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  1

Introduction 
Facing Freshman Year

Congratulations! You did it. You got into college! Maybe you’re 
going to Princeton, Michigan, Duke, Berkeley, Stanford, or 
another of the best research universities in the world. Or per-

haps you’re bound for a great liberal arts college like Swarthmore, 
Davidson, Pomona, or Kenyon. Maybe it’s a private college in New 
England or the flagship campus of your state university system. That 
is wonderful and, I’m sure, well deserved.

You’ve worked hard the past few years, building an amazing record 
of academic achievements, community service, and activities that 
have kept you busy and challenged. You sweated through exams like 
the SAT, filled out countless applications and forms, and waited in ag-
ony to get word from your dream schools. And now you’re in.

Now what?
It sounds strange, but a lot of incoming freshmen have no good an-

swer to that question. They might have a plan for a major or even a 
career, but if pressed, they’ll confess that they’re not sure what that 
means. They have worked incredibly hard, to the point of exhaustion, 
to start an experience that they don’t really understand. They know 
college is important. (Why go to all that trouble and expense if it 
weren’t?) But it’s not quite clear what college will be like or how to suc-
ceed, especially if they are the first in their family to go to college.

This book will answer your questions, helping you to find real and 
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2  Dean’s List

lasting success in college. I have gathered the wisdom of dozens of 
deans from the best colleges in America, including the entire Ivy 
League, to combine with my observations so that you can enjoy the 
success you want and deserve. Together, we o!er a list of 11 habits of 
highly successfully college students, 11 strategic choices to help you 
navigate the next four years. 

We’ll do this in a way that’s a bit unconventional, because you’re too 
smart and savvy to be o!ered a laundry list of tips.1 You want to drink 
deeply from this fountain, not just find shortcuts. So we’re going to 
push you to be strategic in your thinking, to reevaluate why you’re go-
ing to college, to learn more about colleges as institutions, and to pre-
pare for the possibility of failure. As you learn the habits on the Dean’s 
List, you will learn how to find your own path and, if you embrace the 
mission of learning, enjoy great success.2

Going to College

If you’re reading this in April of your senior year, you may be con-
sidering several acceptance o!ers. Maybe it’s June, and you’re cele-
brating high school graduation with just a hint of wistfulness. By July, 
you’ve made a decision and are looking at lots of documents from your 
college, filling out endless forms online. In August, the uncertainties 
and anxieties of moving away from home and onto a strange campus 
are upon you. Or maybe it’s September, the academic year has started, 
and you’re working to find your legs as a college freshman.

Whatever the moment in time, you need to think about the di!er-
ences between your life in high school and the one you are starting in 
college, particularly the academic di!erences. Of course, if you don’t, 
you’ll probably be just fine. Most freshmen are. But you may miss the 
chance to take the campus at a faster speed, to jump onto the fast-
moving train that is college life without stumbling. You want to do 
much better than “fine.” So let’s look at some of the key di!erences you 
will find, some of which we’ll examine at length in the chapters that 
follow, and what they mean to your success.

There are no teachers in college! A college professor is not a 
teacher, as strange as that sounds. Not only does she have a full pro-
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 Introduction 3

fessional life outside your classes—with research, university service, 
national conferences, and so on—but she probably doesn’t think of 
herself as a “teacher,” even when teaching in the classroom. Profes-
sors’ idea of teaching is to make you more of a partner in learning. 
In fact, they want you to take charge of your education, to prepare 
independently, to ask bold questions, and to examine assigned 
materials with your own eyes. They may not be clear on what they 
want, and you won’t see them enough to figure that out—but you 
don’t have to learn alone. There are classmates, tutors, teaching as-
sistants, and your professor, of course. But learning is now your job, 
without the direction and constant supervision your high school 
teachers may have given you.

The professors don’t know me. Most freshmen take introduc-
tory courses taught primarily through lectures. These classes can 
be huge, sometimes with over a thousand students. Even when the 
class size goes over as few as 30, the professor loses the ability, if 
not the desire, to get to know you, your name, or your needs. This 
anonymity can be pretty shocking when you’re used to seeing your 
high school teachers every day, and they know you so well. As a 
successful high school student, you were probably a favorite of 
your teachers. And now none of the faculty knows you. To a degree, 
this is a reality of your first year, but it is also a matter of the class 
choices you make. You do not have to choose only large lectures; 
you can match them with seminars or language courses. Writing 
courses are usually small, as are most courses o!ered by smaller 
departments, such as classics, earth sciences, or philosophy. You 
can also find ways to get to know professors by asking questions or 
visiting them during o"ce hours. So, if you don’t like being anony-
mous, do something about it.3

Lectures are collegiate, but what do I do in them? Let’s say that 
you take a few of the large lecture courses I just mentioned. Despite 
their size and your anonymity, they can be interesting, entertain-
ing, and provocative. And they’re nothing like anything you’ve seen 
in high school; instead, lectures are a very collegiate phenomenon 
with lots of students furiously scribbling notes. When you’re faced 
with something as important and unfamiliar as a lecture, try to 
avoid following everyone else’s lead. First, you can’t be sure what 
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4  Dean’s List

other students are writing in their notes. But second, you want to 
be strategic about what you are hearing and what you want to re-
member. That means engaging in a mental conversation with the 
lecture. Does this make sense? How does this connect with the 
readings? Why does that seem important? Just as critically, take 
note of things you do not understand, and be sure to ask the profes-
sor during o"ce hours. Professors love it when you come to them 
with specific questions.

I’ve got a lot of time, right? Not quite, but it sure looks that way. 
Do the math for a minute. In high school, you’re in class for six to 
seven hours a day, five days a week. And you study another two 
hours a night, five nights a week. That’s about 42 hours total, with 
nearly 75 percent of that in school. In college, you’re in class about 
15 hours a week, with 30 hours of studying outside of class. So now 
more than 65 percent of your academic time is unsupervised work, 
often in a library. College has turned your academic world almost 
exactly upside down. While 30 hours seems like a lot, you have to 
be really organized about using it or it will just float away. And it’s 
not just about resisting the television, staying o! Facebook, or turn-
ing o! your cell phone. It’s about finding ways to be thoughtful, 
analytic, and insightful while you’re reading, writing, and working 
on problems. That will require experimentation to figure out when 
and where you’re most productive, and how to engage the material 
even when you are alone.

My parents aren’t here! This is the best di!erence of all, for some 
students. There’s no one to nag you about homework, to make you 
get to bed on time, or to be sure you take care of your body. But 
guess what? Now there’s no one to nag you about homework, to make 
you get to bed on time, or to be sure you take care of your body! Now 
it’s all up to you, or you won’t be prepared for class or exams, you’ll 
get exhausted and unable to learn, and you’ll fall apart physically. 
The upside is that you can begin to take personal ownership of your 
education. The best part of that is learning what most interests you, 
rather than what people are expecting you to learn. 

What is sociology? One of the most important goals you can 
have in this transition is to sample widely from the academic o!er-
ings at your college. Even the most elite prep schools do not have 
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 Introduction 5

the range of departments found at most colleges. Your high school 
probably didn’t have a sociologist or an anthropologist on the fac-
ulty. But your ignorance about their disciplines, just from lack of 
exposure to them, could cost you. For all you know, you’d be a happy 
and successful anthropology major, but since you don’t know what 
that means, you don’t bother exploring it. So, when you arrive on 
campus, make it a point to learn about unfamiliar areas and disci-
plines, perhaps through open houses. You might find an academic 
home you never knew was there.

College is a big place. While it is possible that your high school 
is bigger than your college, you’re probably going to a college or 
university that is much bigger. It might have multiple campuses, 
professional schools (like a law school), research centers, and large 
libraries. Your high school might have a few thousand books. Yale’s 
Sterling Library has 13 million volumes. It’s easy to get lost or intim-
idated, so remember to think small by focusing on your roommates, 
your instructors, your advisors, your classes, and your assignments 
first. You can build from there, once you know your way around.

Who are all these people? Part of being in a bigger place is ad-
justing to the many kinds of people you now have around you. Re-
member that you’re not the only kind of student. While traditional 
colleges have only undergraduates, universities have graduate 
students, professional students, and a large number of part-time 
students. The faculty is going to be much larger and more diverse 
intellectually. The student body will come from all over the world. 
Learn from this diversity and celebrate it by exploring and getting 
involved.

I can’t get involved. I’m adjusting. If you’re typical of students 
who get into good colleges, you have been very busy outside of 
your high school classes: band, orchestra, drama, environmental 
club, community service, varsity soccer, on and on. You may be 
tempted to reduce your level of involvement as a freshman, think-
ing that it’s good to not become overcommitted while you adjust to 
college. This is a mistake. The place may be big, with lots of people, 
but the only way you will have a rich experience is to be active and 
engaged. Joining a few clubs, writing for the school paper, playing 
on intramurals, or trying out for a singing group will connect you 
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6  Dean’s List

to new friends, skills, and ideas. Don’t overdo it, but don’t make ex-
cuses. Get out there!

If you understand the di!erences between high school and college, 
you can stop being surprised and start being curious. You can ask 
deeper questions about the experience you’re having and the institu-
tion you’ve joined. Rather than simply thinking, “I’d better get some 
studying done this afternoon because I did nothing last night,” you 
can start thinking more strategically: “How do I read this novel in a 
way to craft a well-argued essay?” “How do I find the connection be-
tween yesterday’s lecture on military strategy and this book on the 
development of a railway system in France?” “What do I want to learn 
this year, and how do I do that?”

By appreciating and understanding where you are, and how di!er-
ent it is from where you’ve been, you’ll be ready to develop the habits 
that are on the Dean’s List.

The Habits of Successful Students

 This book outlines the Dean’s List of habits of successful college 
students. These habits are 11 ways to approach your education thought-
fully. Learning and adopting these habits won’t be mechanical—do X, 
and Y grades pop out—because your education is complex and so are 
the ideas and actions that drive it forward. These habits are equally 
complex and deserve a full treatment.

Habit #1: Focus on Learning, Not on Grades. As a freshman, you 
can have the biggest impact on your college experience if you 
take the time to think deeply about why you’re going to college.4 
We urge you to put your grades into perspective as a crude mea-
surement of a professor’s assessment. A more important way to 
think of success is whether you have become a learned person, 
whether you value the education you now own, whether you have 
learned what you want, and how well-prepared you will be to 
move on.

Habit #2: Build an Adult Relationship with Your Parents. Your 
parents have been your guides, guardians, and advocates. But 
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 Introduction 7

now you are in college without them. It is time to develop a re-
lationship with your parents that gives you more freedom and 
responsibility.5 Having a new, adult relationship with a parent is 
not easy, but it is important. This book will help you find ways to 
do that.

Habit #3: Work the System by Understanding the System. You 
may know something about your college, but you probably don’t 
understand how the tenure system a!ects you, what a dean can 
(and cannot) do for you, and what a president does.6 (Preview: 
raise money.) You may be surprised at how your college’s institu-
tional qualities will influence your experience.

Habit #4: Approach the Curriculum Like a Great Feast. You’ve 
been invited to be an academic glutton at a huge intellectual buf-
fet. But it’s hard to take advantage of these choices without the 
right attitude, a knowledge about disciplines, and other tools for 
open exploration. Those tools can help you find a “home” where 
you will enjoy learning and thrive.

Habit #5: Understand That Majors and Careers Are Not the Same 
Thing. Choosing a major may be your biggest academic decision, 
but too many students believe it will a!ect their careers forever. 
In fact, the connection between majors and careers is very weak, 
and I’ll explain why.7 (Preview: it’s a way to teach how to think 
seriously, not a way to give you expertise.) Once you disconnect 
them, you’ll rediscover the freedom that the college wanted you 
to have in the beginning.

Habit #6: Don’t Just Work Hard—Work Smart. As a successful 
applicant to college, you have shown your capacity for hard work. 
Maybe you know how to study, but maybe you don’t. Worse, you 
think you know, but you don’t. This discussion invites you to be 
a strategic student, consciously choosing study techniques that 
suit your learning style.8

Habit #7: Build Integrity to Get into Professional or Graduate 
School. Getting into a professional or graduate school is not so 
simple as earning a high GPA and acing the standardized tests 
(though those help, of course). Here, I’ll talk about how you can 
reach that dream most e!ectively by building integrity through 
academic honesty and becoming distinctive.9 Finding your own 
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8  Dean’s List

way is especially important, as your unique blend of skills and 
experience is your best selling point.

Habit #8: Learn from Diversity at Home and Abroad. College 
should challenge your worldview, but for you to succeed in that 
goal, you’re going to need to face diversity issues. On campus, 
that will mean engaging in meaningful conversations with peo-
ple who do not see the world as you do.10 While studying abroad, 
it means overcoming the barriers to world travel for a chance at 
real immersion.11

Habit #9: When You Are Failing, Understand Why. No one goes 
to college expecting to fail. But the reality is that academic strug-
gles are common. This would be hard for you, since, as a strong 
student, you may define yourself in part by real success. But it is 
important to talk about this possibility and its causes, if only to 
make it less frightening and easier to address.12

Habit #10: Cope with Failure by Rebuilding and Forgiving. Once 
you have identified the problems contributing to failure, it can be 
hard to do something about them. Here, we’ll look at solutions 
to issues like lack of motivation and poor time management.13 
But the most important lesson in this case is the power of for-
giveness. We all make mistakes, and we are strongest when we 
acknowledge them, forgive ourselves, and move on.

Habit #11: Plan Boldly for Life after College. College life ends 
quickly. This is sad and a little terrifying, as an uncertain future 
rushes toward you. You might have that feeling even as a fresh-
man, and so you’re likely to be planning for the future already. 
This discussion takes on issues that are years away but require 
thought—though not necessarily action—now. Building a practi-
cal supplement to your studies is sensible, as is the possibility 
of short-term work or public service post-graduation.14 Better to 
build slowly than to panic late.

Cross-Cutting Themes

Now that you have a sense of the strategic o!erings in this book, 
below are some of the themes that run through all 11 habits of highly 
successful college students. They are the “big picture”15 ideas that 
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 Introduction 9

should help you become a sophisticated consumer of your education. 
If you can embrace some of these ideas, you will truly appreciate that 
your four years in college form a precious, unrepeatable experience 
that should be respected, savored, and exploited. And that is a very 
good way to think of success. 

Finding the right fit is a tough challenge. These next years will 
be filled with questions, many of which can be answered only by 
you because they are about your path. Where should you go? What 
should you do? What can you learn? These choices are as unique as 
your DNA, which means you cannot follow what other people, in-
cluding your friends and parents, have done. Indeed, finding a path 
is life’s hardest challenge, requiring experimentation and explora-
tion, heartbreak, and error. But finding that “fit” will bring peace and 
contentment.

Your family and friends should be your partners. Finding a path 
may be very personal and at times lonely, but it is di"cult to do 
without support. Friends and family may have a vision at odds with 
yours, but that is a discussion worth having. Ultimately, the choice 
belongs to you, but it would be better to bring those supporters 
along. That requires engagement, education, and mutual respect.

Enjoyment and success require self-awareness. Stumbling from 
one mistake to another is not a healthy way to learn. It is also a 
waste of time. Being aware of how to make decisions and seriously 
consider alternatives is more prudent and mature. That means tak-
ing the time to reflect on what you are doing and the mistakes you 
make. Again, you can get help with this, perhaps this time from aca-
demic advisors and therapists.

Success should be measured internally. While the support of fam-
ily and professors is important, try not to depend on the approval 
of others to find satisfaction and a sense of accomplishment. Learn-
ing something useful and interesting is more important than earn-
ing a good grade. As Habit #1 suggests, setting intellectual goals 
—to become learned in some way—is healthier than setting numeri- 
cal goals, if only because you can be satisfied on your own terms.

Body and mind are not separate. It is a sad irony that when a 
student’s mind is most capable of learning, he is statistically most 
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10  Dean’s List

likely to abuse it with by drugs, alcohol, and sleep deprivation.16 You 
are strong and young, but not immortal. Your brain functions better 
when you’re healthy, happy, and engaged. (Now try to remember 
that late at night and on Fridays.)

Any plan (even a good one) is a plan worth questioning. Many 
students come to college with a plan for a predetermined major and 
a clear picture of a career. Try to be among those who are ready to 
test this plan. You may find that your goals are the result of parental 
and peer pressure. Or you may have hatched this plan without the 
amount of thinking, research, and testing that you spent on choos-
ing colleges. That’s really okay; maybe you’re not ready. But don’t 
let it trap you into obligations before questioning it. To paraphrase 
Socrates, an unexamined plan is not worth having.17

Don’t forget the “small” stu!. You might think that the biggest 
decision you’ll make is your major. Actually, the real decisions come 
every term, as you choose classes. You’ll build a major from class 
choices, naturally, but you’re also building your education from 
them. So pay as much attention to your electives as your major 
courses. Consider that most alumni regret not taking “fun” classes 
like studio art or an acting course. Maybe they thought college 
was a pre-career boot camp, so they took practical or conventional 
courses. Or they followed the pack, taking large lecture classes. Or 
they simply failed to look around. Taking a small philosophy semi-
nar or a course on modern art may reshape your worldview forever. 
So, find courses each term that you can celebrate and enjoy. 

College students gain skills, not expertise. Ten minutes after 
your last college final, you will forget most of the facts you crammed 
into your head. Like anything you learn, if you do not use it, you lose 
it. So what do you have left? The ability you gained or refined to 
gather, digest, and analyze complex ideas. The skills you practiced 
to write a crisp sentence or to give a clear presentation. The methods 
you learned from clubs and teams to lead and inspire. The sophisti-
cation and confidence you built with travel and cultural exchange. 
The network of friends and alumni who can help you professionally. 
The list goes on and on, but it does not include expertise.

Studying is not the same as memorizing. A lot of students wish 
that they could simply open their brains and dump everything into 
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it. The perfect student, they think, has an unlimited memory with 
perfect recall. So they read and take notes in a vain attempt to re-
member everything. This is a misunderstanding of both the process 
of learning and the purpose of higher education. An educated per-
son is not a phone book, but someone who can make sense of infor-
mation.18 She looks at data, extracts what seems important, discerns 
meaningful patterns, builds principles on those patterns, and then 
applies the principles to a new situation or problem. None of those 
skills requires memorization.

We all fail sometimes, so we must forgive each other. This book 
is written primarily for incoming freshmen, but I hope parents will 
read it, too. Communication between you and your parents is im-
portant to enjoying success, but it is critical when su!ering failure. 
My colleagues and I spend a lot of time discussing the causes of and 
remedies for academic failure, a challenge far more common than 
one might expect, even at elite institutions like Duke and Brown. 
At the heart of the challenge is the need to forgive ourselves and 
those we love. Forgiveness is di"cult for everyone, but without it, 
the smallest of missteps can cascade to disaster.

Uncertainty and freedom are intertwined. College students can-
not decide whether they appreciate the freedom they have or resent 
it. You may be free from daily supervision by parents, free to pick 
classes and a major, and free to set a professional course. But those 
choices seem so numerous and important that you may be frozen 
with fear. You might quickly retreat to conventional choices (like 
medical school) or defer to influential advisors (like your parents) 
before giving yourself a chance to figure it out. Try not to confuse 
the joys and privilege of free choice with the fears of uncertainty. It 
may be scary to look at an open landscape, but it can and should be 
a thrilling moment of possibility.

A Final Thought

 I hope you find the lessons in this book to be helpful and provoca-
tive. The 11 habits on the Dean’s List are meant to be as practical as 
they are to be challenging. As you read, think about how they con-
nect or refute your own expectations or conceptions of college. At the 
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very least, take from us deans one piece of advice: become a better-
educated consumer of your college education. You and your family are 
spending a lot of money and deserve your money’s worth. That will 
not happen unless you pause to think consciously and seriously about 
why you should go to college at all, what it will be like, and what can 
be done to make it worthwhile. This book should prompt some of that 
thinking. But there are other sources of inspiration for this thinking: 
visiting campuses; asking current students savvy questions (What are 
the lectures like here? How do you get to know faculty? What’s the 
best choice you’ve made academically? The worst? What do you re-
gret? Celebrate?); exploring Web sites more deeply (for example, look 
at what the faculty research vs. what they teach); talking openly with 
family and friends; and just taking a personal moment from the bustle 
of the college entrance process or the busy summer before college. 

At this moment of reflection, you also can put the enterprise of 
higher education in some historic perspective.19 Today, a college edu-
cation is less a rite of passage for the privileged and more a universal 
experience for the middle class. Consider how profound and impor-
tant a change this is. It represents a sea change of historic propor-
tions, just as it represents a triumph by civil rights leaders, feminist 
activists, and families who overcame poverty and prejudice.

In a way, the choices and opportunities that lay before you are gifts 
from these people, just as they are gifts from your immediate family. 
Yet a true gift does not obligate the recipient to do anything but enjoy 
it and appreciate the love it represents. This is an important point that 
animates this entire book: a college education should be enjoyed for 
its own pleasures, and it should be appreciated as a selfless act of gen-
erosity from those who made it possible.

The gift of a college education—or access to higher education—also 
represents an act of liberation. To your ancestors, going to college 
would mean access to new opportunities, greater economic poten-
tial, and a higher social class. And they worked hard to get you to this 
point. So, consider college the gift of freedom and choice.

All students deserve a great, liberating college education and a 
memorable experience that they can celebrate for the rest of their 
lives. Do whatever you must to make that happen for you. I hope this 
book helps.
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Habit 
#1

To begin a college life filled with success, you can start by imag-
ining the last day you will be in college. Looking backwards 
from the future always puts any experience in perspective. 

That day will be a university commencement—a profound event, the 
zenith of academic tradition and spectacle. Even the most reserved of 
campuses blossoms each spring as everyone proudly wears academic 
garb. Faculty who might wear sandals and jeans to teach will hide the 
casual under robes of black and of many colors: rich royal blues, crim-
son velvet, and vivid gold. On their heads might be the same mortar 
boards worn by their medieval predecessors or a cap that Sir Thomas 
More would have found familiar.1 Faculty members who earned doctor-
ates at foreign universities are even more spectacular, with hats and 
robes Americans might consider outrageous and flamboyant. They 
grin broadly, thanks to the unusual attention they get that day.

The graduates beam with satisfaction, under black robes that unite 
them in common achievement. Doctoral and medical students show 
o! new academic hoods or striped gowns they may have rented but 
have earned with extraordinary e!ort. Families crowd for a view, 
watching those of us in the procession with happy awe, and waiting 
for a celebrity or a respected academic to intone about the future or 
the challenges of the now. Student leaders stand to read the same lines 
year after year, observing “how far we have come.” They all think the 
thought is original, unwittingly creating an unbroken line of glorious, 
consistent tradition.

Focus on Learning,  
Not on Grades 
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14  Habit #1

I love commencement for many reasons, but there is one reason 
that is special. On that day, all students are successful. They may have 
taken a thousand paths to get to that moment, but they are united by 
ritual, celebration, and uniform. There are no real distinctions among 
the undergraduates on that day. Despite the occasional e!ort to look 
di!erent, thanks to a Hawaiian lei around someone’s neck, or “Love 
You Mom” on a mortar board, or a large beach ball under an arm, they 
are one in success and achievement that day. For those brief hours, 
everyone—graduates, parents, faculty, friends, family—all agree on a 
healthy definition of success. They agree to celebrate the perpetuation 
of a new generation of learned people. They agree that a student who 
has grown, has challenged herself, appreciates the world’s complexity 
anew, and is eager to learn more in the years ahead—that is a success-
ful student.

Unfortunately, the values and successes celebrated on graduation 
are not easy to see in the years leading up to that moment, especially 
freshman year. There, the definition of “success” can be too narrow, de-
scribing a “successful” student as one who has secured admission to 
the highest-ranked college possible, preferably an Ivy League school, 
and is earning high grades. While I disagree with this definition, I can-
not blame those who hold it tightly. Many believe that this two-step 
process of attending a prestigious college and achieving a high GPA 
will bring financial security and professional prestige.

For many parents, this vision influences the way that they do a lot 
of things: what and how much they read to their children, whether they 
send them to an independent or a public school, how involved (or in-
terfering) they are with teachers and principals, and whether and how 
much they enhance that education with after-school activities such as 
violin lessons, SAT prep, or an engineering club. Both child and par-
ent seem to agree that they are on a mission: get into a great college 
and then get strong grades.

Most people think that a “great” college is one of the Ivy League 
schools or the famous private universities in their company: Stanford, 
Williams, Pomona, the University of Chicago, and Johns Hopkins 
University. There is really nothing wrong with that. The Ivy League 
schools, such as Harvard, Brown, and Princeton, hold historic and de-
served reputations of excellence in every aspect of undergraduate life. 
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Success and Failure 
Creating Conversations on Campus

ARIEL PHILLIPS, Ed.D., COUNSELOR
ABIGAIL LIPSON, Ph.D., DIRECTOR

BUREAU OF STUDY COUNSEL
HARVARD UNIVERSITY

Success is the ability to go from failure to failure with no loss of enthusiasm.
—Winston Churchill

Many students have heard all their lives that if they follow the right 
path—that is, if they work hard, keep their GPAs up, and take part in 
plenty of extracurricular activities—they will succeed and get into a 
good college. So, they conscientiously do all that, and then they ar-
rive at college expecting to continue on the same trajectory toward 
further success.

It turns out, however, that the “real world” (whether business, 
science, or the arts—not to mention college itself ) operates accord-
ing to a di!erent sensibility. In the real world, the path to success is 
often a twisted path of dead ends and detours that leads to the most 
creative exploration, the deepest learning, and thus to real success—
success both in the traditional sense and in the sense of meaningful 
personal development. Many students come to college unprepared 
to navigate this new kind of path.

The dilemma arises almost immediately, in the contexts of 
choices about courses, paper topics, extracurricular options, career 
plans, and so on. Consider the case of college grades: 

Student: So, I got my test back today. I got an A. 
Advisor: Hey, congratulations!
Student: No—it’s actually really frustrating! I could have taken the 

more advanced class, but I knew this one would help my GPA. 
So now I’m getting a perfect grade, but I’m so bored—I hate 
the class! But still . . . I do really want to get into a good grad 
school, so maybe I do need that A . . . 

Sometimes a failure isn’t simply a failure and a success isn’t sim-
ply a success. For most of us, this represents a significant, deeply 

continued
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felt, ongoing challenge, whether related to grades, professional 
advancement, or financial status. For students, one of the most trans-
formative qualities of the liberal arts college experience is that it 
challenges them to reexamine their assumptions about themselves 
and the world, including assumptions about what it means to suc-
ceed and what it means to fail. 

In recognition of these challenges, the Bureau of Study Counsel 
at Harvard University formed the Success/Failure Project (see www 
.bsc.harvard.edu/successfailure). Its mission is to create opportuni-
ties for discussion, reflection, understanding, and creative engage-
ment regarding the meanings of success and failure in our lives and 
work. The Success/Failure Project is an invitation for students and 
other members of the university community to consider what really 
matters to them. Students have told us it was the project’s Web site 
that prompted them to speak with a counselor or someone else they 
trusted about the meaning of their lives before, during, and after col-
lege and about the meanings of success, failure, learning, ambition, 
and integrity.

There seems to be something powerful about simply making 
space for these conversations. And maybe that’s not so surprising. 
Conversation about the “big questions”—questions of values, life di-
rection, and the essential meaning of one’s endeavors—can happen 
in the classroom, in dining halls, in dorm rooms, in o"ces, on the In-
ternet, in hallways. The most powerful conversations take place not 
only among students: these questions a!ect everyone in the college 
community, including faculty, deans, sta!, and parents. 

The missions of most liberal arts universities reflect these very 
ideals. They express commitments to values such as open intel-
lectual questioning and exchange; the development of perspective-
taking and contextual reasoning; ethics, citizenship, and character 
development; and the relevance of the academic endeavor to the 
betterment of the world. In fact, it may be that the greatest value of a 
college environment is precisely that it is a context for encountering 
and addressing these big questions.

From Ariel Phillips and Abigail Lipson, Success and Failure: Creating Conversations on  
Campus. © 2009 President and Fellows of Harvard College. Reprinted with permission.
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Professors are world-class; facilities are superb; programming is inter-
esting and provocative; and above all, these schools o!er the opportu-
nity to be with other extraordinary students from around the country 
and around the world. As a Yale graduate, I do not need to argue about 
the advantages of going to a top college.

But there are those who believe that the value of an Ivy League edu-
cation is completely overrated. Loren Pope, in his widely read Colleges 
That Change Lives, argues that many colleges o!er a superb, fulfilling 
experience.2 There is a lot of truth to that. One does not need to be an 
Ivy League graduate to be happy—and, of course, there are many Ivy 
League graduates who are completely miserable.

Whether a college is in the Ivies or not is beside the point. How 
you approach a college education matters, not where the college is lo-
cated. The key to a great education is not a famous institution but the 
right institution for you, coupled with a healthy attitude about your 
personal, intellectual, and professional goals. Consider focusing on 
the process, not outcomes, more on learning than on GPA. If you focus 
on the immediate future of deeply enriching education, your distant 
future will be bright—though not predictable. And that is why Habit 
#1 on the Dean’s List—perhaps the most important habit of successful 
college students—is Focus on Learning, Not on Grades.

A traditional definition of college success, based on outcomes such 
as high GPAs or admission to medical school, has the virtue of being 
easy to measure, making it simpler to communicate and to take credit. 
Our friends and families may not want a textured argument of happi-
ness; they will settle for hearing a college name they recognize and 
good grades as shortcuts to assessing the situation.

Given the cost of a top college education, having a ready way to 
measure success is understandable. If you are going to spend over 
$40,000 a year, there had better be some kind of payo!. For most stu-
dents, that payo! is pretty obvious: a great-looking transcript. The bet-
ter the GPA, the more successful the student’s college experience has 
been. Then that GPA—along with all of the privileges and confidence 
that come with it—can be leveraged into entrance into something else, 
and so on into the future. 

The problem with this model of success is that we do not know 
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Is This Jar Full?
THOMAS A. DINGMAN, Ed.M.

DEAN OF FRESHMEN
HARVARD UNIVERSITY

Years ago freelance writer Linda Weltner shared the following story, 
attributed to Norris Lee, in the Boston Globe: 

A lecturer stands in the front of a class of overachievers, holding a 
1-gallon wide-mouth mason jar. He fills it with good-size rocks, then 
asks the group, “Is this jar full?” The audience agrees that it is.

“Oh, really?” he asks. He pours in several handfuls of gravel. “Is 
the jar full now?” The audience is doubtful. Probably not. He pours a 
handful of sand into the jar, filling it to the brim. “How about now?” 
he asks. Not yet. He pours in a pitcher of water. 

“OK,” he asks. “What’s the lesson to be learned here?”
“Well,” says a man sitting near the front, “you’ve just demonstrated 

that no matter how full your schedule is, you can always fit more in.”
“You’re absolutely wrong,” says the teacher. “The point I’m making 

is that if you don’t put the rocks in first, you’ll never get them all in.”

 Part of an educator’s job is to help students identify their 
“rocks”—the measures they use to assess their progress. Students 
want to be successful, but too often they define success narrowly (for 
instance, a nearly flawless transcript) or they don’t really know what 
they are working toward. In high school, it is simpler. Success there 
can mean getting into top colleges. With tougher competition in 
college, it is more di"cult to achieve the nearly flawless transcript. 
And, with many more postgraduate options, it is di"cult to feel a 
clear sense of direction. 
 We do students a disservice if we don’t help them set measures 
for success. When I ask students what markers of success they want 
to put in their jar, they have to think hard. Once they consider the 
question carefully, they often find that their answers give them a 
compass and a chance to reflect on the year with a sense of accom-
plishment and self-worth: I want to feel like I fit in and to have one 
or two really good friends. I want to make strong progress in identi-
fying a major. I want to gain a starting position on the varsity team. 

The student may already have a plan for achieving these goals; if 
not, strategizing together may lead to some very creative solutions 
and a rewarding sense of collaboration. 
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where it ends. Is there some point at which we stop trying to list ac-
complishments and start to be fulfilled, satisfied, and happy?

As an alternative, consider that the best measure of college success 
is how much you feel fulfilled and challenged by your education. Col-
lege should be a starting point for a rich and full life, one in which you 
appreciate the human experience—culture, art, music, literature, reli-
gion, history—and the natural environment. A good college education 
introduces you to the broad canvas of life, here and around the world, 
past and present. And it gives you the tools to make sense of it. It is 
not enough to look at something and respect its beauty or complexity 
or scale. You need to understand it, using the skills that higher educa-
tion o!ers.

As those skills grow, so does the world. When we do not understand 
something, we avoid bewilderment by turning away, letting the world 
shrink. You could dismiss something as unimportant and uninterest-
ing. The better alternative is to acknowledge ignorance and embrace 
the mission to learn. Socrates may have thought this the prerequisite 
to wisdom, but that does not change how uncomfortable it is. Without 
facing this discomfort and building the tools for understanding, we 
cheat ourselves of a richer life and a larger world. 

The Trouble with Grades

 When most students get a graded assignment or exam back, they 
immediately turn to the last page, filled with hope and dread as they 
look for the letter grade. If that is an A, they are overwhelmed with 
feelings of relief and then of pride and validation. If it is anything else, 
they are disappointed and even humiliated. I’ll bet you know these 
feelings. Whatever the grade, students probably will ignore any writ-
ten feedback from the instructor, even though this is the most valuable 
information. If they have earned an A, what is the point of reading it? 
They cannot do any better. If it is a weaker grade, they have to fight 
feelings of disgust and defensiveness to listen to and learn from the 
criticism.

Lost in all these intense feelings is any appreciation for what they 
have learned. Grades are intended to measure learning. But they over-
shadow what you have gained on a deeper, intellectual level. Because 

© 2011 The Johns Hopkins University Press 
All rights reserved. No portion of this may be reproduced or 
distributed without permission. 
NOT FOR SALE OR DISTRIBUTION 
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the feelings of validation and rejection can overwhelm a more bal-
anced view of success, and because others judge our worth by grades, 
it’s easy to forget what is lasting: knowledge, wisdom, and understand-
ing. In fact, your grades do not measure what you want or value. They 
crudely measure what your instructor wants you to learn. You forget 
that you are there to learn, not to please the instructor, so your studies 
are driven by external pressure not internal curiosity. So rather than 
appreciate the lasting lessons you will carry beyond college, you have 
a set of assessments testifying to your ability to know what others 
want from you.

Measuring success this way changes the way you make decisions. 

Is Success the Same as  
Getting Good Grades?

SUE BROWN, Ph.D.
RESIDENT DEAN OF FRESHMEN, HARVARD COLLEGE

HARVARD UNIVERSITY

Good grades are certainly one indicator of success, but in my experi-
ence, they are not the only measure. Motivational speaker Tony 
Robbins says that “success without fulfillment is failure.” While Mr. 
Robbins is not ordinarily quoted in the halls of Harvard, I find this 
adage to be true for some of my students. By all external gauges, 
they are already successful: they are at Harvard studying to be-
come doctors, bankers, and lawyers, and they are doing well in their 
classes. But they are not happy. They are not thriving.

Why? In the quest for good grades, some students do nothing but 
schoolwork. They enjoy their classes to some degree, but neglect all 
the other things in life that can bring fulfillment, like relationships, 
hobbies, and sleep. They are feeding part of themselves, but not all. 
They take no time for reflection. They burn out. Other students are 
getting good grades in classes they have no passion for because 
someone expects them to follow a certain career path, and they 
haven’t given much thought to whether they want to. 

So, how does one find fulfillment in college? Do what you love, do 
it well, and the rest will follow. 
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Most students make choices based on whether they get good grades in 
a subject rather than on a desire to learn anything in particular. They 
might choose one college over another on the basis of what they think 
will help them achieve the best record. They choose some courses just 
to get good grades. This hurts the mission of education at its core. 

And it means that you are doomed to disappointment because you 
cannot always be the best. It is physically impossible for everyone to 
stand alone at the top of the mountain. There are only a limited num-
ber of seats at any top college, and of course, there is only one person 
at the top of every class within that college. Students generally accept 
this notion, as some people will win and some will lose. “That’s life,” 
they say. Or, at least, it is a good preparation for life. But it has a ter-
rible e!ect on your view of college. It suggests that college is filled 
with losers. There are going to be a lot more losers than winners in a 
situation like this. College life starts looking more like a champion-
ship tournament with 63 losers and only one winner. Is this how you 
want to measure success? 

Obsessing about grades will encourage you to forget what you have 
learned as soon as the final grade is recorded. Honestly, what is the 
point of remembering Aristotelian ethics once your “Classics in Phi-
losophy” course is on your transcript? No one is ever going to test you 
on this again, after all. That is why those who graduated from college 
long ago have nightmares about facing an exam again. They cannot 
remember anything after the real final ended. Some of that is natural 
and inevitable. But more of it stems from the short-term reward sys-
tem of letter grades. That system encourages us to focus on what is 
important to the professor, to learn what is most likely to appear on 
the exam, and to master just enough to earn the best grade possible. 
Now we have completely forgotten the reason to become educated. 

Think about why you are in college, and you will realize that grad-
ing is ridiculously shallow. The deeper mission of a college education 
is to absorb and understand the material to change the person you are, 
to be infused with what are you are learning. If learning and infusion 
are better and more enduring goals, you will be less concerned about 
the approval of the instructor and more focused on owning your edu-
cation.

A final reason to keep your grades in perspective is to avoid think-
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ing of your college experience as just a step to some later achieve-
ment. College life loses its value as a precious period of personal and 
intellectual development when it becomes so utilitarian. This is most 
painfully on display among pre-meds. When we call them “pre-meds,” 
we acknowledge that they attend college primarily to get into medical 
school. Students who are pre-medical are not actually living in the mo-
ment. They do not appreciate where they are or what the place can do 
for them. They are simply looking for the ticket to get on the train. 

Not surprisingly, professors have mixed feelings about pre-meds. 
While we respect their ambition, their work ethic, and their desire 
to serve others, we also feel a bit abused by them. We would like to 
teach them something, but they would like to get a ticket punched. 
This is particularly painful for those who teach them required pre-
med courses such as physics. Physics may be the most important of 
all sciences, and yet most students take physics only as a requirement 
for medical school. They have very little if any interest in the subject 
matter itself. But physicists love physics. They respect the field. They 
have made it their life’s work. And yet here is this group of students 
in lecture, listening eagerly, not because they care about physics, but 
because they want an A. That is very disheartening.

Of course, I do not deny that grades are useful and important. They 
o!er a shorthand for feedback, quickly telling you what an instructor 
thinks. They are used to determine academic standing, scholarships, 
admissions to graduate and professional schools, and job searches. I 
am not telling you to ignore your grades. I am suggesting that you 
keep them in perspective. Obsessing over grades, being crushed when 
they are low and thrilled when they are high, focusing only on pleas-
ing an instructor, and measuring your education’s worth by your GPA, 
is a tragic mistake.

Successful or Learned?

 So allow me to o!er an alternative to the definition of success based 
on achievement and good grades. Consider the idea that a highly 
successful college student is a learned person. Rather than gaining 
satisfaction from a high GPA, learned people feel contented by the 
richness of their understanding and the breadth of their curiosity. 
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Claiming an Education
LEAH BLATT GLASSER, Ph.D.

DEAN OF FIRST-YEAR STUDIES and LECTURER IN ENGLISH
MOUNT HOLYOKE COLLEGE

After many years of teaching, advising, and serving as an academic 
dean at Mount Holyoke College, I still find myself turning to Adri-
enne Rich’s convocation speech at Douglass College back in 1977 to 
answer students who ask me how they can be most successful in col-
lege. Rich’s address was delivered to college women, and her speech 
is especially important for women to absorb, yet it applies to all 
college students: “You cannot a!ord to think of being here to receive 
an education; you will do much better to think of being here to claim 
one. One of the dictionary definitions of the verb ‘to claim’ is: to take 
as the rightful owner; to assert in the face of possible contradiction. 
‘To receive’ is to come into possession of: to act as receptacle or 
container for; to accept as authoritative or true. The di!erence is that 
between acting and being acted-upon.”

In my work with first-year students, one of the most important 
things I want them to learn about the transition from high school 
to college is the necessity of making this shift from “receiving” to 
“claiming.” The shift involves moving from passive note-taking 
to active engagement and participation, from the quick click on 
Google to interacting with college reference librarians, from quietly 
taking notes on lectures to seeking conversations with faculty 
members during o"ce hours or at the local cafe, from expecting to 
“be advised” by one authoritative advisor to seeking dialogue with a 
web of advisors who will suggest an array of options. 

Claiming an education involves rethinking what education 
means and “unlearning” two common high school habits: “receiv-
ing” advice as a series of directives rather than suggestions, and 
treating grades as wages that validate self-worth (in which moving 
from a B+ to an A is like a pay raise). Given the pressure to gain  
economic stability upon graduation, these are di"cult habits to 
get beyond. Students often begin college with the illusion that a 
particular set of grades or a certain major will lead to happiness, and 
financial success. Yet those who cling to this belief inevitably find 

continued
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that their grades and spirits su!er in equal doses. To “claim their 
education,” students must begin with an open mind to the possibili-
ties and pathways that are neither prescribed nor shaped by others; 
they must also shift from a focus on grades to a focus on learning. 

Two examples come to mind that capture the kind of “unlearn-
ing” that must happen. Prize-winning playwright Suzan-Lori Parks, 
who graduated from Mount Holyoke College in 1985, began college 
with the echo of advice she had received in high school. She thus 
started college as a chemistry major, but as she explained years 
later to Mount Holyoke’s theatre majors, “I was dying in the lab.” In 
her commencement address in 2001, Parks quoted her “very stern 
English teacher” in high school who advised her against studying 
English. Indeed, I remember her description of this high school 
edict when she came to my o"ce to discuss her first paper for my 
writing seminar, and then the way her voice filled with energy and 
excitement as soon as she began to speak about literature and 
language. In college Parks learned the importance of listening to 
her own voice, what she would later refer to in her speech as “inner 
ear training.” She allowed herself to take pleasure in what she loved 
most and began to claim her education by pursuing aspirations of 
her own making, recognizing her talents on her own terms. 

My next example is a current student who began college with the 
well-cultivated belief that the pathway to good grades was to take 
notes and memorize dutifully. But despite spending many hours 
studying silently in her room, she was on academic probation at the 
end of her first semester. Our weekly meetings began by discussing 
her grades, but I quickly shifted to questions about what she was 
learning and encouraged her to meet with her teachers. She re-
turned to describe lively conversations on the texts, her papers, and 
her ideas. She decided not to drop “Critical Social Thought” at mid-
semester, despite the poor grades she had received, because of her 
fascination with the material and her developing ability to accept 
criticism as feedback rather than judgment. She began to “claim”  
by shifting her focus from grades to content and thus actively  
participating in shaping her education. Making the decision to  
push through a course for which she had the potential for a lower 
grade had a secondary result of better grades overall. Further, she 
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They approach their college experience by asking themselves: What 
do educated people know? How do they feel? What is their demeanor, 
their approach to life? Learned people set goals based on what it 
means to be learned, and they enjoy the rewards of that pursuit, in-
cluding good grades. As a freshman, or a soon-to-be freshman, you 
should think about these questions, as their answers can set goals that 
you alone will measure, independent of the grades you receive.
 What does it mean to be learned? Most colleges already have 
answered this for you, by developing their distribution and core re-
quirements. These requirements force you to take courses from a com-
bination of disciplines—making you well-rounded, at least on paper. 
Some colleges have you take specific “core” courses. Columbia Uni-
versity, for instance, tells to you take “Major Cultures” and “Contem-
porary Civilization.” You can argue with them over what is a “major” 
culture, but you cannot argue about taking the course.

Some other universities have taken the opposite tack, believing 
that the definition of an education should be left to the student. Brown 
University undergraduates have complete control over their curricular 
choices; there are no distribution or core requirements at all. Johns 
Hopkins University o!ers a slightly di!erent approach by requiring 
relatively simple and easily completed distribution requirements with 
no core curriculum.
 So, it matters how your college defines what it means to be “learned” 
because it will shape your course selections profoundly, but I suggest 

had formed a partnership with a dean, her advisor, and her teachers 
and had learned a critical lesson for succeeding. Seeking help was 
an opportunity for active learning, a sign of strength rather than a 
source of weakness and shame. She even learned that it was okay to 
have failed in her first semester, and that such failure was pivotal to 
her realization of how to succeed. 
 I welcome each new incoming class with the words of Adrienne 
Rich. Claim your education, I repeat. It is an essential repetition that 
goes to the heart of what every good college should be teaching its 
students. 
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that you craft your own definition. How you do this will help you make 
choices about your intellectual life. This should be an ongoing exer-
cise, adapted to new conditions and to di!erent stages. A freshman 
can and should disagree with a senior on this question because they 
have di!erent needs and levels of maturity. But whatever the phase of 
your college career, you should step back, be thoughtful and purpo-
sive, and own your education. I try to encourage freshmen to take a 
moment from the thrill of a new college life and from the institution’s 
curriculum, emphasizing requirements, to consider what it is that they 
want to learn while they are in college. It is a simple question, and one 
to which surprisingly few have given any thought.

I once met a young woman who was determined to double major in 
psychology and biology. On the face of it, these two fields have a great 
deal to do with each other. But as a practical matter, their curricula and 
their requirements do not overlap very much. She was determined, 
nevertheless, and had mapped out for me every course she would need, 
semester by semester, from her freshman year until graduation.

I told her that she had proven that such a double major was do-
able. “But have you,” I asked, “proven that it is wise?” She looked at me  
strangely. She was a determined woman, and I was o!ering an inconve-
nient thought. I said, “Think about the opportunity cost of what you’re 
doing. By setting out all these requirements in front of you, you’ve 
given up a lot of academic and intellectual freedom. You have failed 
to give yourself the chance to think about what you want to know and 
what you think should be learned.”

I said to her, “Don’t you think it’s important for a modern person to 
know something about Africa? Our educational system is woefully ill-
equipped to teach us anything about Africa. So when you get a chance 
to take a class from an Africanist, you should jump at that chance. As 
we move into this century the issues, problems, and opportunities of 
Africa are no doubt going to be important. And on what basis will you 
understand them? How will you be able to read the newspaper?” The 
same could be said of any number of places, like India and China, but 
I did not want to belabor the point. 
 I let her go on her way, and she promised to give it more thought. 
But I could also have told her that the marginal utility of having an 
impressive dual degree would be far outweighed by the loss of a wider 
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understanding of the human experience—not just its politics. Every 
learned person, I could argue, and she might agree, should know 
something about Renaissance art. To know nothing about Leonardo 
or Michelangelo or Raphael is to overlook how the modern aesthetic 
landscape was changed by their pens, brushes, and mallets forever. 
How about the poetry of Emily Dickinson or the writings of Gabriel 
García Márquez? Should we not know something about the ancient 
world—not just the stu! covered in your sixth grade history class, but 
on a deeper level of poetry and philosophy, art and architecture?

I challenge you to think this way. Consider your own ignorance, and 
make a plan to fix it. What do you want to know? What are your curi-
osities? What do you think you ought to understand? Think beyond 
college requirements. They are just maps to take you to an educated 
place. But you can draw that map yourself. And that map should be 
wide and exploratory, to cover the territories you did not know existed 
when you started. That is the power of a liberal education. Not only 
does it help you understand the world you know; it exposes you to the 
world you don’t. It prepares you to be a learned person for life, some-
body who has sophistication and an appetite for many things—an ap-
preciation for the subtle, the beautiful, the unexpected. This does not 
require true expertise; undergraduates mistakenly expect that earning 
a degree in biology, for example, will make them a biologist. If we can 
back o! of that expectation, then the joys of a wider, exploratory edu-
cation that feeds lifelong curiosity will become more obvious. To go 
to college for the credentials is to grossly underestimate its value. To 
go to college expecting expertise is misguided. Far better, and more 
lasting, is to set your sights on becoming a sophisticated, curious, and 
learned person.

Put It in Perspective
Colleges, especially competitive ones, attract people who define suc-
cess by their good grades: that’s how they get in, after all. But grading 
can obscure higher values of education: exploration, experimentation, 
and learning grounded in curiosity. This is a serious matter. Grading 
distorts the goal of becoming a learned person rather than simply a 
person with a high GPA. If you focus only on good grades, you will fail 
to appreciate or absorb all that a particular course has to o!er. Why 
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The Liberal Arts and  
Other Endangered Species

DAVID N. DEVRIES, Ph.D.
ASSOCIATE DEAN FOR UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION

CORNELL UNIVERSITY

In the jittery, anxious world of Twitter, texting, tumbling markets, 
and widespread uncertainty, the liberal arts have come to occupy 
a place in the public consciousness rather like poetry. The vast 
majority of human beings alive on the planet now, as well as the 
vast majority of human beings who have ever lived, have never 
had a need for the liberal arts, nor for poetry. Even among the age 
group to whom highly selective colleges and universities cater, the 
liberal arts matter little. The stressed-out, over-achieving teenagers 
clambering to enter elite institutions constitutes a tiny fraction of 
teenagers in the United States. What we o!er in these institutions is 
like poetry: a di"cult endeavor taken up by a very few people willing 
to suspend their usual hurry and distraction for what, on the surface, 
seems to many others not worth the e!ort. 

Not everyone agrees that the liberal arts have value in today’s 
society. Nearly 35 years ago, Caroline Bird wrote an essay “College 
Is a Waste of Time and Money.” The essay became widely antholo-
gized and was a staple among college composition courses in the 
late 1970s and through the 1980s. Much of Bird’s argument rested 
on money: a college education was not enough of a guarantee of 
lifetime earnings potential to justify the expense. And besides, 
many college students in the early 1970s were disa!ected, “sad,” 
and bored. They weren’t getting much out of college. Flash forward 
into the new millennium and Bird’s article continues to find echoes: 
“Bottom line: College, particularly an expensive private college, is a 
high-risk investment, which, for many, won’t pay,” personal-finance 
columnist Scott Burns wrote on MSN.com in October 2007. 

The mercantile attitude toward higher education is reflected in 
Forbes Magazine’s defense of its annual rankings of U.S. colleges 
and universities. Universities and colleges “are selling a product 
that, to the typical consumer, is the second largest expenditure made 
in a lifetime, after the purchase of a home. Just as Consumer Reports 
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listen to something if it is not on the test? This may simplify academic 
life, but it cheats the mission of a liberal college education. So I reject 
the notion that success should be measured by grades. 

Instead, I suggest that you think about what it means to be learned, 
to obtain an education that is motivated by curiosity rather than by 
the achievement of good grades. A lot of doors will open for any stu-
dent who gets through a top college. But if you set aside the obsession 
with credentialing and the need to earn grades, then you have created 
space to consider what should be learned. If you put your grades in 
perspective and elevate the goal of learning, you will be motivated to 
find answers to di"cult questions. What are the underpinnings of our 
system of values? How do dictators achieve and retain power? What 
literary traditions come from Africa or South America? What is the 
appeal of a Brahms symphony? How did the Japanese recover from 
World War II, and what lessons can we draw from that?
 When students draw energy from their curiosity, not only do they 

and J. D. Powers and Associates help people wanting to buy cars, so 
ranking organizations like U.S. News & World Report, the Princeton 
Review, and Forbes provide consumers with assistance in choosing a 
college” (www.forbes.com/2009/08/02/best-colleges-methodology 
-opinions-ccap.html).

Money comes and money goes. Banks rise and fall. The market-
place is no place upon which to build a foundation. The liberal arts, 
however, are not commodities to be consumed. They are states of 
mind to be acquired. The marketplace, despite the granite, steel, and 
glass facades behind which the great barons of commerce conduct 
their business, is full of uncertainty. A sound liberal arts education 
helps students cope with uncertainty. Immersing your mind in the 
intricacies of physics, history, literature—or any of the other disci-
plines on a liberal arts campus—encourages flexibility, receptivity, 
and the chance to investigate, explore, and ultimately choose based 
upon an educated decision–making process. You will learn to think 
through spending time with the liberal arts. You will learn to forge 
a position based on more that whim or sentiment. You will learn to 
wield the di"cult strength of intellectual passion.
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learn much more and love their academic experience, but they also 
earn good grades. In fact, they are the ones who are the superstars. 
Grades are simply a by-product of their passion for learning. It is not 
the other way around. Great students are powered by curiosity, enjoy-
ing the pleasures of discovery and appreciating that hard work deepens 
that discovery. And then they earn the grades that others can admire. If 
you approach your education with enthusiastic, committed curiosity, 
you will do the hard work you need to get good grades. And when you 
are done, walking in your commencement, you will carry with you a 
rich intellectual legacy that is far more enduring than a good-looking  
transcript. You will be learned. 
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