right next to your dorm or a mile away, whether it meets fi rst 

thing in the morning or right after lunch, and fi nally, whether you secured 

a good place in the registration line. Students set up a plausible schedule for 

themselves, and if they’re lucky—given the obstacles of overenrolled classes, 

goofs in scheduling, and bad luck in registration—they get something they 

can, or must, live with. Th e students’ willingness to take challenging, valuable 

courses matters—but so too does a college’s administrative savvy in making 

those courses, and those teachers, readily available.

If the courses aren’t there at the right moment, the students can’t take them.

Finding the Right Professors

Courses are places to learn skills and information, but also—and more im-

portantly—places to work with other people, especially teachers. In the lucky 

cases, classes are also where students fi nd faculty mentors—as we’ve said, a 

luxury for students nationwide—who can profoundly impact a student’s edu-

cation and even life. Mentors infl uence not only what classes a student takes, 

and what other teachers they fi nd, but more, what she learns in them, how 

exciting and engaging the courses are, and how she feels about the subject and 

about learning in general.

Many students in our research followed a standard pattern: they took 

classes, where they met teachers. Most then had a “professional” relationship 

with the teacher—perhaps attending offi  ce hours for extra help, or saying hello 

on campus, or being cordial before and after class. Th e professor (at this small 

college, but almost certainly not at many larger universities) knows the stu-

dent’s name, but little else; the relationship doesn’t reach beyond academics.

Some of these relationships, though, eventually become wider ranging 

and more personal, and the teacher may even become a mentor. Mentors, we 

found, can have deep, lasting, positive results for students, and at the college, 



 C H O O S I N G  47

over half of the students develop such relationships with a faculty member. 

From our data and nationally, mentorship leads to better academic perfor-

mance, certainly higher satisfaction with college, and even better success in 

fi nding jobs immediately after college.5 Of course, it’s hard to know whether 

the students who fi nd mentors are simply those more likely to be successful 

anyway, but the correlation is still clear.

Classes, then, are not just a setting for learning skills and gaining knowl-

edge. Th ey off er a daily opportunity for intellectual relationships, a setting 

in which students and teachers meet each other regularly for a substantial 

amount of time over topics they presumably both enjoy. Th ese relationships 

feed students’ motivation, and motivation leads to learning—not only in the 

class at hand, but in other classes, and for years after college as well. In 

classes, students are exposed not just to ideas but to people; and while ac-

ademic disciplines are important, they are as much a vehicle for meeting 

teachers as for ingesting important information. Th e transformative eff ects 

of relationships, that is, may matter more than even the cumulative eff ects of 

learning new material.

Teachers Matter

In describing to us the “good teachers” they enjoy taking classes with, students 

at the college mentioned four characteristics. None will surprise our readers, 

but the overall pattern is revealing. Students said their best teachers are: (1) 

exciting; (2) skilled and knowledgeable; (3) accessible—easy to fi nd, available, 

and approachable; and fi nally (4) engaging. Notice, fi rst, that only one of these 

characteristics—“skilled and knowledgeable”—describes professors’ personal 

strengths aside from their relations with students. Certainly, a level of genuine 

knowledge and expertise is required. Perhaps at other institutions, profes-

sional competence is a problem. But at least for these students, at this college, 

professorial knowledge is not the critical factor. Rarely did we fi nd students 

complaining about professors not “knowing their stuff ,” although obviously 

that shouldn’t be taken for granted.

More importantly, three of the four characteristics are not really about the 

teachers per se, but about the students’ reactions to teachers: good teachers are 

exciting to students, accessible to students, engaged with students. Th ese quali-

ties all describe a teacher who, however it happens, is regularly able to excite 
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students about the subject; eager to talk with and listen to them; and generally 

able to connect with students, even starting from wherever the students are.

He was really patient. Like, you could have asked him, “What’s 2+2?” And 

he would have said—like, if 2+2 equals 5 on [my] paper—“Now you have 

to be careful there, you know, when you’re doing arithmetic.” “Careful,” 

[he would say,] not “You’re a stupid moron, get out of my class!” (Martin, 

freshman)

Th en, good teachers begin to engage students with a kind of provisional 

equality.

Professor Bates and Professor Cross place a heavy emphasis on, on like, stu-

dent participation that’s guided without being condescending . . . Th ey’re 

able to guide the conversation and make it interesting without making it 

drag, without making it feel like, you know, you’re pulling teeth from half 

the class.

It was really important for professors to recognize kind of what level, 

like, I’m ready to tackle. [Th ey] treat their students—or at least, students 

that they really can see moving ahead in that fi eld—as future colleagues, 

rather than someone who is just sitting in their class, you know, with their 

hand on their cheek falling asleep . . . It’s the ability to recognize who wants 

to pursue something seriously, and then being able to feed that person ma-

terial to help them pursue it. (Hannah, sophomore)

How do they do it?6 In a series of comments, Murphy told us about half a 

dozen great teachers he had taken classes with; in every case, the teacher both 

stimulates and responds to students, in various ways compelling students’ 

close attention to the topic.

Professor Knox makes learning fun. For every fact he tells us, he tells us 

some funny story that makes us all like laugh and shocks us, but it really 

does teach us something . . . Professor Clark is tough as nails; like, every-

thing you say has to be backed up, and she’s driving you constantly for more 

information and more proof . . . She always has some counterargument . . . 

she’ll ride you until the end and then she’ll be like, “Th at was really good.”

Martin and Sarah are really good because they listen, and they’re always 

quick with the jokes, and always thinking and relating things to real-world 

problems . . . When I disagree with something, they don’t take off ense.
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Professor Nelson is always quick with a laugh and gives you quarters if 

you get really good ideas in his class. He’s just honest about like, “If you’re 

late, I’m going to pick on you today.” And then Dwight, my ceramics pro-

fessor, is . . . really great: he’s just a ball of creativity, and always wants to 

talk about a new idea or a new thing you could do. He’s always bringing in 

magazines and stuff  with things about ceramics . . . (Murphy, sophomore)

As the institution’s representatives, teachers are well resourced to pull 

students into being academically engaged. First, obviously, they decide on 

the students’ grades, and indeed whether students pass the course at all. 

Second, students are, again, required to attend a certain number of class 

meetings in order simply to stay in school and eventually graduate. Th ey 

have to show up. In the short run, for a substantial chunk of time—per-

haps three hours a week—students are basically required to sit and listen 

to, and mostly watch, this one person whom the institution has selected. 

Th ere are twelve, or forty, or (at larger schools) three hundred students in 

the room, but only one “professor.” Th ird, this person (the professor) really 

is at the center of attention. She very typically is older, probably more for-

mally dressed, standing while everyone else sits, and located at the physical 

focus of a room designed to make her the center of attention. Th at gives her 

a major advantage in dominating the room and coordinating what everyone 

else will do. Fourth, many college students will at least initially give the pro-

fessor the benefi t of the doubt; they’ll see what she has to say. (At selective 

schools students have been admitted in part for their willingness to do this 

with good humor. Th ey have a record of “doing well” in classes, of paying 

attention, of showing up reliably.)

Beyond these advantages, the professor is committed—and paid—to pro-

fess; she personally vouches for the subject. Being possibly smarter, probably 

more knowledgeable, and certainly more committed, the teacher has some-

thing to off er the students and a genuine incentive to try. She can be a true 

leader, going headfi rst into the strange and deep thickets of Victorian litera-

ture, or music theory, or chemical physics, a person who takes the initiative, 

leads the way, and supports her followers. Crucially, the teacher guarantees 

that, in that thicket, anyone else who goes in will not be alone. Even if she’s 

not the smartest person in the room, she is a reliable colearner: “If you want 

to talk about this subject,” she promises, “I’m ready to talk with you.” Having 

found such a person, some students gravitate to her.
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Wielding such infl uence, professors matter in one surprising way: new stu-

dents (almost by defi nition) know little about any particular fi eld, especially 

outside of subjects heavily covered in high school (history, English, math). Th e 

fi rst professor they meet in a discipline (geology, theatre, anthropology, en-

gineering) eff ectively is that discipline to that student. When we asked about 

academic subjects, students overwhelmingly respond by talking not about the 

subject, but about their own teachers’ habits, pedagogical styles, and personal-

ities. Granted, at large research institutions with huge departments, students 

may realize that one professor (or T.A.) doesn’t make a discipline. But students 

everywhere, required to choose classes, seem often to rely on seemingly idio-

syncratic information—the teacher’s reputation, personality, grading style—to 

form an impression of an entire academic fi eld. Even in familiar fi elds, intro-

ductory courses seem to set a tone. Th at’s reasonable; students have few other 

reliable sources of information. Students don’t see disciplines in the way that 

faculty do, as elaborate divisions of expert intellectual labor. Th ey see instead 

the specifi c living human being standing in front of them, and from that over-

whelming face-to-face reality they extrapolate an entire discipline. Because of 

that impact, a good teacher can redirect a student’s entire college career.

I didn’t want to take art history, but I had to because I had my writing-in-

tensive requirements to fulfi ll. And I had one class with Professor Swanson, 

and I was hooked. From that second, I fi lled my schedule with art history 

classes, and decided to major in it. (Claire, alumna)

Not all teachers are good teachers, of course, and bad professors come in 

their own varieties. Some are simply dull, monotonous, or vapid; others de-

mand too much busywork, or grade unfairly; others don’t respect their stu-

dents’ abilities.

Th e older I get, the more frustrating it is for me when professors . . . treat 

me like I don’t know what I’m talking about, and like, I should just accept 

what they have to say because they’re professors . . . Sometimes I felt under-

estimated by my professors. (Jane, senior)

Bad teachers are often described as arrogant, or maybe

pissed off  that they aren’t teaching at Ivy League schools, and they just take 

it out on kids. Like, you know, “I’m socially inept; growing up I hated life, 

but I’m smarter than you.” (Alfred, sophomore)
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or

[they just] want to fi nish their little books, or whatever. (Marcy, sophomore)

or

[they] don’t turn around [from the board] during class. Don’t know any-

body’s name. Don’t need to know anybody’s name. (Mark, freshman)

Such professors can do serious damage in introductory classes, where as 

we’ve said they may be seen as a living embodiment of their disciplines. If the 

teacher seems intellectually lightweight, or tedious, or off ensive, the discipline 

may itself appear that way. Introductory teachers thus, for good or ill, are 

gateways to their disciplines.

Initially when I came to [the college], I was really interested in [two dis-

ciplines] and those were my main passions. And I found [one] department 

very—not arrogant, but oh, I don’t know, maybe “lofty”; maybe, you know, 

a little bit proud that they were publishing, and the students were second 

priority.

Whereas, I went to physics; they were very helpful, checked up on you. 

I thought my advisor was, you know, a physics professor and I formed a 

very close relationship with her. And the German Department, the two 

professors there are also very personable. And they still treat you, you know, 

more as a colleague.

So, I gravitated to those. (Jay, senior)

At the college, when a student reported to us a bad experience with a pro-

fessor, she would typically state, unequivocally, that she would not take a 

course—any course—in that fi eld again.

I had a teacher . . . She chose favorites and . . . her paper grading was en-

tirely [arbitrary]. It kind of sucked . . . I defi nitely don’t want to take another 

course [in that discipline] here ever. (Marie, sophomore)

Poor professors are “red fl ags” to students, signaling a kind of “danger zone 

ahead.” In liberal arts disciplines, at least, students typically go no further. For 

students in our research, one off -putting professor can easily end a student’s 

study of that professor’s fi eld.
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She was, like, an extremely boring lecturer . . . We’d discuss [relevant cur-

rent events] . . . Th ey were cool things to talk about, and she made them 

boring somehow! Like, I don’t think she would try hard enough to teach. 

She was teaching because she had to . . . Th at kind of made me not want to 

major in [her discipline]. (Kim, sophomore)

I just basically said, “I don’t understand why [this paper] needs to be written 

this way.” And he would say, “Because that’s just the way I like it . . .” It was 

kind of ridiculous that the way I wrote initially was getting me, literally, Cs 

and low Bs on papers.

And then I fi nally caved and said, “Fine, I’ll write it the way you want 

me to.” It was very simplistic, and it was very, I don’t know, very middle 

school almost. And I got As. I, I was like, “Fine . . .” [But] I stopped taking 

classes in that department after his class. (Katie, senior)

Th ere are important exceptions, to be sure. Premed students, if they continue 

making reasonable grades (not to be assumed), are often willing to put up with 

diffi  culties in pursuit of their career. So too are international students, who 

at the college are often more career focused than their peers, as well as some 

business-oriented students.

At the college, most students have excellent teachers, whose courses they 

enjoy and with whom they typically develop a good “professional” relation-

ship, focused on academics. Th e professor knows the student’s name, may 

greet her by name when meeting, perhaps exchanges e-mails over a class topic, 

arranges to discuss a paper, and maybe extends a deadline. One step beyond 

simply an in-class connection, the “professional” relationship is close enough 

for a professor to write a reference letter, which for many students is the most 

they will ask, although the letter might not be very detailed. Such teachers can 

be excellent, valued instructors. Th ese relationships are cordial but limited.

I remember Rosen would always talk to me after class if I had a question 

. . . he’s a really good guy, and an interesting guy. So yeah, I really, really 

like him.

But . . . you can’t expect that a professor is going to, like, have friend-

ships with all their students . . . it’s only in certain cases where you can, you 

know, have a better relationship with them and talk with them about other 

things. (Sean, senior)

A fair number of students, including many men, as well as large propor-

tions of international students and ethnic minorities, say they prefer that the 
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faculty-student relationship be and remain at this strictly professional level. 

It’s hard to know whether this is always a true preference; some international 

and minority students told us they were hesitant to attempt any contact with 

professors outside of class, whether or not they want it.

So the quality of the professors who teach introductory courses matters, 

both for engaging students and for legitimating disciplines. When students 

dislike a freshman-year course they frequently will never again take a course 

in that subject. Especially if the subject matter is new, an unpleasant fi rst ex-

perience certainly may make students skeptical of the department, and fairly 

often diminishes their impression of the entire discipline. In a lab-science 

course, for instance, it could easily steer students away from the sciences al-

together, unfairly or not. Th is dynamic is obviously critical when students 

exercise broad discretion in choosing courses.

Even at institutions where students arrive committed to a fi eld, or are con-

strained by core distribution requirements, we would still suggest that intro-

ductory courses remain an important gateway mechanism. When they are 

staff ed with weak teachers—untested visiting faculty, overworked adjuncts, 

underpaid graduate students, leftover “deadwood” professors working off  

some obligation, or even otherwise excellent professors who just aren’t good 

with beginners—entire subject areas can be delegitimated. Th e academic en-

terprise starts looking, to new students, like perhaps a poor investment. Even 

when students remain in a major they don’t like, or take courses they’ve heard 

are bad, the damage is done: physically students remain, but psychologically 

they have already left. Th ey then fall into a “sophomore slump.” Academic 

eff orts sag, as students—some of whom showed initial enthusiasm for school-

work—have been defl ated by the realities of freshman-year courses; social life 

reigns supreme; and concerned faculty and administrators wonder what hap-

pened. It isn’t big news to many professionals in student aff airs offi  ces, but it 

bears repeating: what happens in the fi rst year is decisive.7

Meeting Mentors

Th e most valuable relationships students have with teachers are mentorships. 

Th ese entail a signifi cant personal and professional connection, lasting more 

than just one course or semester. Th ey can’t simply be assigned, but neither do 

they happen just by accident.
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Nationwide, faculty-student mentorships vary dramatically by institution 

type, but according to Senior Surveys conducted during our research the 

college has a distinctly high number of them. Th e probabilities rise steadily 

during a student’s career. Seniors looking back rated their relationships with 

“preconcentration [that is, freshman] advisors” as being “friendly and re-

spectful (professional)” about 40 percent of the time, improving to “close and 

personal” about 15 percent of the time. Junior/senior advisor relationships 

scored better, with 40 percent judged as “professional” and a full 40 percent 

“close and personal.” Finally, when the question was expanded to include 

any faculty member, not just offi  cial “advisors,” nearly 80 percent of seniors 

said they currently had a “close and personal” relationship with some fac-

ulty member. Th at’s not identical to mentorship, but it’s still an impressive 

proxy result.

Th e defi ning characteristic of a mentor is a concern for the student beyond 

the immediacies of a course.

We talk about everything. When it has to be academic .  .  . registration 

period . . . a deadline coming up; but other than that, it would just be, like, 

catching up! “So how have you been? How are things?” . . . “So what things 

are going on in your life?” So it’s been really helpful. (Victoria, senior)

At the simplest level, a personal connection with a teacher seems to en-

courage students, even those just trying to get by, to work harder in classes.

[Usually I take] a kind of capitalist approach: you do the minimal amount 

of work and get the highest, you know, outcome. Not so bad. But . . . this 

class I have right now with Professor Hinkes, I need to be prepared because 

I have this relationship with him, and I need to walk into class and know 

exactly what I’m talking about. (Herb, junior)

Some mentors draw students into close intellectual engagement.

Th e fi rst professor I ever met at [the college] was Professor Knox. My dad 

and I were up for an interview, and I sat down and had lunch with him and 

we chitchatted about history for a couple hours. It was a great time.

I kept in touch when I was in Oxford because I was thinking of get-

ting a doctorate in history. We e-mailed back and forth. I sent him some 

ideas. We were feeding off  of each other’s ideas, you know, we were trading 

books . . .
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I’d hand in twenty to thirty pages [to him] here and there; and periodi-

cally, I’d give him like, you know, detailed outlines. Or we’d just sit down, 

and I would just talk. (Ruttiger, senior)

Two professors helped Hannah into courses and topics that challenged and 

expanded her intellectual range.

I kind of fell into the Philosophy Department, took a course with Profes-

sor Cross, and it was unbelievable. And my writing and my experience in 

the department was beyond that of my classmates, so he invited me in the 

spring to a senior ethics seminar. So I was a freshman, and I was a little 

intimidated . . . but it worked out, because it kind of clinched for me that I 

was going to pursue that as a major. And he also started to serve as sort of 

my surrogate advisor outside of the English Department.

He pointed me towards, you know, Professor Bates in the Anthropology 

Department who does a lot with linguistics .  .  . who let me into a course 

. . . It was Ethnography of Communication. I just really loved the material 

and wanted more of it. So I started reading, like, more than, than Julianna 

[Bates] was giving in class. And I started spending a lot of time in her offi  ce. 

And the more I read, the more I felt like, “Yeah, this is really what I want to 

study.” I just felt really connected to what I was reading. (Hannah, junior)

Mentors can be supportive in various ways.

Professor Clark is really awesome. She’s my advisor . . . She sort of turned 

me on to all this stuff , like, to my major . . . And she’s been really, really 

supportive.

Our Chinese program for the summer got cancelled because of the 

SARS epidemic, so I sort of threw up my hands . . . She ended up calling 

me and saying, “Hey, I found these like three options that you can do . . .” 

She also taught one of my classes, but she’s just been helpful like in and out 

of class all the time.

Th e really good ones, sometimes I feel like they’re teaching me some-

thing just so that they can have a really cool discussion with me about [the 

subject] . . . (George, sophomore)

So how do mentorships happen?

In order to become a mentor, the teacher must fi rst spend some time with 

the student. True mentors were almost always either course teachers or ath-

letic coaches.
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I talked to my math professor about it and he was the one—he gave better 

advice than my [offi  cial] advisor. I was just saying, “Why don’t you become 

my advisor?” (John, freshman)

I’ll keep in touch [after graduation] with my swim coaches for sure . . . Th ey 

were the fi rst people that would see me wake up, and the last people you see 

before you go to bed. It’s just natural that you want to keep a relationship 

with them. Yeah, I’ll keep in touch with them for sure. (Yi Jae, senior)

Again, this point may seem obvious, but it is sometimes ignored nonethe-

less: when professors don’t have students in their classes, mentorships can’t develop. 

When even an offi  cial faculty advisor doesn’t have advisees in class, mentor-

ship almost never develops. Frequent working interactions are a necessity for 

mentorship. Th e more contact, the better.

I drove from our camp in Nevada to Salt Lake City with Sarah, which was, 

like, a four hour drive alone in a car. And just hearing lots of stuff  about her 

life, and about Martin’s life, you know, and hearing about stuff  from my 

other professors’ lives has like really inspired me, and . . . given me guidance 

as to what kind of person I want to be and . . . what kind of values I want 

to hold. And so I don’t really think of them as professors. I’ve housesat for 

Martin and Sarah for like weeks on end; I’ve, like, lived in their house . . . 

(Murphy, senior)

Because of the volume of contact time required, relatively few freshmen or 

rising sophomores at the college have mentors. With each subsequent year, 

they are more likely to fi nd one: it takes time. By the junior year, many stu-

dents have one, although again the fact of being one’s offi  cial “advisor” seems 

not to matter at all.

Second, interest in mentorship must be mutual; both student and professor 

must want the relationship. We didn’t study faculty, but students seem to 

feel that plenty of professors are willing. (A minority of professors, though, 

anecdotally at least, don’t want to have any sort of personal relationship to 

their students. Some think it’s inappropriate, others that it’s a waste of time.) 

Among students, women as a group are far more likely to want a mentor, and 

may benefi t more as well. Most women in our panel wanted and found one, 

even if too late to gain the full benefi ts, while no women expressed an active 

lack of interest in being mentored. A fair minority of men in our panel, on 

the other hand, didn’t care about having a mentor—in fact, actively did not 
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want one, and thought such relationships would be weird, awkward, or just 

not useful. Th ese men were also the most “instrumentalist” about their educa-

tion—they planned careers in business or law, expressed little interest in the 

liberal arts per se, and basically aspired to graduate with good grades and begin 

their careers. Th ey were, again, only a modest portion of the men we talked 

with, but they had no female equivalents.

Th ird, mentorship and academic success clearly go together. But which 

comes fi rst? In our data, students with lower grades—especially men—often 

have no mentor. But high-GPA students, both female and male, all have re-

lationships with at least one professor, and often with two, three, or even 

four, that they describe as close. Maybe that’s just because academic success 

attracts mentors, and that’s probably true. In interviews, students themselves 

say that contact with a professor comes fi rst, encouraging their work, making 

them pay attention, increasing their faith in the professor. Indeed, one of Dan 

Chambliss’s senior thesis students, Kathryn Kroleski,8 found in her research 

on mentoring that perhaps neither exclusively “comes fi rst”: a little success 

may prompt extra attention, which then leads to further success, and so on. 

Whenever it starts, mentoring helps.

Finally, activities that blur the distinction between professional and per-

sonal concerns open the door to mentoring. Such activities seem to have sig-

nifi cant, sometimes even profound, impact. For instance, time and again, 

alumni both young and old told us of having been invited to a dinner at a 

professor’s home, and how important the experience was for them. For many, 

it was a signal event in their college career. Th ey seemed to feel that it sym-

bolized the college’s commitment to its students, or at least that professor’s 

personal concern for students. It seemed almost magical to them, a kind of 

talisman.

But was the college’s almost mythic “dinner at a professor’s home” really 

so common? And did it really matter so much? For the answers, we turned 

to a more rigorous statistical analysis. Every spring, seniors at the college an-

swer a comprehensive standardized questionnaire, produced by the Higher 

Education Data Sharing Consortium of colleges (HEDS), that covers a wide 

range of undergraduate experiences and attitudes. In 2006, our colleague 

Shauna Sweet, then engaged in graduate study in statistics and survey re-

search, brought together seven years of these Senior Surveys into an inte-

grated database of 2,018 respondents. In the course of her analyses, she looked 

at two questions in particular: (1) “Have you ever been a guest in a faculty 
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member’s home?” and (2) “Would you choose again to attend this college?” 

Sweet wanted to see whether, as alumni suggested, the two were correlated.

Th e overall number of home visits by itself was striking. On average, 85 

percent of graduating students at the college had indeed been a guest in a fac-

ulty member’s home at least once. Probably more impressive, a full 20 percent 

had been a guest “often” or “very often.” By itself this seems remarkably high, 

certainly compared with the broad range of student experience nationwide.

But our question was diff erent: does such personal contact matter? Th e 

initial fi nding, as a simple correlation, again seemed clear. Among women—

generally more satisfi ed with the college—having ever been a guest raised 

their “choose again” response by 9 percent compared to students who had 

never been a guest. For men, the increase was a full 13 percent. Th ese are large 

jumps in a sample of over two thousand, clearly signifi cant both statistically 

and substantively. In other words, even a single visit to a faculty member’s 

home during a student’s four-year college career was associated with a sub-

stantial improvement in outlook on the entire college experience.

Th at still seems too easy a conclusion, possibly misleading. So both Ms. 

Sweet and, independently, Chris Takacs, performed more rigorous statistical 

analyses of the data. Th ey measured both “choose again” and general “satisfac-

tion” results, and they used both linear regression and ordinal logit statistical 

techniques. Th ey controlled for all the major variables associated with student 

satisfaction, especially GPA, gender, and race, overall the most powerful fac-

tors. No matter what variables were introduced, no matter what analyses were 

used, no matter which researcher did the analysis, the results stood fi rm: a sin-

gle visit by a student to a professor’s home clearly correlated with the student’s 

satisfaction and willingness to “choose again” to attend the college. In fact, 

visiting a professor’s home had a greater statistical impact even than chang-

ing a student’s GPA from a B- to an A-, a serious improvement in academic 

standing. Statistically speaking, this fi nding doesn’t go away.

A critic might argue that professors invite their favorite—most eager, most 

already-engaged—students to their homes. In fact, the dinners aren’t that ex-

clusive; the vast majority of students attend as members of classes, not as indi-

viduals. Th ere is little individual selection in reaching the “ever attend” group.

Our point isn’t that all professors should be inviting students to their 

homes. It’s that remarkably small actions can at least potentially produce 

huge results, noticeable even years later. Specifi cally: a one-time, perhaps 

three or four-hour eff ort by a professor (hosting a visit to her home) can 
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potentially have a marked eff ect on dozens of students’ feelings about their 

entire college career. Such actions—we will discuss others in subsequent 

chapters—seem typically to entail face-to-face personal contact of some sort. 

Small cost, big results.

Of course, this particular intervention may not work everywhere or for 

every professor and student. When we shared our fi ndings with a colleague 

from a large Midwestern state university, she demurred. She had tried to in-

vite her students for dinner and they were aghast; “It totally violated social 

distance norms.” But for students who want such contact, even a very small 

action—a few hours out of four years—can have decisive impact, perhaps in 

opening the door to a mentorship.

One thing is certain: if a student never has contact, personal or at least 

professional, with a teacher capable of mentoring, the student has no chance 

of fi nding a faculty mentor. Only some professors are willing and able to be 

good mentors, and only some of them have contact with signifi cant numbers 

of (willing) students. Both factors must be in place.

When they are, the results can be extraordinary. When we talked with 

alums fi ve and ten years out about teachers who infl uenced them, we were 

surprised to discover that a relative handful of faculty accounted for a large 

percentage of mentors. Indeed, a single professor, recently retired from the 

college, accounted for a substantial—nearly 10 percent—of all positive com-

ments we heard in our alumni sample. He was an exceptional mentor, no 

doubt, especially for a certain kind of student. He was also, crucially, in a 

department (Economics, as it happens) that saw lots of majors, and for a time 

he was the college’s dean of students, where again his skills could be widely 

applied. Th e right person stood, in eff ect, in a rushing river of students, where 

he could positively aff ect hundreds, even thousands. And he did. Again, to 

fi nd a mentor, a student must fi rst meet and spend time with potential mentors.9 

And even the fi nest potential mentors can’t help much if they don’t meet a lot 

of early-career students.

Declaring a Major

One theme here has been how apparently small contingencies (a freshman 

dorm assignment, one’s fi rst teacher, the availability of a course, a visit to a 

home) can have lasting impacts on a student’s career. Th is holds true for entire 
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areas of study, where even the formally open, and important, choice of an aca-

demic major may be constrained by the vagaries of luck and smaller decisions 

already made along the way.10

At the college, students declare majors in the spring of sophomore year, 

and switching majors even after that is fairly common. Students believe that 

liberal arts education generally rests on the principle of delaying fi rm commit-

ments to a fi eld of study, valorizing the fl exibility of thinking that presumably 

comes with studying a variety of fi elds and perspectives.

I wanted to come to a liberal arts school because I really didn’t know what 

I wanted to do, and I thought it would give me the opportunity to look and 

study in a lot of diff erent courses and areas. (Mary, freshman)

A liberal arts school is a school that provides many options for [you]. It 

provides .  .  . a way to try a lot of diff erent things. [It’s nice] to have that 

option .  .  . not being so, not being forced to make a decision right away. 

(Tom, freshman)

Waiting to declare a major certainly has its advantages. Many academic 

disciplines are not at all as entering students imagine them: undergraduate 

premed studies, for instance, are not really about medicine, but about chem-

istry and microbiology, and there’s little or no contact with patients, diseases, 

hospitals, surgery, or medical practice. Psychology, which some students hope 

will help them negotiate diffi  cult families or tricky relationship issues, often 

turns out to be a compendium of memory studies and neural transmitter 

articles. Economics, which one might think is about the stock market and 

making money, turns out to be a vastly theoretical elaboration of complicated 

graphs and esoteric equations. And because anthropology, linguistics, and po-

litical science aren’t discussed at all in most high schools, they may be totally 

new areas of study.

Th en, too, even many serious students in liberal arts programs may care 

less about their major than about their GPA and feeling successful; many 

don’t seem concerned about their major’s eff ect on job prospects.11 Like other 

selective schools, the college admits students primarily for their high school 

records, grades especially, so it’s no surprise that these students are good at 

massaging their academics to produce high GPAs. Rather than persist with 

subjects in which they aren’t doing well, they will gravitate to subjects in 

which they’re doing better—or at least getting better grades. Or they discover 
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new disciplines they hadn’t been exposed to, which they fi nd more interesting. 

Or they follow—“major in,” students say—a great teacher. In any case, they 

are often fl exible about majors.

At the college, offi  cial declarations of a major often postdate the student’s de 

facto commitment to a discipline. Declarations occur near the end of the soph-

omore year, allowing students time to explore a variety of subjects. Rather than 

commit to a major and then take the courses, many students take some courses, 

then declare a major. Th ey take one course, then another, then another, often 

following a professor, sometimes a subject, that they enjoy. After three or four 

semesters, when it’s time to declare a major, it is as if they look around and say, 

“Oh, I guess I’m an art history major,” or, “I guess I’m a sociology major!”

I kind of ended up with it because .  .  . sophomore year you declare your 

major. Well, I had my most classes in government; I might as well do that. 

(Anne, junior)

Declaring a particular major, that is, may actually conclude a sequence of 

events:12 initial exposure to the discipline, probably in the fi rst semester and 

certainly in the fi rst year; no “red fl ags” or bad experiences in introductory 

courses; a positive experience with at least one professor; and decent informa-

tion about the department and the subject matter. Once those conditions have 

been met, the student may be ready to offi  cially commit to a major. Appar-

ently small decisions, each made in the short term, lead to the serious com-

mitment. Just as a wedding proposal nowadays typically concludes, instead 

of beginning, a courtship, so here the offi  cial declaration of a major simply 

ratifi es what the little choices of daily life had already produced. One actually 

does “declare” a major, not “choose” one.

Th ese patterns describe women better than men. Men at the college tended 

more often to commit to a specifi c career path (often business, banking, etc.) 

and then choose a major appropriate to it. Although family pressures and ca-

reer concerns are an important factor for everyone, men in particular seemed 

likely to be pushed by their parents to fi nd a career-relevant major. Th ey would 

stick with a major almost regardless of their experience in it. Th e women 

seemed more infl uenced by the personal relationships they look for, and usu-

ally fi nd, with specifi c faculty members.13

For Rick, one of our panelists, the process of choosing didn’t work well; 

neither his own style nor the college’s system seemed to help. He came to 
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the college from a small, public school in rural New England, where he had 

developed an intellectual curiosity that valued, as he put it, “learning for the 

sake of learning.” He wanted to explore a variety of fi elds and learn about 

numerous topics.

Initially, he was surprised at how much time he had to devote to academics.

Pretty much the fi rst month, I was just really, like, surprised by the amount 

of work. I was shocked, and at points I was, like, I wasn’t sure if I could 

handle it. I felt sort of, like, sinking.

After a few months, he grew more accustomed to his academic requirements. 

At fi rst, he considered majoring in government; the introductory class taken 

was interesting enough, but he wasn’t ready to commit. He had a few good 

professors along the way, but none he really clicked with.

By late in his second year, Rick had realized that he had waited too long 

to fi nd an academic home. His advisor, an English professor (one of Rick’s 

many possible majors), was of little help, and only really off ered him advice for 

English majors. Several possible majors were by this point out of reach, with 

unmeetable prerequisites. He also knew that in his last two years, it wouldn’t 

be as easy for him to take courses in new areas.

I was just kind of experimenting, and now when I look back on course 

off erings, I’m like, “Oh, I should have taken that course, and now I won’t 

have time to . . .” Toward the end of the fi rst year, I realized that I had taken 

courses that didn’t, that didn’t like pique my interest or anything. Th ere 

weren’t any courses that I thought I’d want to continue on with as a major 

after having taken them.

Rick repeatedly expressed his desire to continue exploring, not to settle 

on one fi eld. He wanted to take more introductory courses (often closed to 

juniors and seniors), not because they were easy but because they could off er 

him new areas of knowledge. Small classes too, he felt, sometimes got in the 

way as students would be locked out of them. He found

small classes a hindrance to students who want to learn: I’d say my main con-

cern is that the size of classes kind of hinders students’ abilities to take classes 

they’re interested in . . . I just think they should allow more students [in].

In his junior year, Rick switched his major to mathematics.
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I feel like I fi nally had direction while choosing classes this year. In the 

past, I was just sort of taking classes to sort of feel around . . .

However, he was still unhappy that he couldn’t continue to explore other fi elds.

Realizing I would like to pursue, like, other areas, I feel like—I realized it 

too late, and a lot of, like, opportunities were kind of shut out to me because 

of, because of the system . . .

I just remember being like, say, the Physics Department. I just remem-

ber them, like, strongly recommending you have taken the two introduc-

tory courses—it’s a year-long thing—by the end of your freshman year! 

And then I realized that, even if I wanted to take this route, it was almost 

kind of closed out to me.

Admitting that his major had changed “a million times,” Rick explained that 

“my ideas for the future have changed and as a result, my intended major has 

changed.”

By his senior year, Rick had changed his major one further time, back to 

government. Towards the end of his time in college he felt that it was more in-

teresting than mathematics; but he wasn’t really happy with government, either.

Rick entered and left college with an intellectual curiosity that many stu-

dents lack. He talked about the content of his courses—the work, the ideas, 

their application, their meaning. But he was one of few students who, in our 

interviews, didn’t talk about his professors, and he admitted not being close 

to any of them; he had good teachers, but no mentor. Unlike many of the 

students passionate about learning, Rick never found his niche. But with no 

mentor, no helpful advisor, no discipline that really attracted him, and blocked 

out by his junior year, Rick found no good choices remaining.

When we asked Rick what he disliked about the college, he would insist 

that it was great. Nothing needed to be changed. He was painfully hesitant 

to criticize. But when we asked him whether he would choose to attend the 

college again, his answer was clear: “no.”

Making Decisions

After the overcontrolled boredom of many American high schools, freedom 

of choice is certainly one of the great attractions of undergraduate life. Th ere 

are no assistant principals here, and the deans are often distant or unknown. 
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No one tells you to tuck in your shirt or lengthen your skirt; you don’t need 

a “hall pass” to go to the bathroom, and you don’t sit in class all day long. 

You can just hang out and nobody cares. You can choose from dozens, even 

scores, of programs. And at the end of the day, you go to bed when you want 

to (maybe even with another person!), and then sleep in the next day.

With all this freedom, college students appear to face a considerable num-

ber of decisions: What courses should I take? With what teachers? What 

friends would I like? Where will I live, and with whom? Should I join a frat? 

Do I try out for a sports team? Th ere may even be too many choices, more than 

the student is prepared to make, with too many options to review and consider 

in an informed fashion.

But their choices are more limited than they seem. At the college, although 

hundreds of classes are listed in the catalog for each fall semester, an entering 

freshman, practically speaking, chooses from among a few dozen at most. Th e 

college itself helpfully provides a listing of classes “appropriate” for freshmen. 

From that list, realistically, weaker students aren’t likely to sign up for (or 

make it through) introductory chemistry or physics. It’s hard to be a music 

major if you’re starting from scratch, or a biology major if you’re coming from 

a poor high school. Similarly, only recruited athletes play on the basketball 

team; only strong singers, usually with some serious music training, can make 

the choir. Th ere are structural limits as well to what students can do: prereq-

uisites for all kinds of courses, enrollment limits for that program in Paris 

or Beijing, only so much time in one’s schedule, and good or bad luck in the 

registration lottery.

Armed with limited information and working within a host of constraints, 

students who are picking classes quickly become opportunistic, looking for 

workable solutions to their current problems: What will be my major? What 

classes should I take? Which ones can I get into? Who’s the professor? Is 

there room in this section? (it’s at 2:30 on Friday!). Especially later in the 

registration process, they make decisions quickly and then fi nd themselves 

carried along. Th ey ask advice not from the wisest person, but from whomever 

is closest—a roommate, a friend sitting adjacent at dinner, or maybe a pro-

fessor they chat with after class. Th is is one reason why daily friendships are 

so important: friends (and parents, often) are the people they fi rst turn to for 

help and advice, and the wrong friends can systematically send them in the 

wrong direction.
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Th ey are “satisfi cing,” as the economist Herbert Simon put it, trying to make 

a reasonable accommodation to the demands of the moment.14 Th ey are not 

looking for perfect answers, just for solutions that are good enough, or even just 

OK. Students have academic preferences, sometimes quite serious, but their 

preferences are neither fi xed nor always decisive. Th eir choices often become 

local and contingent: based on immediate conditions, often idiosyncratic.

“Choosing” a Spanish major, for instance, might be only the fi nal step in 

a long series of earlier choices. One Spanish class, which turns out to be fun, 

is taken with a brilliant young teacher in the department. Th en another class, 

and another; soon the student realizes, “I’m a Spanish major!” Afterwards, 

the found commitment (to Spanish) propels a host of other decisions: taking a 

semester in Madrid, having Professor Lopez as an advisor, writing a thesis on 

Latin America. What initially appears a minor choice (to take this particular 

course, this particular teacher) in the fall of freshman year may in fact easily 

have a host of future consequences.

Casual choices create social commitments, unrecognized at the time, set-

ting up a row of “side bets”15 that lock a student into a path or pattern of 

behavior. Sports teams, we have seen, are a good place to fi nd friends. But 

having joined, athletes don’t want to disappoint their coaches by going abroad 

for junior year, thus hurting the team’s chances of making it to the playoff s. 

And when all your friends are in the hockey or lacrosse fraternity, when you’re 

the star player, you can almost never quit; everything depends on your par-

ticipation. If your teammate friends are OK, they become your “crowd,” and 

you quickly fi nd yourself moving through college with them—in eff ect, stuck 

with them, since friendships with these people may rule out friendships with 

those people.

By the end of sophomore year, almost every student has faced and made 

a number of clear, offi  cial, institutionally recognized decisions: what courses 

to enroll in; what major to declare; what roommates to have, and where to 

live; whether to study abroad. Academic majors have been certifi ed in writing 

and put on the offi  cial record. Fraternities and sororities have made bids and 

in turn received “pledges,” a public declaration of intent to join. Even room-

mates, once assigned more or less randomly by the college, are now openly 

chosen; a student must come out and, in eff ect, declare, “I want to live with 

you.” Even arrangements slipped into gradually or thoughtlessly soon become 

institutionalized.
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Th us certain apparently small decisions that a student makes early on 

(guided by the easy availability of some options) can have a profound infl uence 

on the paths down which she will move from then on.

Early small steps matter, especially when they involve relationships, in-

cluding those with professors. A dean we once talked with was skeptical of the 

importance we attribute to teaching, mentorship, and personal connections of 

faculty with students, especially those forged early in college. He had heard, 

he told us, lots of stories from graduate students in prestigious universities: on 

arriving in a PhD program, they were shocked to discover that their beloved 

undergraduate teacher was—well, twenty or thirty years behind the times in 

his discipline! Th e dean, seeing this as clear evidence of failure, proposed that 

his own institution, traditionally rather teaching focused, therefore needed to 

reemphasize professors’ research currency.

But the dean, we think, missed the point of the stories. Look at what ap-

parently happened with these students. Th ey fi rst studied with an undergrad-

uate teacher who excited their interest. Th en they took more courses, and 

came to love their teacher and their discipline; then they moved on to grad-

uate school—at “prestigious universities,” he said—where they continued to 

learn, and to correct their prior misperceptions. In the end they planned, in 

fact, to devote their entire lives to these fi elds of study. Th e dean, by his own 

report, had heard this story “lots” of times. Th at sounds to us like a story of 

remarkable success—not perfect, admittedly, but at least very good.

Th e students who didn’t like their fi rst teachers—however up-to-date those 

professors were as researchers—probably never even took a second course. So 

the dean never heard their stories.



4

The Arithmetic 
of Engagement

In a lot of the large classes that I take, there’s just, 

there’s too much room for people to slack off . And, like, 

you don’t have to do the work. You don’t have to stay 

kept up on what’s going on. So it’s easy for people to 

just become disengaged with the class.

(Harry, sophomore)

Let’s stop for a moment at this halfway point in our narrative. Until now 

we’ve looked at students’ experiences, and we’ve seen that apparently small 

factors or even chance can sometimes lead to very important outcomes; that 

apparently minor decisions can often have major results; and that teachers 

matter, not only by inspiring students but sometimes, unfortunately, by dis-

couraging them as well. We’ve also seen that what students want is sometimes 

not what they actually need, even to satisfy their own immediate wishes: un-

attractive “high-contact” dorms can help to produce the friendships that stu-

dents most require for success in college. Students themselves can understand 

such phenomena, if only in retrospect.

But for the next dozen or so pages, we hope to remind the reader that 

students learn within much wider organizational settings where one stu-

dent’s gain may be another student’s loss. In this chapter, then, we pull back 

to the broader perspective of an administrator, and show how what seems 

to be obviously a good idea—from almost everyone’s point of view—can in 

fact become quite counterproductive. Administrators’ work can be organiza-

tionally risky, fi lled with unpredictable results and awkward trade-off s. We 

will try to show how this happens in one particularly vexing case. We will 
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try to show what is wrong—even apart from fi nancial considerations—with 

small classes.

When students choose courses, meet teachers, and select majors, they are 

sorting themselves among a limited number of educational opportunities. Not 

all students can capture all the good opportunities. Colleges off er students a 

limited number of good teachers (even allowing for diff erent styles, etc.), con-

venient class times, appealing courses, and worthwhile majors. An entering 

student only gets one freshman dorm, four or fi ve fi rst-semester courses, a few 

extracurriculars, etc. Viewed from an administrator’s perch, then, a student’s 

choices are constrained by the probabilities of fi nding a good match. Some-

times the odds go up, sometimes they go down. Even when resources are 

lavish, as at the college, the odds remain fi nite. A conscientious administrator 

will work to make them go up, but there’s no escaping the “musical chairs” 

logic of the situation. For any particular student to become engaged in college 

socially or academically, she needs to encounter the right people at the right 

time; but her chance of having those encounters is inevitably constrained, in 

part by what other students get.

We call this reality “the arithmetic of engagement”: at any particular mo-

ment, there are a limited number of great opportunities for students to be-

come engaged. Fortunately, however, even a small number of engaging people 

and events, properly located, can have a disproportionately positive impact on 

students’ educational careers. Consider these fi ndings from our research:

• While students may have a large circle of acquaintances, having just two 

or three good friends seems suffi  cient for most students to have an enjoy-

able college experience.

• Out of perhaps twenty-fi ve teachers a student has during college, she 

needs only one or two “great” ones to feel that she has had an excellent 

academic experience.

• In a small college, a tiny number (say, fi ve or ten) of excellent large 

courses can positively aff ect large numbers of students.

• Conversely, a single poor professor, teaching a large introductory course, 

can easily destroy scores of students’ interest in a discipline.

Th ese facts suggest that even with a limited number of available teachers, en-

rolled students, courses being off ered, etc., a strategic use of such resources can 
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lead to noticeably improved outcomes. An administrator who understands the 

arithmetic of engagement thus has some ability to escape the ruthless tradeoff  

between quantitative fi nancial realities (which press for higher student-faculty 

ratios) and qualitative educational needs (which press for lower ratios).

In quantitative terms, the problem appears brutally simple. Since students 

create revenue, most institutions fi nancially benefi t from having a higher 

number of students per professor. So administrators monitor the enrollments 

of departments and courses, encouraging everyone to “carry their share” and 

handle large numbers of students, in order to pay the bills. Departments with 

low enrollments lose positions; departments with higher enrollments gain 

new positions, keep their roster of faculty, and maintain department bud-

gets. “Enrollment management” nicely describes the administrative strategy 

involved: putting enough warm bodies in place to pay for the entire enterprise. 

In the worst cases, students are sorted into “empty seats” in available courses 

with little regard for their particular needs or interests, something like com-

modity corn being poured into hopper cars on a railroad siding, fi lling each 

to its grid-marked limit.

Qualitatively, of course, such massifi ed education can quickly become so 

watered down as to be useless. In huge classes, students rarely speak up or ask 

questions, get little feedback from the professor, and often remain unknown. 

Grade infl ation easily sets in as professors try to attract those warm (if sleepy) 

bodies, while entire departments acquire reputations for off ering “gut” courses 

or a “ joke” major.1 In such cases, students in an oversized program, or with 

dull teachers, may actually be worse off  than with no program at all—it may 

actually be detrimental to large numbers of students, by making them see the 

subject, or college, as a useless waste of time.

So it may seem that the answer is simply to off er a greater number of 

smaller classes (which, of course, cost more money). Th ere’s no doubt that 

small classes can be a valuable part of a college education. For the students in 

smaller classes, there are great benefi ts, hardly available in the huge lectures 

so characteristic of large universities. In small classes, students can speak up 

more, have their questions answered, and have their opinions valued.

I feel like in really small classes that we have, everyone’s forced to be on 

top of the subject matter and it just helps in terms of, like, everyone partic-

ipating and feeding off  . . . what other people are saying, so that new ideas 

are being put into your head, not just what the teacher’s saying. (Harry, 

sophomore)
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Small group discussions can be tailored to the actual students in the room, 

with their own individual backgrounds and levels of preparation. Professor 

responses can take each comment seriously, pushing students to really pay 

attention and engage with each other.

I took a class called Analytical Methods of Archeology, which was like a 

lab archeology class, and it was me and one other girl and two professors. 

And so, like, you can’t get more interactive than that. Th ere’s four people in 

the room and two of them are the professors, you know. It was like a very 

interactive class, and it worked well for this topic because, you know, we’re 

discussing, like, lab methods and the pros and cons of the diff erent theories. 

(Murphy, junior)

At the college, students almost universally want more available small classes: 

the benefi ts are important, even irreplaceable, and small classes, they say, rep-

resent what’s uniquely valuable in a small college.

A strategy of “more small classes” (perhaps freshman or sophomore semi-

nars) thus might seem to be a reasonable approach to engaging students early 

in their college careers. But over several years of research and experimentation, 

we found—to our surprise, and in contrast to what the students themselves 

claim—that small classes are not a reliable solution to the problems of student 

engagement. Small classes or seminars can actually be counterproductive, by 

preventing students from encountering the professors and topics they need 

to become engaged early in their careers. Even wealthy institutions such as 

the college, with the best overall student-faculty ratios and an abundance of 

small classes, therefore can easily fi nd themselves having misallocated their 

resources. In this instance, one may easily be misled by students who them-

selves don’t fully appreciate or articulate exactly what they mean when they 

say that they “like small classes.”

In 2001, as part of a new curriculum, the college began aggressively attempt-

ing to expand the number of smaller classes and seminars it off ered. Student 

surveys and interviews, including preliminary work for our Mellon Assess-

ment Project, had suggested that small classes were integral to education at 

the college and crucial in attracting prospective students. (“Small” and “large” 

are relative terms, of course. Many university students rarely if ever see classes 

with fewer than fi fty students, or, as is often the case, fewer than several 
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hundred. At the college, classes generally are far smaller, but our logic still 

applies to larger schools.) Some faculty and deans were concerned about a 

perceived “sophomore slump” in students’ academic enthusiasm. Th e admin-

istration was also at least aware that the U.S. News & World Report rankings 

included a measure of “percentage of classes under 20 students.” After much 

debate, the college launched a program of sophomore seminars, required for 

all students, as well as a range of “proseminars” (limited to sixteen students), 

to be widely available to freshmen and sophomores. Th e “soph sems” were to 

be the centerpiece. Each would be team-taught by at least two professors; top-

ics would be interdisciplinary; and oral communication would be emphasized. 

Th e strict maximum of twelve students per professor was mandated to enable 

close student-faculty interaction. Dozens of these “soph sems” and prosemi-

nars were added to the curriculum, noticeably shifting faculty resources into 

those courses.

Two years into the programs, we asked students in our assessment inter-

views what they thought of all their small classes. To our amazement, many 

responded, “What small classes?” We were puzzled. Obviously the college 

off ered the required sophomore seminar, plus scores of proseminars; these 

courses were fi lled with students. Our respondents, we surmised, must either 

be deceiving themselves, or perhaps were just complaining that they didn’t 

have even more. We couldn’t believe that their schedules weren’t fi lled with 

the many small classes the college off ered.

So we asked the college Registrar to print out complete transcripts for 

our panel students. We then sat at a table and began reading. It didn’t take 

long. Simply fl ipping through this random sample of student records was im-

mediately revealing. Most courses taken by most students were not, in fact, 

small seminars. Most students, it appeared, were concentrated in a hand-

ful of the largest majors, taking mostly midsized (twenty to forty–student) 

classes. Many had a moderate number of smaller classes or even seminars 

(with twelve students), but the “small classes” self-image of the college seemed 

a bit overstated.

To confi rm this rough impression, our economist colleague Ann Owen 

undertook a more precise quantitative analysis of enrollment patterns. Using 

electronic records from the Registrar, she fi rst looked at data on courses. She 

listed all courses taught at the college in the spring of 2005, the senior year 

for our panelists. She found that if these courses were arranged by enrollment 

from smallest to largest, the median class size—the one in the center of the 
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distribution—was only thirteen students, an impressively small number. In 

fact, a whopping 74 percent of the college’s courses fell under the “20 stu-

dents” line that USNWR uses. Th e college had the same percentage of small 

courses as Swarthmore! At the same time, only 9 percent of courses enrolled 

more than thirty-fi ve students—again, a tiny proportion compared to what 

happens in big universities. Th ese numbers looked very good.

But then Owen looked at the experience of students—not courses, that is, 

but students. She collected electronic transcripts for the entire Class of 2005 

(roughly 450 students), and for each student calculated the mean and median 

size of classes they actually took. Th e results were surprising, to say the least. 

Most of the time, a typical student was in a course with twenty to thirty stu-

dents; the average course enrollment was 22.5 students. Most students, most of 

the time, were in classes with more than twenty students, despite the fact that 

74 percent of the courses had fewer than twenty. And the “small class” oppor-

tunities were not distributed at all randomly; departments with few students 

per professor unsurprisingly yielded many more small classes.

What was happening? Why had such a huge initiative produced such dis-

appointing results? Certainly the college off ered lots of small courses, many 

of which quickly fi lled to their limits. But a basic, almost obvious—in hind-

sight—logical point had been missed: by defi nition a small class is one that most 

students aren’t in; that’s what makes it small! And classes whose enrollments 

are tightly capped are—again, by defi nition—those that, from another point 

of view, actively exclude the most students. If the total number of courses 

off ered at a college remains the same, simply increasing the number (and 

proportion) of smaller courses only serves to exclude more students than 

ever before.

So why are the U.S. News numbers misleading? Because they ask colleges 

what percentage of all classes off ered have fewer than twenty students, not 

how many students are in small classes. Th e college’s USNWR numbers were 

quite high, around 73–74 percent—roughly comparable, as we said, to those 

at Swarthmore College, a perennial “#1” contender in the “National Liberal 

Arts” rankings. USNWR asks colleges for “the percentage of classes with 

fewer than twenty students”—the number of small classes, divided by the 

total number of classes, and multiplied by one hundred.

USNWR treats classes—not students—as what social scientists call the 

“unit of analysis”—the thing being counted up, the thing you want to know 

about. But a moment’s refl ection will show why classes aren’t the right unit of 
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analysis. Classes are not the point of college. Th ey are a tool, a useful means to 

the end of educating students. It’s perfectly possible to have a huge number of 

small classes—or for that matter, excellent classes—without producing much 

good education for students. Classes and students really are diff erent things, 

diff erent kinds of things, and what’s good for one may not be what’s good for 

the other.

Imagine you’re the dean of faculty at a ten thousand–student university, 

and you want to infl ate the university’s USNWR “small classes” score. Th e 

best strategy would be to establish ninety-nine tiny courses—tutorials, with 

one student assigned to each. Th en you assign the other 9,901 students to a 

single immense lecture course, held in the football stadium. Maybe you could 

show some movies. Th e college could then report to U.S. News—with absolute 

veracity—that 99 percent of its classes were small (very small!) while only 1 

percent of classes (the stadium lecture) had more than forty students (to be 

exact, 9,901). So while 99 percent of courses would have small enrollments, 

just over 99 percent of students would be in the single huge class. Classes 

and students are completely diff erent units of analysis. When Professor Owen 

looked at student transcripts, she saw results by student, not by class, and thus 

explained the discrepancy.

Th e fl agship “sophomore seminars” launched at the college in 2001 crashed 

on the rocks of elementary arithmetic. With a limit of twelve students per 

professor, they aimed at being small. But when they were also “team taught” 

with two professors in the room, any actual student was in a “seminar” with 

as many as twenty-six people—hardly a setting for active speaking engage-

ment. Because they were “interdisciplinary,” few of them fulfi lled depart-

mental major requirements, so professors had to choose between the program 

and their own departmental needs. Finally, the most popular courses fi lled 

quickly, leaving many disgruntled students studying topics they didn’t care 

for, with professors they hadn’t preferred—and excluding huge numbers of 

students from engaging with the most appealing courses and teachers.

So the presence of a large proportion of small classes can actually make 

most students worse off , although neither students, nor professors, nor de-

partment chairs are normally in a good position to see this problem. When 

students are asked their opinion of small classes, they think—reasonably 

enough—of small classes they’ve actually taken. But of course those were 

classes (1) that to some extent they chose, and (2) in which they successfully 

enrolled. Ironically, through the arithmetic of engagement, the more small 
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classes a college off ers, the lower the real chances for any specifi c student of 

(1) getting the great teacher or subject they chose, and (2) actually enrolling.

Professors think small classes are better because, like other people, they 

know what they see; and what they see are the students in their classes who 

indeed may be well served. Th ese, of course, are the students who got in; 

those turned away at registration are elsewhere. Professor A’s small class has 

produced Professor B’s larger class, and Professor B may not even know why 

his own courses are so large. (Some professors will say, perhaps correctly, that 

“my pedagogy requires smaller classes,” but they’re arguing in a circle: having 

committed to a small-class pedagogy, they then claim they “must” have small 

classes.) For any individual professor, as for any one enrolled student, small 

classes certainly look like a better arrangement—but partly because they don’t 

see the students who aren’t there. And for the students who aren’t there, the 

college is, at least to some extent, a worse place in terms of learning.

Academic departments can also benefi t by selectively reducing the size of 

their classes, so long as they don’t lose faculty positions in the process. With 

tighter enrollment limits or tougher grading in introductory classes, a de-

partment can eff ectively off -load students to other departments or selectively 

admit better students. Attracting fewer, but better, students makes teaching 

more enjoyable and can certainly raise a department’s prestige. In one case 

we know of, a department collectively decided to “raise our standards” and 

become more rigorous—a praiseworthy goal. Th ey tightened their grading, 

increased student workloads, and reduced class sizes. When department en-

rollments fell (of course!) they were aware of it, but cited the “increased rigor” 

as an improvement worth the cost in numbers. Perhaps. But the “rigor” they 

added was only applied (of course!) to the students who remained; it couldn’t 

be applied to those no longer in the classroom. Th e newfound rigor couldn’t 

be applied to students who now never encountered that fi eld of study at all. 

Th e total number of students getting rigorous training thus may actually have 

gone down—but the department faculty never saw that result, since those 

students were no longer in their classes.

Administrators overseeing multiple departments are better positioned than 

anyone else to understand that the quality of a course only has impact if there’s 

a quantity of students in the room. Enrollments matter, and not just fi nan-

cially; the term “enrollments,” after all, is just administrative jargon for “actual 

students in courses,” that is, people at least potentially learning something. 

But some of the usual measures of academic quality can easily mislead even 

savvy administrators. Student evaluations of professors, for instance, even if 
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perfectly fair and objective, are only completed by students who took the pro-

fessor’s class. Th ey aren’t fi lled out by students who deliberately avoided a pro-

fessor known for, say, a bias against women or contempt for weaker students. 

Th ey also aren’t completed by students who couldn’t get into a class, so their 

dismay goes unnoticed. So almost paradoxically, the most quality-sensitive 

leaders may come to believe that smaller is educationally better, not simply 

more selective.

And of course, even educational researchers fi nd small classes to be bet-

ter. Careful, scientifi cally controlled studies show that ceteris paribus—other 

things being equal—small classes are probably better than large classes, be-

cause of the engagement benefi ts, increased feedback, and chances for active 

participation.2 We don’t doubt this fi nding at all, as a scientifi c result.

But here, alas, social science trips on its own shoelaces. In the real world, 

ceteris aren’t paribus; other things aren’t equal. Small classes necessarily—by the 

sheer fact of being small—limit student access to teachers, topics, and experi-

ences. A class doesn’t exist independently of a teacher—a particular teacher, 

who may be wonderful or deadly. Th en too, classes don’t exist apart from a spe-

cifi c content or topic (chemistry, art history, Japanese language) that engages 

some students but not others. Education scholars sometimes promote some 

pedagogical method or “best practice,” citing quite good research that shows 

“it” works better. But there is no “it,” standing alone; other things are never 

equal. No method—active learning, small classes, whatever—is actually prac-

ticed independently of the teacher using it, the topic, the time of day, and so on.

Th is inescapable interlocking of factors—teacher, topic, method—also 

helps to explain the frequently disappointing results of freshman seminar 

programs, a perennial favorite of reform-minded deans. Freshman seminars 

ought to work. Th ey promise intensive engagement, close student-faculty rela-

tionships in the fi rst year, a building of strong foundation skills, all advertised 

with snappy new “interdisciplinary” course titles. But in college after college, 

after years of debate, faculty legislation, votes, preparatory workshops, and 

signifi cant reorganization (all urged along by stipends, course reductions, and 

rousing press releases), freshman programs too often stall, bogged down in the 

realities of departmental priorities, a shortage of truly good seminar teachers, 

and—given the necessary exclusivity of any small class—lots of freshman 

fi nding themselves in their third, fourth, or fi fth choice of a course. Some-

times, of course, the seminars do work—if the best of the faculty are truly and 

deeply committed. Often, though, freshman seminars are just another “neat 

idea” that continues to disappoint expectations.
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Ultimately, large classes really do have their own educational value. Finan-

cially, of course, they provide at least the theoretical possibility of an inexpen-

sive way for lots of students to learn, to be engaged, to have access to quality 

education.3 Critics say lectures do not exemplify “active learning,” but whether 

they do or don’t is an empirical question; some certainly do. Physics students 

in Richard Feynman’s legendary introductory physics course at Cal Tech in the 

1960s certainly didn’t feel unengaged. Some classes are large—huge, even—

because they’re so good; everyone wants to take them. Large classes can expand 

students’ exposure to the few great “performer” teachers, and can create com-

mon experiences that form the basis of intellectual communities, with books 

that everyone seems to have read and be talking about. By contrast, students 

who do not share at least some part of their curriculum with their peers will 

struggle to fi nd common ground around which to create intellectual discus-

sion.4 Consider why adult reading groups work: because everyone has read the 

same book, and everyone is prepared to dive right into discussion and debate. 

At the college, one large course we heard about served this “common ground” 

purpose by single-handedly providing a shared base of knowledge—a shared 

reading list and lectures—to almost a quarter of the student body at any given 

time. Students talked about the course and its readings often. Everyone had 

something to say about it, because so many had taken it.5

Large classes put more students in a single place and thus create more op-

portunities for interaction between the students themselves.6 It may be easier 

in a small seminar to create an emotional synchronization among participants, 

since there are fewer people to appeal to and a better chance to accurately tap 

the feelings of each. But there remain some professors who can mesmerize a 

large auditorium, engaging dozens in discussion—and when they do, more 

people benefi t. Many colleges have their versions of courses in art history 

(Yale, Williams) or psychology (Cornell) or ethics (Michael Sandel’s at Har-

vard) that are huge, enjoyable, and intellectually rigorous. If your college has 

professors who can give great lectures, why not take advantage of them?

That’s a brief introduction to the “arithmetic of engagement.” Given a few 

basic numbers—the student-faculty ratio, an average number of classes taught 

per professor, and an average number of courses students take per term—

there exist only a fi nite arrangement of bodies (students and teachers) in space 

and time. Whenever a class in one room is smaller, a class in some other 
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room must inevitably be larger. And realistically, there are a limited number 

of truly engaging professors, although fortunately diff erent professors appeal 

to diff erent students. For academic leaders, then, the challenge is to arrange 

classes, professors, and students so as to maximize educational engagement 

and success. Even money invested in low student-faculty ratios won’t solve the 

problem, although it certainly does create more favorable odds; and certainly, 

the more great teachers of any sort on the faculty, the better chance a student 

has of studying with one. But low student-faculty ratios reduce access to the 

institution itself, by raising tuition. Th e most reliable educational tool isn’t 

really small classes; it’s good classes—interesting, motivating, rigorous—that 

lots of students are actually enrolled in. “Quality” courses without good en-

rollments are wasted—teaching into thin air. A “good department” without 

many students isn’t really doing much good, sad to say.

Th e best protection against misallocation of resources is to measure the 

quality of outcomes for students, not for classes, professors, or departments. As 

we’ve seen, a college can have lots of good, and small, classes without neces-

sarily helping many students. Similarly, an academic department can, if taken 

by itself, be evaluated as excellent while perhaps not really contributing much 

to students. And if professors are rated solely by the “quality of their teaching,” 

apart from how many students they teach, then their quality won’t help many 

students. Careerist faculty could just cherry-pick a few star students, keep 

their evaluations high, and concentrate on doing research. In such a system, 

one can be known as a “good teacher” while not actually doing much teaching. 

Th e best solution to such problems is to measure student results, not faculty 

“skill.” Th e unit of analysis must be the individual student.

College works by selecting certain people, putting them in one place for a few 

years, and giving them a regular framework for routine meetings, formal and 

informal, centered on academic topics. Th e arithmetic of engagement is about 

placing people to maximize the odds that any given student will meet friends 

and encounter good teachers, with all the benefi ts that can result.



5

Belonging

I’m kind of shy . . . But I’m in rugby, and that’s good for 

meeting people. And let’s see, what else? I’m in jazz and 

that’s good . . . And then there’s sailing, but we’re not very 

active so it’s hard to meet people. I’m a member of the 

College Democrats, and I meet people through that. I go 

to [gospel singing events] and I meet people that way. And 

I’m in the Philosophy Club, I’m the treasurer of that . . .

(Joe, sophomore)

By the middle of sophomore year, almost all students at the college belong. 

Th ey have publicly committed themselves by declaring a major, by choosing 

or refusing roommates, by selecting a faculty advisor, by sticking with or quit-

ting a sports team, and by joining, leading, or leaving a number of extracurric-

ular activities. Some students are members of the campus “alternative” crowd: 

living in a co-op dorm, eating on the vegetarian meal plan, maybe studying 

photography or art.1 Others are sorority offi  cers, maybe planning to study 

abroad in Italy while majoring in art history. Some like Joe, quoted above, are 

deeply immersed in extracurriculars. Some spend six hours a day in the gym, 

while others are engrossed in experiments in a chemistry or neuropsychology 

lab. Almost everyone identifi ably belongs to particular informal and formal 

groups on campus—a gang of friends, a yearbook staff , an intramural softball 

team, a fraternity. Th ey have made their choices and found their places in 

a manageable combination of academic study, extracurricular activities, and 

hanging out with friends.

Students’ strenuous eff orts to “fi t in” and fi nd a place are well spent. Over 

and over, researchers have found that integration is crucial to students’ re-

maining in college,2 and most students’ main concern at college is to fi nd a 
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stable and enjoyable peer group.3 Faculty may grouse (such faculty complaints 

go back for centuries4), but students have always put social life ahead of ac-

ademics. Integration doesn’t just prevent students from leaving college; it is 

also important, in a positive sense, for their learning, success, and happiness 

in college.5 In the correct cocktail of ingredients, integration—“belonging”—

can generate major positive outcomes.

Belonging, we think, is central to how colleges operate as eff ective educa-

tional institutions. Belonging isn’t abstract; real things that happen in daily 

life create the feeling—the reality—of belonging to groups and to the com-

munity they make up. When like-minded people gather around shared topics 

or interests, they can become energized around those topics. Once a person 

belongs to an energized group, she has an incentive to remain and to stay 

on good terms with other members. Th e shared topic that brought them to-

gether (music, a sport, partying, an academic topic) becomes valued, as much 

as a symbol of that collective energy as for its own sake. Being-together, we 

suggest, motivates students to throw themselves into work, or into sports, ex-

tracurriculars, partying, or even religious study. Students work hard in order 

to demonstrate their membership, maintain their relationships, and live out 

their identity. And in turn, when such groups are successful in engaging their 

members, they can become more infl uential, even coming to dominate the 

campus culture, while students who don’t belong can languish or, at worst, 

fall into despair. In this chapter we explore how such belonging comes about 

and suggest why it matters.

The Dynamics of Belonging

Th e growth of emotionally bonded communities is the subject of one of the 

classic books in our own discipline of sociology, Emile Durkheim’s Th e Ele-

mentary Forms of Religious Life.6 In recent reformulations of Durkheim’s ar-

gument, Randall Collins has laid out, in a simple but powerful formula, how 

emotional solidarity is created within groups of people—how emotionally 

bonded groups come to exist.7 Collins’s framework varies slightly in diff erent 

publications, but four conditions are crucial:

1. Th e physical copresence of people, a geographic concentration of human 

bodies. Th e sheer fact of being close to other people is exciting, even 
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physiologically (the heart beats a little faster, the breathing increases 

a bit). Face-to-face encounters—in a narrow hallway, a shared bath-

room, a crowded classroom—are by far the most powerful form of 

copresence, since they allow for close monitoring of other people’s 

actions and reactions. As we talk together, for instance, I can see 

exactly what prompts your various reactions, and together we can 

delicately adjust our responses to fi t with the other’s reactions.

2. A shared focus of attention.8 For instance, a classroom full of students 

all looking at the same professor, or reading the same passage in a 

book, or laughing at the same humorous question from a student. 

Outside of class they might be discussing a common homework 

problem, cheering for their school’s basketball team during a game, 

or singing together in a choir. A common focus of attention is prob-

ably easier to achieve in a small group—there are, after all, fewer 

people whose attention must be caught—but even one hundred thou-

sand physically copresent people can, if conditions are right, come to 

passionately share a focus of attention. Th ink Big Ten football.

3. Ritualized common activities, revolving around the focus of attention. 

Cheering at that football game is an excellent example. Together, the 

crowd stands and roars for a touchdown, sags and sits down together 

when the other team gets the ball, literally rising and falling from their 

seats en masse. In the same way, a church congregation recites common 

prayers together, sings favorite hymns (sometimes in harmony), and 

stands and sits as one. In less formal ways, students in dormitory bull 

sessions, for instance, may develop stereotyped rituals of griping about 

the food, talking about how “awesome” Professor Jones is, gossiping 

about “those ridiculous freshman girls,” or—to be discussed later in 

this chapter—heading out on the weekend odysseys of pregaming, 

partying, and hooking up. All of these activities have fairly set forms 

and patterns, known to all and followed more or less ritualistically.

4. Finally, exclusivity, limiting the group through more or less clearly 

defi ned boundaries. Exclusive groups become more tightly knit: 

think of religious sects, Greek-letter societies, or elite military units. 

Th e sheer fact of limiting who is admitted—for instance, into a 

family, where joining is a very serious business—causes members to 

feel more strongly connected to each other, more special. Greater 

exclusivity virtually defi nes the most prestigious selective colleges 
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and universities; it also promotes solidarity within the membership 

of those institutions.

Putting these four factors together, Collins argues that when a group of 

people physically gather, with a shared focus of attention, common activities, 

and a degree of exclusiveness, something happens roughly akin to reaching 

“critical mass” in a nuclear reaction: excitement grows, and begins to feed on 

itself, in a self-reinforcing rush of emotional energy.

I really enjoy being surrounded by so many people similar to me in so many 

diff erent ways . . . I like having so many people the same age group as me, 

the same interests as me, the same kind of academic intensity . . . they’re 

open enough about themselves and about other people to keep themselves 

open to new things. And I like . . . that I can meet a lot of diff erent kinds 

of people, and get to know more people than I would in another kind of 

environment.

If everybody was all the same, it would be very boring. And if nobody had 

anything in common, it wouldn’t be as much fun either. (Mark, freshman)

People start bouncing ideas around, talking back and forth, mimicking each 

other’s gestures and emotions; they all laugh together, making the laughter 

that much more boisterous; or they begin to cry together, as at funerals, each 

mourner’s grief feeding the grief of others. Th ey see that the others are feel-

ing as they do, down to the level of the fraction-of-a-second coordination 

in the back and forth of call-and-response, of “being in synch,” of being on 

the same wavelength. Th ey move together, physically and emotionally. When 

lofty words are spoken, everyone feels lifted; when sorrow is expressed, all are 

sad together.

But if this emotional coherence is predictable, its direction may not be. Th e 

presence of a dominant fi gure—a teacher, or a class clown, for instance—can 

move the group off  in some new direction, presenting a point of view (an 

angry one, for instance) or a topic (the stupidity of academics) that may readily 

itself become a shared topic, a rallying point around which the group creates 

its moments of excitement. Such a person can “set a tone” for the group, which 

others join for the emotional pleasure of being in synch with those around 

them. Regardless of the particular direction taken, the sheer feeling of being 

with others seems, at some fundamental and even biological level, deeply sat-

isfying to human beings. We like it. We want that connection.
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An increase in the four factors, Collins says, predictably leads to increased 

emotional energy, the development of moral enthusiasm, and sometimes in-

creased hostility to those who challenge the group’s core values. (Conversely, 

as copresence, shared activity, shared focus, and exclusivity go down, the re-

sult is less emotional energy and group solidarity.) “Th is is right; we are right,” 

they come to believe. As they feel more connection to each other, they also 

feel stronger bonds to the values that defi ne the group itself. A successful 

sports team values athletic life; other groups, if they work well in harmonizing 

people, come to value the things that command their attention—a religious 

doctrine, certain ideas, a cult of a leader, a music group or style, or (for in-

stance) intellectual pursuits.

For academic leaders, Collins’s theory provides two crucial insights. First, 

it highlights the fact that motivation—enthusiasm, energy for doing work, 

attachment to institutional activities—is highly variable. It goes up and it goes 

down. Th e NECASL studies show that engagement in academic work rises 

and falls for individual students, from one course to another, and even day 

by day within diff erent courses. (Professors in particular aff ect this engage-

ment.9) Second, Collins’s theory details how such motivation depends on de-

fi nable, concrete conditions: physical copresence, a shared focus of attention, 

ritualized common activities, and exclusivity, implying that leaders can, if 

they wish, deliberately shape students’ motivation in various directions.

Football, Dormitories

Colleges produce such solidarity all the time, both deliberately as a matter of 

policy and serendipitously as a matter of chance.

Consider football. A critical concentration of individuals is assembled to 

start practices in late summer—a recruited cohort of players. Th ey all enjoy 

football; they begin to meet regularly, in close physical contact, to play foot-

ball and practice the techniques of the game. Th eir university has deliberately 

brought them together, perhaps even paying (through scholarships) for some 

of them to be there. Th e college provides coaches, facilities, and equipment. 

Th e players focus on football and on their coaches, talk among themselves 

about football games, sharing their excitement when the team does well and 

their disappointment when it fails. Even a poorly performing team can create 
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strong bonds, as the members share—and know they share—the strong emo-

tions that go with an athletic season.

It was just complete utter anguish, losing as many games as we did. Th at’s 

no secret. We [only] had two years in the 1980s, and a couple of years in 

the 1940s and ’50s where we had a winning program. But I would still say 

it was a really worthwhile experience. Th ere are some of the people that I’m 

still friends with. And as gut-wrenching as some of the losses we had . . . my 

college experience wouldn’t have been the same without it. (Luke, alumnus)

By being together, they affi  rm the value of football; their very presence says 

that this is not silly or a waste of time; it matters. Th e players come to love 

football, not just as an abstract collection of rules, statistics, techniques, and 

plays, but as an entire stage of life they share with these particular other peo-

ple, to whom they now feel close.

From inside, this kind of microcommunity feels like a great group of 

friends, or a “really tight team”; members feel welcome and are eager to par-

ticipate, and esprit de corps runs high. Its rituals, from the team meetings and 

practices to the very public ceremonies of Saturday afternoon games, all the 

way down to the casual greetings, standard jokes, and shared repartee, pull 

them together. Members know these rituals and enjoy them, fi nding them fun 

and energizing.

On campus, team members and outsiders alike recognize the team’s distinc-

tive style and bearing. Th e players appear confi dent, successful in some sense, 

and relatively assertive: “sure of themselves” is probably the best description, 

precisely capturing that they know who they are (members of the football 

team) and feel good about it. Th ey appear as a clique, an exclusive group that 

others may envy, admire, or even be afraid of. Even if one doesn’t want to be 

in the group, there’s something appealing about it, and that something is the 

carriage of its members, who enjoy a level of confi dence and strength that 

others lack. Th ey seem to know where they’re going, whom they’re with, and 

what they’re doing; they seem to be “at home.”

Th at confi dence then creates a chain reaction of energy, activity, and or-

ganizing. Th e football team feeds new pledges into a couple of fraternities; 

players take courses with a few favorite professors; they live in and shape the 

culture of certain dorms. Th rough concerted eff orts, they can come to dom-

inate student government. Having gained real resources, they then attract 



84 H O W  C O L L E G E  W O R K S

further supporters—team boosters, affi  liate sororities, fans, faculty advisors. 

In their Greek-letter societies, they may form a linked network of societies 

(“the Pan-Hellenic Council”), absorbing large numbers of members, in turn 

defi ning appropriate college behavior in all sorts of ways. When players be-

come alums, they will follow the team’s season, maybe give some money, and 

defend the program when it’s attacked. And in years to come, ex-players’ love 

of football binds them to the game and its performance, to current players and 

coaches, and to the institutions that make it all possible.

Tight-knit football teams are deliberately produced, even if some of their 

by-products are unintended. But solidarity can emerge even where it’s not 

deliberately produced, and even a very small college includes a host of infor-

mal “primary groups” whose members know each other by fi rst name: “crews” 

of friends who sit around talking, eat meals together, and share a dormitory 

suite; or a laboratory group in the sciences who have pizza every Th ursday 

night; or sorority sisters going to France together for study abroad. Actors 

in a theatrical production can become such a microcommunity; so can the 

“regulars” at a campus coff ee shop. Th rough its own choices and resources, 

the institution certainly fosters these groups even if it doesn’t offi  cially char-

ter them.

Consider, again, dormitories at the college. Dormitories provide especially 

fertile ground for meeting peers and making friends and connecting with 

broader networks of peers. But why? To begin, the college brings together 

a highly selected group of people. Certain kinds of students are admitted, 

sometimes into particular dorms (theme housing, freshman dorms, etc.). Res-

idents have thus already been screened for academic ability, for some level of 

ambition, in some respects by social class and ability to pay, by gender (keep-

ing a rough balance is important), and always by whatever attracted them to 

the institution—the appeal of an aesthetically attractive campus, or perhaps 

by a liberal arts education.

A lot of people are happy to be here, and feel good about being here. And I 

think as a result, you mostly get people who are, you know, excited . . . My 

high school had 2,800; but of those 2,800, you know, maybe six or seven 

hundred actually took things seriously, you know what I mean? Whereas 

. . . everybody [here] wants to kind of advance . . . they’re at least some-

what intellectually curious and, you know, they want to do better in life. 

(Russell, junior)
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Th e college puts this selected body of students together; residentiality rein-

forces the connections already prepared by their commonalities. Students are 

already on the same wavelength, but the dormitories put them in closer con-

tact so that the waves, so to speak, overlap with each other and sometimes 

even harmonize.

Th e best thing is the fact that you can go through many aspects of your 

life with the same types of people . . . [who] play the same sports and take 

the same classes as you, and are interested in the same things . . . To meet 

people on diff erent levels . . . that makes you grow more. (Jay, freshman)

Second, in dormitories students must spend time closely together with 

other students. Even the shyest residents see the same people day in, day out, 

while those who are outgoing quickly learn the names and faces of scores of 

their peers.

Th ere are always people walking around the halls. Like, if we don’t have our 

door closed and locked, then there are always just people coming in and out 

of the room. And Vanderbilt [dorm] is also fairly central, so when people 

from Vernon [dorm] come up the hill and they have an hour to kill, they 

end up hanging out in our room . . . (Dan, sophomore)

As Th eodore Newcomb recognized half a century ago, “one cannot very 

well develop peer group relations with persons whom one has never met.”10 

Th e conditions under which people meet each other are central to the devel-

opment of social ties. But Newcomb also recognized that chance meetings 

alone are not enough to foster lasting communities and relations. Th ese also 

require particular institutional arrangements that increase “the frequency of 

persisting peer group relationships that originated in chance encounters facil-

itated by propinquity, as in dormitory residence or classroom attendance.”11 

Th e constant presence of other people produces repeated, unavoidable en-

counters between students, whether friend, stranger, or enemy, accelerating 

the process of meeting people, forming groups, and reinforcing existing ties.12

Th ird, on a residential campus, with students present around the clock, both 

time and space are used fl exibly, in multiple ways. Th ere’s little of the strict 

separation of function so characteristic of our modern, production-driven 

economy.
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Someone I know described college as a full-time job with really weird hours 

. . . fellow students are more like coworkers, kind of . . . (Martin, freshman)

At any particular time, some students will be sleeping, others studying, oth-

ers eating, and still others just hanging out, playing video games, talking, or 

looking out the window. Traditional “dinner time” may still be honored, but 

so is the 2:00 a.m. “breakfast” break. Th e quad at midnight becomes a conve-

nient place to “hook up”; the old boarded-up fraternity house becomes an ideal 

place to smoke a joint; the library morphs into a social center, the fi tness cen-

ter into a pickup spot. Any specifi c locale gets used in multiple ways, exem-

plifi ed in the all-purpose dorm room: a scene for partying, sleeping, lounging, 

e-mailing, and studying. Th us dorm residents see each other in a wide variety 

of situations and roles: as dormmates, newspaper editors, athletes, students (in 

very diff erent subjects), lovers, partygoers, slobs, druggies, or friends. Th ere is 

little room for “role segregation,” where one appears in a single guise, keeping 

observers ignorant of all the rest. Such a mixing of work and play contributes 

to making the college a classic Gemeinschaft—a community.

As part of this “community” experience, roommates must endure an al-

most complete lack of privacy, an intimacy previously shared only with fam-

ily members. Th e disadvantages are obvious. Freshmen especially, with little 

choice of roommates and new to independent living, often suff er the most. 

Problems—messiness, loud noise, unpleasant music, uninvited intrusion by 

girl- or boyfriends, dirty laundry and food spilled or stolen—all become 

not the quirks of a weird neighbor but problems occurring literally in one’s 

own room.

I came in one time to my room and on my desk is a pair of dirty socks . . . 

just on my desk, on my papers! (Jim, freshman)

I had one really great roommate and then two really bad roommates .  .  . 

One of them defi nitely had a urinary problem because he’d get really drunk 

and pee on everything. (Murphy, sophomore)

I woke up this one weekend, and there’s blood all over my room . . . I walked 

in the bathroom, and there’s just blood in the sink. One of my roommates, 

like, cut his hand because he punched a window, and was bleeding all over 

the place . . . He was pretty drunk at the time, and he had stolen like a case 

of beer, and bottles of orange juice, this water, and a keg cap, and I don’t 

know. Supposedly it was pretty funny though, because he was running 



 B E L O N G I N G  87

around without a shirt on [in midwinter], and there were like fi ve Campus 

Safety guys running after him trying to get him. (Alfred, freshman)

On the other hand, students consistently told us that living close to others, 

even when unpleasant, positively aff ected both how they act and how they 

think. Loners for instance can be pulled out of their shells.

I was kind of a hermit in high school . . . I saw college as being a way to get 

away from that.

Th e three of us [roommates] not fi ghting, we called ourselves “Switzer-

land,” because everybody else would come in and talk about their room-

mates and how much they were annoying them . . . We were also at the top 

of the stairs, and so everyone would walk past our room and be like, “Hey, 

are you home?” you know, stop in for fi ve minutes. Th at helped me come 

out as well. (Jade, junior)

Th is can certainly aff ect how openly students talk about, say, politics—as 

is well described in Binder and Wood’s book, Becoming Right.13 Th ey found 

that the style of students’ political expression varies based on their college 

experiences, on their social and cultural lives, and on the organization of the 

campus. On our small, close-knit campus, fear of stating one’s views openly is 

probably widespread, but Russell saw it more positively.

You sleep in the bed you make, you know what I mean? . . . If you’re living 

in New York City, you could fl ip somebody off  and not really hear about it 

. . . But here, you do something, you know, to piss somebody off  and, you 

know . . . it really does get around . . . I really do feel like we’re in a com-

munity . . . In order for the community to work, people have to respect one 

another. (Russell, junior)

Some students describe, too, an increase in their psychological awareness 

or sophistication, especially in an appreciation of the less public, less noble 

elements of human behavior. Perhaps more than anywhere but in the military 

or their own families, young people in residential colleges can get to know 

other people well enough to understand even their subtler motives. It’s one 

of the great benefi ts of communal living. Before college, as Dex told us, “you 

only know the way your parents do things, and the way, you know, things are 

run in your house. And you come to college, and you’re put in a room with a 
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bunch of other guys from all diff erent places, and you end up seeing—well, 

maybe the way he cleans and organizes the room is a better method . . .” (Dex, 

sophomore). Jared felt “more able to discern superfi cial relationships from 

meaningful relationships.” For Jenn, living with three roommates “helped me 

realize that my fi rst impression of people maybe wasn’t the right impression.”

I have become a lot more cynical .  .  . When I came here, I used to trust 

people a lot. Like, I’ve been hurt by so many people, that now I have a lot 

fewer friends . . . I’m a lot more suspicious of people. (Jenn, senior)

And Alexandra has

become more wary of a lot of people, you know. A lot more wary . . . More 

aware of, of people’s reasons; people tell you something that they think you 

would like to hear. I’m more worried about actual interpersonal relation-

ships . . . I’ve been—not deceived, not lied to, but “misled” on a couple of 

instances about friendships.

I feel like I can read people better, a lot better. Like, I can tell more when 

somebody is hiding something . . . I think I’ve become more aware of how 

to, like, understand people and their motives. (Alexandra, senior)

One fi nal factor may heighten the infl uence of dorm living: isolation from 

the rest of the world. Many universities and colleges are physically set off  from 

their neighborhoods not only by the walls of buildings but also by iron fences, 

dramatic gates, or imposing stone archways; some are set in a parklike green-

sward even when in cities, sometimes with virtually their own towns (Ann 

Arbor, MI; Princeton, NJ; College Station, PA). Th e college itself is rural, 

surrounded and set off  by spacious woods and rolling corn fi elds. Th is isola-

tion means that academic life can exist in a bubble, or – to shift metaphors – in 

the “ivory tower” so consistently criticized by outsiders. “Th e bubble,” a term 

used by students at the college, describes a self-contained culture geographi-

cally and epistemologically cut off  from the rest of the world.14

Th is is the fi rst time, I think, in my entire life I’ve not known everything 

that’s going on in the world around me. Th at was something I wasn’t ex-

pecting in college, actually. I honestly have no idea about this [Afghani-

stan] war we’re in . . .

And that was something that defi nitely shocked me. I’m sure that’s 

probably true at all colleges, but it’s . . . just like a bubble. (Liz, freshman)
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For some students the bubble is an attraction—they can focus on their work 

and social lives without the distractions of “the real world.” In such a setting, 

they feel protected, in some cases almost completely secure.

I can leave my books out, my CD player, out in the common room, in the 

lounge, and I can leave the dorm for an hour or so. I’ll come back and fi nd 

my stuff  still there. I can leave my door open. I don’t even lock my door at 

nighttime. I just close it, but I mean it’s just, I can go take a shower, and 

leave my door wide open with my stereo playing . . . A lot of people respect 

the dorm. (John, freshman)

Th e best thing about [the college] is, I guess, that feeling you get on campus 

where you do feel at home . . . (Patrick, freshman)

Th is combination of factors—a selected group of residents, close living 

around the clock, meeting and interacting with others in a variety of roles, 

multiple uses of time and space, separation from the rest of the world—pro-

duces the lifestyle integration that makes the residential college experience so 

intense and memorable. At too many institutions, of course, dormitories may 

not be physically safe environments,15 and wandering freely down the hallways 

can actually be dangerous. But when dorms are safe, a student who belongs to 

this community can make connections that are multidimensional, intense, and 

almost unique in one’s life experience. For many, it becomes a home.16

Networks

An inner circle of at least one or two friends is necessary for psychic survival 

at college; fi nding those friends was the subject of Chapter 2. But a broader 

network of acquaintances strengthens a student’s feeling of being “at home,” 

as if this is “my campus.” Even a prospective student visiting for a weekend 

can sense this atmosphere at the college.

Th e one thing that I noticed right off  the bat was the tight-knit commu-

nity of the [college] campus. Th ere are only 1,700 kids here, so everyone 

knew everyone . . . We’d just be walking around, like, through the campus, 

and [my host] would say hi to just about everyone that we passed, just be-

cause everyone knew everyone . . . I thought that was really nice. (Frank, 

freshman)
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Such a fi ligree of acquaintanceship happens when the initial friendship 

group opens outwards, connecting friends of friends, joining contacts through 

contacts already made.

I met some people during the orientation groups. I met some people during 

the fi rst night, and a lot of that just kind of branched out from there. You 

know, you meet a couple people, you go to their room to hang out, you’re 

meeting their roommates, you know. [Th en] their roommates have people 

come over. (Dex, sophomore)

Th e majority [of friends] I met because we lived together. It was me and my 

two roommates, and the quad of girls from across the hall. Outside of that, 

it was people I met on Outdoor Adventure. And then from there, it kind 

of branched out to other roommates and other acquaintances and other 

friends. My group of friends is really big. (Ashley, freshman)

I met a lot of people through the football team. I also met a lot of team-

mates’ friends, like my teammates and their friends that are not on the 

football team. (John, freshman)

Students who initially make friends then quickly tap into broader net-

works, which expand geometrically out into the college at large.17 Just as stu-

dents who excel in freshman academic courses receive new opportunities as 

research assistants or for fi eld trips or advanced classes, success in early social 

networking leads to still more networking.

We have sort of a group of friends, we’re all connected in some way . . . we 

all know each other from diff erent people that we have friends in common 

from high school . . . [And also I met] two [friends]on the soccer team that I 

made in the beginning of the year, and now I have fi ve friends on the soccer 

team because we just met through people. (Sarah, freshman)

Such “weak ties” with the friends of friends are an excellent source—the 

best source, really—of jobs and information, as sociologists have known ever 

since Mark Granovetter framed the concept in the 1970s.18 But they are also 

an excellent source of interpersonal contact and general social support in daily 

life. Acquaintances say hello in passing, give a nod of recognition and a greet-

ing, the face brightens a bit when they look up and see you: “How’s it going?” 

Th ose greetings matter, making the recipient feel like “I am somebody.” 
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Without them, one becomes entirely dependent on close relations and less at 

home in this broader world. When weak ties are common, even ubiquitous, 

they reinforce the feeling that “this is my home.”

Of course, students expand their networks not just through meeting indi-

viduals, but also through joining organizations.

For John, a football player,

I think choir and the singing have .  .  . really broken me out of my shell. 

People look at me as a stereotypical football player, and they’re like, “You 

play, you’re a football player, and you can sing and you dance?” And, like, 

people who never have ever said a word to me . . . they’ll see me and they 

have no fear of coming up to me and are like, “Oh, I saw you perform the 

other day. You did very well.” It’s just allowed me to reach diff erent groups 

of people. (John, junior)

In other words, some campus organizations—choir, in John’s case—act as 

network “brokers,” connecting individuals by linking diff erent kinds of orga-

nizations and individuals.19

Any one student may thus be a singer in the college choir, a neuroscience 

research assistant, one of the “cool crowd” in Watkins dormitory, a devoted 

intramural softball player in the springtime, and a tutor in the college’s Writ-

ing Center. One panelist took out a sheet of paper and drew for us.

If this is a Venn diagram, I’m in the middle: [there’s a] big blob of, like, 

very musical people with like a little, some people that I know from like 

[a student theatre group], and a few random people that I know from my 

major, and classes; and then, like, the friends of my friends . . . (Jane, junior)

Each of those “blobs” gives Jane support and motivates her to keep engaging 

in those activities, seeing those other people, and moving through college 

with a strong sense of purpose and validation.

Students without those connections feel the lack.

I wish I’d gotten involved in more things, because I think that’s really what 

made me feel more at home at [the college]—like getting involved in activ-

ities and getting out and meeting people . . . Th e community really doesn’t 

exist unless you go out and, like, become a part of it. (Anne, senior)
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By taking part in socially “central” activities, some students are better 

placed to fi nd new friends and become more broadly linked with the college 

community at large.

Figure 5.1 shows in visual form how certain activities, by sharing students, 

link those students to new friends.20 In that sense, it shows the core and the 

periphery of student activities (including academic majors) at the college. Th is 

chart can help us understand how students integrate into the college.

In the center is a dense mass of linked activities, including majors such as 

government, anthropology, and English, as well as all sorts of music activities: 

the music major itself, a capella groups, the indie music group, and participants 

in the annual musical, while choir in particular holds an obviously central 

position.

Student tutors at the Writing Center are also here; they meet lots of stu-

dents from all over the campus and are thus socially well integrated, structur-

ally reinforcing the cultural prominence of writing at the college. Th is may 

pay off  in learning, as we’ll see in Chapter 6.

Off  to the far-right (“east”) side of the diagram is a cluster of “multicul-

tural” organizations (POSSE, Rainbow Alliance, Brothers, and others), 

which are clearly interconnected. Football, a high-enrollment activity in the 

central cluster, anchors an important link to minority-student men also in the 

Brothers group and thus to a variety of other campus activities.

Except for Sorority 5 and Fraternity 3 (center core, south), fraternities and 

sororities are not centrally located. Indeed, they are typically off  in one of the 

peripheral clusters. At this college, such comparatively ingrown organizations 

can actually limit a student’s connections with the broader institution, as we 

will see later in this chapter.

Interestingly, around the perimeter (especially southwest) are a sizable 

number of sports teams (softball, cross-country, swimming, baseball, hockey, 

tennis, soccer, golf), suggesting that these teams may also be relatively 

self-suffi  cient social groups that are to some extent isolated from the core. Th is 

is likely because the time demands on student athletes are so great that they 

cannot participate in other activities. Major exceptions are football, rugby, 

and lacrosse (in the core). Rugby is a club, not varsity, sport demanding far 

less time. Lacrosse’s centrality is, for us, a mystery, although women’s lacrosse 

may benefi t from being one of the most successful teams at the college, having 

recently won a national championship.
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In sum, the diagram suggests how membership in certain activities can 

expand or limit student networks. Students in relatively large, frequently 

meeting groups (music, large majors)—call them “high-contact” activities—

may have better opportunity for making connections throughout the college 

by connecting, through acquaintances, to other large groups. When students 

have widely linked networks, it opens to them the wealth of opportunities 

college off ers. In comparison, certain varsity sports may tend somewhat to 

isolate team members, probably because of the time demands.

Parties

Th e fundamental importance to students of having extended social net-

works—of belonging to a broader campus community—might help explain 

the irrepressible popularity of large drinking parties at undergraduate col-

leges. Although most students we interviewed credited the college with mak-

ing possible “the best friendships of my life,” they simultaneously complained 

about what they called the “boring social life” on campus. Th is fi nding was 

quantitatively striking in survey results: respondents rated the college high 

on fostering friendships, but low on providing “social life.” Th e apparent dis-

crepancy vanishes when one recognizes the qualitative diff erence between 

close friendships (and the ubiquitous “hanging out” that makes them pos-

sible) and looser acquaintanceship opportunities. “Friendships” are with in-

timates, while in student parlance “social life” refers to gatherings of large 

numbers of acquaintances and strangers—in particular, to parties. Th is small 

Northeastern liberal arts college lacks the revelry of major university spectator 

sports events, and the mellow relaxation of sunshiny days on the quad found 

in warmer locales. Instead, a few large drinking-and-dancing parties each 

weekend become the prime venue for expanding and enjoying one’s larger 

circle of acquaintances and meeting new people. Once those possibilities are 

exhausted—as they soon are at a small college—“social life” in this sense be-

comes limited indeed. But for a time, it works.

We didn’t gather systematic data on student parties, but given their cen-

trality to many students’ experience of college and to “belonging,” we here 

propose the following analysis. It’s based on our own experiences, plus nu-

merous conversations with students over the years. Many students—certainly 

international students and many students of color—dislike these parties, and 
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researchers have described how drinking parties are often somewhat danger-

ous scenes of excessive drinking and drug use as well as sexual harassment and 

assault.21 But why do they remain so appealing?

Here’s how we think it works, at least at the college. Even when students 

head out to big parties, close friends remain key allies. Friends—“team-

mates”22—are one’s home base, a place from which to start. Early on a weekend 

evening, a group of friends will gather in someone’s dorm room, to “pregame,” 

in the metaphor taken from sporting events: dress up, drink a while, and talk 

themselves into going out on one of the odysseys23 that characterize the party 

scene.24 Th ey psych up, they talk about what they plan to do; they try on this 

dress, or that shirt and pants, testing them out on friends before later trying 

them out on strangers. And odysseys they are—the group moves from place 

to place, one party to the next, to a game, then to a party or two, then to the 

late-night diner, then back to a dorm room, in search of the adventures that 

lend the weekend its special appeal.

Th e challenge of the night is to impress not only friends but also other peo-

ple, less well known. Th e point of partygoing is to enjoy the larger community 

of acquaintances—or at the very least, to see and be seen by lots of other peo-

ple. While intimacy may be a result of the evening (“hookups” being a goal 

for many and certainly a topic of speculation and gossip for all25), something 

considerably less demanding is routinely expected and enjoyed: just being 

with lots of people, interacting at a deliberately superfi cial level—but no less 

important for that superfi ciality.

A few standard features of college parties foster the kind of unserious 

conviviality that allows for satisfying exchanges between relative strangers. 

Nighttime scheduling helps to convey a sense that “this is not work,” that 

normal daytime rules don’t apply; the darkness of nighttime (and of the party 

room itself) tends to anonymize the revelers, soften one’s less attractive physi-

cal features, and allow bumblers a quick escape from social failure. After a few 

drinks, even shy people become more gregarious, ready to talk with strang-

ers and acquaintances. For many students, drinking per se is not the point 

of parties—after all, one can drink alone, or with small groups of friends, 

and it’s probably easier to get drunk with one’s own hard liquor than while 

standing in long lines to get a foam-fi lled cup of cheap beer. Yes, holding a 

drink—imbibing some—is a necessary part of “ joining in.” But alcohol is a 

facilitator of interacting, and not an end in itself for most students.26 Loud 

music is crucial: conversations can’t be serious or deep when it’s hard simply 
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to be heard, so conversations are reduced to a bare minimum of greeting and 

simpler gestures—“Hey! Great to see you!” “Wanna dance?” And dancing—

physical communication in its simplest form, moving in time with the obvious 

rhythms of “dance music”—gets everyone in the room immediately on the 

same “wavelength” (literally, in the sonic sense). With the music playing, en-

tire groups coalesce, facing inward to their circles, holding beer cups, swaying 

or twisting in time. Sometimes, for a popular song, the entire room will sing 

along; often couples will break off  and head to the center of the fl oor to dance 

with each other, enjoying the elemental eroticism of the most basic sort of 

physical coordination of two bodies, devoid of—even denied the possibility 

of—any more nuanced verbal exchange.27

Parties are built around elements (night, drinks, loud music) that foster 

an anonymous intimacy among acquaintances, and even among strangers. 

After all, for partygoers the fun isn’t just in being with friends, although 

they are a necessary base of support. Parties are about seeing and connecting 

with occasional contacts—broadening the circle, as it were. On a single eve-

ning’s journey, one student may see and greet dozens, even scores, of other 

people. Most encounters are quick—“Hey, how’re ya doin?” followed by a 

friendly, even exuberant reply. Nothing much is demanded of the other per-

son, so giving and getting attention is, mostly, cheap. Th e goal seems to be 

simple affi  rmation, repeated time after time, over and over, that “I Belong 

Here”; “Th ese Are My People”; “I’m an OK Person.” (Worth noting again: 

many students in fact don’t like the party scene at all, and fi nd it alienating.) 

One’s social acceptability and interactional competence in the community is 

being affi  rmed—certainly, with some high peaks of excitement or attraction 

thrown in. Th e superfi ciality of these interactions shouldn’t hide the fun-

damental importance of what they communicate. After all, many students 

are afraid to go to parties, or don’t like the scene, and some who initially do 

go and try fi nd they can’t really pull it off . It does in fact require a degree 

of skill.

Some party stars, experts at what Georg Simmel a century ago called “pure 

sociability,”28 shine in this setting. Th ey know everyone, say hi to everyone, 

are greeted enthusiastically as they move from one cluster to the next, almost 

magnetically picking up enthusiasm, confi dence, energy. But even lesser lights 

can enjoy a feeling of acceptance and belonging. Th e weekend odyssey is a 

journey fi lled with the excitement of new rewards, and some risk (although 

one can always leave), but it’s an amazingly immediate (if not always accurate) 
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way to check one’s status and competence: Am I cool? Attractive? Do I have 

friends? A few or a lot? And although there is certainly competition, the re-

sults are not so unambiguously hierarchical as the Dean’s List, or a fraternity 

bid, or being preferred as a potential roommate. It’s about status, but it’s a 

pretty widely available status.

Partying is thus really about testing who I am as a member of this commu-

nity. It’s about belonging—again, a major challenge for most undergraduates. 

At smaller institutions like the college, the scene fairly quickly wears thin, as 

the available pool of strangers is exhausted. Within a couple of years, everyone 

knows who you are. But at large universities as well as small colleges, when 

partying works for the participants, the students can return to their daytime 

lives with a bit more confi dence, with the assuredness that once everyone’s 

hair is let down, I can move pretty well with the best of them, that I fi t in 

here, that it’s my world.

Insular Groups

For some students, though, it isn’t “my world.” Some close-knit groups or even 

lone individuals become detached from the rest of the community, even enter-

ing a downward spiral of alienation from the rest of the college.

Th is “failure to belong” to the larger community seems to have several pos-

sible sources. Occasionally small cadres of international students or students 

of color would coalesce quickly and then, feeling alienated from the general 

campus, withdraw into their own groups. On a larger scale, one or two of 

the major fraternities at the college drew members mainly from two or three 

varsity sports teams; “blocked” their members into a couple of dormitories 

(there are no fraternity houses); and then socialized almost exclusively with 

each other and with one or two sororities. Th eir solidarity was fortifi ed by a 

culture of (nominally illegal) drinking parties and the more general student 

resistance to the alcohol policies of “the administration.” In these fraternities, 

even brothers with lots of friends were in fact both socially and even physically 

somewhat separated from the larger communities. Herb, a member of one 

such fraternity, realized that

my social network is getting to be somewhat limited. I’m in a fraternity . . . 

I live with these guys, so I hang out mostly with them . . .
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I’m a pretty lazy person, and so I got the opportunity to meet other peo-

ple who are pretty lazy . . . You know, the guys in the fraternity are going 

to look for guys who are like them. And so presumably if I got, if I entered 

this fraternity and the guys who were in before that, would be lazy also . . . 

So, like, I live with an entire [dormitory] suite of people right now who are 

all “Type B, we don’t do anything” people. And I have to wonder if I would 

have met them [without the frat]. Probably we all would have just sat on our 

couches and not even met each other.

But I mean it also is limiting to a certain extent. (Herb, junior)

Our surveys showed that fraternity members were, in broad averages, more 

likely to be dissatisfi ed with the college than non-Greek males.

Sorority women, far more likely to actively participate in other extracur-

riculars, did not exhibit such dissatisfaction. Many of the sororities actually 

required membership in other extracurriculars, while most fraternities did not. 

In addition, for many women a sorority was a transient affi  liation, a convenient 

way to meet other women. Th ey made good friends, but kept other options 

open. For men, though, a fraternity membership itself was often a major goal 

and an achievement in itself, sometimes seen as an avenue to career success. 

Many fraternity members participated only in two activities: their fraternity, 

and its associated athletic team. Th is pattern is suggested in our network dia-

gram of campus organization participation.29 Fraternity men were more likely 

than any women, affi  liated or not, to be somewhat isolated socially.

Too exclusive a focus on one activity—often a sport—can likewise limit 

a student’s network. Katie almost fell into such a pattern “because of swim-

ming—it kept me away from people outside the sport . . . And since it started 

so early, you know it starts in October .  .  . but that’s when you’re supposed 

to hang out with your roommates.” Later she deliberately worked to make 

friends in classes. Romantic relationships, despite their obvious appeal, can 

also sometimes have negative consequences, for female students in particu-

lar,30 as couples may ignore broader friendship networks in favor of this one 

relationship.

If my boyfriend lived on campus, you know, he would be around all the 

time .  .  . But instead, I feel obligated to spend like half an hour, or an 

hour, on the phone with my boyfriend every night, which is a bunch. And 

then—he’s six hours away! So if one of us goes to the other, that’s twelve 

hours of my weekend that is committed to driving—twelve hours that I 
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really needed to spend studying. So, like, it is a drain on my time. (Cynthia, 

junior)

It certainly takes up a lot of time, which is also part of why I didn’t do that 

much with extracurricular activities or things like that . . . We lived, like, 

right next door to each other in Vernon [dorm]. I don’t know if that was 

such a good idea. (Sean, junior)

Romantic relationships consume time and energy that could otherwise be 

spent with friends, on school work, or in other activities. Further, social life 

at the college is not organized around long-term romantic relationships, but 

instead, typically around diff use friendship groups. Partners in romantic rela-

tionships often struggle to “fi t” their relationship into their friend group, and 

vice versa.

So campus life here isn’t like it is at many large public universities, where 

Greek-letter organizations and spectator-sports events have historically been 

the social foci.31 At the college a diff erent form of social organization has 

emerged, characterized by core groups of friends that expand outward to 

larger networks of “weak ties” generated from dorm contacts, teammates, and 

the extracurricular activities in which a student participates. Students who 

live in “high-contact” dorms and participate in dispersed activities will rou-

tinely meet and befriend a wide range of people. Students spending time in 

more isolated settings (apartments, small but demanding teams, ingrown or-

ganizations), will not have that opportunity, and their acquaintance networks 

will suff er accordingly.

Finally, a few individuals we saw, maybe from the mismatch of their own 

personalities and the available opportunities, never really connected socially 

or academically. Frank was recruited into the college to play a varsity sport. 

To protect his privacy, we’ll omit some details, but his story represents what 

can go wrong. He had attended a small, private prep school and wanted to 

go to a college where he could play the sport he loved, get a good education, 

and enjoy a good social life—a real college experience, as he suggested. He 

admitted to not being the best student academically, but he knew how to avoid 

really bad grades.

When we fi rst interviewed Frank, he had just a few weeks earlier learned 

that he would not be invited to join the team’s regular fraternity. Being rejected 

soured Frank on the fraternity system; it was clear that he had expected a bid, 

and was disappointed not to have received one. Despite this, he continued to 
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play his sport. Frank admitted later that he didn’t really have many friends 

from the team, rare for athletes in our sample. He felt socially rejected from 

the team. Such friends as he made were from his freshman dorm.

Meanwhile, he was drifting academically. He had a C+ average (not good) 

during his fi rst year, with no idea of what to major in. He did fi nd a couple 

of professors he liked, and asked one of them, an English professor, to be 

his advisor. He “knew what . . . was going through my head, and knew what 

was probably the right thing for me to do .  .  . His advice was helpful.” But 

the relationship was not inspiring to him—it was helpful practically, but not 

intellectually stimulating.

During Frank’s second year, he “hit a wall” in English, taking a class with 

his advisor that involved far too much reading for him. He dropped the class, 

but took a studio art class which he enjoyed. He decided to major in studio 

art—the work was fun, the faculty was nice.

During his junior year, Frank overslept on the day he was supposed to 

register for classes, and was eff ectively forced to take four classes he had no 

interest in, and then simply “hated.” One was taught by a professor who was 

“a jerk”—he “took tenure for granted and didn’t care about his students . . . 

He was just mean . . . Every day was awful. I mean, somebody would try to 

answer a question, and if it was wrong, he would just be incredibly mean about 

it. It was ridiculous.” Frank mentioned this professor in each of his subsequent 

interviews. On the other hand,

I’ve been having a lot more fun this year, because freshman and sophomore 

years are all about wanting to be in a fraternity. So not being in one, I think 

this year it’s like . . . I don’t worry about [not getting in one] . . . I just got 

over it, basically.

Frank also began to feel more comfortable with his major and the associated 

faculty in the Art Department. Despite fi nally feeling better about his place 

in college, both academically and socially, when we asked Frank whether he 

would have chosen to attend the college again, he responded, “God no, I’d 

probably go south; the weather at the college is terrible.” Frank still spoke 

poorly of the college’s social life.

We talked with Frank after he graduated, and he vividly remembered some 

of the things he struggled with—his rejection from a fraternity, his awful 

experience with a terrible teacher, the lack of social life, the cold weather. 
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With some distance from his experiences, he recognized something that had 

become clear to us during his fi rst few interviews.

I wish there had been a little more guidance as far as fi guring out what I 

wanted to actually do with my life, when I was there . . . I took too long 

to fi gure out that [business was] what I wanted to do. Had I had more 

guidance, and someone to bounce ideas off  of on a more regular basis, that 

would have probably been very helpful.

Membership

Th e social world of college spreads out from a small circle of two or three close 

friends, to a wider group of routine acquaintances in the dorm or sorority 

or classes, to a much wider, looser network of familiar faces and recognized 

groups. Emotional links to the various people may be almost nonexistent or 

only passing, or quite strong. When all of these networks, diff erent for diff er-

ent students, begin to move in roughly the same direction, we might say that 

the college constitutes a community.

Colleges and universities aspire to be membership institutions, not simply 

vendors of a commodity service. Th ey would like, fi rst, not to accept every 

student who can pay the fees; prestige—selectivity—is measured mainly by 

how many willing customers a college actually turns away. Th en too, what a 

college sells (beyond the diploma) is typically very loosely defi ned, certainly 

not promised with the kinds of long, legalistic contracts that characterize, 

say, buying a house or a car. Students want to be a member, not a customer. 

“Be a Longhorn,” says the University of Texas’s website. “Wildcats: start your 

engines,” says the University of Arizona on their admission page, to students 

who want to enroll. “Welcome, new Ducks”—the University of Oregon. Or 

even at the University of Phoenix: “Become a Phoenix.” Th ey also sell tra-

dition, even when (at some) it’s a tradition of rebelliousness, or innovation, 

or the “fi ghting Titans,” or of being the right place for up-and-comers, or 

of being the home of future great scientists or leaders of tomorrow. Once 

enrolled, a student has access to a wide and often loosely defi ned range of 

services and opportunities: classes, clubs, entertainment, housing, and dining 

options, use of the gymnasium and fi tness center, even that sunbathing space 

on the quad when the weather is nice—in sum, a whole range of “rights and 
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privileges thereof,” as the diploma typically says that its graduates are “admit-

ted to.” Th e comprehensive fees often are quite high, but once they’re paid, 

the identifi cation of a person with an institution is fi xed; after graduation, the 

identifi cation can be virtually permanent.

Fellow alums know this. Encountering each other for the fi rst time in New 

Zealand or Brazil they may embrace, share jovial greetings, even have dinner 

together. When a new graduate goes looking for jobs, alumni networks might 

help her out. Associations of former students of a college or university often 

are mutual-aid societies—although why alumni want to help their fellows 

is rather mysterious, beyond wanting to maintain this community itself. An 

“extended family” probably overstates the principle, but often not by much.

Th ese “imagined communities”32 also spread back and forwards in time 

as well. Very old colleges are proud of their age and celebrate their major 

anniversaries and centennials—although again, it’s often not clear what they 

really have in common with the institution of, say, two hundred years earlier. 

A physical location is often important as well—Yale in New Haven, for in-

stance—while old buildings and nostalgically beloved settings make colleges 

locationally conservative in a way that very few businesses are anymore. Col-

leges and universities need to preserve their local communities, and college 

buildings look like college buildings, which in turn students and alums feel 

sentimental about, as alums remember favored places of their youth. Colleges, 

of course, sell this nostalgia, to the youngest prospective applicants as well as 

to the oldest living alumni. Th e tradition is a lasting institutional commitment 

that incoming students can count on, and will carry for the rest of their lives. 

Colleges project themselves into the future as well—as students need them to. 

Th at mutual aid only works if older alums believe they share something with 

current students.

Belonging, we have tried to suggest here, doesn’t just happen by accident. 

Th e institution shapes the available pathways into membership’s inner rooms, 

making it easy (or not) for diff erent students to fully join. Elizabeth Arm-

strong and Laura Hamilton precisely describe this dynamic in their book 

Paying for the Party, showing for instance how a confl uence of favorable loca-

tions on campus, easy majors, and access to university policy-making support 

a Greek-driven “party pathway” for well-off  students at a large Midwestern 

university.33 Th e college, in contrast, closed down its fraternity houses in 1995, 

breaking up the easy pathway to Greek life, and possibly leading to the kind 

of “noncentral” location of some frats we saw in Figure 5.1. Fraternities that 
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had been at the pinnacle of a well-defi ned campus hierarchy became one ad-

mittedly important group among others—the vibrant group of choral singers, 

a collection of tutors from the Writing Center, an “alternative” crowd living in 

the vegetarian co-op, or a tight-knit band of chemistry majors.

Students like Frank who never really belong are left fl oundering. But those 

who are able to meet with peers regularly, share signifi cant activities, and fi nd 

a wider network at the college gain (as Collins suggested in his theory) in their 

motivation to be there at all. Th at motivation, in turn, is critical to learning.



6

Learning

I have to do my school work, I have to go to class—

teachers care about what’s going on. Th ere’s an emphasis 

on the process of learning. You get an assignment, you 

meet with the teacher, you work on the paper, you discuss 

it, you rewrite it . . . Th ey actually care about what you’re 

learning. And, you know, I feel like they want to be 

engaged with you in class, you know. Th ey want you to 

participate, they want you to talk, they want you to listen.

(A.J., senior)

By their junior year, most students at the college are at the top of their game. 

Th ey have met and passed the challenges to enter college, choose a direction, 

connect with teachers, and belong to various groups. Th ey have friends and 

participate in activities. Many are leaders of some sort: soloists in musical 

ensembles, stars in college theatre, the social chairs of sororities, editors of 

student publications, initiators of class discussions. Th ough not offi  cially cap-

tains of their sports teams (those are seniors), juniors are frequently the de facto 

leaders of squads.

Th ey are more confi dent, too. As freshmen, they were hesitant in our inter-

views, asking for clarifi cation, and tentative in responding; now they launch 

at length into their opinions and histories. Transcripts physically show their 

self-assurance: their answers are now longer, more detailed, clearly more ar-

ticulate. Th ey are noticeably more voluble, expounding on what they’re doing 

and what it means. Yes, some of this is “maturation,” but maturity might be 

just a word for describing that one has a clearly established sense of who one 

is. Having mastered the more personal tasks of leaving the home, fi nding 

friends, learning the bureaucracy, picking roommates, and choosing courses 
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and majors, they are now immersed in the offi  cial task of students at the col-

lege: academic learning.

In our interviews, they report doing lots of academic work. In a sense, ju-

niors are consolidating their collegiate education, seriously improving and re-

fi ning the skills that defi ne a college-educated person. Academically they are 

focusing on specifi c skills, knowledge, and methods. Th eir classes typically 

have prerequisites and are more advanced. In their majors, they are taking 

research methods courses, conducting apprenticeship research, and writing 

longer term papers; public speaking becomes more frequently required, as 

they have the background to really know enough to present a topic to others. 

Speaking before a group becomes, if not totally a pleasure, at least not so 

terrifying. Writing has become far easier to do at a higher level. Reading dif-

fi cult material and making sense of it, picking out the arguments, has become 

simply what one does each week for classes.

However, even in this chapter, which focuses on academic work, students’ 

concern for personal and social connections will be evident. Friendships com-

prise possibly the most frequently cited gain by students at the college, along 

with the confi dence born of facing and completing challenging tasks.1 Indi-

vidual students themselves typically have multiple goals and can enjoy various 

positive outcomes which need not be mutually exclusive.2 Put diff erently: stu-

dents can both gain friends and be good students at the same time. We have 

proposed that for learning to take place some relationships are virtually nec-

essary, fi rst to simply survive daily life, but then to motivate learning. Scholars 

such as Alexander Astin and Vincent Tinto have exhaustively demonstrated 

the importance of integration to keeping students in college—an obvious pre-

requisite to their learning anything while there. Students need to “get into” 

college emotionally.3 We’ve added that they need to “get in” logistically as 

well: for students to learn course material, they must fi rst be in that course—

an important if obvious point, sometimes neglected when colleges schedule 

classes and assign teachers. Pathways to learning have to be available to those 

who want them: seniors who want to take a new subject should be able to fi nd 

open courses, for instance.

Once they’re in courses, they need to do the work. Th ere’s a rich recent 

literature on student learning and its proximate causes, demonstrating the 

importance of hours spent studying (“time on task”), the use of proper study 

techniques, the volume of pages written, and working to meet challeng-

ing standards. Th ese tasks must be faced by each individual, and students 
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studying alone seem to perform better than those working in groups, accord-

ing to recent studies.4 Th e correlations of these activities with learning are 

well established. Th ey are true, they work, and we don’t dispute them. “Time 

on task” and “deliberate practice”5 really do matter, as Dan Chambliss has 

argued elsewhere.6 If you work more, you’ll learn more—certainly.

But why would anyone—let alone, say, a nineteen-year-old away from 

home for the fi rst time—want to do more school work? Motivation is crucial 

for getting all that work to actually happen, and emotional connections to 

others and to a community provide the strongest motivation. While students 

arrive at the college highly motivated, that motivation is not fi xed and can’t be 

taken for granted. Even these excellent students fi nd that their enthusiasm for 

learning goes up and down,7 depending in part on their relationships to oth-

ers—teachers, peers, audiences. And in those relationships, surprisingly sim-

ple things can dramatically improve that motivation: a single meeting with a 

teacher, a single required class presentation, a single intense conversation with 

a dormmate.

Writing

In many undergraduate colleges writing is a fundamental skill, taught as part 

of the general education program and often embedded in core requirements. 

Central to the operation of all modern organizations, clear writing is helpful 

for middle-management employees and crucial for professionals. For under-

graduate students, the discipline of writing also helps them to formulate their 

thoughts and to present their ideas clearly to others. In that sense writing is a 

social as well as intellectual activity, requiring that one has at least a modicum 

of empathy with one’s readers.

Do undergraduates actually improve their writing skills in college? And 

if so, how does that happen? To learn the answers, we conducted a fi ve-year 

blind-evaluation study of student writing at the college. All of this work—a 

huge, expensive, half-decade project in itself—was supervised by Sharon 

Williams, director of the Hamilton College Nesbitt-Johnson Writing Cen-

ter, who was indefatigable in her eff orts. Ms. Williams and our research 

team fi rst assembled an archive of student papers from panelists as well as 

other students. Th e archive comprised the following documents: (1) From 

each of the panel members, we requested one paper written in each academic 
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year, of their own choosing, from their last year in high school (a graded 

class paper, submitted with their college application) all the way through 

their senior year of college: a total of fi ve papers, over fi ve years, for each 

student. Th ese papers were usually collected at the time of the student’s an-

nual interview with our project team. Assuming that students pick their very 

best high school essay to submit with a college application, and given that 

many of the freshman essays in particular were prepared for writing-inten-

sive classes, the early papers especially should represent their best work. Th is 

selection method, we hoped, would make improvement more diffi  cult to 

prove by raising the baseline—a “conservative” sampling method. (2) Over 

the same period, we gathered hundreds of other student essays, written for a 

variety of classes at all college levels. As with the panel papers, we oversam-

pled writing classes for freshman and sophomore essays, while upper-year 

papers were gathered more by sheer availability. Again, this procedure argu-

ably makes it more diffi  cult to show improvement, by raising the fl oor—the 

early years—as high as possible.

Th us at the end of four years, we had an archive of 1,068 usable student 

essays; hundreds of others didn’t fi t our sampling, length, or content crite-

ria. Th is archive allowed longitudinal tracking of individual students as well 

as contemporaneous cross-sectional analyses of performance by grade level 

(freshman, sophomore, etc.). We could also, to some extent, make compar-

isons between graduating years, since every year we collected some senior 

papers. All identifying information (names, course titles, etc.) was removed 

from the papers and a code number was assigned to each.

Ms. Williams and her team next recruited outside readers (mostly direc-

tors of writing centers at peer institutions) and trained them in an eight-item 

evaluation rubric (designed by Williams and Professor Ted Eismeier), using 

a seven-point scale to rate papers on each of the eight items (for example, 

grammar and usage, coherent paragraphs, etc.). Since readers would not know 

the assignment or the course for which papers were written, the evaluations 

would be essentially technical, based on the quality of writing isolated from 

its course purpose. Th e readers were given training and test runs to ensure the 

reliability of their ratings, although due to cost we could only have one reader 

per paper. Th e readers then read and evaluated—blindly, knowing neither the 

author nor the course for which a paper was written—all 1,068 papers, all 

mixed together. Over the four-year collection period, they contemporaneously 

evaluated several hundred papers each year. Th e scores for every paper, on 
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every item, were then entered into a computer database. We could then see, 

objectively, whether students’ skills improved.

Over the same years that the papers were being collected, we continued our 

interviews with our student panel, asking them among other things about their 

writing and the writing instruction they received. We also compiled, from our 

annual Senior Survey, the answers that students gave to questions about writ-

ing. Th us when the Writing Study results came in, we were able to integrate 

objective evaluations of students’ writing, their own subjective assessment of 

improvement, and what they believed aff ected such improvement—all in one 

study. Th e college faculty, when presented with the design, were admittedly a 

bit nervous: this was a blind, objective evaluation of whether students actually 

improved over their years at the college. Th ere could be no pretending.

When the reader evaluations of the papers—on eight criteria per paper—

were completed, all the data went into a computer database. Th en Profes-

sor Jennifer Borton, an experimental psychologist who teaches statistics, ran 

three diff erent kinds of analyses: (1) longitudinal comparisons for panelists 

who submitted papers for all fi ve years (including high school). Unfortunately, 

there were only eighteen such students (collection of panel papers proved very 

diffi  cult, for instance, when students studied abroad); (2) longitudinal pair-

wise comparisons for any individual for whom we had papers from any two 

diff erent years. Th ese comparisons were enabled by our collection of large 

groups of papers from certain courses and professors, so any student whose 

work appeared in two diff erent years could be evaluated; and (3) cross-sec-

tional analyses of diff erent class years (for instance, sophomores and seniors).

Th e fi ndings were clear. First, to the immense relief of the college’s faculty, 

students really did improve. Hypothetically, imagine that a “blind” reader was 

handed a randomly ordered, fi ve-year set of papers written by one student. 

According to our analysis, that reader could, on average, accurately sequence 

those papers from high school up to the junior year of college by their im-

proving quality: 1,2,3,4. Junior and senior papers were indistinguishable. Th e 

improvement over the fi rst four years was usually statistically signifi cant; even 

when it wasn’t, results always fell in the upward direction. Objectively, stu-

dents really did improve their writing.

Second, we found what we call the “college eff ect”: the biggest gains oc-

curred not just early in college, in the freshman and sophomore years; some 

occurred very early, in the fi rst weeks of college. Several students themselves 

mentioned in their interviews that this happened. It may result from the extra 
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work students put in, higher levels of expectation, or a desire to please a new 

set of teachers.

Professor Stinson is a hard professor, but I thought he was very fair and 

good . . . I was shocked that I needed improvement . . . In the beginning 

.  .  . there were hundreds and hundreds of criticisms. I’m shocked at his 

response to my papers, and other professors’ response to my papers, [but] 

rather than just getting the way that I was expressing my point, they were 

actually interested in what I had to say. (James, alumnus)

Th e college eff ect may come from students’ sense that more is expected, and 

so more is delivered. A shift to “what college teachers want” seems to be in-

volved—a shift in audience, or to a sharper awareness that one has a real au-

dience. Apart from any technical information or instruction being passed on, 

going to college itself seemed to improve students’ work.

Th ird, the weakest freshman writers scored the biggest gains on the nu-

merical measures. Some number of initially low performers were international 

students, very high achievers in most respects but still just beginning in En-

glish. Th eir language skills improved rapidly and their writing showed it. In 

a sense it wasn’t writing improvement per se. And, in fairness, it is possible 

that improvement by the weakest writers may just be what statisticians call 

“regression to the mean”: cases at the extremes of a normal distribution (the 

weakest writers, for instance) are likely to move towards the average, simply 

because they can’t go any further to the extreme. In a sense, maybe the weak-

est writers improved because they couldn’t get any worse. Whatever it was, 

they still improved.

Interestingly, the top-performing writers out of high school showed the 

least improvement on our objective measures, suggesting that perhaps the col-

lege’s program does better helping the weak rather than the strong—“raising 

the fl oor,” we might say. Th at’s plausible although several facts weigh against 

such an interpretation. For one thing, it would contradict much of the extant 

literature on college performance, which clearly supports instead a “Matthew 

eff ect”8 in which the better-prepared students also gain more from college. 

Second, statistically it becomes more diffi  cult to move up on a seven-point 

scale if one begins near the top. Th ird, on the HEDS Senior Survey, the (ob-

jectively) best freshman writers were twice as likely to say that the college had 

“greatly improved” their writing. Finally, among our panelists some of the 
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best writers said they improved tremendously, especially in their abilities to 

self-diagnose writing issues and to communicate with diff erent audiences. All 

of these points suggest that the top initial writers did in fact improve.

Regardless of the details, here is a program that clearly works, an institu-

tional eff ort that really pays off . Th e college requires writing across the cur-

riculum, enforcing “time on task” and rewriting. Students must take at least 

three “writing-intensive” (WI) courses to graduate; in practice many students 

take six, seven, or more. Th e WI program refl ects a long-standing institu-

tional commitment to making sure that students are profi cient in writing 

before they graduate. All departments, not just English or literature depart-

ments, off er WI courses, and students themselves report that many courses 

not offi  cially designated as “WI” should be, since writing is emphasized 

there as well. Since the WI courses automatically have an enrollment limit of 

twenty, faculty have an immediate incentive to off er them. Overall, so many 

writing courses are off ered, and are so widely dispersed, that the courses can’t be 

avoided. Th e college houses a fi rst-rate Writing Center, with a large team of 

well-trained (and rigorously chosen) student tutors, an excellent director, and 

a guiding committee of dedicated senior faculty. Basic messages are repeated, 

time and again: have a thesis; use topic sentences; keep paragraphs coherent; 

cut the excess. Time on task really does work. By the time students graduate, 

even the weakest among them generally write fairly well—nationally speak-

ing, very well indeed.

Th e writing program was not simply added on to an existing curriculum. 

Writing as an emphasized skill is deeply embedded in the college’s history, 

self-image, and culture, a fact the college website announces on its front-page 

banner. Prospective students want that emphasis, are attracted by it, and in 

some measure are selected for their relative expertise in it—a graded high 

school paper, along with a personal essay, being required on the application. 

Entire departments—English, History, and Philosophy among them, all with 

large enrollments—have made all of their 100-level courses writing-intensive, 

and self-consciously emphasize their attention to writing. Graduates brag 

about the program and their own writing skills. In a sense, this isn’t a program 

so much as a core value of the college.

In learning to write well, students say, the most important step for them is 

professorial feedback, both written and spoken.

We got our fi rst paper back today .  .  . She’s read each paper six to eight 

times . . . Th ese were long papers, and she typed up, like, a response, [what 
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she] felt about your paper, and it’s a four paragraph response. She gave us a 

rough grade, and then she went on to say if you’d like to revise, you should 

do this. “You have exactly eleven sentences that are not grammatically cor-

rect.” Yeah, it was insane. I was like, “Th at’s dedication!” .  .  . I just want 

to revise it because I feel like she’s put all this eff ort into [it] .  .  . (Susie, 

freshman)

We hand in a paper, and then when [the professor] hands them back he has, 

like, a full typed page of his thoughts . . . He writes on the paper as well, 

like all the, you know, grammatical stuff , but then . . . for each person, he 

types out his own page of suggestions on the subject matter and stuff  . . . It 

was really helpful. (Jenny, freshman)

[We get] extensive comments .  .  . At fi rst, you know, naturally you’re of-

fended because, you know, “I worked really hard on this! I poured my heart 

out to you, and personally, I think it’s goddamned perfect just the way it is!” 

But then, you kind of sit there and you realize . . . when I took her advice, 

it made a really big diff erence. (Sasha, sophomore)

Even more than written feedback, though, students told us that conver-

sations—one on one, private, face to face—about their written work made 

the biggest single impact on their writing. Th ey especially talked about the 

times—even a single time seemed to work—when a professor sat down with 

them, in an offi  ce, and talked about their writing.

He always encouraged us to come and talk to him in person about our 

papers, and I think that helped me the most, more than just the comments 

that he wrote on paper . . . Something about the act of conversing about a 

topic just helped me. (Frank, freshman)

It’s phenomenal because you sit down with the teacher, and go over your 

paper before you turn it in, which I think is really good. I would say that the 

only thing that could make it better is maybe . . . if every teacher sat down 

with each student after they turned in a paper, and went over the paper with 

them, and really took apart what went wrong or what was right with it, I 

think that would just do the student wonders. (Jay, freshman)

Interestingly, students’ comments were almost never about classroom in-

struction. And while many appreciated the support and instructions of peer 

tutors, even that was not the driving force for improvement. Nor were they 

most impressed with the professor’s technical knowledge—after all, most 

professors have little specifi c expertise in composition or rhetoric.
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What mattered from professors was the sheer fact of their paying attention: 

she took the time; he helped me. Attention says to the student, “Writing mat-

ters”; but more, it says, “Your writing matters.”

Students learn from this attention paid by an important person. Th ey learn 

that with careful work, their writing can improve; that writing is a craft; that 

what they say counts. By taking easily defi ned steps, one can make a paper 

noticeably better. Technically it’s not so diffi  cult; the information needed is 

readily available in books, handouts from classes, peer tutors, professors. It 

need not be mysterious. Th e real issue, then, is motivation, which is height-

ened by knowing that an audience—really, a person—cares.

Speaking

Speaking is another core liberal arts skill, though less widely emphasized in 

most colleges than is writing. It takes a variety of forms: speaking in classes, 

participation in seminars, collaborative conversations in labs or on fi eld trips, 

delivery of a report in class, presentation of a senior thesis, or sitting for an 

oral examination. All of these activities are resource intensive, requiring a 

low student-faculty ratio, but the skills can be very useful in later life, and the 

practice itself has some interesting side benefi ts.

Students at the college are regularly required to speak in classes—called 

on to answer questions, to take a position, to agree with or refute an argu-

ment, and to speak up even when they’re shy or nervous. Th ey are exposed to 

embarrassment; in seminars they are virtually forced to cope with and at least 

minimally overcome this fear. Sometimes they must debate a superior—the 

teacher—in ways that were probably discouraged in high school, and some-

times they simply have to convey their ideas under tight constraints.

What’s helped [my speaking] the most is probably working at the Writ-

ing Center [as a tutor] and just talking to people, you know, in all of our 

appointments; and really having to learn to explain yourself clearly and 

concisely, with not a lot of time . . . trying to express what you’re trying to 

say as quickly as possible without sounding, you know, rushed or confused. 

(Jane, senior)

Students say that sheer experience improves their ability and confi dence 

in speaking.
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It seems like every class I’ve taken, we had to do some group project we had 

to present to the class, which helped me get over nerves . . . Every class em-

phasizes participation in class, as well as my [extracurricular] organization, 

you know, it’s just given me an opportunity to talk to large groups of people 

and present my ideas. So I’ve defi nitely become more confi dent in speaking. 

(Jack, senior)

Probably through a lot of my classes being really small and being largely 

discussion-based I’ve become more comfortable, you know, speaking to 

other people or in front of other people . . . It’s just something that comes 

with practice. (Jenny, senior)

You defi nitely have a chance to improve upon your communication skills 

just through . . . speaking in class and, like, making comments, and asking 

questions. And just to be in an environment in which you’re constantly 

hearing people make arguments, and present ideas, and communicate ef-

fectively. (Sean, junior)

To learn how students improve their more formal public speaking skills, 

we compiled the results of four studies: (1) Our colleague Dr. Jim Helmer 

assembled and evaluated an archive of 288 videotapes of student talks given 

in students’ sophomore and senior years. Given the lack of a public speaking 

requirement at the college, only some students gave such talks or were avail-

able for taping, and we often couldn’t obtain tapes of specifi c students giving 

talks in both years (sophomore and senior). Within those limits, though, Dr. 

Helmer prepared a written report comparing sophomores to seniors. (2) In our 

panel interviews, we regularly asked students about their oral communication 

skills, both in public speaking as well as in class participation. (3) Th e annual 

HEDS Senior Surveys included questions on oral communication. (4) Finally, 

our alumni interviews included questions about oral communication skills. 

We evaluated the results from all of these, looking for consistent fi ndings.

Several conclusions emerged. First, despite the fact that the college no lon-

ger has a systematic program to improve public speaking (for many years, 

ending in the 1980s, it did), improvements seem clear. On the videotapes, 

seniors obviously speak better than sophomores. Th is fi nding, tentative be-

cause of our sampling problems, is bolstered by the self-reports on both Senior 

Surveys and in the panel interviews: many students certainly believe they have 

improved. Some of this they ascribe to maturation, but many “mature” adults 

are terrifi ed of speaking in public. After several years at the college, these 

students are not.
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Being an RA helped public speaking . . . [In RA training] they teach how 

to command an audience, and how to get their respect very quickly. You 

don’t talk down to them; . . . it’s just a matter of comfort level talking in 

front of all these people. And, you know, by junior year, when one of my 

idiot advisees, who almost got suspended, asked in the middle of the fi rst 

meeting, “So when can we buy a keg and bring it into the dorm?” I was able 

to laugh it off  . . . But as a . . . sophomore, I probably would have peed my 

pants. (Jonathan, alumnus)

Second, small eff orts seem to produce signifi cant results. A student need 

not give a twenty-minute presentation to gain these speaking skills; a very 

short talk—two or three minutes—seems to work. Th is isn’t rocket science.

In the fraternity, you know, we had weekly meetings, and just speaking in 

front of forty people every week gets you comfortable in that sort of situa-

tion. (Jack, alumnus)

Th ere is a true art to rhetoric at higher levels, of course, but that’s not what 

we’re talking about. Th e sheer act of talking to a reasonably sympathetic audi-

ence, perhaps with a modicum of feedback (for instance, using video record-

ing, even one time), produces improvements, with relatively little investment 

of either class time or faculty expertise.

Th ird, there’s a mildly surprising side benefi t: the emotional intensity of 

public speaking brings with it a variety of other academic and personal gains. 

When they talk, formally or not, in front of a group, students have no choice 

but to be engaged, especially if they “belong” to the community and care what 

their fellow students think about them.

We had thesis meetings, me and my advisor, and then there’d be fi ve or six 

other [students]. And just . . . trying to ask questions about others’ theses 

is indescribable . . . [You are] just trying to . . . fully comprehend and speak 

intellectually a lot of the time, you know, and not sound like an idiot. (Jack, 

alumnus)

Embarrassment is an immediate incentive, so the student speaker does more 

work, learns the material better, and is far more emotionally engaged than 

with almost any written work. Th ey then learn the irreplaceable value of 

preparation: “I really knew what I was talking about,” they told us.
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Th e result of public speaking experience? Alumni on our panel, as well as 

in the Alumni Study, tell us of increased confi dence and the acquisition of a 

skill so relatively rare as to be decisive in career advancement.

Th e school encourages you to speak, like speaking in class, speak to your 

classmates, making presentations. A lot of schools don’t do that; it’s a 

shocker, really. [Th e college is] very good at it, and it makes you a much 

more confi dent person, especially when you’re presenting your own ideas 

to others.

It’s unbelievably helpful .  .  . I had to stand in front of a panel to earn 

this scholarship that they just awarded me. Out of 150 people, three people 

were accepted—and I’m one of them. You have to stand in front of a panel 

of professors and basically tell them . . . why you should be the one to get 

the scholarship. I was really comfortable doing that . . . I did not even get 

butterfl ies in my stomach. I got some confi dence [in college] in presenting 

my own ideas, and it’s paid off . (George, alumnus)

Many current students, honest about their own fears, want more oppor-

tunities to develop their oral communication skills and even wish that the 

college would require public speaking.

I don’t think that we get enough practice with like public speaking . . . I 

think it’s great that we stress writing skills. I think it’s equally important 

that you be able to, like, speak in public and express your ideas verbally, 

which I’m not the best at. (Katherine, senior)

I really wish there was more opportunity to speak . . . And I wish we had 

speaking-intensive classes like we have writing intensives. Th at’s still peo-

ple’s big fear, just getting up and speaking in front of people. It’s sometimes 

fun too when you’ve worked on something really hard in class; I sometimes 

wish I could get up and talk about it or give a report on it. (Susan, senior)

I think they should have a mandatory 100-level public speaking class that 

all freshman students have to take . . . It’s such an important skill. (Jean-

Claude, senior)

In fact, students’ attitudes towards public speaking are unique in our re-

search: this is the only case in which students simultaneously are (1) afraid to 

do something, but (2) believe it’s important to learn how, and (3) are asking 

the college to require that they learn how.
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Critical Thinking

Critical thinking has long been a favored topic of college presidents and writ-

ers on higher education, especially in the liberal arts, where it is a core com-

petency. What critical thinking means has proven to be exceedingly slippery, 

but recently some very good measurement tools have been developed. In 2011, 

Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa prompted an intense public debate using one 

of these tools, the Collegiate Learning Assessment, in their book Academically 

Adrift. One of their key fi ndings was that

with a large sample of more than 2,300 students [nationwide], we observe 

no statistically signifi cant gains in critical thinking, complex reasoning, 

and writing skills for at least 45 percent of the students in our study [in 

the fi rst two years of college]. An astounding proportion of students are 

progressing through higher education today without measurable gains in 

general skills as assessed by the CLA.9

Th e CLA is a carefully designed test that deserves respect, and we admire the 

research. But our interpretation diff ers a bit from theirs. Notice what Arum 

and Roksa imply with their statement. “Astounding” is the pivotal word. It 

pitches the fi ndings as violating obvious expectations, as a shocking con-

demnation of the higher education industry. But the word “college” covers 

an astonishing array of institutions, from the elite Harvards and Stanfords, 

to the literally thousands of virtually unknown schools, small and large, that 

populate the landscape. Many students in Arum and Roksa’s study attend col-

leges that are not selective and will accept almost any student willing to pay; 

it’s a sad truth, too, that many college students are not favorably disposed to 

studying. Even given such inhospitable factors, though, their study shows that 

roughly 55 percent of all students achieve objectively measureable gains, not 

just in information, but in higher-level cognitive skills, just within their fi rst 

two years on a campus.10 Th is point bears repeating: over half of all college 

students—including all the slackers and laggards, including all the “under-

performing” colleges and classes—make statistically signifi cant, objectively 

measurable gains in critical thinking and writing in just the fi rst two years 

of college. Th is strikes us not as a failure, but as a rather impressive success.

Within a slice of their data, Arum and Roksa also note that

students in the top 10 percent of the sample . . . improve their CLA perfor-

mance by more than 1.5 standard deviations from the fall of their freshman 
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year to the end of their sophomore year. Th is would translate into a 43 

percentile gain, indicating that if these freshmen entered higher education 

at the 50th percentile they would reach a level equivalent to the 93rd per-

centile of an incoming freshman class by the end of their sophomore year. 

Crucially, this category of high performers includes students from all fam-

ily backgrounds and racial/ethnic groups, as well as students with diff erent 

levels of academic preparation.11

Th is suggests that hardworking students of all backgrounds at good colleges 

(such as the one we studied) are likely to improve their critical thinking quite 

a bit, rather quickly.

Arum and Roksa’s book also shows in detail how a major factor of student 

progress is basically “time on task”—that is, time spent reading, writing, and 

doing classwork. We did not use the CLA at the college, but we did ask 

our panelists whether they believed that their critical, analytic, or thinking 

abilities improved. When interviewed during college, most responded with 

a carefully modest “yes,” saying that perhaps they had simply matured. But 

when asked the same question four years after graduation the hesitations van-

ished; a signifi cant number believed that their “critical thinking” abilities had 

indeed improved.

Students credited two kinds of experience with enhancing their critical 

thinking abilities. First, sheer exposure to a diverse set of roommates and 

friends forced many students to reexamine their own views on issues.

I come from a really small town in Massachusetts . . . I really haven’t been 

outside of the U.S., plus everyone in my town was, you know, white middle 

class .  .  . Freshman year my roommates were from Uruguay and Korea 

.  .  . and one of the kids [who] became one of my best friends was from 

England. And then another [had] taken time off  before college and done a 

lot of traveling in Europe, and lived in Greece . . . [these friends] are much 

more critical of religion and God—they’re atheists! And it was defi nitely an 

interesting experience, which was diffi  cult for a while . . .

But then over time everything changed, you know, I changed, like, the 

way in which I saw things. (Sean, alumnus)

In these cases as in others, it was the emotional engagement of face-to-face 

relationships that often prompted students to think “critically” about moral as 

well as intellectual questions.

Nationwide research supports the same conclusion. In July 2007, Dan 

Chambliss reviewed fi ndings from interviews conducted, as part of the 
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Wabash National Study of Liberal Education, with freshman students at 

a sample of colleges and universities across the United States. When asked 

to describe major developmental experiences from their freshman year, stu-

dents almost always mentioned a diffi  cult or challenging personal situation, 

often requiring ethical decisions, with individuals personally known to them. 

Th ese situations frequently involved competing loyalties—between groups of 

friends, say, or between friends and parents. Th e moral dilemmas presented 

were stark. Th ey were not abstract or hypothetical cases, as they might be in 

an ethics class. Th ey involved real people. On such occasions, according to 

the Wabash interviews, students often sought out a trusted adult mentor, and 

sometimes then recalled and saw the personal relevance of classroom discus-

sions. Critical thinking and moral reasoning was no longer a game.12

Critical thinking—at least, the intellectual side of it—is also directly pro-

moted by professors’ actions in their courses.

Professor Rosen would say something, and he’d say, “What do you think 

of that?” And a student would respond; and then Rosen would argue a 

completely diff erent side of the issue. [Eventually] you’d get about eighteen 

diff erent points of view, and you would feel like you were never, ever right. 

(Anne, alumna)

Or:

I did this whole lecture with Professor Nelson in Intro to Anthropology, 

and . . . at the end of the class he said, “I made this all up!” In looking back, 

you were kind of, “Yeah, none of this made any sense to me . . .” And he was 

like, “Well, all of you wrote it down, because I was your professor” . . . No 

one had the guts to raise their hand and say, “I don’t think so,” and he was 

just like, “You have to question me, even if I’m your professor!” (Murphy, 

alumnus)

Some professors seemed routinely to challenge their students’ views on a wide 

variety of issues, instilling in them the habit of skepticism.

I take a lot of religion classes, and I take a lot of biology classes, and they 

kind of look at the same thing from very diff erent perspectives. Th ey’re 

both looking at, you know, How do you defi ne the world? What does ev-

erything mean, basically?



 L E A R N I N G  119

When you look at it scientifi cally, you have to go through this whole 

scientifi c method where you formalize the hypothesis, and then you make 

observations, you analyze your observations, and then you form your con-

clusions . . . From the religious aspect, it can be . . . more subjective where, 

like, your personal emotions and spiritual beliefs are [required]. So we have 

these . . . diff erent ways of approaching observations . . . (Harry, senior)

Just as the students are taught in their writing classes to take a position (“state 

your thesis”), in many other courses they are pushed to criticize, or at least 

question, the authors whom they read and the professors they study with; they 

may even sometimes (as Nietzsche urged) develop the courage to challenge 

their own beliefs. Critical thinking then becomes more than just an academic 

skill, or a technique employed to solve particular problems; it becomes a habit, 

or even a personality trait.

I will hear something on the news .  .  . and not automatically assume it’s 

fact. I’m going to think, “Why are they doing this? What’s their motivation 

behind it? Who’s the decision maker behind this? What’s their motive to 

follow through with this action?” (Jonathan, senior)

And this is, again, not simply an isolated skill.

It’s more of a lifestyle . . . No matter what I look at or what I read, I kind 

of see more of the inside of it, what’s deeper .  .  . My whole [comparative 

literature] major, that’s basically all we did . . . After reading so many books 

and writing so many papers, and just looking at things more critically, it’s 

just become more like habit. (Victoria, alumna)

Science

Two other relatively “exclusive” academic programs benefi t large numbers 

of students at the college: extensive work in the natural sciences, and study 

abroad. In each case—although for very diff erent reasons—benefi ts can obvi-

ously be substantial, but gaining access to the programs is also diffi  cult.

In the natural sciences, these diffi  culties themselves probably produce one 

of the major benefi ts—prestige. By “sciences” here we mean the laboratory 

or fi eld-based study of the natural world, including at least physics, biology, 
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chemistry, geology, and neuroscience.13 Serious work in these fi elds often re-

quires both expensive equipment (costly for the institution or the foundations, 

fi rms, and donors who underwrite it), and a strong high school education 

(calculus, good work habits of the students). Within academia, the “hard” 

sciences represent something like a prestigious and well-funded elite sector. 

“STEM”—sciences, technology, engineering, and math—education in gen-

eral has received a lot of attention in national discussions, since it’s seen as 

crucial to the nation’s economic productivity and competitiveness.

For many years, the college required all students as part of their general 

education to take at least some science courses. Students frequently met that 

requirement, as they do everywhere, by enrolling in what they thought might 

be the easiest courses—some local variant of “Rocks for Jocks” or “Physics for 

Poets.” But in 2001, the college dropped its distribution requirements alto-

gether. Th ere followed a modest, but not huge, drop in the numbers of students 

who took lab sciences. Many students had, in eff ect, already been avoiding the 

tougher ones. If they wished, they could now avoid the sciences altogether.

Th ere’s more at play here, though, than simple preference or lack of interest. 

A sizable number of students in our panel expressed a deeper resistance to the 

whole realm of mathematical or scientifi c work. Faculty advisors frequently 

hear the phrases “I’m not a science person” or “I can’t do math,” as students 

describe a lack of inborn talent for scientifi c study. Th ey see themselves as per-

haps incapable of doing the work, and regard this as a kind of personality trait.

Yeah. I’m not very, I’m not really a science/math person, so I tend to take 

humanities. (Sarah, junior)

I’ve never been much of a science person, to be honest. (Hannah, junior)

Th is sentiment comes out even when, grudgingly, they take a “nonmajor” sci-

ence course.

[I’m taking] Scientist’s View of Nature with this professor. I like the course. 

I’m not a science person, but my advisor suggested I take science because 

he’s really anal about that. So I decided to take that course because it’s not, 

like, major science. (Katy, freshman)

We have no way of knowing, based on our data, whether this occurs na-

tionwide, although research has strongly suggested it has. Study in the natural 



 L E A R N I N G  121

sciences has somehow come to be seen as implicating one’s identity.14 (Perhaps 

the closest analogy would be arts performers—“I’m a photographer” or “I’m 

a dancer.”) Th ese students have successfully entered the world of college, as 

we said in Chapter 2, but they regard entering the sciences as beyond their 

innate abilities.

Even if they wanted to enter there, some structural barriers hinder them. 

As science educators have long known, the pipeline for science students is 

continually narrowing, with curricula that are clearly sequential and hierar-

chal. Because a student must pass earlier levels to go on to later ones, students 

are continually “ratcheting out”; with each passing year, fewer students remain 

in any one discipline. At the same time, almost no one enters these tracks 

later on, since to begin at the beginning would entail a signifi cant additional 

expense of both time and sometimes money. When—as at the college—dis-

tribution requirements don’t exist, many students don’t take any science in 

their fi rst year; if departments don’t off er nonmajor courses then or later, those 

students are eff ectively separated from entire branches of human knowledge. 

Finally, when students expect to receive dramatically lower grades in science 

courses, a sizable number won’t take those courses, fearing their GPAs may be 

lowered. Under such conditions, science departments have in a sense created 

their own admission standards.

But if students outside the sciences are alienated from those fi elds, how do 

insiders feel? To explore the issue in a little more detail, we assembled a small 

group of science majors. When we asked about their studies, they quickly 

asserted that science students really are both diff erent and—they hesitated to 

say it directly—a bit superior to nonscience students.

Interviewer: How are science students diff erent?

Student No. 1: I should be nice.

Student No. 2: I guess in terms of skills, science majors defi nitely focus 

more on the quantitative data analysis . . . Yeah, I don’t want to be 

mean.

Interviewer: How are science majors diff erent?

Student No. 1: Well, for starters, I have eleven more hours of class time 

a week than a humanities major.

Student No. 3: Yeah, it’s really like taking an extra class with each lab.

Student No. 2: It’s kind of like two or three extra classes.

Th e students all agreed: science majors put in more time and work.
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Second, they regarded scientifi c thinking as more rigorous, more rule 

bound, demanding defi nite right and wrong answers: “In the sciences, you 

can be right about something, or wrong about something.” “Opinions don’t 

matter as much in science. [Even] when I have political discussions, I back 

up my data with a lot of statistical research to fi gure out why I believe in 

something like this.” “Th ere are rules,” compared with other fi elds: “It would 

bother me to talk about things day in and day out that don’t have a defi nite 

answer.” Th ese students value the empiricist rigor and evidentiary thinking 

that the sciences require.

Th ere’s clearly a moral judgment in their attitude. One student in our 

group explained.

Some people—I’m going to stereotype now—will say, “I’m a creative writ-

ing major. I don’t know what I want to do yet—maybe move to Europe for 

a few years, maybe try and go into journalism or something.”

I’m so horrifi ed [by this attitude]! I try not to bad-mouth them, and 

make them feel like crap, which I do sometimes. Some days [these non-

science students] get really angry at me, and honestly I don’t care—I have 

another four hour lab I gotta go to . . . I’m learning skills I’m going to have 

the rest of my life, and you’re talking about creative writing!

. . . In science, you’re either going to do research; you’re going to stay in 

academia; you’re going to a private company and do research for them; or 

you’re going into medicine, that’s pretty much it. You know that you will 

always have a job . . .

Even within the “Temple of Science” itself, as some refer to the lavish new 

building, students perceive a status hierarchy among the disciplines.15 Such 

distinctions are more joking than invidious, but they are distinctions none-

theless, refl ected in the occasional intimation that “certain departments don’t 

deserve to be in the Science Center.” “Deserve” here implies a level of accom-

plishment or legitimacy as yet unachieved. Even among the clearly “legiti-

mate disciplines,” competition continues: a biology major, for instance, spent 

a summer working in a chemistry lab.

Student: I always got a feel . . . that chem people feel themselves su-

perior over bio, for sure. We would always be, like, in the lunch room 

during research breaks. We’d be sitting there and one of the bio majors 

would walk by wearing shorts; and everyone in the Chem Department 

was like, “Oh, bio, that’s just weak, wearing shorts” and whatever, 
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because you can’t wear shorts in the [chemistry] lab. Th at was the 

biggest deal of the day! Th ey were mocking bio for the rest of the week 

because one of the researchers was wearing shorts . . .

Interviewer: Th ey don’t have to worry about wearing long pants be-

cause they’re not working with those chemicals?

Student: Right . . . If you’re in the lab, using chemicals, you have to 

wear long pants . . . You have to wear safety glasses and stuff . A lot of 

the safety stuff  is more relaxed in bio. And I feel the chemistry kids, 

they’re like . . .

Another student: Hard core!

Student: We’re intense because we have to wear all this safety protec-

tion all the time.

A biology student argued back.

I wish they would come up [to the bio labs] and deal with keeping work-

places sterile. Th at’s one of the biggest issues we have with microbiology, 

and doing it every day—keeping things sterile, keeping things, you know, 

uncontaminated—it’s a pain.

Th at summer we spent most of our time talking about other depart-

ments and [whether] we were cooler, which was uncomfortable for me be-

cause I was a biology major working in chemistry—still am.

At this point a psychology major jumped in: “Because I am a psych major, 

I feel like we get crapped on.” (Another: “Yep.”)

I think a lot of chemistry, biology, physics, neuroscience people especially, 

they just crap on us and say we don’t deserve to be in the Science Center . . .

[Psychology is] a lot more people-based, I guess kind of . . . [But] there’s 

defi nitely still that quantitative aspect as well as research reports, research 

and lab reports . . . Th ere’s defi nitely still a lot of hypothesis testing. It is 

still a science, although people do call it more of a social science. I get a lot 

of crap for that.

She went on to note that “psych majors are, I guess, less intense and kind of 

more relaxed.” (Another student: “Chem majors are crazy.”)

Prestige in science, as here described, is clearly connected to being “hard 

core” in terms of intellectual rigor, seriousness of purpose, and danger of lab 

work. “Th e intense science majors, like chemistry, are really superintense 

beasts. Th ey’re like, ‘Th is is what you’ve got to do!’ and a lot of them are 
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premed so that adds another layer .  .  . Th e premeds are very cutthroat .  .  . 

whereas psychology is a lot more, like, it’s nice and fun and laid back.”

Th e huge expense of science research and equipment also enhances pres-

tige: a professor in one of the lower status departments “.  .  . is going to be 

bringing in million-dollar machinery in the next few years or something like 

that, so he’s legit.” As a student noted “You also get to play with really, really 

expensive toys . . . Within your fi rst year of doing chemistry, you’re working 

on a multimillion-dollar instrument every week.”

But overall, the students based their respect for chemistry on its diffi  culty.

Student No. 2: In terms of the number of diffi  cult classes you have to 

take, chemistry is possibly the hardest.

Student No. 1: You have to take Orgo I; you have to take Orgo II; you 

have to take P-chem; you have to take either Advanced Organic or 

Advanced P-chem.

Student No. 2: And Super Lab! . . . Super Lab is a really intense lab 

techniques course, and it’s a lot of time, and it’s super hard.

Student No. 1: I think if you could make a list of the top fi ve most 

feared classes on campus—one of them would be Psych Stats, P-chem, 

Super Orgo, Super Lab, and the other Orgo. Th at’s how many chem-

istry majors have to take, but nonscience majors have more electives, 

hence easier classes.

“Th e most feared courses.” Prestige here refl ects danger, of hard work, of 

“brutal” standards, of being “hard core”—a kind of academic machismo, ste-

reotypically masculine. So where do women fi t into this world? In the Science 

Center itself, one student noticed, the physical location of departments from 

the basement up to the third fl oor actually seems arranged by gender of stu-

dents: “As you go up, the ratio of guys to girls fl ips . . . I know one, there’s one 

or two female physics majors [in the basement labs]; . . . it’s virtually all guys. 

[On the fi rst fl oor] chemistry has a few girls, but it’s still mostly guys. And 

bio [on the second fl oor] is fairly even, and psych [on the third fl oor] is mostly 

girls . . .” Location in a building is probably fortuitous, but it’s no accident that 

the proportion of women in diff erent fi elds varies in relation to the centrality 

of human beings as the subject of study: very heavy in psychology, medium in 

biology, and almost nil, for instance, in physics.

Women also seem more concerned than men with the quality of teachers in 

their courses, more infl uenced by the grades they received, and less committed 
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to any particular major or even career track. Th ree examples from our pan-

elists illustrate the point. Sheena initially planned to major in psychology, 

but she took the introductory course and “realized I could not do that for the 

rest of my life.” Another discipline’s introductory course she found to be “not 

necessarily bad, it’s just taught terribly and doesn’t give you any motivation to 

learn anything. Th e professor on the fi rst day was like, ‘I don’t like teaching 

. . . I’d rather be doing research.’” In still another science the professor was 

“horrible, horrible . . . he can’t teach.” Eventually she found Professor Grand. 

“He was just a brilliant man, and when I declared my major he was chair of 

the department .  .  . He was just a great inspiration.” Her teacher and then 

mentor was crucial in her selection of fi elds.

Men, on the other hand, seemed more committed to disciplines than 

to teachers. Joe started on a premed track. After receiving a C- in Organic 

Chemistry, he realized that medical school would not be an option. But he 

didn’t change his major. He liked science, no longer worried about his GPA, 

and eventually graduated with a science major and went to law school. Sim-

ilarly, from the beginning Jay was committed to studying physics. Initially 

there were big lectures, but he didn’t mind. He appreciated good teachers and 

advisors along the way but they didn’t aff ect his choice of courses or major; in 

that sense, he didn’t really care whether they were good. With decent grades 

throughout, he completed college and entered a career in which his intel-

lectual strengths were rare and highly valued.16 Th e gender diff erence might 

suggest that anyone interested in attracting more women to science should 

consider the role of teacher quality, especially in introductory courses.17 Once 

missed, that chance won’t come again.

Th e challenge of attracting students to science has not been lost on policy 

makers and concerned faculty. Since the late 1980s, a “research-based” model 

of undergraduate science education, encouraged by the National Science 

Foundation as well as by private foundations, and enthusiastically embraced 

by many science faculties, has enjoyed prestige as the preferred pedagogical 

method. Science magazine itself, the Journal of the American Association for 

the Advancement of Science, regularly promotes what it calls a “hands-on” 

model of “doing real research,” in which students are taught to “think like 

a scientist” and are introduced, via “investigatory labs,” to the “excitement 

of research.” Such language consistently dominates conversations about the 

natural sciences in liberal arts institutions such as the college. Promising to 

reverse widely perceived declines in scientifi c knowledge and interest among 
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students, research-based education borrows from the prestige of “being a 

published scholar” to entice students into the lab. More broadly, the model 

has been expanded by some colleges to include senior projects, independent 

studies, and sometimes summer internships or research apprenticeships; it has 

expanded into the social sciences and, a bit haltingly, into the humanities. 

Studies published in Science and elsewhere suggest that the educational bene-

fi ts to students who actually participate are substantial.

Participation, however, can’t be taken for granted; the problem is that most 

students don’t participate in the fi rst place. For average college students, we 

suspect that research-based teaching won’t work. It takes as its implied task 

the preprofessional training of scientists rather than general dissemination of 

knowledge about the natural world. Students are treated as if they are headed 

for careers as research scientists, an assumption that for the vast majority of 

American undergraduates is obviously incorrect. It can easily reinforce the 

notion that science is only for future scientists. If departments pour all of their 

energy into research-based training, they may unwittingly be abandoning the 

vast range of undergraduates, some of whom might potentially become in-

terested in science, and all of whom need some basic scientifi c education. It 

would leave most college graduates woefully ignorant of the biology of repro-

duction; the evidence for global climate change; the basics of health, nutri-

tion, and human physiology; fundamental knowledge of what genetics, and 

evolution, and stem cells are—the list goes on. In eff ect, research-based ped-

agogy could confi rm the isolation of the natural sciences from most Ameri-

can undergraduates. It may be—although this is itself debatable—the correct 

approach for attracting and developing research scientists. When adopted by 

masterful undergraduate teachers, as it has been in many places, the model 

works quite well. But we suspect it does little to solve the broader problem of 

inadequate science education for the great majority of college students.

In facing a serious college science curriculum, the average graduate of the 

average high school encounters a daunting array of intellectual and motiva-

tional challenges: the inescapable need for precision; an emphasis on mem-

orization of a large number of facts; the nonhuman scale of scientifi c topics 

(from the submicroscopic to the literally astronomical); the heavy emphasis on 

methods and techniques over perhaps more intrinsically interesting content; 

and the simultaneous manipulation of multiple abstract concepts. Successful 
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science majors know they are diff erent: “I feel like I go to the Science Center 

University,” said one. Th e imposing building, its departments, and its students 

almost comprise a college within the college, with its own higher standards, 

more demanding workloads, and—certainly from science students’ point of 

view—a deservedly higher place on the academic prestige ladder. For every-

one else, across the nation, poor high school preparation, curricular structures 

that preclude late entry, and a culture (reinforced by tremendous pressure on 

faculty) in which research holds such great importance may conspire to leave 

too many students out. Th ey then graduate with a substantive ignorance of the 

natural sciences, a sense of personal inadequacy to the task, and a lingering 

and probably lifelong feeling of baffl  ement in the face of numbers, data, or any 

information about how nature works. Th e problem here is not with the elite 

standards of science programs. It’s that too few students actually encounter 

and then meet those standards.

Study Abroad

In our panel, virtually every student who studied abroad praised the experience; 

many, in fact, cited it as their single most valuable educational activity in college. 

Like majoring in the natural sciences, study abroad is an “elite” or special expe-

rience reserved for a minority of college students, although here the selection 

criteria are less academic than fi nancial. Students at wealthier colleges—and 

this group overlaps with the most selective—are far more likely to study abroad. 

In 2009, only about 15 percent of American college students studied abroad 

during their college careers, but at wealthier schools such as the college that 

number is approaching 45–50 percent or even higher. While most students na-

tionally will certainly never be able to aff ord the yearlong experiences of many 

students at the college, understanding the benefi ts of study abroad might help 

us fi nd ways, at a smaller scale, to replicate the experience more cheaply.18

Study abroad exemplifi es, in a diff erent context, the fundamental principle 

of our book: college works best by bringing students together with the right 

people at the right time. Residential college juniors have already lived away 

from home for several years, formed new friendships and found teachers in a 

new and somewhat unstructured situation. Many have studied a foreign lan-

guage and can thus solve at least basic living problems in another country. Th e 

college helps them select a country (Czech Republic, Costa Rica, Th ailand, 
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etc.) and fi nd a well-run program. Th e language departments in particular 

off er a clear pathway, providing structure and support, and making logistics 

easy. (Th e college’s own programs in France, Spain, and China, for instance, 

are quite organized and academically rigorous.)

Friends and prior commitments to programs are also important in the de-

cision to go abroad. For some students, yes, the choice refl ects an educational 

goal of broadening one’s view, expanding horizons. But the specifi cs—where 

to go, when, for how long—are shaped by language programs, and by one’s 

friends. Students with double majors, locked into a sizable number of re-

quired courses, can’t aff ord the time away. Athletes heavily committed to their 

teams—or whose coaches, needing their talent, pressure them to stay—often 

decide not to go, almost always to their eventual regret. Occasionally students 

with romantic involvements stay on campus as well. “I was dating someone 

who went to a diff erent school than me, but had come to the region to be close 

to me . . . And I felt some sort of responsibility . . . to show the same kind 

of commitment . . .” (Alan, junior). Relationships already formed (academic, 

athletic, romantic) increase or hinder the chances of taking this one major 

opportunity, which students will most likely never have again in their lives.

Going abroad is a bit like starting college again—a major life change, re-

quiring signifi cant adaptation to a completely new environment. It requires 

self-reliance in overcoming fears of social rejection, looking foolish, being 

alone—all the fears once overcome in the freshman year—and beyond that, 

fears of being lost, getting sick, or even being kidnapped. It demands new 

skills: workable mastery of a foreign language (although the most popular 

destinations are in fact English-speaking countries, where that’s not the prob-

lem), settling into an apartment without the immediate assistance of parents 

or college staff , getting one’s own food, learning to travel in a diff erent soci-

ety—and just adaptation to local customs and conditions.

While I was in [Vietnam], it was very hard. I didn’t speak the language . . . 

there were all these bugs, the food was disgusting to me . . . and it was hot. 

(Cynthia, junior)

It is a new world to some extent—a dramatic, maybe scary, and memorable 

reconfi guring of everyday life.19

I just couldn’t believe seeing a group of fi fth graders standing outside at 

noon with their lunch smoking cigarettes. And it’s very, very fashionable 
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. . . the typical French stereotype. With my friends on the subway, if we were 

speaking in English, we were so much louder than any French group—and 

the image of Americans is very noisy, loud, disruptive. In a French café, 

everybody can be having a conversation, but you can’t hear a word. And if 

an American walks in, everybody in the café can hear what they’re having 

to say . . . (Jen, senior)

Entering a new culture entails not just a few isolated tasks set against a back-

drop of fi xed, known routines, as they were back in college (“Now I’ll take 

calculus; it’s next in the sequence and it’s required for physics”). It’s an entire 

package of dramatically new experiences and challenges, coming all at once. 

When the transition works—and relatively few students give up entirely and 

go home—students feel a tremendous gain in self-confi dence. “I go to a big 

city today in the United States and I feel like it is a piece of cake” (Downey 

report). To simply survive, one has to expand perspectives and mature: “I grew 

six years in six months.”

I was forced to be independent in a place I wasn’t familiar with. I had to 

fi nd my own place to live, had to fi nd out where to get my food, and I had 

to fi gure out how I would make the 40-minute walk from my housing to 

the university. It changed how confi dent I am in being able to do things 

that I am not familiar with and knowing that I can do those things. (A 

male student who spent a semester in South Africa on an SIT program. 

Downey report)

I didn’t come home for an entire year. My parents visited me once or twice; 

but aside from that, I was on my own for a year in a foreign country, you 

know, 3,500 miles from home . . .

I had already had the academic discipline, that wasn’t really—that wasn’t 

a problem. I needed a social discipline to be able to take care of myself, you 

know. Like, I had—essentially, like an apartment; so I had to like take care 

of bills, and all that. I kind of had to grow up a little bit. (Ruttiger, senior)

Study abroad is, in some ways, a foreshadowing of life after college, life on 

one’s own. For many students, it will be their only major college activity lived 

with (initially) no friends or acquaintances. It requires meeting new people, 

rapidly learning things about one’s new surroundings, and reorganizing one’s 

daily life.

Almost all who go abroad fi nd returning to college a diffi  cult challenge, 

a kind of reverse culture shock. Returnees feel “too mature for this,” recoil 
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at the silliness in undergraduate life, frequently say to themselves, “Why am 

I here?”20 Th eir friendships are not the same; often their social circles have 

moved on, and many returnees never again feel fully integrated into the col-

lege. It’s probably part of an unavoidable growing away from the provinciali-

ties of the college, and of the country, too.

It was hard coming back to the States, period. It was, I—there was more 

culture shock on the way back than going there. Because going [to China], 

I was prepared for it to be somewhat totally diff erent. Like all those things 

that we don’t like to talk about—being American, eating too much beef, the 

servings that we eat. It’s mostly food for me, I got nauseous; I came back 

and saw hamburgers, and it made me nauseous because [food is] so much 

healthier there. (George, junior)

But all say, nonetheless, that the experience was crucial and valuable.

Even though study abroad for a year is prohibitively expensive for most 

college students, some of the benefi ts—the exposure to other cultures, the 

“real-world” connections with academic work, even the “on-your-own” chal-

lenge—might be replicable, at a smaller scale, in fi eld trips to “real-world” 

sites, service-learning projects, or internships. We know professors at mod-

estly funded colleges who organize trips abroad—one or two weeks—that, 

with good planning, can be managed even on tight budgets, with tremendous 

benefi ts to the students. Even with exposure to a foreign culture, the diff er-

ence between “never” and “ever” is huge—a single, relatively brief trip can be 

not only enlightening but a great motivator for further exploration as well.

Why Do Students Learn?

From these various examples—writing, speaking, critical thinking, science, 

study abroad—what might we conclude about learning in college? First, it 

seems that many “college” skills (writing, speaking, organizing, time man-

agement) are not really esoteric. Teachers of both writing and speaking don’t 

need much special expertise to instruct students; the goal is solid basic crafts-

manship, not artistic fl uency. Most teachers at the college, from what stu-

dents told us, don’t fuss over the technical language of English syntax, nor do 

most students learn public speaking through the formal study of rhetoric. It’s 

not that detailed technique doesn’t matter, but rather that such technique is 
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easily available—in books, from teachers, on the Web, or by simply imitating 

work already done. For speaking especially, students need to be comfortable, 

organized, and clear; this alone puts them well ahead of their peers in the 

general population. In the case of critical thinking, while diff erent disciplines 

certainly teach elaborate analytic skills, the valuable lessons taken from them 

seem more generalized than professional: learning how to establish causal 

relations, how to evaluate evidence, and how to draw conclusions from a vari-

ety of data. In the fi ne arts and natural sciences, techniques certainly receive 

greater emphasis, but for most students, the arcana of a specifi c fi eld are less 

important than the general lessons learned from mastering them. Students 

benefi t most from teachers who are professionally competent, but more im-

portantly who simply pay attention, try to improve students’ work, and take 

the time to talk with them—in a word, teachers who care about the subject 

and the students.

Second, students come to understand that methods of writing, speaking, 

and even thinking can, in fact, be learned. College students fi nd that there 

are clear steps one can take to produce better papers; that writing is always 

done for a particular audience; and that while it may take a good deal of eff ort, 

there’s no magic to constructing a solid, clear, understandable written argu-

ment. Similarly, in public speaking many realize that with a bit of practice 

and a few basic techniques (“make eye contact,” “don’t read your talk,” “don’t 

juggle multiple topics”) they can actually improve rather quickly.

Th ird, students don’t think all skills are equally learnable. Statistical anal-

yses of thousands of seniors’ responses to survey questions, and fi ndings from 

our interviews, showed this quite clearly. For instance, as we’ve said, students 

think that writing is very learnable—it’s a craft, and with some basic tech-

niques and hard work, almost anyone can do it reasonably well. Public speak-

ing is learnable too, but some people have more natural ease or talent with 

it. Finally, quantitative skills (as well as scientifi c savvy) are, in the eyes of 

students at the college, essentially a gift—you either have them or you don’t. 

Remarkably, even math majors believe this—although this may only hold in 

America, where “math phobia” is widespread. Th is threefold pattern precisely 

matches the college’s varying emphases: work on writing is absolutely un-

avoidable; public speaking is readily available although rarely required; quan-

titative work can mostly be avoided.

Finally, notice how in every case, connecting with, or relating to, a fairly spe-

cifi c audience is central; and the most motivating audience seems to be a face-to-face 
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audience. Scholars of teaching have long known that the more rapid the feed-

back, the better; and there’s nothing more immediate than feedback from a 

live audience. Th is is because interactions—the more immediate the better—

engage people emotionally, and motivate them to act and to change. Oral 

examinations, public talks, theatre or dance performances, and singing all 

entail an immediate exposure to an audience’s response, so they are power-

fully motivating.

College works when it provides a thick environment of constant feedback, 

driven by the establishment and maintenance of social relationships. Do I fi t in 

with my peers? Will the English teacher, or other students, think I’m stupid? 

Am I up to the science standards? Am I valued and respected? In almost every 

case we’ve found, the strongest motivation to work on basic skills comes from 

an emotionally based face-to-face relationship with specifi c other people—for 

instance, the one-on-one writing tutorial with a respected professor who cares 

about this student’s work. Speaking improves under the immediate social fear 

of embarrassment—either of talking in front of a class, or of performing in an 

oral exam, or of talking in front of one’s peers in a seminar. Serious, engaged 

consideration of ethical issues arises when students have personal confl icts 

with peers. Such fundamental motivators work in education as they do any-

where else, and the college that wants to educate its students will tap and 

use them. Th e “college eff ect” we found in student writing—that is, writing 

improved quickly in the fi rst year, even without technical instruction—results 

from students’ freshman-year eff ort simply to fi t in, to “make the grade.” Th ey 

haven’t necessarily learned more; they’re just trying harder, and trying works. 

It’s a concerted eff ort to “ join the group” in the face of overwhelming, con-

stant feedback from other people.

Th e concept of “skills,” then, artifi cially isolates one element of a much larger 

organization of living activities. Learning fundamental skills is not simply 

about picking up little boxes of techniques and rules (“keep paragraphs to one 

topic; use parallel sentences for parallel ideas”). It’s about relating, and want-

ing to relate, to this teacher, these peers, this college, or, for students studying 

abroad, to the natives of this (very diff erent) country. Writing is really about 

clarifying one’s ideas for others, asserting one’s conclusion, and respecting 

one’s audience. Public speaking calls for a deep, comfortable knowledge of the 

subject and some ease with standing up in front of a group. Critical thinking 

is less about the details of data analysis and more about the willingness—even 
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courage—to challenge others’ arguments. And just as clearly, when students 

don’t care about relating to others in these ways, learning stops.

Students best learn skills in a supportive community, with relationships 

that value and encourage those students and those skills. Th e real people in-

volved—not the abstract “programs”—are crucial.



7

Finishing

Th e best part of it is not from classes. It’s coming from 

just a whole college experience: learning to live on your 

own, learning to take care of yourself, learning to live on 

your own schedule, and learning to budget your time, 

and learning to meet new people and deal with your 

relationships and new issues. Because at college, you learn 

something new the fi rst day you walk on the campus.

(Keith, junior)

For students at the college, senior year is a time of pride and fear—pride 

at having surmounted the challenges and learned so much; fear at the ap-

proaching end of this phase of one’s life, and of being forced (unless graduate 

school intervenes) to fi nally face the “real world” with its shocking shortage of 

safety nets. It’s a time of transition, a bit like when they fi rst came to college, 

of leaving one world and entering another. It’s also a time for summing up, for 

realizing what one has gained.

Th eir immediate challenge is to remain fully engaged in the present. Most 

seniors have outgrown the college social scene; they have mastered the tech-

niques of college work and college play; those who went abroad almost cer-

tainly feel a bit too old. It seems to them juvenile to gossip about dorm life, to 

troll the parties looking for hookups or even for the light thrills of drunken 

fl irtation, or to win points by impressing freshmen. As incoming students, 

they were eager to learn the tricks—where do you get alcohol if you are under 

twenty-one? Which parties are the best (and worst)? Who teaches the easy 

courses? But for seniors, these tricks have lost their magic.
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You get to a certain point, the social sort of options are limited .  .  . You 

know, you’re going to the same bars and the parties . . . not that you feel 

above it, but you’re looking at new people at these parties and—they’re only 

freshmen! You’re kind of thinking, “Wow, this has sort of been going on for 

the last three years.” Maybe you’re ready for something diff erent, maybe a 

little bit more sophisticated. (Jay, alumnus)

Seniors told us that college social life itself has become “dull” or “boring,” but, 

of course, it is they who have changed.

I’ve done everything here, you know. I’ve hung out a lot. I’ve—I’ve played 

all the games, you know: I’ve played the drinking game, and I’ve played 

the sports game, I’ve played the student game . . . I’ve played the being lazy 

game, and I’ve played the being a hard worker game. And [now] . . . I’m 

ready to set the world on fi re. (Alexandra, senior)

Trying to stay engaged, some seniors reach out to explore new areas they’ve 

never studied before—take a fi rst course in philosophy or dance, maybe, or try 

that geology professor everyone says is so great. More reliably, senior research 

projects and theses build on students’ academic interests and allow them to 

“show what I can do,” often on a project of their own choosing. Th eses can 

require students to undertake a major synthesis of skills to meet a range of 

challenges over the course of a term or an entire year.

I did a thesis in physics, and it was really a project that was sort of beyond 

me . . . It took a lot of . . . confi dence to work through the various problems 

that they threw at me . . . It allowed me to realize that, you know, the sub-

ject matter and the diffi  culty of it really don’t matter when you’re trying to 

put together a project or accomplish a goal. (Jay, alumnus)

Our panelists enjoyed pulling together all of their skills in an “authentic” proj-

ect that mirrored to some extent what they imagine “real-world” work to be 

like—managing their own time, working together with other professionals, 

and producing and presenting their results at the end.

Looking back, I’d say that [the most important activity in college was] the 

relationships I formed with professors and doing a thesis at the end, the 

small group work, and completing the thesis . . . Wrapping up four years 
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of studying and learning, that was probably the best experience. (Sarah, 

alumna)

Th e thesis project seems to illuminate the relevance of the major and what’s 

been learned from it. More than that, a successful thesis can synthesize all of 

the gains a student has made while at the college.

Contemporary critics of higher education tend to talk as if skills, espe-

cially those readily measurable around the time of graduation, are the pri-

mary benefi t of a college education. But that’s a very limited view. In fact, 

diff erent colleges produce a host of diff erent positive results: technical skills, 

historical knowledge, personal and organizational connections, deeper re-

ligious faith, military training, intellectual awakening, cultural awareness, 

and others. (We’re looking here only at primary outcomes—gains that are 

carried intrinsically by the graduates, not those accrued secondarily such as 

jobs, income, families, etc.) Th e college is a particular institution with its 

own specifi c mix of results. As they graduate and leave the college, students 

talk about at least three diff erent kinds of positive results: skills, confi dence, 

and relationships.

Skills

To the general public today, the purpose of college is to impart skills that will 

enable students to become productive members of society, skills that point to 

an imagined future in some kind of job. Explicitly or not, selective liberal arts 

institutions such as the college train students in the skills of the upper middle 

or professional class: these include analyzing data, compiling and making sense 

of diff erent kinds of information, and fi nding general patterns amidst multi-

ple situations; communicating with diff erent groups of people via writing and 

speaking, in both standard and specialized English; and working eff ectively 

with others while organizing tasks and managing one’s own work, sometimes 

over long periods of time with little oversight. Th ese practices are built into the 

weekly or semester-long routines of students at the college. In specifi c ways, 

the Big Th ree academic skills—writing, speaking, and critical thinking—in fact 

habituate students to the management and leadership of others. For instance:
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Writing. Writing requires a willingness to present one’s views and knowl-

edge to an audience. At the college, students are routinely required to “make 

an argument,” using declarative topic sentences and assembling arguments 

and evidence for their positions. Th rough the college’s writing-intensive pro-

gram, students become accustomed to expressing themselves in a clear, or-

ganized fashion—appropriate for persuading others, giving directions, and 

managing large group activities.

Well, I know how to write a paper, which I did not know when I came here.

And I feel like that’s a symbol of something bigger, as far as being able 

to think about things in a very organized way—like being able to sort your 

thoughts, and put them into categories, and make them neat so you can 

show them to somebody else, and be like, “Well, this is what I think.” 

(Madeline, senior)

Two years after graduating, Cynthia expressed the same point well.

Writing [helped my thinking], you know—the central idea, your support-

ing ideas, where the supporting ideas come from, and how to move between 

them and particularly when we came to the conclusion .  .  . Th at kind of 

thinking was not a thing that I learned in high school; it was a thing I 

learned in college . . . (Cynthia, alumna)

Alums fi nd that writing well really is a rare skill in the outside world.

I am shocked at the number of people I come across in my area of work that 

can’t write . . . What seems very basic and elementary to me, they can’t do 

. . . Like—write a memo and have it make sense; having it be organized, 

and make a very strong argument in, like, a one-page memo. Th ey can’t 

do it. Just overall structure and grammar! People aren’t very good writers. 

(Kathleen, alumna)

Although students learn to write for diff erent audiences, the styles they 

learn are not informal or off beat, aimed at fi tting into local groups or idio-

syncratic subcultures. College writing emphasizes standard English, widely 

used around the world, employing shared idioms and syntax, so that anyone 

who knows English—anyone in the world—can understand the message. It’s 

about giving information and instructions to many people of varying back-

grounds. Th ese are not the skills of low-level service workers, whose words 
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are scripted out on computer screens or in training manuals, whose actions 

are monitored by closed-circuit cameras and tracked by computer-keystroke 

monitoring. And the requirement, so common in freshman writing classes at 

the college, to “state a thesis”—to make a judgment—by its very nature forces 

students to stake out, for the moment, a leadership position.

Public Speaking. Speaking in public, both in the give-and-take of seminars and 

in more public talks, similarly requires a willingness to unambiguously claim a 

leadership position—a situation in which rejection can be instantaneous.

Th e presentation requirement [in a seminar] . . . was tough, but you learn 

a lot about your weaknesses, and you learn a lot about your strengths . . .

Feeling comfortable in a big group of people is really important because 

if you can do that, you can really do anything .  .  . If you understand the 

material, you can, you can talk about it with large groups of people . . . Th at 

confi dence is invaluable. (Tom, senior)

When students practice speaking, alumni tell us, they gain both skills and 

confi dence that are invaluable in their working careers. A person who is will-

ing and able to speak up clearly and persuasively rapidly rises to the top of 

many groups.

Critical Th inking. Critical thinking, too, prepares one for leadership, for mak-

ing informed decisions. Consider what concretely happens in the classrooms 

of schools like the college. Students routinely examine diffi  cult texts, making 

sense of them, scrutinizing and evaluating the arguments put forth by some 

of the most intelligent people who have ever lived, and their successors in the 

disciplines: Plato, Dostoevsky, Adam Smith, Rene Descartes, Charles Darwin, 

Karl Marx, Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud .  .  . Over and over, liberal arts 

students must engage with the ideas of committed, highly skilled writers and 

thinkers, artists and scientists. Th ey become habituated to thinking about very 

big issues, and to debating those issues with informed opponents, both those 

physically present and those “virtually” there on the printed page. Furthermore, 

many discussions in liberal arts classes (literature, philosophy, history) are in es-

sence about ethics—about what should be done, and about the inevitable trade-

off s involved—the kind of discussions leaders routinely engage in.

Such critical thinking, as we’ve suggested, is more than a skill; it can be-

come a lifetime practice, and even a commitment to identifying as a certain 

kind of person.
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Some people are willing to be a functionary and just do things the way that 

they’ve already established . . . Other people are confi dent enough in their 

ability to analyze the problems with a diff erent set of standard operating 

procedures, or whatever it is, that they can fi gure out and improve it.

[For me,] the persuasive aspect may have come from the creative writing 

[classes]; the confi dence and analytical skills probably came from the phi-

losophy classes . . . the ability to analyze diff erent conceptualizations of the 

same thing. (James, alumnus)

Finally, students learn the conventions of fair debate and discussion that allow 

one to win a debate while preserving the underlying relationship.

You get into friendly debates with people that are always going to challenge 

your beliefs and your values. I don’t think you can value your beliefs [at the 

college] without being able to have some way to back those up, because 

someone will come along and probably will challenge you . . . I just remem-

ber something I said because [my friend] went off  for, like, three hours on 

every single topic. And we both argued until we were blue in the face . . . 

(Anne, senior)

Th ough few students will learn these things formally, the numerous oppor-

tunities they have to speak and debate, to participate in class discussion, and 

to see other students debate (expertly or poorly—both can be instructive) will 

feed into their latent understanding of how to navigate contentious and crit-

ical meetings.

Seen up close, there’s nothing mystical about how college skills become in-

grained. Th eir practice is routine, daily, built in as part of the schedule. Writ-

ing, for instance, is structurally and culturally central to the college’s program. 

Admission literature emphasizes it; students choose to apply and attend in 

part because of that emphasis; many faculty enjoy teaching writing-intensive 

courses; the entire program is supported by both students and the faculty. As 

part of the inescapable academic component of attending the college, students 

must write a lot and become reasonably profi cient at it.

In the series of challenges that is college, students keep learning new 

things, overcoming hurdles, one after another. Advanced courses are de-

signed to be more diffi  cult than introductory courses. Th e sequentiality of 

majors is consciously intended to strengthen students’ abilities year by year. 

Even when programs aren’t linearly sequential, good advising and course se-

lection can help to insure that students each year do things they couldn’t do 

the year before.
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Th is accumulating skill development in college seems to operate at most 

institutions. In their nationwide study of college outcomes, Pascarella and 

Terenzini fi nd “evidence to suggest that the undergraduate experience pro-

vides cognitive skills that increase one’s capacity for lifelong learning and con-

tinuing intellectual development. Overall, the trends in intellectual growth 

shaped by the undergraduate experience continue on the same trajectory after 

college,” though such trajectories “depend to a substantial extent on the degree 

of intellectual stimulation and challenge in the post-college lives of alumni.”1

Ideally, skills become self-reinforcing, improving over time. Reading, for in-

stance, can become enjoyable in itself. When students are assigned interesting 

books and articles, then they become more likely to read for the rest of their 

lives. Th e greater potential benefi ts of college may lie not just in learning discrete 

skills, but in acquiring the habits and attitudes that support learning and make it 

intrinsically enjoyable. Th is is one reason why measuring student achievement at 

the end of a course, or even at the end of college, doesn’t really work: it leaves out 

the far more important long-term results. A narrow focus on the short term can 

lower student motivation—love of learning—which really matters more in the 

long run. If a college does its work well, its best results won’t be evident for years.

Confi dence

As students improve their skills and master the series of challenges named in 

our chapter titles, they gain confi dence. Our alumni panelists almost unani-

mously felt that they acquired a noticeably increased feeling of what psychol-

ogists call effi  cacy—a belief that their own actions work, particularly (but not 

only) in the specifi c skills they mastered.

I’ve just become a stronger person. I know what my interests are; I know my 

personality; I know myself a lot better. I think I’m stronger . . . knowing 

that I can go abroad to Paris not speaking perfect French, and sit in a class-

room full of French students . . .

[I learned] how to prioritize and juggle so many diff erent things: every 

day [in my job] I’m going to work, I’m juggling a ton of priorities, I’m on the 

phone with customers right then and there, helping out my staff , planning 

long-term strategy. Your brain is in a million diff erent places, and you have 

to learn how to prioritize and juggle. [Th e college] teaches that extremely 

well. I had an internship; I was a lifeguard on the swim team; and with all 
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my classes, it was a lot to juggle. You really, really learn how to prioritize. 

(Claire, alumna)

[College faculty] kind of push you to do interesting things. For example, 

getting a grant . . . I never really thought about it until my professor was 

like, “Why don’t you go for a grant, and do research this summer?” “Oh, 

OK.” Just stuff  like that . . . like taking Chinese! Like, I never really thought 

I would be able to do Chinese and study abroad. (Maudie, alumna)

My [football] coach said, “John, we need you to be more vocal.” Th at was 

very hard for me, to break out of that shell and help my younger teammates 

.  .  . I was defi nitely forced to kind of reach out and introduce myself to 

people . . . And that transferred over into the workforce where, you know, 

I see people I’m not necessarily working with—I’ll go out of my way and 

say, “Hello, my name is John, and you know, I’m working next to you . . .” 

(John, alumnus)

I’ve learned, if you can stay calm and go through something in your head 

before you act it out, you’re way ahead of anybody who just gets frantic and 

panics, and tries to do too many things at once . . . You have twenty things 

of homework to do. If you can just sit down and do it, one by one, instead of 

just start pulling your hair out, it goes a lot easier . . . If you’re driving your 

car and you get lost, instead of just making crazy turns, you know, pull over 

and ask directions! (Jim, junior)

Th e confi dence comes from trying and learning new things in a relatively 

low-risk setting. Just as pilots learn to fl y in simulators that let them pretend to 

deal with emergencies without catastrophic results if they fail, students prac-

tice living away from home, with no parents or close friends nearby; running 

a club or editing a newspaper; joining an intramural team; giving a talk, start-

ing a relationship, maybe living abroad. College is a place almost designed 

for such eff orts, in which failure has relatively little cost; not much long-term 

damage is done. Internships or service-learning opportunities provide some-

thing similar. People who don’t attend college face new challenges too, and 

bigger ones. But they may have too much “skin in the game,” working in 

settings (a job, for instance) where failure imposes real cost, with lasting dam-

age. Such conditions don’t encourage experimentation or risk taking. College, 

though, lampooned as a “bubble,” or as “not the real world,” is supposed to be 

a bubble—a protected environment in which to try things out. It’s almost a 

program to enhance self-esteem: progressively more diffi  cult challenges, with 

clear feedback but little real downside risk.
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I don’t think I’m the bravest person .  .  . I needed atmospheres which are 

open and supportive, and the kind where if you fail, you fail; and then you 

try something new . . . to be able to sort of get my foothold . . . I was much 

more timid about trusting people, about new situations, about taking risks 

all over, not just academically.

But [by] joining new things, and volunteering for things . . . I’m [now] 

much bolder in the things I’m willing to try; I’m much more articulate 

in the things I believe; and I’m much more trusting and adaptable in my 

friendships with people because I have a better—I have a better hold on me. 

(Judy, junior)

Amy directly attributed her intellectual confi dence to how she was 

treated—lifted up, really—by her professors.

Th ere’s a certain poise, a sense of self that I developed while I was there . . . 

[It comes from] being treated like—sort of like an equal in a way, more like 

a colleague than being condescended to by professors. I think that’s really 

important; being viewed as a fellow intellectual, if you will. And carrying 

that into the real world, I think that you can continue to believe that ev-

eryone will perceive you that way. And when you believe that people will 

perceive you that way, they do. (Amy, alumna)

Confi dence—justifi ed or not—is a valuable job and life skill that can measur-

ably improve one’s mental and even physical health.2

[Th e college] prepared you to interact with the rest of the world and be a 

strong advocate for yourself and your views. I see people, all the time, where 

they’ll just roll over because somebody smarter than them, higher up than 

them, says, “Th is is what’s going to be.” Where I feel [the college] helped 

enable a rebellious streak . . . and to have that opinion come across intelli-

gently . . . (Brandon, alumnus)

Social confi dence tends to increase among college students nationwide, 

as Pascarella and Terenzini conclude: “Solid evidence indicates that students 

make statistically signifi cant freshman- to senior-year gains in leadership 

abilities, popularity, and social self-confi dence. Th ese gains are apparent in 

longitudinal studies of large, nationally representative samples, even when 

controls are in place for students’ precollege characteristics.”3

Even if the confi dence is misplaced, it can have positive eff ects.
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Th e kind of people that I associated with gave me more confi dence, which 

is kind of double edged . . . You’re under this notion that you’re something 

special, and you really aren’t . . . that was the bad part. Th e good part is that 

. . . you’re among people who are striving to be leaders and success stories 

. . . All my professors pushed me to do my best work. And that’s really a 

mindset that they ingrain in you . . . [But] you get out in the real world, and 

realize . . . not everyone has that certain ingrained mindset. (Jay, alumnus)

Relationships

“Friendships” may well be the most frequently mentioned positive result of 

attending the college, with “relationships with professors” and improved writ-

ing not far behind. Th roughout this book we’ve emphasized the central im-

portance of these face-to-face relationships in the undergraduate experience. 

Finding friends is a prerequisite to a student remaining in school; responding 

to professors’ personalities is important in choosing courses and majors; be-

longing or not to friendship groups shapes choices to go abroad, remain on 

teams, engage in extracurriculars, and so on.

Relationships aff ect students intellectually as well as socially. Many stu-

dents told us, in detail, how close living with other college students eff ectively 

forced them to consider other points of view and to clearly express their own, 

even on the most important or personal beliefs.

I’ve never had a single [room] . . . I lived in a quad, and then a double, and 

then a double, and then I’m in a quad now. I think just by living with peo-

ple around, always around you, you’re constantly being challenged because, 

you know, you can’t just say something ignorant or stupid and get away 

with it when there’s other people there listening .  .  . You become more 

open-minded and more, you know, careful and, you know, less ignorant of 

others, how other people behave and interact. In classes, I think some of 

the statements I would have made in a class as a freshman, I would never, I 

would never say now . . . (Kim, senior)

Well, my roommate—who’s been my roommate for four years—is a Repub-

lican, so that’s been very interesting, because I’m very much a Democrat . . . 

She’s my best, closest friend here. But we very much diff er on things like 

abortion and gay marriage, and stuff  like that. So it’s sort of been interest-

ing to communicate and talk to someone who I defi nitely care about, but at 

the same time, like, “How can you think that?” (Laura, senior)
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I’ve hung out and just gotten into interesting discussions about, you know, 

the nature of God, and the nature of human nature, and political things, 

and how that all sort of ties together .  .  . It’s from those discussions, in 

particular with people who are very, very diff erent from me, that I’ve sort 

of been forced to fi nd words to articulate beliefs that are so private . . . but 

never was actually able to explain to anybody else. (Judy, junior)

More diff usely, friends shaped the experience by encouraging or discour-

aging a whole range of activities, for good or bad.

I defi nitely did what my friends were interested in . . . It was nice to have 

friends that were also econ majors; that helped in some of the classes I took. 

I took [economics classes] because . . . [friends] could help me with issues 

.  .  . I also wrote for [the student newspaper] .  .  . because my roommate 

freshman year had written for his high school newspaper and wanted to 

get involved.

I didn’t go abroad because none of my friends went abroad . . . My friends 

. . . shaped the decisions I made . . . (Keith, senior)

Sean, known among some professors as smart but not hardworking, reveal-

ingly told us that “none of my friends really spend a lot of time on academics 

or, like, studying, and I think that’s, that’s, like, fairly common throughout, 

you know, throughout the school. I think a lot of people can get away with not 

doing a lot of work” (Sean, junior). Such peer infl uence can, of course, be quite 

detrimental.4 Even so, our interviewees routinely praised the friendships they 

made and have maintained, often for years after college.

Close relationships aren’t the only human connection students want. As our 

discussion in Chapter 5 of extracurriculars, networks, and parties suggests, 

they regularly look for ways to fi nd acquaintances and thus join the larger 

community of the college. Th ey are looking for, and often fi nd, membership, a 

membership closely shaped by this particular institution.

Th e meaning of membership of course depends on the character of the 

particular institution one is joining. Th e college certainly has its own charac-

ter, which fi rst attracts and then shapes its students.5 Its size and location are 

crucial—a small, beautiful campus in the Northeast; the long, very cold win-

ters with the forced intimacy of long dark winter nights in a dorm; the rural 

seclusion of the campus, simultaneously derided and cherished. Th e students 



 F I N I S H I N G  145

are of traditional age and are predominantly middle and upper middle class. 

In an act of mutual selection, the college attracts (and picks) students who like 

and care about the campus aesthetics, the astonishing physical beauty. Th ere’s 

a “homey” feel to many dorms. Sociability, too, is highly prized in the much-

vaunted “friendliness” of the campus—although it would be going too far to 

say that everyone is friends with everyone, the campus environment is clearly 

an amiable one. Conviviality is rehearsed weekly at big parties. And intellec-

tual life here is valued, if not always the only priority—it’s a mark of status and 

capability that “I can do the work,” even if not always spending much time on 

it. Academics are taken quite seriously, but often as a job to be done well, not 

for a career in the academy or for the sheer joy of thinking and debating. Pub-

licly recognized achievement is clearly valued in admission standards, in the 

huge array of prizes and awards given, and in the alumni magazine. Financial 

pressures, while very real for some students, are at least not a daily or weekly 

problem; generous fi nancial aid packages allow a longer-term perspective, 

freeing up time for concentrating on academics and socializing.

Graduates then fi nd that they share attitudes about work and achievement; 

they share, too, the history of a lived-in commitment to certain ways of doing, 

thinking, playing, socializing, and working.

For instance, [the college] has very high educational standards . . . You can’t 

just walk into a class and get an A. You really have to work to get a decent 

grade. And not just work really hard, but really diff erentiate yourself from 

the other students in the class to get an A, or a top-level grade . . . When 

you’re in those classes, you know that those around you are probably on a 

similar level . . . You know that there’s going to be people challenging you 

there, intellectually. (Keith, alumnus)

Membership in this community confi rms that the graduate is not only the 

possessor of certain skills, but even a certain kind of person.

You don’t really recognize the infl uence or the signifi cance of [the college] 

until you’ve actually graduated. For instance, when I say, “Yeah, I went to 

[this] college,” you’re kind of thrown into this immediate group of “Well, 

he’s smart enough.” Th ey don’t second-guess your ability. (John, alumnus)

Institutions clearly diff er in what they practice and revere. At some, 

knowledge is seen as a means to an end—curing sick people, making money, 

enhancing one’s prestige—while at others it has value “in itself.” In some 
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colleges, students routinely cheat; in others they don’t; and across diff erent 

colleges, what counts as cheating varies quite widely, at least in the students’ 

minds.6 In some they work hard and enjoy it; in others they work hard and 

hate it; and in many they don’t work hard at all. At some colleges daily prayer 

is required; at others, marching in drill formations is. All of these college 

communities provide students, more or less, with a base of support: a viscer-

ally known place and institution showing that serious, good people act “this 

way,” whatever way that is, reminding students that they are not alone in 

believing one should do these things, and act this way. Employers, for their 

part, are exquisitely aware that diff erent colleges, in whatever fashion, turn 

out very diff erent kinds of graduates, so they favor graduates of the colleges 

whose style they like. West Point graduates have an advantage in the Army, 

in part because of the strong West Point network, but also in part because 

West Point graduates can be safely assumed to off er certain attitudes and 

habits that the Army wants to promote.

Colleges provide community support for diff erent values or even identities, 

and when an alma mater and its graduates stay connected (West Point and 

career Army offi  cers; Notre Dame and fans of the Fighting Irish) the grad-

uates will continue to rehearse those attitudes and values. A look through 

an alumni magazine might suggest what a college values, at least among its 

alumni: Does it glorify quirky, off beat types? Captains of industry? Solid 

members of the local community? Are the “class notes” in such a magazine a 

listing of achievements, prizes, and honors, or do they feature family events, 

or musings on personal developments? Are the lead articles about faculty 

research, or about the new buildings, or about controversies on campus? For 

many years there really was such a thing as a Yale Man; when alums tried to 

be a Yale (or Dartmouth) Man, they knew what it meant, and they tried to 

live that style. Many students entering college seek such an identity by virtue 

of their college choice, and some will fi nd it. We aren’t romanticizing this 

notion of “membership,” or saying that it always happens. But it’s certainly 

true, and sometimes implied by alums, that one’s attitudes can be reinforced 

by having belonged, and still belonging to, the community of values repre-

sented by their college.

At the college, the connection for alumni is virtually permanent. Grad-

uates can’t be fi red or expelled. In a sense, they can’t drop out even if they 

want to; that line on the resume can’t be erased, and will always matter. In 

this sense, alumni never leave. Many never lose their networks of friends from 
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college. Many marry fellow alumni—there’s a permanent community for you, 

right under one roof.7 Th ey keep getting the literature and the fund-raising 

phone calls, and to varying degrees even strangers still identify them with 

their college. Th eir job-hunting networks still work, even if they didn’t like 

the place. Th ose connections last for a lifetime, not just a few years. In Amer-

ica today, it really is an astonishing act of continuity, a remarkable persever-

ance of tradition in a rapidly changing world. Th ey return for reunions, time 

and again, often bringing their children and sometimes their grandchildren. 

And fi fty years from now, graduates of the college will return to the campus 

for June reunions, see some of the same old places, and meet some of their old 

friends and perhaps even one or two hearty old professors, back for the event. 

Th ey will talk of what they did then and have done since, a community of 

good and bad experiences shared from a formative period of life.

Even as a fi nancial strategy, such community building seems to work, at 

least in the long run. Th e college attracts a large number of applications, far 

more than it can accept. Having been accepted, students are typically excited 

to be going. Th ey arrive; they spend four years mostly happy to be there. Th ey 

pay huge amounts of money to attend, sometimes borrowing over $100,000 to 

pay the required tuition and fees. Th ey graduate very satisfi ed with the expe-

rience; then they begin—in any one year, over half of them—to give money to 

the college, even though their alumni donations produce for most of them no 

tangible benefi ts at all. Many continue to give for their entire lives, and when 

they die, some leave small fortunes to the college. Sometimes we hear that 

institutions of higher education should be run “more like a business.” But how 

many businesses, fi fty years after the sale, still have former customers annu-

ally sending them substantial cash gifts, just for the pleasure of helping out?

It doesn’t work for everyone, of course: for Julia, tied to her hometown 

friends and her newly divorced parents, who never fi t in and soon left; for 

Kristy, overwhelmed by academic challenges, who also left; for Frank, who 

fl oundered for years, never really connecting, but stayed anyway—and regret-

ted it afterwards. On the other hand, students who successfully found this 

community had only a few small regrets, most commonly, not having taken 

advantage of the educational opportunities. John, whose football coach urged 

him to “be more vocal,” and who reached way out to win a part in a musical, 

still felt he hadn’t done enough.
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To this day I punch myself, or kick myself, every day for not doing Spanish 

. . . I remember meeting one student that came to [the college] not knowing 

a lick of Spanish, came out speaking fl uent Spanish after four years.

Seeing other people pick it up and, you know, going abroad and learn-

ing it, like, really, really fast just made me kind of jealous, envious. (John, 

alumnus)

As early as senior year some realize that they should have reached beyond 

their initial interests and friends. Maudie, who met the Chinese professor 

who changed her life, said,

I feel like I probably wasn’t as involved as I should have been, previous to 

this year . . .

Freshman year, I think I was just trying to get settled, and didn’t even 

acknowledge that I was not doing much. And then sophomore year—I have 

no idea what I was doing sophomore year . . . And then junior year, I was 

abroad [in Beijing]. And then junior year coming back the second semester, 

I was still trying to, like, get used to being in America . . . And . . . I started 

doing the dance thing. So that was kind of getting involved, and it was very 

good. And then this year, I was just like, “All right, let’s go to it!” . . . I wish 

I had done other stuff , because you meet other people . . . It’s my own fault 

. . . (Maudie, senior)

Even a good starting spot could become limiting, as Judy the choir enthusiast 

found.

I found my niche really quickly, and I just sort of stayed there because I 

loved it and it worked really well for me. And it provided me with such a 

great support system, and fun, and things to learn. But I never . . . I didn’t 

try enough things . . . I wish I’d done more things that are outside my nor-

mal sphere of “white suburban Judy who sings in the choir.” (Judy, senior)

Others were held back a bit by their social group. Herb, “lazy” by his own 

account, felt stuck in his fraternity, and Stephen too realized the eff ect the 

wrong group of friends might have.

Most of my closer friends did not get involved . . . We sort of infl uenced 

each other, in that we did maybe more of our own thing, versus really get-

ting involved with the school and the openness of professors.
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I was taking classes I probably shouldn’t have been taking; I didn’t know 

what else to do . . . I wish I’d gone abroad . . . I also wish I had taken ad-

vantage more of my professors—this sounds bad—of their availability and 

meeting with them more. [If I could do it again] I would go to the Writing 

Center, taking advantage of various off erings the school had, and getting 

involved a little bit more academically. I look back on it and see all those 

missed opportunities . . . (Stephen, senior)

Even with those regrets, though, a large majority of our panelists felt—

both as seniors and several years later, looking back—that their time in college 

was valuable. More than 84 percent of the college’s seniors say that if they 

were back in high school, again considering where to enroll, they would at 

least “probably” attend this college. For women especially—more willing to 

drop an unsatisfying major, more likely to follow a great teacher, more willing 

perhaps to leave altogether if things didn’t work out, more deliberately guided 

by relationships—the experience seemed better. And none of our panelists, 

even those who were dismayed about the very high cost, ever expressed to us 

doubts about higher education itself. For most of them, the pieces—entering, 

choosing, belonging, learning—came together well, and college worked.

For Russell, everything worked; all of the challenges were met, the breaks all 

fell his way. He came from a huge public high school, enticed in part by a gen-

erous merit scholarship. He entered—let’s italicize the key moments here—this 

comparatively small new community smoothly, living with three roommates 

in a dorm where it was easy to meet other people. He joined the choir (“like a ‘B’ 

fraternity,” he thought) and then auditioned for and was admitted to one of the 

student-run singing groups. With a strong freshman academic record (he made 

the Dean’s List), he considered transferring out to be with his high school girl-

friend, but the friends he made in his fi rst year held him at the college. Initially 

interested in music and creative writing, Russell had a good teacher in his fall-se-

mester economics course whom he followed the next semester, leading him 

eventually to become an economics major with a music minor. “Basically, [the 

fi elds were] as diff erent as you can get . . . so the people . . . are very diff erent 

people.” Working in disparate fi elds “kind of force[d] me, by having to write 

in a lot of diff erent areas . . . to actually say what I mean . . .” He found most 

students at the college to be both intellectually strong and socially personable, 

which contrasted with his high school, where maybe 25 percent of the stu-

dents were academically engaged. He found several other good teachers: a religion 
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professor whose “personality carries over into what he’s teaching, so it becomes 

very interesting—even if what he’s saying is kind of dry”; and an economics 

professor who likewise “makes something that could be obscure and kind of 

hard to grasp, very logical . . .” And “she doesn’t judge students . . . if they come 

up to her with a stupid question. You know, she’s very helpful no matter what.” 

He studied with a series of good music teachers, one after another.

Because he cared what those teachers thought of him, Russell worked hard to 

think, write, and speak better. In an interview one Tuesday, he told our re-

searcher that the previous Friday he had prepared thoroughly before going 

to ask a professor a question about an upcoming paper. “I don’t want to seem 

like an idiot in front of a professor . . . You know, they are really smart people, 

and I don’t want to seem like some jerk that just came into their offi  ce with 

nothing to say . . . So, a lot of times, I’ll make sure I have at least a rough idea 

. . . Strangely enough, I think that has been at least some sort of incentive for 

me to improve [my] thinking . . . [I’m] trying to seem, at least, confi dent in 

front of people you know are smart . . . Th e main thing is just to really think 

through what you’re going to say.” His writing improved when teachers—

some with memorable “pet peeves”—pushed him; one recommended him for 

a Writing Center tutor position, which boosted his confi dence, and in which 

he came to realize that no amount of editing can save an incoherent idea. At 

the same time, close living with smart dormmates led to the classic “philosophi-

cal discussions”: “Some girl was freaking out about nobody liking her [and so 

despairing of getting married]. It led to this really interesting, like, theatrical 

discussion about “Did humans make up marriage or was marriage a ‘real’ 

thing? . . . Do we create these things or . . . were they natural fi rst?”

When Russell went to London for a semester, “what had been an intel-

lectual exercise of seeing various perspectives became quite real. I went in 

knowing that people over there spoke with a British accent, right? So, you 

know, I was expecting that . . . Sure enough, I got there, and they do speak 

with a British accent! But what’s funny is, I [had] never thought of myself 

having an American accent. I just thought I had ‘the’ accent, you know what 

I mean? And I think most people actually think that way; they don’t think 

of themselves as having an American accent . . . Th at represents me realizing 

now that, you know, I’m just part of a larger whole as opposed to something 

more in the center .  .  . It’s hard to break out of that—you know, you’re the 

center of everything ‘mentally.’”

As much as he loved music, Russell knew that careers in music are hard to 

pursue. After graduation, living in New York City with several other alumni 
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of the college—they helped ease the transition—he fell, almost by chance, into 

advertising. Th e ad business required “a lot of thinking about problems in sort 

of a subtle and complex way; if you can articulate that, you’re pretty much 

going to get noticed. Probably the one thing . . . that has distinguished me 

from other people at my age or experience level [has been] my ability to clearly 

articulate thoughts in speaking and writing. Writing and speaking—if you can’t 

do that, you’re cut off  . . . I was ready to have a conversation with more senior 

people. I felt I was ready to write e-mails to more senior people.”

Within four years of graduating from the college, Russell was vice presi-

dent of a small advertising agency in Manhattan. By 2012—seven years after 

college—he was in a senior executive position with an international market-

ing and advertising fi rm.

One potential outcome of college, rarely mentioned in national debates, in 

fact embraces and transcends all the others. “Alumni satisfaction” probably 

describes what we have in mind. Th at sounds easy to measure, and satisfac-

tion is indeed frequently evaluated through student and alumni surveys. But 

the limited “satisfaction” one gains from a consumer product isn’t quite what 

we have in mind here. Something more pervasive is involved, something like 

“fulfi llment,” or even “happiness.”

For most Americans, attending college is expensive in terms of both time 

and money. College isn’t a discrete product like an automobile, or even a 

house. Four, fi ve, or six years of one’s life is a huge investment and personal 

commitment. And every year it seems that college costs more, even dramat-

ically more. And yet, every year more people enroll and more people want to 

enroll. Perhaps at this writing America is experiencing an educational fi nan-

cial “bubble,” destined to burst in a shower of collapsing college tuitions—but 

at this writing, there’s no sign of that happening. Wisely or not, students and 

their parents are willing to take on enormous debts to fi nance a college educa-

tion, even as state governments continue to reduce or severely limit their own 

expenditures on higher education.

Students (and parents) make the fi nancial and personal sacrifi ce because 

they believe that college will make their lives better. Primarily, of course, they 

believe that something about college—the skills, the degree, the connections, 

the prestige—will almost certainly improve their economic well-being. Many 

students learn defi nite occupational skills—nursing, teaching, administra-

tion, engineering. Some students learn how to write, and then become adver-

tising copywriters. Some fi nd a wealthy mate. Some have fraternity brothers 

who start running businesses, and they go to work there. All of them believe 
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that something about college will secure them a job, or a series of jobs, a liveli-

hood, even a career or profession. Th ey are largely correct, too; the research is 

unambiguous.8 Along the way, some also escape from an unhappy home life, 

some fi nd joy in learning, and many seem to have fun.

“Choir Judy” has been quoted frequently in these pages, not for any un-

usual success or failure, but because she really has thought about what college 

meant to her. She and her parents, blessedly free of anxiety about her eco-

nomic future, were looking to those broader results.

Just coming away with the memories that I have, and a stronger sense of 

who I am—and regardless of what technically I end up doing—what I 

want to do with my life, and the person I want to be, has meant the world 

to me . . .

You have to do one production to be a theatre major. And I did Romeo 

and Juliet, and I was the understudy and so I got my one performance as 

Juliet. And that was, that was nice. But I said to my mom . . . “I’m not going 

to do another one because I can’t with choir, and I refuse to quit choir.” 

Somewhere along the line, a decision got made and that was it.

You know, I’ve gotten a lot of Bs. Th ere’s been a couple of C+s just be-

cause . . . I didn’t always put enough time into the work . . . And my mom 

said, “Th at’s OK, because you . . . made the decision that your college ex-

perience is not about your grades; or not about even necessarily the classes 

you’ve taken. It’s about the people you’ve met, and it’s about the things that 

you’ve learned just by being here.”

Th at’s probably the most astute way anyone’s ever summed up my college 

experience . . . (Judy, senior)

Most American students don’t have that luxury. But in national higher ed-

ucation debates, Judy’s “outcomes” would not even be considered. In those 

discussions, college exists to produce a reliably skilled, readily available, 

low-cost workforce. Students, we hear, need identifi able skills, available on 

the day of graduation; colleges should be evaluated on how well they train 

their students in those skills and on how much students improve their skills 

during their college years. Th e assessment and accountability eff orts of the 

past twenty years—driven by state legislatures, business groups, and the 

federal Department of Education, and enforced through the regional ac-

crediting associations—focus almost entirely on standardized skills and mar-

ketable knowledge, and to some extent on attitudes (teamwork, reliability) 

that employers are seeking. “Workforce development” is the operative phrase, 
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prefaced by warnings of a coming tsunami of Chinese and Indian engineers 

as well as failures of international competitiveness. Fair enough: governments 

and businesses have their own agendas, and they’re entitled to know whether 

they’re getting their money’s worth.

But marketable skills, we suggest, are not fundamentally what students 

themselves (and their parents) are looking for. Neither skills, nor knowledge, 

nor connections, nor degrees per se are really their fi nal goal. Th ose are just 

steps along the road to a better life; and the steps, and the goals, are diff erent 

for diff erent students. All of them, though, want their own lives to be better 

for having gone to college, whatever that means: a better job, good friends, 

exposure to classic works of art, mastery of diff erential equations, the joy of 

singing in a choir, the thrill of no-holds-barred conversations in a dorm, or 

the lifetime satisfaction of rising out of poverty to a respected position in one’s 

community and the world. So when one asks, “Is college too expensive for 

the result?” the answer is, “It depends on the individual student.” For some, 

college is “worth it” if they get into medical school; for others, if they land 

a job with the local manufacturer; for others, if they fi nd a good mate. For 

some, the experience itself—four years of hanging out on the quad all day and 

boogying down at dance parties all night—may be “worth it.” It depends on 

the particular student.

Among assessment experts, “satisfaction” is routinely disparaged as an “in-

direct measure” of students’ gains in college, since it doesn’t directly tap the 

defi ned academic skills gained. We think, quite to the contrary, that genuine 

satisfaction might be one of the best measures of all. And—if colleges want 

to improve their students’ lives—alumni satisfaction is better still. Once they 

are years (or decades) out of college, former students have some perspective. 

Th ey’ve forgotten the minor ups and downs. Th ey can then judge whether 

college was worth the cost; they can factor in the value of friendships, and job 

placements, and student debt; they know whether their major mattered, and if 

so, how. If you want to fi nd out, two or ten or twenty years after graduation, 

whether the college experience was worth all the time and money, just ask the 

former students themselves. Who would know better?

Th e satisfaction of former students—ultimately, their happiness—is not, 

then, just another legitimate outcome of going to college. It’s the whole point.
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Lessons Learned

How does college work? How does a college produce whatever positive gains 

its students make? In this book, we have followed students through their col-

lege careers in order to understand, from their point of view, what makes a dif-

ference. We have been interested in the growth of the students themselves—in 

their skills, experiences, happiness, and so on—not in the extrinsic “outcomes” 

such as jobs or increased salaries that depend on other people. Along the way, 

we have tried to discern how an institution helps its students learn, in the broad 

sense. Th is is certainly not a comprehensive study, then, of college life; we have 

not, for instance, focused on the negative behaviors that are all too endemic at 

many undergraduate institutions, such as heavy drinking, drug use, problems 

of sexual assault or vandalism or hazing. We’ve said little about out-of-control 

partying or the deep, continuing inequalities of race and class that pervade 

many college campuses. Th ese are important topics, but they are not ours, ex-

cept as they impinge on the positive educational results we hope to protect and 

enhance. Our goals are pragmatic; we want to help college leaders (especially), 

professors and staff , parents, and even students themselves to understand how 

college produces its benefi ts. Yes, the college we studied is exceptionally well 

resourced and therefore not a typical undergraduate institution, but it does at 

least provide a nice laboratory for a close review of all of the possible positive 

outcomes available. If a variety of good things can happen to students in col-

lege, many of them, we think, probably occur on this campus.

In this closing chapter, we set out our general fi ndings about “how college 

works” for students at the college. Th en we suggest, based on those fi ndings, 
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some actions that might improve a range of positive college outcomes for 

undergraduates. We mention two standard approaches to improvement that 

don’t actually work very well, and off er suggestions for how institutions can 

usefully assess their own work. We then close with a few fi nal thoughts.

Th e key to improving education in a college, we think, is found less in the 

organization of programs than in the deployment of people. Leaders should 

help good students (those who want to learn) fi nd other good students as early 

as possible in their college careers; help students fi nd good teachers as early as 

possible; and design policies (and programs) with those ends in mind. It’s all 

about helping the right people fi nd each other at the right time.

How College Works: The Basic Principles

To improve students’ education, leaders need to understand the fundamentals 

of how college works. From our research, we propose ten broad generalizations:

1. Students face a chronological sequence of challenges in college, the later ones 

building on the success (or failure) of the earlier ones. Our chapter titles desig-

nate these challenges: entering, choosing, belonging, learning, and fi nishing.

2. Relationships are central to a successful college experience. Th ey are the neces-

sary precondition, the daily motivator, and the most valuable outcome. Th ere-

fore, specifi c human beings matter. A student must have friends, needs good 

teachers, and benefi ts from mentors. A student must have friends, or she will 

drop out physically or withdraw mentally. When good teachers are encoun-

tered early, they legitimize academic involvement, while poor teachers de-

stroy the reputation of departments and even entire institutions. Mentors, we 

found, can be invaluable and even life changing. Relationships shape in detail 

students’ experience: what courses they take or majors they declare; whether 

they play a sport or join an extracurricular activity; whether they gain skills, 

grow ethically, or learn whatever is off ered in various programs. Relationships 

are important because they raise or suppress the motivation to learn; a good 

college fosters the relationships that lead to motivation.

3. Students enter, then follow, readily available pathways. Some pathways are 

easier to fi nd and follow: the fraternity one’s father was in, the sports team 
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whose coach is actively recruiting, the “popular” majors with classes conve-

niently scheduled and registration open. Dormitories with long hallways and 

open doors are an invitation to friendship, and activity fairs in the dining halls 

make joining extracurriculars easy.

4. Even crucial decisions are often made opportunistically. What appear to be “big 

moments”—the declaration of a major, pledging of a society, picking of room-

mates or an advisor—are often shaped by minor contingencies of scheduling, 

availability, and happenstance. Sometimes students’ formal decisions really 

just ratify smaller, “local” decisions already made. Th is holds true even though 

students themselves afterwards rationalize their choices, investing them with 

a purpose and clarity not in fact evident at the time.

5. A college itself makes some pathways more easily available than others, thereby 

providing “structured opportunities” for certain kinds of people to meet and 

organize—and then to have infl uence. Some groups are easier to fi nd, some 

classes easier to enroll in, some professors easier to meet; some meetings are 

held at convenient times and places, others are not. Th rough these patterns, 

college implicitly favors some activities—and kinds of people—over others.

6. Due to the inescapable arithmetic of fi nite resources, the best opportuni-

ties for engagement are limited. Only some teachers are great in introductory 

courses; only some potential mentors are actually good mentors; only some 

classes can be scheduled at the most favorable times. A small proportion of 

faculty have vastly disproportionate infl uence on students, while a student 

only needs one or two great teachers, plus two or three friends, to have a 

fulfi lling college experience. A single professor, if made available, can help 

thousands of students—even tens of thousands—during his or her career. Th e 

good news for leaders is that while such potentially infl uential faculty may be 

few in number, only a few are needed—if properly deployed.

7. Belonging to larger groups and to the college itself motivates students to explore 

new options, reinforces commitments, and even helps them establish identi-

ties. Some of these memberships can be positive, others not.

8. Because path dependencies set in quickly, early events and choices in a stu-

dent’s career can be decisive. On entering the college world, students are more 
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available—more open to possibilities—than they will ever be again before 

graduation. Good or bad experiences here have disproportionate impact; they 

open or close doors. Ironically, these crucial experiences are lived when the 

students have the least information and wisdom to make good decisions. So 

many of their choices, in eff ect, depend on luck or on the opportunities made 

most readily available.

9. College can provide a wide variety of benefi ts. Far more than disciplinary 

knowledge or technical skills are at stake; in fact, an overemphasis on them 

may even limit what students can gain. Knowledge and skills count, but so 

do relationships, attitudes, standards and habits of work and thinking, and 

membership in broader communities, all less easily acquired later in life. One 

invaluable potential outcome of college is the motivation to continue learning, 

supported by a remembered community of fellow students and teachers.

10. Finally, isolated from the people who carry them out, programs, practices, and 

pedagogies seem to have little impact. What matters instead is who meets whom, 

and when. Programs succeed only when they bring the right people together. 

If the right people are involved, a variety of curricula can serve colleges well. 

If they aren’t, no curriculum will work.

What to Do

Given these fi ndings, what should college leaders—presidents, deans, depart-

ment chairs, anyone who wants to help students—do?

Below we off er our own suggestions, specifi c enough to be usable but broad 

enough to apply to a wide range of colleges and universities. We obviously 

can’t know for sure whether our ideas will work in, for instance, large public 

land-grant institutions, private research universities, denominational colleges, 

military academies, or community colleges—all so diff erent from the liberal 

arts college we studied. But the research literature on higher education sug-

gests that the processes we describe may be very common, if not universal. At 

all institutions, for instance, students see college diff erently than do adminis-

trators, staff , and faculty. Students almost never know how tenure works, why 

publishing (instead of teaching) is sometimes important, whether advanced 

seminars will be more interesting than introductory lectures, or what deans 
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actually do. What makes them students in the fi rst place is their excusable 

ignorance of how college, disciplines, and professors work. For students, too, 

fi nding friends and “fi tting in” is virtually always important, certainly at any 

residential school. Students are typically opportunistic, looking for the big-

gest rewards (grades? jobs? happiness?) for the least amount of work, and they 

make decisions based at least partly on the local and highly contingent situa-

tions they face when deciding. Th eir chances for real engagement are always 

limited by the available resources (teachers, activities); but even a very brief 

positive encounter (even a single conversation) can motivate a student for a 

surprisingly long time; those positive encounters can always be leveraged to 

maximize students’ gains. Path dependency is universal in education systems: 

STEM disciplines notoriously fi lter students out at every stage, while fresh-

man experiences have long been recognized as deeply consequential. Early 

experiences were important at the college; at institutions with more elabo-

rate curricular requirements (that is, most institutions) the impact of the early 

years must be that much greater. Finally, every institution shapes the path-

ways by which people come together (or not), channeling students into Greek 

life, or extracurriculars, or appealing academic work, or not much at all. So we 

think our recommendations will work, basically, anywhere.

Foremost, our suggestions here are designed to be realistic. We won’t suggest, 

as some authors seem to, that you reinstate a fullbore traditional curriculum, or 

get your entire faculty to adopt new teaching methods, or change the culture of 

your institution. We call for no grand strategies, or bold new visions for higher 

education. Th ose can be exciting, and they’re defi nitely fun to read about, but 

they almost never actually happen. In comparison, our proposals may seem quite 

modest. But they will work. Th e actions we propose are, we think:

• Clearly eff ective. Th ese interventions will reliably work. Th ere may be no 

glory for you in what we propose, but they will almost always help stu-

dents gain more from their undergraduate experience.

• Highly leveraged. Very small eff orts will produce major results. For in-

stance, a few hours of careful course scheduling by a department chair 

can signifi cantly aff ect hundreds of students, giving them ready con-

tact with better teachers. With our recommendations even a few eff orts 

should produce noticeable gains.

• Widely available. Almost any leader—indeed, almost anyone involved 

with a college—will be able, on her own, to adopt some part of these 
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suggestions. Any individual, that is, can use our ideas; they neither re-

quire big institutional action nor simply call for “greater eff orts” by lots 

of other people.

• Resource-neutral. No new budget expenditures will be required, or any 

signifi cant political eff orts, or even the cooperation of many colleagues. 

You won’t even need to hire new or diff erent people, although that is cer-

tainly a powerful way to improve a college.1 You only need the resources 

your institution already has.

With those principles in mind, here’s how we think leaders can most eff ec-

tively help students:

1. Deploy the best teachers for maximum impact. Remember that if used properly, 

a small number of outstanding professors can produce huge results. Good 

lecturers should teach large classes where they can benefi t the most students, 

especially at the introductory level, where professors can open new intellec-

tual horizons and legitimize the academic enterprise. Potential mentors like-

wise need to meet sizable numbers of students early in the students’ careers. 

Deans and department heads: Make sure your top teachers’ classes are fi lled 

to capacity with the kind of students who will benefi t from them; recognize 

too that diff erent professors have very diff erent strengths that can all be used 

to good purpose somewhere. (Th en be sure to protect your high-enrollment 

professors from being buried in other, less useful work.) And—an important 

corollary—try to minimize students’ contact with professors who do damage. 

For heaven’s sake don’t, in the name of fairness among faculty, put poor lec-

turers in front of a huge introductory class where they can discourage many 

students. We recognize that diff erent teachers have diff erent strengths; those 

strengths should be utilized. If some teachers do well in small classes but not 

large, have them teach small classes. Individual teachers: learn and use your 

students’ names, and remember that even a tiny bit of personal contact goes 

a long way.

2. Use space to help people meet. Physical architecture as well as assignments of 

long-term spaces (student dorm rooms, faculty offi  ces, department buildings) 

practically lock in all sorts of social relationships, so use them carefully. Dor-

mitory design should be “high contact,” helping new students to meet lots of 

people: long hallways, shared bathrooms and common rooms, and high-traffi  c 
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areas all benefi t socially less adept students who may not quickly join clubs 

or be on sports teams. Don’t isolate freshmen in apartment-style rooms or 

“singles,” even if they want them. Better that they should live in four-person 

rooms and be guaranteed to know some peers. High-contact dorms can also 

increase the odds for your intellectuals to meet; the “nerdy” kids can more 

easily fi nd each other, and all students gain from expanding the range of their 

social contacts. Faculty offi  ces should be set in the fl ow of campus traffi  c so 

students can easily and naturally drop in. Try housing some willing faculty 

members in dormitory apartments, where they’ll have a chance to meet stu-

dents and will likely improve the atmosphere, if only a little.2 It’s certainly 

true, especially perhaps at large schools, that some students aren’t looking for 

new friends, faculty conversations, or mentors, but in our research, at least, 

even those students often benefi tted. Intellectually oriented clubs and activi-

ties should have favorable locations to encourage participation: just as a well-

placed fi tness center gets more business, a well-located student newspaper 

offi  ce can attract drop-ins who may then join the staff .

3. Use strategic scheduling to improve the odds for learning. Remember: lots of 

academic advising is really done by the course schedule. Put your best courses 

and teachers in favorable time slots, with minimized competition from other 

courses to make access easy. If you want more students to take science classes, 

put those classes at good times and locations (and with good teachers). Make 

it easy for students to fi nd worthwhile classes and teachers. Try this: Pick one 

course that you think would be valuable to students, but is not fully enrolled. 

Can you as dean or department chair, or the professor herself, change when or 

where it’s off ered? Can you as a colleague talk to the professor and suggest she 

try to get a better time? Better scheduling is sometimes quite easy yet powerful: 

a single good introductory class, scheduled at the right time, can change the academic 

lives of literally hundreds of students. Get good courses out in front of motivated 

students; make sure you always have courses available to meet the demand of 

students who want to learn. Scheduling requires modest eff ort while producing 

huge gains. Finally, grab those occasional focal opportunities when students are 

already paying attention: convocations, major campus events, crises, or scan-

dals. Th ey really are “teachable moments.” Don’t waste them.

4. Help motivated students fi nd each other. Dorm layouts and assignments are 

a start, of course. But there are many ways colleges help diff erent kinds of 

students to get together: athletics and Greek-letter organizations are obvious 
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examples. Try to support music, debate, publications, writing centers, and 

maybe (if carefully done) theme housing—that is, more intellectually oriented 

activities. Foster “hot centers” of intellectual life, where motivated students 

meet each other.

Opportunities for helping eager students fi nd each other abound. Invite 

a selection of bright freshmen over for dinner so they meet each other. If 

your institution has a “common reading” program for freshman orientation, it 

needs to be truly engaging and well run, with the support of your most able 

faculty. Field trips, too, can be dramatic events for students, simultaneously 

memorable, exciting, socially engaging, and educational. Honors colleges ob-

viously can gather and support strong students, but remember that to help the 

broader campus community, an honors program should remain open to any 

student who starts meeting the standards, and not just be a prize for old high 

school achievements.

All of these suggestions tap into the “Collins dynamic” described in Chap-

ter 5: when like-minded people get together regularly, they reinforce their 

values and become more motivated to continue the activities. If you help good 

students—that is, those who want to learn—fi nd each other they may become 

mobilized and even begin to elevate the campus culture. Academic policies 

are too often designed to control unmotivated students rather than to benefi t 

and mobilize learners. Th at’s a mistake. Start designing policies and decisions 

around the preferences of willing students, and you’ll soon fi nd their numbers 

growing, drawn like roving cats to a saucer of cream.

5. Focus especially on students’ early careers. Early actions have disproportionate 

impact, because they happen before students have committed to friends, ac-

tivities, academic interests, and attitudes about college. Students’ fi rst weeks 

should feature intellectual excitement, fulfi lling academic experiences, and 

interesting new friends. Th e easiest, most available pathways should guide 

students into activities and places where the college can, in fact, do the most 

good. If the fi rst weeks and months go well, students avoid many problems 

later on.

6. Use the arithmetic of engagement—the probabilities of meeting good peo-

ple—to leverage good teachers, courses, departments, and programs. Stu-

dents won’t see your entire institution, but only the parts they actually use. 

Th erefore a few productive people and programs can do most of the educating 

and do it well. Students don’t need all of their teachers or fellow students to 
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be helpful or even competent: they only need to fi nd one or two great teachers, 

and two or three good friends—that’s all.

Remember, too, that apparently small actions (using a student’s name, for in-

stance) can have surprisingly large results; what is small for you may in fact 

loom large in a student’s experience (a visit to a faculty home, a private meeting 

about writing). Small actions can make a big diff erence. Some years ago, hospi-

tals discovered that patients waiting for surgery wanted their feet to be warm, 

so nurses started providing warmed blankets to patients as they lay on gurneys. 

Patients loved it, baffl  ing some nurses: a patient might be facing coronary by-

pass surgery, and he seemed genuinely pleased just to have warm feet! Th e 

gesture was comforting, and you only need to be a patient once to understand 

it. Similarly, even a tiny gesture from a respected (to the student) person can 

mean a lot. At Fordham University’s commencement dinner in 2008, Presi-

dent Father Joseph McShane moved throughout the huge tents when families 

were eating, stopping briefl y at each group—or even just saying a word or two 

(“How’s the food?” “Having fun?”), leaving in his wake tables full of beaming 

faces. A small gesture—but more than expected, and clearly memorable.

Knowing how diff erent so many institutions are from our own, we can’t 

pretend to off er much detailed advice. But if you need more action ideas, just 

ask a few good students (again, those who want to learn). You’ll probably be 

surprised. Th eir suggestions may sometimes be quite easy to implement, so 

easy in fact you might think they don’t matter. Our students and alums told 

us they didn’t really care about academic prizes (the college gives out many); 

they were sometimes actually embarrassed by the generous facilities; and they 

didn’t even know about most of our president’s big policy initiatives. On the 

other hand, they liked the idea of some selective-enrollment “honors” classes, 

some tougher grading, and even a few required evening lectures—if many 

students must attend a lecture, still other students may attend then as well, 

seeing a potential social opportunity. And they told us that being a guest in a 

faculty home had a huge impact on their college experience. So easy! At fi rst 

we didn’t believe it, but it was true. “Warm blankets” make a diff erence.

For any students who might read this (or their parents), we also have some 

simple practical advice: spend your time with good people. Th at’s the most 

important thing.
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People, far more than programs, majors, or classes, are decisive in students’ 

experiences of college. Without the motivating presence of friends, teachers, 

and mentors even the best-designed, potentially most valuable academic pro-

grams will fail. So students who want to both enjoy college and get the most 

from it in the long run must fi nd at least a few good friends, and a couple of 

great teachers. A great mentor—a trusted adult advisor—if one can be found, 

adds a tremendous advantage.

Now admittedly, one of our main arguments has been that students often 

don’t control the processes by which they make friends and meet mentors, es-

pecially in the crucial early years. Administrators and faculty have the primary 

responsibility for creating environments to generate interaction. But students 

can consciously improve their chances of success and happiness, simply by 

encountering and repeatedly spending time with people who can signifi cantly 

improve their college experience. Th ere are fi ve steps students can take to 

improve their odds of fully engaging with opportunities on the campus: (1) 

start early, (2) choose teachers over topics, (3) seek out physical locations full 

of other people, (4) participate in regular activities with others, and (5) don’t 

have all your eggs (friends, activities, academic eff orts) in one basket.

1. Start meeting people right away. We have shown in several places the impor-

tance of early advantages; they tend to magnify later on in a student’s college 

career, producing signifi cant benefi ts. Nowhere is this truer than in making 

friends.

Students who make friends early have a signifi cant network advantage, 

because early birds have a greater number of “weak ties” (friends of friends) 

whom they can then meet. Th e logic is mathematical and multiplicative: if I 

as a typical student have, say, fi ve friends, then each friend I make can poten-

tially connect me to still fi ve more people. In the fi rst few weeks of college, 

having fi ve (somewhat unrelated) friends connects me to a fairly wide pool of 

potential friends and acquaintances. But if I cling to just one person, this seri-

ously limits my network’s ability to expand. Making a variety of friends early 

gives one a head start in natural network growth. Th is wouldn’t be a huge ad-

vantage if students’ networks continued to rapidly expand throughout all four 

years of college, but they don’t. (Th ey can, of course, but it often requires real 

eff ort: to join new extracurriculars, to quit old ones, to study a new discipline, 

etc.) After a few months, cliques start to form and settle, students fi nd their 

place (or don’t), and the pace of friend making slows dramatically.3 Th e “mad 
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rush” is over. While students’ social circles may shift some in the remaining 

years, by far the most important changes happen in these fi rst few weeks and 

months. Students, then, benefi t tremendously by fully participating in the 

chaos of early friend making.

2. Choose teachers over topics. Find out who the good teachers are—those who 

excite and inspire, who care about their students, who can show you the joy of 

learning. Good teachers will motivate you to learn in all sorts of disciplines, 

not just the ones you initially like. When you work with good teachers, they 

can help you make other academic and personal decisions wisely.

3. Pick your places. We have also described how physical space—the layout of 

campuses and dorms, the availability of common spaces, the features of dorm 

rooms, the location of faculty offi  ces and other resources—matters for student 

outcomes. To benefi t from social ties, a student must fi rst make those ties and 

then be able to maintain them. Both depend on how physically convenient it 

is to interact with peers and mentors. So seek out spaces that increase your 

probability of meeting, and repeatedly seeing, people. Having roommates is 

better than living alone; a dormitory where you’ll regularly see forty to eighty 

people is ideal. It’s much better to live, work, and play on-campus, right in the 

middle of things, in spots where people pass by often, than to live off -campus, 

especially alone, and have to make major eff orts to see other people.

4. Join high-contact activities. Extracurriculars put students in contact with 

one another, and potentially with adult advisors. Routine activities repeatedly 

focus the attention of their participants on a shared object—a performance, a 

game, a political issue, a newspaper—which quickly fosters solidarity, team-

work, and ultimately friendship. Meeting and really getting to know people 

is much easier when you share a passion, and friendship and community can 

quickly follow. Classes led by engaging professors matter for the same rea-

sons: they put students and professors together, in a shared setting, focused on 

particular material. Th ey provide a legitimate and frequently repeated context 

for student-faculty interaction, as well as (some) student-student interaction.

5. Keep some options open, socially and academically. Th roughout this book, we 

have argued that having good friends is vital to one’s success at college. But we 

have also seen that isolation in a tight-knit, exclusive group can be detrimental. 
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Fraternity members who live, eat, study, and then practice and play for a team 

together certainly develop close relationships, but we found (at least in this 

small college) they tend to be less satisfi ed and happy with their social lives 

than students who spend time with a variety of people. For the same reasons, 

romantic attachments, while undeniably appealing and valuable, can become 

somewhat limiting. Be sure to vary your social life: don’t do only the things 

your friends do; try other things as well, or occasionally visit some places your 

friends don’t go. True, students with a few good friends typically do fi ne in 

college, but those with friends across multiple groups really thrive. Similarly, 

committing too early to a major or area of study may well cut you off  from 

valuable alternatives. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket.

Overall, our best advice for students is to seek out a mix of places and situa-

tions where you will meet other people, early as well as throughout college, 

and to avoid closing yourself off  to further opportunities for social engage-

ment, either with students or faculty. Remember, happiness and success are 

most likely to depend on the people you spend time with.

If things aren’t going well, you might reconsider whom you are hanging out with.

What Doesn’t Work Well

Th e most effi  cient method for dramatically improving college education is 

basically to help the right students and teachers get together. Other popular 

approaches have their virtues, but often fail to meet our criteria for a realistic 

chance of success. Two examples may suffi  ce to illustrate their weaknesses:

1. Strategic planning. Strategic planning4 seems to be perennially popular 

with governing boards, and is typically mandated by accreditors; they evi-

dently believe it’s a good idea. Colleges and universities write plans, all the 

time. With its language of strategy, mission, task forces, and such, planning 

evokes images of World War II naval deployments, with carrier battle fl eets 

steaming out into the Pacifi c to assault an enemy empire. In practice, though, 

planning entails lots of committee meetings and both in-person and online 

discussions, eventually culminating in a stack of reports in leatherette binders 

distributed all around, which end up—the result is so conventional as to be a 
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cliché—sitting on a shelf gathering dust. Th en a few years pass, a new admin-

istration arrives (or reaccreditation approaches), and another round begins: 

planning marches on. When Dan Chambliss served on an accrediting com-

mission for six years, he read (or at least skimmed) hundreds of these things, 

many from institutions which appeared to have benefi tted not at all. Some 

planning, obviously, is necessary. But too often, the whole enterprise, or at 

least the greater part of it, appears to be a huge waste of time.

Th e waste comes from trying to microengineer human behavior. Most plans 

assume that an organization’s “mission” (as if there’s only one) can and should 

be spelled out in public; that meaningful goals can be stated, broadly accepted, 

and then actually worked towards; and that employees will gladly set aside 

their own preferences, now and many years into the future, to faithfully carry 

out the assignments (“action items”) detailed in some paragraph buried deep 

within that binder. Such plans envision a rationalist’s utopia of clear goals, de-

tailed means of getting there, and a rational division of labor. If only everyone 

would just do what they’re supposed to, great things should happen.

But they almost never do (certainly not in universities), and therein lies 

the problem. Strategic planning too often ignores the actual, real people who 

must do the acting. Planning succeeds—indeed, is necessary—for projects 

like putting up new science buildings, but buildings can’t decide they don’t 

want to be built. No steel girder got bored and walked away, or had its own 

agenda, or simply stopped attending meetings. People, though, do exactly 

that; people are famously recalcitrant materials. Hence strategic plans in prac-

tice require lots of oversight, monitoring, updates, and enforcement, all quite 

costly both to associate deans and to those they monitor. Everybody has to 

write more reports for the higher-ups, since (reasonably enough) no one can 

be counted on to carry out, on their own, what the plan calls for.

So most strategic plans are, in a word, unrealistic. Th ey work well in the 

manufacturing of defi ned physical products, but not in the management of 

living human beings with their own goals and motivations. Sometimes—

yes—they can be helpful to top leadership in setting priorities. But don’t start 

believing, for instance, that you can overcome personnel problems by going 

through a “strategic planning process.”

Th en why is planning so popular? In a sense, too many planning initia-

tives are praised not for their ease but for their very diffi  culty; huge tasks are 

so much more inspiring, judged by their long-term ambition rather than by 

their short-term results. Leaders, for their part, love these big ambitions. Th e 
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careers of presidents and deans rely on launching splashy programs that prom-

ise to “bring us into the twenty-fi rst century” with fundraising titles like “Th e 

Campaign for Creativity” or “Exceeding All Expectations” or “A Destiny 

Worth Defending.” Such programs make great fodder for alumni speeches, 

addresses to the Board of Trustees, and articles in the college magazine, not 

to mention the regional and even national press. Nothing says New York Times 

coverage like a “bold initiative” to eliminate distribution requirements, or to 

reinstate severe ones, or build a sprawling new bioengineering complex. It’s 

heady stuff . In 1999, one president of a top-tier national liberal arts college 

told us that his institution was launching, with great fanfare, a new curric-

ulum, building a variety of “state-of-the-art” new facilities, and funding the 

entire business with yet another record-breaking capital campaign. None of 

it, he confi ded to us, would really improve the education off ered at the school. 

Why, then, do it? “Th at’s easy,” he replied. “It’s the year 2000, and the trustees 

want something millennial.”

We aren’t calling for an end to such projects. After all, presidents and 

deans need to make a living too, and trustees, regents, and legislators need to 

be motivated and inspired, since their enthusiasm is crucial. But our research, 

at least, suggests that education itself really happens in a much simpler way: 

when two or more thinking people get together.

2. Pedagogical innovation. If strategic planning represents institution-wide ap-

proaches to improvement, we might label as “pedagogical innovation” a host 

of microtechniques, applicable in the classroom. We include here new teach-

ing methods, the incorporation of “new knowledge about how students learn,” 

lessons from neuroscience, the expansion of “learning technologies,” use of 

“smart classrooms,” active/collaborative/hands-on education, and an entire 

range of what are called “best practices.” As with strategic planning there’s 

no harm in doing these; it can be enjoyable for faculty, can sometimes (not 

always) improve their teaching, keep them motivated, etc. Many no doubt 

work, when enthusiastically adopted. But for leaders trying to improve re-

sults, eff orts both to change such practices as well as to improve individual 

professors’ teaching will often prove frustrating. Lots of time and money can 

be spent with little to show.

Consider Professor George Kuh’s concise, well-researched list of “high im-

pact educational practices,” perhaps the best-validated and most popular such 

list in higher education. Th e list includes ten practices: freshman seminars and 
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experiences; common intellectual experiences; learning communities; writ-

ing-intensive courses; collaborative assignments and projects; undergraduate 

research; diversity/global learning; service learning/community-based learn-

ing; internships; and capstone courses and projects.5 (Note, by the way, that 

many of these work by bringing students and teachers closer together around 

their academic work, which we see as fundamental.) Well-controlled research, 

based on ceteris paribus assumptions, shows that students who participate in 

these practices clearly benefi t. But in the real world, ceteris aren’t paribus—

other things are not equal. Many of these high-impact practices, for instance, 

are in fact quite costly. To have freshman seminars, writing-intensive courses, 

undergraduate research, a good internship program, and senior projects for 

all students in an institution—which a handful of elite colleges do in fact 

off er—requires an enormous budget. Th ey are good ideas all, but for the most 

part expensive, and therefore not widely adoptable. (“Common intellectual 

experiences” and “learning communities” may be important exceptions that 

require little additional funding over the long run.)

What about helping individual teachers? After all, as the saying goes, you 

can’t separate pedagogy from the pedagogue—the actual human being who 

is leading the class and using the pedagogy. So maybe the best approach is 

retrain professors into using new methods. Unfortunately, that’s hard to do. 

It’s often quite diffi  cult to change the daily working habits, not to say the 

personality, of an adult, especially one who has succeeded in landing a nice 

tenured position at a respected institution.6 And the more prestigious the in-

stitution, the tougher it will be to change how your professors do things, pre-

cisely because what they’ve done so far has succeeded so well. Th ey’ve already 

been rewarded, by the sheer fact of being hired and promoted. In his superb 

book Our Underachieving Colleges, Derek Bok, for twenty years president of 

Harvard University, complains that college professors spend too little time 

thinking about their teaching, reevaluating their courses, and keeping up with 

the latest cognitive science on teaching and learning. Maybe he’s right, but 

if he includes his own institution in this critique, he’s serving up a palpable 

irony: Harvard, which could hire almost anyone in the world, may have hired 

people Bok now considers a bit wrong for the job. Asking them at this point 

to reconsider their career strategies would seem quixotic, at least.

In sum, to dramatically change programs and personalities is hard; our 

method—moving people around a little—by comparison is much easier. So 

if you have some grouchy old misogynist who isn’t up to date in his discipline 

and doesn’t like young people, yes, you could send him off  to some workshops, 
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propose he introduce more collaborative learning, and see what happens. 

Or—our suggestion—you could just minimize the damage: schedule his class 

at 8:00 a.m. and hope that no one shows up.

Assessment

Under legal requirements of the federal and state governments, and enforced 

more or less vigorously by accrediting agencies, virtually all colleges and uni-

versities in America must now have in place some kind of program for the 

assessment of student learning. Our own research, the Mellon Foundation 

Assessment Project at Hamilton College, was intended as a demonstration 

project in the development of assessment strategies, in particular for the lib-

eral arts. Over an eleven year period, we used diff erent methods and popular 

instruments (including, for instance, the National Survey of Student Engage-

ment), evaluated others that the college decided not to use (the Collegiate 

Learning Assessment), and attended perhaps twenty or so assessment confer-

ences around the country. We learned a lot about assessment.

Honestly, after a decade of work, we came away skeptical of the entire as-

sessment enterprise. We know, without doubt, that assessment as convention-

ally practiced is routinely derided by conscientious professors, including those 

at evidently excellent schools; that it frequently demands signifi cant amounts 

of new work for both faculties and administrations; and that the evidence for 

its effi  cacy is, at best, mixed.

Even the simplest cause-and-eff ect connections between intensive assess-

ment and educational improvement seem weak. Ask yourself these questions:

1. Is your own institution, now that a (mandated) assessment program 

is in place, producing better-educated graduates than it did before?

2. In general, are institutions with aggressive assessment programs bet-

ter at educating students than those without such programs?

3. After roughly twenty years of a growing and increasingly power-

ful “assessment movement,” is higher education in the United States 

better than it was before?

We’ve asked these questions to colleagues across the country, and the an-

swers seem to be (1) maybe, (2) no, and (3) no—typically delivered after some 

slightly embarrassed chuckles.
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Nevertheless, higher education has to live with assessment, and in theory 

at least it might work. We can off er a few suggestions on how, perhaps, to do 

institution-wide assessment that can actually help your students.

First, use individual students as your unit of analysis. Th is is a critical step. “Units 

of analysis” is social science jargon for the things you are studying. Th is dictum 

means you should not use stand-alone assessments of courses, or teachers, or 

individual programs, or academic departments. Th ey aren’t what you ultimately 

need to measure or want to know about. All of these units can be manipulated 

to mislead you, for instance, by off -loading weaker students. Unfortunately, they 

are convenient units of analysis because they are the ones that educators see 

every day, but evaluating them won’t tell you what you need to know. It’s fi ne, for 

instance, if you have lots of great teachers, as evaluated individually; but that tells 

you nothing about what students have gained in total from college. Similarly, 

it’s quite possible for most academic departments to be excellent (taken on their 

own) while most students still graduate with poor educations (for instance, by 

enrolling predominantly in the few weak departments).

You also need to understand how students experience your institution. Try 

to see things from their point of view. Listen to them; you’ll almost certainly 

be surprised. What may seem to you a minor problem—long lines at regis-

tration, poor heating in a dormitory, a professor who surprisingly changes 

deadlines for a term paper—may for students be an enormous problem. What 

may seem like minor niceties—learning and using students’ names in class, 

or faculty inviting students to their homes—may prove to be truly invaluable 

aids in student motivation, with eff ects far outweighing the eff ort of observ-

ing them. Simply asking students and former students what was important, 

for good or ill, in their college experience can help you focus on what works. 

Don’t assume that you know what matters.

Second, be open to all good outcomes. Your institution probably produces a 

variety of results, good and bad. Your assessment, based on students, should 

be sensitive to all of them, expected or not. Th ere’s nothing wrong with un-

anticipated benefi ts, so don’t limit yourself to “goals” established before you 

start. Some of your most valuable results may be completely unplanned and 

unannounced. Few colleges, for instance, wish to publicly declare that they 

are “the world’s best dating and mating service,” but it’s probably true, and it’s 

immensely valuable to students.7 Skills, knowledge, jobs, relationships, happi-

ness, and values all can be enhanced by college, and probably other things can 

as well. Remember, too, that good outcomes extend far beyond graduation 
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day, so don’t let your assessment—and eff orts—be stuck at what some test or 

survey shows about students’ skills in their fi nal semester. Th at’s dangerously 

shortsighted.

Finally, keep assessment simple. Too many people think that more assess-

ment is better assessment—“every student, every course, every department, 

every year” is the mantra from some assessment mavens. Th is “comprehensive” 

approach is often mandated by accreditors. But it’s a huge waste of time and 

eff ort, makes assessment a burden, and is just pulling up fl owers to see how 

the roots are growing. It’s detrimental.

What you should aim for ideally, in fact, is the least assessment work for 

the most information gained. Education service vendors love selling surveys 

with 120 items (they look impressive and cost lots), but ten or twelve carefully 

targeted questions could probably elicit more carefully considered responses, 

with a higher response rate from happier students who have completed the 

survey. Try not, in your assessment eff orts, to interfere with your faculty doing 

their real work, and don’t “change the culture” of the entire institution in 

order to do assessment, unless your college is a failure overall.

Th at said, here’s a simple but powerful technique; we think it’s the single 

best assessment method for an undergraduate college. Ten years after a cohort 

of freshmen enter your institution, draw a random (in the scientifi c sense) 

sample of them.8 Some will be six years past graduation, others will be nine 

years past dropping out, others may still be inching along trying to fi nish. All 

will be adults, with a little distance from adolescence and enough experience 

in the world to know, more or less, what worked and what didn’t. Call them 

up (a committee of faculty and staff  can do this, each taking three or four 

names) and ask: Overall, What did you think of our college? What were the 

best things? What were the worst? How could we do better?

Th ey will tell you what, in the long run, really mattered. Don’t just talk 

to degree-completing graduates. Th at would be cheating, since it leaves out 

some of your biggest failures. (Social scientists call this error “sampling on 

the dependent variable.”) If certain skills are important to their lives, the for-

mer students will tell you. Th is method will take into account career success, 

personal happiness, skill sets, fi nancial burdens, the role of faculty, the role of 

extracurriculars, even the importance of dining halls and dormitories. It lets 

the students themselves, with just enough time to have forgotten the trivial 

aggravations, tell you what really helps their lives.

Which is, in the end, what you should care about.
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A Final Note

In recent years higher education in the United States has come under attack 

from many quarters. As state support has eroded, and as more students at-

tend college in an increasingly desperate attempt to fi nd viable jobs, the price 

to students of attending an institution of higher education has gone up, es-

pecially at more selective institutions. Rising costs; increasing pressures on 

access; the (apparently) diminishing value—at least in terms of immediate 

employment—of the bachelor’s degree; and a growing belief, whether justifi ed 

or not, that a college education no longer delivers the skills necessary to suc-

ceed—all of these and more have prompted a wide range of critics to propose 

a host of solutions to the perceived problems of higher education.

We aren’t dealing in this book with policy-level answers to the declared 

“crises” of higher education, nor do we wish to off er detailed critiques of the 

various proposed solutions off ered, such as the whole “assessment and ac-

countability” movement. But one recently popular category of proposed solu-

tions—online education—exemplifi es what is wrong with almost all of the 

others: it ignores the central importance of student motivation.

Some recent reformers suggest that online education, especially in the 

form of “MOOCs”—massive open online courses—might solve some of the 

problems of higher education. Such off erings promise to bring down the price 

of college, provide access for millions more students, and reduce the depen-

dence of institutions on highly paid professors. Why can’t colleges and uni-

versities just fi nd the few very best lecturers in the country, put them in front 

of video cameras, and record top-quality instruction—which could then, very 

cheaply indeed, be made available across an entire university, or even around 

the world? Wouldn’t that work? Wouldn’t that provide quality education to 

millions of students at a low price? Th e answer is Yes—for highly motivated 

students whose location or circumstances prevent their physically getting to-

gether with other students and teachers. Compared to getting no exposure 

to higher education, online learning is a huge gain; but compared to actually 

being at Princeton or Stanford or MIT, or in a good seminar anywhere, al-

most certainly not. Th at’s because there’s more to education than (even very 

good) information; the availability of quality content, in other words, isn’t the 

big problem that most American college students face.

Th e “massive-access” approach has been tried before. In fact, it’s been tried 

for about six hundred years, and in important ways it has worked marvelously. 
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For several thousand years, the world’s greatest thinkers worked out their best 

ideas and wrote them down in exquisite detail. Th en, starting in the mid-

1400s, with the development of the printing press, many of those ideas, lec-

tures, research fi ndings, treatises, and such, including the Bible itself, were 

mass produced in a form—printed books—which eventually became so cheap 

and so widely available that basically anyone in the developed world who 

wanted to fi nd one could. By the mid-nineteenth century, in fact, almost the 

entire range of human knowledge became readily accessible to the literate 

population of the West, with revolutionary implications for mass education. 

Books were the online courses of their day.

By the middle of the twentieth century in America, then, vast numbers of 

middle-class homes were well equipped with the latest “information technol-

ogy” needed to educate their children, in the form of excellent multivolume 

encyclopedias, sometimes including the great Britannica.

All too frequently, though, these incredible books sat completely unused 

on the shelf for years. And there’s the rub. Simply having information easily 

available—even right in front of the potential student—doesn’t educate any-

one. Today, for under $10, any eighteen-year-old can buy a good used calculus 

textbook from an online seller and—in theory—work their way through it, 

learning what Isaac Newton worked so hard to develop. But real eighteen-

year-olds won’t do that. Similarly, online video lectures, even excellent ones, 

will too often go unwatched, or if watched will not be studied. Th at’s be-

cause the fundamental problem in American higher education is no longer 

the availability of content, but rather the availability of motivation. Information 

is amazingly easy to come by these days, and no doubt has benefi ted lots of 

people. Certainly for most higher education in America, at least, there is no 

shortage of books, or knowledgeable professors, or even good online courses. 

None matter, though, unless students fi rst and most importantly want to 

learn, and wanting—even at elite institutions—is highly variable. It goes up 

and down, as we’ve said, sometimes even on a daily basis, depending mainly 

(we think) on which people students are spending their time with.

Th e good news, as we have argued in this book, is that even a tiny bit of 

high-quality human contact, applied at the right moment in a student’s career, 

can noticeably raise motivation. A helpful resident advisor in the fi rst few 

weeks, an engaging teacher in a single introductory class, a writing instructor 

who sits with a student one-on-one to go over a paper, one fi eld trip with a 

congenial group—with a regular smattering of such lucky breaks, a willing 
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student can have a very satisfying and educationally productive college career. 

Th e trick is, as we said in our introduction, that somehow the right people 

must fi nd each other at the right times so they can support and energize the 

right kind of work. Th at’s where leaders, at all levels, can have their quickest 

and most reliable impact. And best of all, the process can then be self-sustain-

ing: when thinking people meet each other and engage, they become ener-

gized to do more thinking, with more people. It takes a little initial eff ort to 

get them together, but once they do the process creates more energy.

Th ere is, however, one inescapable cost to leaders. Anyone who wants to 

improve collegiate education using our approach must accept the responsibil-

ity of deciding who “the right people” are. Which professors can do the most 

good? For which students? And when? Which students do you want to bring 

to your campus, and which ones not? Who are the students you most want 

to support? Around which groups and activities do you want to build your 

institution’s culture? Th ese are value questions; at root, they are moral ques-

tions about what you—the leader who takes up this challenge—are trying to 

accomplish. Th ere’s no avoiding such judgments; there’s no technocratic or 

fi nancial solution that transcends them. What you do with money or technol-

ogy or facilities remains a value question, a question of how you regard human 

beings. In the end, it’s about the people.

Good colleges have always been fundamentally human institutions. Par-

don the facile example, but Socrates and his followers didn’t have a fi tness 

center. Th ey didn’t have much of a campus, or dorms, or “smart” classrooms 

with Smart Boards, clickers and docu-cams, and video capability. So far as we 

know, they didn’t do strategic plans. Th ey didn’t even have books, printed or 

electronic or online.

What they did have, though, was each other. To make college work, that’s 

all you need, too.
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Appendix

Methods

In this appendix we describe some details of our research methods that are not presented 

elsewhere in the text or notes.

Our research began in 1999. From the outset, we aspired to carry out a comprehensive, 

multimethod, longitudinal study of student-learning outcomes. Th e Mellon Assess-

ment Project at Hamilton College has used both subjective (self-report) and objective 

measures, and both quantitative and qualitative approaches. After receiving full In-

stitutional Review Board approval, validated by other administrative safeguards and 

numerous consent procedures along the way, we employed everything from written 

student work and videotapes of class presentations, to focus groups discussing specifi c 

topics, to a comparison of Hamilton College GRE scores against national standards, 

to quantitative analyses of academic transcripts for an entire student body, to stan-

dardized questionnaire surveys, to overtime series of interviews with scientifi cally 

selected students over their entire college careers and beyond.

Th is multimethod approach had several advantages. First, it allowed us to objec-

tively verify a range of students’ self-reported information. For example, students may 

overestimate how much their writing or public speaking has improved over time, or 

they might forget what classes they took, what their professors’ names were, or what 

grades they received. Objective measures of validity such as academic transcripts, 

writing samples, and videotaped public presentations provided us with ways of deter-

mining student growth and development outside of students’ own opinions.

Second, using diff erent methods allowed us to ask and answer diff erent questions. 

For example, determining the particular key moments in students’ academic careers, 

and how these moments unfolded, is most easily done through in-depth interviews, 

where the interviewee can provide a full description of events. Determining the pro-

portion of students at the college from diff erent backgrounds, on the other hand, can 

easily be accomplished through a survey.
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Th ird, the multimethod approach helped us verify that our panel of closely tracked 

students accurately represented the student body as a whole. Survey data from the 

entire student body verifi ed that what students were telling us in the interviews was 

likely also true of the students we didn’t interview. With both sources of data—a 

qualitative, in-depth study of a sample of the students, and a broader, though less in-

depth, survey of every student—we felt more confi dent in making claims about the 

entire student body in general.

Finally, by identifying the same students across multiple datasets, we gained a 

fuller picture of the lives of each student. By the end of the research we had collected 

from some of the students in our panel six in-depth interviews covering an eight-year 

period; a complete academic transcript including courses taken and grades received; 

fi ve writing samples spanning a period of fi ve years; and a set of survey responses cov-

ering a wide range of topics. No single data source could off er so complete a picture.

Our methods were also, notably, longitudinal. For each of the students in our 

sample, data were collected yearly throughout college, some of it reaching back even 

before college entrance and extending well past graduation. Longitudinal information 

allowed us to determine how the students’ lives changed over time, and often why. 

Instead of a snapshot of students at a particular time in college, we had a moving fi lm, 

and could determine at what moments and for what reasons decisive things happened 

(or didn’t happen).

Th e remainder of this appendix will detail some of the methods of data collection 

and analysis we used in the study. Th e Writing and Oral Communications Studies 

have already been explained in Chapter 6 (“Learning”).

Panel Interviews

Our interview study consisted of a longitudinal set of in-depth, tape-recorded inter-

views with a panel of one hundred (initially) students who enrolled in the college in 

2001. Th e students were selected at random from the college’s enrollment list. Pan-

elists were then contacted by an interviewer and invited to participate; all but fi ve 

agreed. Random sampling yielded a panel of students broadly representative of the 

student body in general, as verifi ed by cross-referencing their sample’s demographics 

with those reported in student surveys, which covered the entire class.

Interviews were conducted by several professionals as well as trained student in-

terviewers; transcripts from new interviewers were reviewed to ensure a standard ap-

plication of the interview guide.

Th e interview guide consisted of twenty to thirty open-ended questions, as well as 

a set of basic demographic questions. Year to year, interview guides were modifi ed to 

explore diff erent areas of student experience, especially key events that had occurred 

during that year (declaring a major, studying abroad, graduating, etc). Some questions 

were repeated annually, such as what classes the students were taking. Th e open-ended 

nature of the interviews often allowed the students to direct the topic of conversation 

away from the question, which frequently led to interesting discussions of topics not 
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explicitly in the interview guide. Interviewers were, however, instructed to return to 

each question to make sure it had been satisfactorily answered before moving on.

While there was some variation in the quality of the interviews, and in how well 

the interview guide was used, the vast majority of interviews were satisfactory and 

useful.

Students in the panel were contacted yearly, throughout their years in college, 

and once every other year after graduation. Each interview lasted on average around 

forty-fi ve minutes, and was recorded using a small handheld recorder. Whenever pos-

sible, interviews were conducted in person at a quiet location on campus. During the 

summer months, and following graduation, interviews were conducted via telephone. 

Panelists were also asked each year to provide a sample of written work completed for 

a class.

All the interviewees were asked to sign a consent form before the interview began, 

approving the use of the tape recorder and agreeing that their interviews could be used 

in published work. Each panelist was assigned a pseudonym.

After graduation, interviews were changed considerably to accommodate the wide 

variety of lives and careers (some had good jobs and were living independently, some 

were unemployed and living with their parents).

Most interviews were fully recorded, but on occasion recordings were interrupted, 

either intentionally because the interviewee felt uncomfortable speaking on record, or 

because of a malfunctioning tape recorder, loud background noise, or another such 

unplanned event. Interviewers were instructed to write notes during or after the in-

terview on responses that would not have been picked up by the recording (nonverbal 

cues, reasons for the interruption of the recording, general “tone” of responses, etc). 

Following each interview, interviewers submitted a one-page summary of the inter-

view, as well as the tape. All interviews were then transcribed verbatim by Marcia 

Wilkinson, the Project administrative assistant.

Th e response rate, overall, was very good for a panel study of this kind. Of the 

one hundred students initially selected, eighty-four remained in our sample nine 

years after the study began. Th e rest either declined to participate in the study or had 

dropped out of the college. In any given year, interviews were typically completed 

with sixty to seventy students, with a quarter of the sample participating in every one 

of their eligible years. In the end, the study had collected 394 interviews, totaling well 

over ten thousand transcribed pages of text.

Transcribed interviews were analyzed using a variety of traditional methods. In 

addition to simply reading each interview from start to fi nish, transcripts were also 

organized as “all responses to a single question.” Towards the end of the study, when 

the data collection was nearly complete, a “book” was compiled for each of the nearly 

one hundred panelists with all of their interviews in order plus additional information 

(for example, course transcripts), so that we could read through them and, eff ectively, 

get as close to the “whole picture” of the student as possible. Reading longitudinally 

was especially helpful in seeing the key moments in their college histories, and what 

shaped those moments. Finally, qualitative data analysis software was employed to 
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search for key terms and particular issues students raised across diff erent questions, 

and to better determine students’ perspectives on issues not explicitly addressed in the 

interview guide.

Academic Transcript Analyses

Academic transcripts, which are kept highly confi dential, display information about 

the classes students have taken as well as their grades, professors, major(s), minor(s), 

and advisor. Th rough arrangement with the college Registrar, and under policies 

presented in our Institutional Review Board (IRB) confi dentiality procedures, we 

used student transcripts in three ways. First, Brian Cody and Bijan Warner, so-

ciology graduate students at the University of Chicago, conducted an analysis trac-

ing the pathways of students towards their respective majors. Th ey determined the 

probabilities of students declaring particular majors based on their enrollment in 

classes in that major during their fi rst year; this research contributed directly to our 

discussion of pathways to academic majors. Second, transcripts were used in the 

aforementioned longitudinal “readings” of student stories, as supplemental informa-

tion when reading interviews. On occasion academic transcripts were used to verify 

student accounts of their own academic histories. Finally, a simple “fl ip-through” 

of transcripts proved invaluable in revealing the clustering of students in particular 

majors, how broadly or narrowly students focused their own coursework, and how 

students tended to “follow the grades” in building their academic careers. It was a 

simple but very useful method.

The Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium Survey (HEDS)

During the years our study was being conducted, the college, as a member of the 

Higher Education Data Sharing Consortium, administered an annual survey to all 

of its seniors. Th is survey covered a wide variety of topics including students’ back-

grounds, experiences in college, satisfaction with college, learning outcomes, college 

activities, and plans for the future. We compiled an integrated database of these sur-

veys from 2000 to 2006, including 2,251 respondents. In many of those years, the 

response rate was close to 100 percent, as survey completion was virtually required 

for participation in commencement. In other years, with diff erent delivery methods, 

response rates dropped dramatically. Having trend data (cross-section, over time) al-

lowed us to see the impact of curricular shifts, while the 100 percent years provided 

a check against selection biases that may have aff ected results in the off -years. Th is 

integrated survey database, with thousands of respondents answering scores of ques-

tions, allowed us to carry out multiple regression statistical analyses on questions such 

as students’ self-reported perception of improvement in various academic areas, shifts 

in intended majors, and—as described in Chapter 3—the impact of being a guest in a 

faculty member’s home, all while statistically controlling for a wide range of variables.
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Network Analysis

Data on students’ participation in extracurricular activities, athletics, majors, and 

Greek-letter societies were collected during the panel interviews and compiled into a 

single database of student “activities.” From this, network “edgelists” were created, con-

taining the affi  liations (ties) between activities. Th ese were the basis for the diagram 

in Chapter 5. In the activity-tie edgelist, activities (the nodes) were treated as being 

affi  liated if they shared students. For example, if Hank participates in both French 

Club and in lacrosse, then these activities will have a tie between them. Ties were 

also weighted, by the number of overlapping students participating in activities. For 

example, if the football team had fi ve people on it who also worked at the radio station, 

football would have a tie weighted 5 with radio, and hence, it would appear thicker.

Th is dataset was analyzed using Ucinet, and visualized using NetDraw. Cluster 

analysis, which attempts to mathematically determine what nodes “best fi t” together 

according to the patterns of network ties and the weights of these ties, was used to de-

termine which activities were more closely associated to each other. Once completed, 

the six clusters were represented visually in the network diagram.
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It is also our hope and expectation that college leaders will approach our prescriptions 

with an eye towards whether and how they will work at their own particular institutions. 

For more on the case study methods we employ in this book, see Charles C. Ragin and 

Howard S. Becker, What Is a Case? Exploring the Foundations of Social Inquiry (Cam-
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and Robert K. Merton, “Friendship as Social Process: A Substantive and Methodolog-
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view and Suggested Clarifi cation,” Personnel and Guidance Journal 47 (1969): 417–423. 
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Similarly, it is clear that not all kinds of peer interaction contribute to students’ success. 

For example, activities such as drinking or watching television with peers are not as-

sociated with academic success. See Astin, What Matters in College; Kuh, “Th e Other 
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Press, 2009).
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ers” (Moff att, Coming of Age in New Jersey, 12).
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local arrangements—of living, dining, studying, engaging in student activities—result 

in very frequent associations among a given group of students.” Th eodore Newcomb, 
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activities: Newcomb, “Th e General Nature of Peer Group Infl uence”; Small, Unantic-

ipated Gains. Scott Feld has argued that the focus of mutual activities, and individuals’ 

mutual coordination towards such activities, also infl uences the formation of ties. See 
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Associates,” American Sociological Review 47, no. 6 (1982): 797–801; Feld, “Th e Struc-

tured Use of Personal Associates,” Social Forces 62, no. 3 (1984): 640–652.
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examined by several authors. See Elizabeth A. Armstrong, Laura Hamilton, and Brian 
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Alan Seidman (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 2005) 215–244; Tinto, Leaving College. 
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attending a selective college where the academic expectations and diffi  culties are highest 
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Mullen, Degrees of Inequality; Stevens, Creating a Class.
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psychology among its sciences, which is not the case in many other institutions. Instead 

of STEM, we here simply refer to the “sciences,” and separately, mathematics. However, 
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153–185; Karen Bradley, “Th e Incorporation of Women into Higher Education: Para-

doxical Outcomes?” Sociology of Education 80 (2000): 1–18. At the college, female stu-

dents were generally as likely to major in the sciences as male students (a trend that does 
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Collins, Interaction Ritual Chains; Feld, “Th e Focused Organization of Social Ties.”

10. Most literature on students’ choice of major focuses on correlations between stu-
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Charles and Karen Bradley, “Equal But Separate? A Cross-National Study of Sex Seg-
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2. For a summary of this literature see Pascarella and Terenzini, How College Aff ects 

Students, 94–95.
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4. Blum observed that a general precondition for student intellectualism and intel-

lectual exchange is shared knowledge of a given topic. See Blum, My Word!
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Newcomb and Everett K. Wilson (Chicago: Aldine, 1966) 17–70.

2. Astin, What Matters in College; Mary J. Fischer, “Settling into Campus Life: Dif-
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16. Sociologist Erving Goff man wrote about “total institutions,” in which the entire 

life of “inmates” was controlled and encompassed by the institution—prisons, mental 
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higher education as an industry is primarily a reproducer of social class (as Bourdieu 

argues), a setting for building networks, a site for fostering personal development and 

human capital, an incubator for a power elite, a sieve for sorting people into stratifi ed 
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198 N O T E S  T O  P A G E S  1 1 6 – 1 5 2
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