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1

In May 2023, during the last week of classes in the spring 
semester, Ned Laff and I drove from Chicago to Springfield, Illinois, 
to visit the campus of Lincoln Land Community College. I was writ-
ing a Chronicle of Higher Education story about the problems that stu-
dents encounter when transferring from a two-year to a four-year 
institution and the unnecessary bureaucratic barriers and misdirec-
tion they hit along the way, a theme we were exploring for this book. 
During our research, Ned had noticed that the University of Illinois 
at Springfield numbered its courses in a way that would almost en-
sure that a student transferring there from a community college—
including its main feeder school, Lincoln Land—would lose credits. 
Having worked on these issues at colleges for decades, Ned had an eye 
and ear for the details that only an insider would catch, so I asked him 
to tag along on the reporting trip and sit in on the interviews.1

The college administrators we met did what you would expect—
they talked up a new transfer agreement and initiatives in student 
coaching, and they touted their successes. But on any campus, stu-
dents are usually able to offer a clearer picture of what’s really going 
on. When we talked with some of Lincoln Land’s students about the 

I N T R O D U C T I O N

(Don’t skip this.)

Scott Carlson

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


2      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

guidance they had gotten at the college, we could see the factors that 
might well cause students to stumble as they plodded along in their 
academic journeys.

In the commons building at Lincoln Land, we sat down with four 
students: Paul, Cordelia, Eric, and Giles. None of these students was 
first-generation; they came from families where their parents had 
college educations, some of them with multiple degrees. All had a 
sense of what had called them to college, and most believed they had 
majors in mind that would launch them into careers.

Paul said he was planning to transfer to Illinois State University, to 
study either graphic design or marketing—the latter being a major 
suggested by his father because he thought it was in demand. But 
Paul did not seem to have a clear sense of what marketing was. He 
thought it was the same as advertising, and he did not see how graphic 
design, advertising, and marketing could come together in a degree 
plan that fit his academic strengths.

Cordelia was interested in art and in helping people and was tak-
ing advice she had gotten from her mother. “She’s like, you can just 
combine them and do art therapy—like, it’s an actual thing,” Cordelia 
said. “But I don’t really know how to pursue that, other than look for 
schools that have majors and apply to them.” Cordelia’s advisor, called 
a “success coach” by the college, would check in with her now and 
then by text but had never offered any advice on how to pursue art 
therapy or how to find people working in the profession. “It’s not any 
super-specific help.”

Eric, a freshman, said he had “an intense fascination” with the art, 
objects, and architecture of the Victorian period and claimed he could 
accurately date old houses by looking at their design. “I’m an anti-
quarian,” he said. “I could probably work in a museum’s archive be-
cause I’m so fascinated with touching little objects of history.” His 
history professor and friends in the antiquarian community had 
suggested he talk about his interests with people working for histor-
ical societies and the Illinois State Museum. “I plan to volunteer over 
there, if I can, and maybe get to know them a bit more and maybe 
make more connections over time. But that’s kind of the only thing I 
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know to do.” Because of its connections to Abraham Lincoln and his-
torical tourism, Springfield has a hidden job world related to archi-
tectural preservation and nineteenth-century reenactment—a world 
Eric knew was there but didn’t know how to tap into.

Giles, who had just finished his term as a student trustee, had con-
centrated on English at Lincoln Land. But he wanted to transfer into 
global studies at the University of Illinois at Springfield to pursue in-
ternational law and become a diplomat for the country of Georgia, 
where he had visited when he was younger and had found the people, 
the language, and the culture fascinating. But no one had advised him 
on how to focus his studies on the history, politics, and languages of 
the Caucasus region nor how to find upper-division and graduate 
programs that might open up job opportunities in Eastern Europe 
and West Asia. Although his college was less than eight miles from 
the state capitol, no one had suggested that he visit the legislative and 
lobbying offices downtown that deal with international trade, immi-
gration, and cultural exchange for the State of Illinois. And he had not 
been directed toward research opportunities among the consulates 
and international trade organizations three hours north, in Chicago.

When we met with these four students, Ned ran through some of 
the principles we cover in Hacking College: how to think about disci-
plines and majors more broadly, how to identify faculty members and 
off-campus experts by their fields of study, and how to make contact 
with people and to open up opportunities—all straightforward strat-
egies in making a path from college to career. “Has anyone on this 
campus talked to you about anything like this?” Ned asked the group 
at one point.

“Never,” replied Giles.
That’s no surprise. In fact, it’s one of the reasons Ned and I got to-

gether in the first place.
In early 2018, after I had written a long Chronicle report about the 

“future of work” and college career centers, I followed it up with a 
series of stories about apprenticeship programs, the impact of artifi-
cial intelligence, and the confusing routes from graduation to a job. 
In response to my article about job outcomes for liberal-arts students,2 
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I got an email message from one Ned Laff, who was finishing out his 
career at Governors State University, located south of Chicago, and 
who wanted to talk. “What if liberal-arts departments and colleges 
simply had to rethink how to ‘connect the dots’ differently without 
actually changing anything on their campuses?” Ned wrote. “The an-
swer is not in career services. The pathway to workable solutions lies 
in the intersection between students’ ‘hidden intellectualism’ and the 
‘hidden job market,’ which career services are not set up to explore.”

I made a mental note to call Ned, then soon forgot about it. Six 
months later, after I wrote a story about underemployment, Ned 
wrote again with the same message. “I do wish we had time to sit and 
really talk,” he implored. This time, I called him. We had a good con-
versation about the inner workings of colleges and the problems stu-
dents have in navigating the undergraduate maze. I knew there was 
something there but needed more time to investigate it—and I was 
already slated to write several long Chronicle reports in the near fu-
ture.3 I promised to call Ned the next time I was in Chicago.

Finally, in February 2020, I went to Chicago to see a friend and 
agreed to meet up with Ned at the Evanston Public Library. We talked 
for a couple of hours, before walking down the street to a bar, where 
we got lunch and talked for a few hours more. Ned hammered on a 
point that day: Why couldn’t colleges do a better job of guiding stu-
dents out of undergraduate programs and into careers? Evidence of 
their failures was all around us, in the underemployment rate and 
the common stories about college graduates who struggle to launch. 
Many of the problems, he argued that afternoon, had to do with the 
bureaucratic focus on “guiding” students to degree completion with a 
singular focus on the major. The major is a myth, Ned contended—
another institutional structure that tends to blind students to the re-
lationship between the college curriculum and their own personal 
interests as legitimate areas of academic study.

Instead, he advocated looking at the undergraduate degree as a 
Field of Study, a method that offered a wider lens on the college expe-
rience, unifying the degree’s disparate pieces and connecting those 
pieces to the work world beyond college. Field of Study, as he used the 
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term, models how faculty pursue their own research.4 There are no 
generic faculty, as each professor is a field-of-study specialist, working 
on problems from a multidisciplinary perspective. If students started 
thinking this way too, they could see how to connect their interests to 
their studies and take ownership of their college education.

I told Ned that I thought this is what academic advising was sup-
posed to do already. But Ned had long been frustrated by the trans
actional conversations typical of much academic advising, and he 
likened traditional advising of students to leading livestock through 
a slaughterhouse. Students could see how ineffective those conversa-
tions were but didn’t have the context and know-how to change their 
situation.

Around the time Ned first reached out to me, Governors State con-
ducted a snapshot survey of 395 students, comparing their interac-
tions in conventional advising with the conversations they later had 
with peer mentors trained in the Field of Study process. The students, 
largely first-generation and low-income, had two common reactions: 
“Why didn’t somebody talk to me about this before?” and “This would 
have changed what I am doing in college.” In their responses to the 
survey, whose results were published by the American Association of 
Colleges and Universities in 2018, many students struggled to explain 
what they were trying to accomplish with their undergraduate de-
gree or how their college plans could lead to a personally satisfying 
outcome, whether to a job or to graduate school.5

I found the Field of Study approach interesting, but I was still 
skeptical. I realized that I had never looked closely at academic advis-
ing and its impact on student success and careers, and Ned challenged 
me to observe some advising in person. So, in the last weeks before the 
pandemic closed campuses, I sat in on advising sessions at half a dozen 
institutions of different types. What I witnessed in those sessions—
and what I have seen and heard since—made me think that Ned had 
hit the mark.

One of the first advising appointments I observed stunned me: 
A nineteen-year-old woman met with her advisor and said she had 
picked a major in political science because she wanted to be president 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


6      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

of the United States one day. The advisor breezed right past that nug-
get of information and pushed the student to pick a minor, settle on a 
foreign language (which was required by her major), and fill in the 
rest of her requirements on the degree audit. There was no discus-
sion of what she might do for a living before she became commander 
in chief, why she was picking African studies as a minor (she thought 
it might help her with global negotiations as president someday), or 
what she would do with Swahili, the language she chose because it 
seemed to pair with a minor in African studies. It was simply check, 
check, check.6

Few of the advising sessions I attended matched this degree of mal-
practice, but almost all were merely transactional, focused on pushing 
students through the system. And many of the conversations and en-
counters I have had in the years since have confirmed that the trans-
actional interaction is common, if students are lucky enough to get 
even that much attention. Over the course of writing this book, Ned 
and I talked to dozens of students at various colleges—including insti-
tutions that publicized their college-to-career initiatives—who were 
having trouble making sense of their undergraduate education. In 
some cases, we started coaching them.

One student had been part of both the Posse Foundation and Chi-
cago Scholars and had attended an elite university that used the “life 
design” approach to career development, yet he had spent his college 
career switching through majors that seemed marketable but had lit-
tle connection to his passion and talents in videography. He freely 
admitted that he had no interest in his current major in urban studies 
and had chosen it only because it would allow him to graduate in four 
years and avoid debt. When this student had asked his faculty advisor 
how to find a career after graduation, the professor said that it was 
a tough job market out there and that his own kid was having trouble 
landing work. The professor told the student that, like his own kid, he 
might have to work at a bar for a while until he figures it out.

After watching interactions like these, I wrote “A Crusade against 
Terrible Advising,” which tallied the shortcomings of conventional 
advising and mentioned alternative approaches that tried to help stu-
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dents make more informed decisions about their courses, such as 
“appreciative advising,” developed at Florida Atlantic University. The 
article also featured students who had worked with Ned and under-
taken the Field of Study process discussed in this book.

“Terrible Advising” was one of the more popular articles on the 
Chronicle’s website that year and generated some discussion with pub-
lishers about a possible book on advising. On paper, Ned and I made a 
good pairing as coauthors: Ned, the insider, had worked closely with 
students for more than thirty-five years at a variety of public and pri-
vate institutions in curriculum development, interdisciplinary majors, 
general education, student advising and success, and experiential-
learning programs. I, the outsider, had logged more than twenty years 
at the Chronicle of Higher Education, writing lately about the transition 
from college to career, the cost and value of a degree, higher-educa-
tion finance, the connections between institutions and communities, 
and higher education’s effect on inequality.

When Ned and I got together again to talk about a book project, we 
found that we did not want to write only about advising. We were in-
terested in writing about the narratives, structures, and underlying 
institutional motivations that set up students to complete what Ned, 
in our first meeting, had called “empty college degrees.” An empty 
college degree—consisting of a reputedly useful major and a smat-
tering of unrelated courses on a transcript—leads students to un-
deremployment or to stop out altogether; what’s more, it drives the 
national conversation questioning the value of higher education.

The title for the book emerged organically. Early in the project, Ned, 
who is a Trekkie, made regular references to the Kobayashi Maru, a 
bit of Star Trek lore mentioned in The Wrath of Khan. James T. Kirk, 
once faced with an unwinnable test at Starfleet Academy, hacked into 
the computer to change the parameters of the test to allow him to win. 
Students, Ned argued, had to do the same in higher education. Later 
we found the work of the technologist Bruce Schneier, who saw hack-
ing across society and culture as a tool to change individual fortunes 
and society as a whole. When I mentioned the book’s thematic threads 
to my friend and Chronicle colleague Goldie Blumenstyk—as well as 
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our struggle to come up with a title that reflected the book’s tension 
between asking the system to change versus working the existing 
system—she had one of her characteristic lightbulb moments: “How 
about Hacking College?”

The problem of empty college degrees is a major theme in chapters 
1 and 2. Chapter 1 focuses on the misperceptions that students and 
parents have about how college connects to careers, which are stoked 
by the media’s relaying of myths about having the “right major,” at-
tending the “best school,” and winning the plum job. Discussions about 
empty college degrees have been around for decades, with genera-
tions of students confused about how to fill in the “blank spaces” in 
their undergraduate plans.

Throughout this book, we use a handful of key terms in making 
our case for Field of Study, and here is an opportunity to introduce 
the first of them: blank spaces can be seen if you look at any degree 
audit. They are the electives and other open choices that compose 
most of the undergraduate degree—spaces that students have to fig-
ure out how to fill, a crucial but underappreciated aspect of college.

In chapter 2, we discuss how solving the conundrum of blank 
spaces runs aground on some of the structures and vested interests 
of higher-education institutions. We raise the problem of students 
who come to college without the background needed to clearly ex-
plain their intellectual interests and who wind up getting tracked 
into programs that do not fit their goals or academic strengths. We 
argue that instead of seeing blank spaces as a stumbling block or bur-
den, they are actually a means for students to explore their “hidden 
intellectualism” and “vocational purpose” in creating a meaningful 
and marketable undergraduate degree.

The term hidden intellectualism comes from Gerald Graff, a pro-
fessor of English and education at the University of Illinois at Chi-
cago, in his book Clueless in Academe: How Schooling Obscures the Life of 
the Mind.7 Graff argues that the interests students bring to college 
from their everyday lives—baseball, motorcycles, Bible Belt religion—
are legitimate areas of study and that engaging their hidden intellec-
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tualism is key to helping students see the connections between their 
interests and the intellectual resources on a campus. Importantly, 
Graff asserts that students arrive on campus as “latent” intellectuals 
already possessing these motivating interests. The challenge, we 
argue, is that students have trouble connecting that latent intellec-
tualism to the structure of the curriculum and to a potential career 
path.

Vocational purpose comes from the idea of vocation, or one’s call-
ing. Students learn to translate their hidden intellectualism into a 
career trajectory. This is where they see their interests, skills, and 
talents binding with a personal sense of purpose in the vast world of 
work.

In chapter 3, we begin discussing the Field of Study approach in 
detail, shifting the emphasis away from the major and toward teach-
ing students how to use the blank spaces to create a more integrated, 
multidisciplinary education. Through Field of Study, students learn 
to translate their vocational purpose, their sense of why, into an un-
dergraduate program of study that addresses a real-world “wicked 
problem.” A wicked problem is a fuzzy, complicated, pressing, and 
perhaps unsolvable human predicament requiring a multidisciplin
ary approach—and taking any approach to a wicked problem de-
pends on how you define it. A student’s own college career represents 
a personal wicked problem: How can the student translate their voca-
tional purpose and sense of why into an integrated undergraduate 
experience?

In chapter 4, we examine the tension between following a major 
with a purported high return on investment and choosing to follow 
an interest or feed a passion. We argue that students can fulfill both 
goals if they think broadly about the “hidden job market.” The hid-
den job market is traditionally defined as those jobs that aren’t ad-
vertised and are acquired through connections, but in this book, we 
expand that definition to include the granularity of positions that 
exist in any world of work; these are the many ancillary or adjacent 
jobs that people may not know by name but are out there to find. A 
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student can discover multiple career paths that fit a hidden intellec-
tualism or vocational purpose if taught to see the breadth of the hid-
den job market.

In chapter 5, we take our discussion in a slightly different direction. 
The assumption that “major equals job” not only misleads students, 
but it has also been disastrous for liberal-arts colleges and depart-
ments. Taking our alternative approach to advising that incorporates 
hidden intellectualism, vocational purpose, a wicked problem, and 
the hidden job market could transform the conversation about the 
value of the liberal arts—and thereby help academics and admin
istrators rebuild enrollments in disciplines typically written off as 
“nonvocational.”

Any savvy reader will recognize elements of Field of Study in 
other college-to-career methods, and to be sure, there’s nothing new 
about problem-based multidisciplinarity in higher education. Our it-
eration comes out of the Individual Plans of Study (IPS) program at 
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, where Ned worked 
in the late 1970s and early 1980s while he was completing his doctor-
ate. Undergraduate colleges and universities at the time were exper-
imenting with interdisciplinary initiatives in an attempt to be more 
agile. It was easier to allow the students, under faculty guidance, to 
take advantage of new combinations of courses across the university 
than it would have been to restructure entrenched departments and 
launch new academic programs.8

Roland “Rollie” Holmes, an assistant dean of the College of Liberal 
Arts and Sciences, created the vision for the program: to provide an 
avenue for students whose interests lay outside the scope of existing 
majors. To be admitted, students had to prepare a proposal that ex-
plained the rationale of their degree plan, including how different 
course clusters fit together; how they would integrate experiential-
learning opportunities; and where they might find career opportuni-
ties. Two faculty advisors had to sign off on the plan. IPS had a tight 
enrollment cap, to block students from misusing the program to avoid 
course requirements. Only a small percentage of the students who ap-
proached IPS were allowed to move forward with a proposal.
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But IPS had a broader impact, as it helped even mainstream ma-
jors. When students applying to the program were turned down, Ned 
and other mentors learned that they could still apply the principles of 
IPS to help those students design integrated undergraduate experi-
ences from within traditional majors. Later, friends of those students 
would amble into the IPS office to get help crafting their own under-
graduate program.

Holmes made a lasting impression on Ned. One night after work, 
Ned remarked to Holmes that it seemed like most of the students who 
emerged from college successfully just happened to run into the right 
advisor or serendipitously encountered a crucial piece of information 
that paved their way to graduation or a good first job.

“You’re starting to get it,” Holmes replied. “It’s not supposed to be 
about luck.”

This book is filled with stories of students who got lucky, in a sense, 
because they stumbled across people who engaged them in a differ-
ent kind of conversation and taught them a process to hack the col-
lege game. All of the students profiled in this book are real, and all but 
one (Carla, whose example comes from a conference workshop) were 
interviewed for the book. In some instances, we have used the stu-
dent’s full name. Others requested privacy but allowed us to use a first 
name or pseudonym.

Their stories function as case studies in the chapters by exemplify-
ing how the principles of Field of Study played out in real students’ 
lives. For instance, three such cases in chapter 6 emphasize that how 
you do college may be more important than where you do college. To 
make any college path successful, a student has to hack the many pro-
cedures and structures that exist within any institution.

Books in the college-to-career genre often tell the stories of go-
getter students who successfully navigated their way into a job and 
a comfortable life, but those stories often leave out key details of how 
those students created their luck; and in any case, those students often 
came from a privileged background and attended a name-brand in-
stitution, factors that provide huge advantages. The students in this 
book are different, as they came from lower-income backgrounds and 
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entered schools not among the elite. We tell their stories in detail 
to show how they used the Field of Study method to understand the 
granularity of their desired work world, to leverage the educational 
resources on and off their campus, and to build out their social and 
cultural capital—a skill set they can call on again and again in life.

The terms “social capital” and “cultural capital” are mentioned 
frequently in this book. Both come from Pierre Bourdieu, a French 
sociologist who discussed how each can confer resources and advan-
tages that can lead to an individual’s success.9 Much of the discussion 
about student success and college-to-career focuses on how students 
can acquire social capital—that is, how students can expand their 
professional and social networks while pursuing their undergradu-
ate degree.

But that discussion doesn’t always give cultural capital its due, as 
it provides a foundation for building social capital and social mobility. 
It is an underacknowledged asset of the college experience. Cultural 
capital includes the competencies, knowledge, and skills a person ac-
quires simply from the environment in which they live. Cultural cap-
ital can grow with exposure to new cultures and new environments 
and, in doing so, can open up a broader sense of possibilities, partic-
ularly for students from lower-income backgrounds. Someone can 
have a wealth of cultural capital in one environment and be bereft of 
it in another, because its value fluctuates just like any currency when 
crossing borders.

Cultural capital is the primordial goo that hidden intellectualism 
emerges from. A key part of Field of Study focuses on helping stu-
dents identify the cultural capital they already have and then build 
on it. This is how Shay, in chapter 3, uses her knowledge of and en-
thusiasm for spoken-word performance to create opportunities, ex-
periences, and connections in Washington, DC, thus changing the 
trajectory of her social mobility. And, as you will see in almost all of 
the students’ stories, that growth in social and cultural capital drives 
a growing belief in themselves.

When you are writing a book, people often ask, “Who’s your au
dience?” Given that our publisher, Johns Hopkins University Press, 
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regularly issues books aimed at decision makers in higher education, 
you’d think our primary audience would be associate provosts of un-
dergraduate studies, deans of colleges, directors of student success, 
and the like. For that reason, in chapter 7, we share some thoughts 
about how a Field of Study approach could be field-tested at a learn-
ing institution that currently practices a conventional approach to 
academic advising. Some aspects and perspectives from Field of 
Study could be adapted for career centers and advising approaches 
that colleges are already using. The technological solutions popular 
today—data analytics and early-alert systems that flag floundering 
undergraduates—are valuable, yet they only go so far in remedying 
the problem of empty degrees. What students really need is to have a 
different kind of conversation about their college career.

All the same, we are realists. Colleges are slow to change, and the 
Field of Study frame challenges many embedded bureaucratic inter-
ests and processes. What’s more, it comes at a time when administra-
tors are reluctant to rock the boat in higher education.

Knowing this, we wrote this book as a kind of manifesto of educa-
tional populism, to be read by anyone seeking to understand how 
students get lost in college and how to provide solutions for them 
from the bottom up. We hope to empower anyone—a faculty mem-
ber, a resident-life coordinator, a high-school counselor, a Division 
III coach—to have conversations with students that can change their 
trajectories. Most important, perhaps, an inquisitive student or a par-
ent could get ahold of this book and find in it a way to start hacking 
college.

When Ned and I had conversations with students, as we did that 
day in the commons building at Lincoln Land, I saw them light up, as 
they started to realize how they could connect their dreams and aspi-
rations to college and a life after. “Can you write down those things 
he told me?” Eric said to Giles, but Giles said he didn’t have his phone 
with him. Cordelia, though, had already pulled out her phone to re-
cord tips about how to research art-therapy programs and offered to 
record details for both Eric and Giles too. Paul, sitting off to the side, 
scribbled in a notepad. After about half an hour, our interview was 
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over, and we shook hands with the students and walked out to the 
parking lot.

Many of the conversations we had with students ended on a mel-
ancholy note. After all, there are still so many out there looking for 
a lucky break and so many who are invisible on campus—like Paul, 
Cordelia, Eric, and Giles. We knew that when we left them, they would 
be, once again, on their own.
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Over time, many students start to believe that getting an ed-
ucation is merely about clearing hurdles. Isaiah Moore had cleared 
his share before he strode into Ned’s office at Governors State Univer-
sity in 2018, furious that he had to jump over yet another hurdle: a 
“pointless” science requirement that had nothing to do with his aspi-
ration to be a Chicago city alderman or a congressman from Illinois.

The story of how Isaiah began to unpack the meaning of his college 
education starts with that pointless science requirement.

In many ways, Isaiah was just a regular kid from the South Side 
of  Chicago, with advantages compared to some of his peers. His 
mom, a single parent, had gone to college and nurtured his ambition 
to change his community. She pushed Isaiah into Air Force Academy 
High School, one of the few magnet programs in Chicago’s public 
schools designed for college preparation. He worked hard and did 
well, landing in the top 10 percent of his class.

Through a chance conversation with a peer at school, he found out 
about Chicago Scholars, a foundation that mentors students from un-
derserved communities, helping them get in and succeed at college. 
He applied, interviewed, and was accepted to the program that year—

1

The Blank Spaces
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another hurdle cleared. He hoped the foundation would help him get 
into a competitive college that would lead to Chicago City Hall after 
graduation.

But Chicago Scholars left many of the decisions up to Isaiah. His 
mentor asked him to come up with a short list of institutions where he 
could pursue studies for his political aspirations: University of Illinois 
at Urbana-Champaign, the University of Illinois at Chicago, DePaul 
University, and, Isaiah’s first choice, Morehouse College (which, in 
the end, was too expensive and too far from home). Isaiah ultimately 
chose DePaul, after a fun “admissions overnight” that was mostly de-
voted to social life at the university and set up to woo newly admitted 
students. Even with the scholarship DePaul offered him, he and his 
mother both took out loans to cover his first year.

Isaiah declared a major in political science—after all, “politics” is 
right there in the name of the major, he reasoned—but he got little 
help from Chicago Scholars and his advisor at DePaul. No one asked 
Isaiah substantive questions about his goals or helped him dig into 
the curriculum to explore what was available on campus. He liked his 
courses in political science at DePaul, but he couldn’t see how they 
would usher him into the gritty world of Chicago politics.

Over time, the hurdles started getting higher. The pace of DePaul’s 
ten-week quarters was challenging; Isaiah kept up academically, but 
he started to fall behind financially. His aid package was lowered his 
sophomore year, and he and his mother borrowed yet more money to 
make up the deficit. Worried that he would shackle his mother and 
himself to a pile of debt, with little sense of how the DePaul degree 
would lead to a real job in politics, he transferred to one of the cheap-
est institutions in the city, a place he once toured as a high-school 
student and vowed he would never attend: that was Governors State 
University, where he met Ned.

There Isaiah sat during an orientation session for incoming trans-
fer students, slumped in his chair, disappointed with where he had 
landed after all the sacrifice. Surely, he thought, this marginal state 
institution could not launch him as well as DePaul or Morehouse. But 
in a session on Field of Study, Ned told Isaiah, and the rest of the as-
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sembly, that Governors State, or almost any other institution for that 
matter, has everything a student needs to go anywhere and do any-
thing—if, that is, students learn to think deeply about how they are 
weaving together the pieces of their undergraduate education.

Something about that message stuck with Isaiah and led him to 
follow Ned back to his office. He had just learned from an advisor that 
he had to sign up for a life-science course to complete his general-
education requirements. To Isaiah, the course was just another hur-
dle and more wasted money, and it seemed to have zero connection to 
Chicago politics.

“Why do I have to take this lousy course?” he blurted out as he 
walked through the door. “I am never going to use it.”

Why We Wrote This Book

Isaiah’s question, so familiar to those who work with students, cap-
tures the mess students face in trying to tie college to their personal 
interests and aspirations for a career. Rather than getting help in 
aligning their ambition with a course of study, they are often given 
a formula, one amplified by the media: the “right” major equals the 
“right” job, especially if you are at the “right” college. But most stu-
dents don’t see why—or are never taught how—they should combine 
the major, electives, on- and off-campus experiences, and assorted 
general-education requirements into a cohesive whole. 

Instead, many students come to believe that college itself is just 
another pointless hurdle before reaching the job market. They see 
hiring managers using the undergraduate degree as nothing more an 
applicant filter. Some hiring managers, by setting the college degree 
as a minimum requirement, inadvertently reinforce its role as a mere 
signal. And with students focused on the idea that an employer is just 
looking for someone “with a degree” or is looking for the “right major,” 
they pay less attention to whether they have knitted together the ap-
propriate skills needed for a profession or a job sector. It’s no wonder, 
then, that multiple surveys indicate that employers are unhappy with 
the lacking skill sets that graduates bring to their first job.
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The problem starts with the message that students and parents 
hear from the media and policy wonks, from the College Scorecard, 
from high-school counselors, and from colleges themselves: the major 
is the central focus of a college education, the thing that defines a col-
lege experience, and the key factor in getting a good return on invest-
ment from college. So, many students grit their teeth and continue 
the hurdle-jumping they started well before high school. They slog 
through general education and the rest of the peripheral require-
ments with as little effort as possible, and they focus on completing 
the requirements for a “job-relevant” major, with the belief they are 
headed down a career pathway.

As a result, those students do not know what they are doing in a 
particular class they chose and sometimes have no solid sense of why 
they picked a particular major or institution. Most critical of all, they 
do not understand how their studies in general education, in a major, 
and in electives and minors can add up to an undergraduate experi-
ence that integrates with their educational, professional, and personal 
goals. Moreover, too many students do not know how to take advan-
tage of the rich curricular and learning opportunities that colleges 
provide outside the classroom, in programs and offices all over cam-
pus. This confusion is an underlying reason why so many students 
change majors, transfer schools, fall behind, or stop out—some of the 
critical problems that higher education struggles to address.

Even many students who walk across a stage to take a diploma have 
graduated with an “empty college degree”—a major that sounds like 
a job, with a smattering of disconnected courses on a transcript, yet 
few relevant experiences that channeled their college learning. As 
a result, many wind up underemployed, which drives parents, em-
ployers, and policymakers to question the value of an undergraduate 
education.

There’s a better way to address the problem, and it’s about refram-
ing how we look at obvious pieces that make up a college education 
and about showing students how they can create an integrated and 
meaningful college experience. But to understand why students need 
different conversations to help them think differently about their 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


T he   B l a nk   S p a ces         19

undergraduate experiences, we have to look first at how parents and 
students get these misperceptions to begin with.

The Mixed Messages We Send

It’s easy to understand the pressures that parents and students—
especially those from historically underserved families—feel about 
pursuing a college education. The media is rife with articles about 
the rising costs of attending college, the problems with financial aid 
and student debt, and the perils of choosing the “wrong major” or the 
“wrong school.” Many of today’s students—more often first-generation, 
nonwhite, and low-income—face an array of financial and job-market 
pressures, starting with the ever-rising cost of attendance. They also 
feel the widening wealth gap and the “stickiness” at the extremes of 
socioeconomic strata: Children born in the top quintile of wealth are 
likely to stay there, just as children born in the bottom quintile will 
likely never crawl out. Children born in the middle three quintiles, 
economists say, have varying chances of going in either direction. 
And education, parents and students are told, will improve one’s odds 
of moving up.1

That’s because more jobs today require advanced training and 
substantial critical-thinking skills, with the advent of new technolo-
gies that enable automation, digitalization, and artificial intelligence. 
Middle-skills jobs, which once provided graduates with good entry-
level career pathways, are being replaced by technologies that can 
perform routine tasks at the core of those occupations; therefore, 
entry-level jobs, which are now frequently outsourced, don’t neces-
sarily lead to advancement within a company.2 As a result, the “hazy” 
route to a career that often characterized the job search for college 
graduates of the twentieth century is narrowing and more difficult 
to navigate now. These trends seem to be creating a kind of hourglass 
workforce, with non-routine cognitive careers at the top and repeti-
tive manual labor at the bottom. With the nation’s attention trained 
on that growing wealth gap, parents and students understand these 
trends intuitively, if not explicitly.
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The financial stakes in a college degree have only risen with the 
emphasis that policymakers have placed on attaining postsecondary 
credentials for the job market. Since the early 1980s, the public school 
system has shifted its orientation to college for all, de-emphasizing 
pathways in the trades and other vocational routes. Employers have 
responded to these trends, too, making the college degree a prerequi-
site to a job interview, even for positions that rarely required college 
training in the past.3 That tacit requirement reflects a growing dispar-
ity in pay: the wage premium for a college degree has doubled since 
the 1970s, not because college graduates earn so much more than they 
used to—their wages are in fact flat—but because workers with only 
a high-school diploma now earn so much less.4

Amid all of this, parents and students are hit by stories of college 
graduates being underprepared for the job market, laden with col-
lege debt, and underemployed in a job that may not require a bache-
lor’s degree.5

So, no wonder many parents and students want a clear formula—a 
ranking of institutions, a list of marketable majors—to ensure that 
college doesn’t lead to a job as a barista or bartender. Because we live 
in a world obsessed with data, the education system has become a data 
machine, churning out metrics for governments and accreditation 
agencies. There’s no shortage of media outlets, think tanks, analysts, 
and businesses seeking to process and profit from those numbers to 
provide facile rankings and lists, oriented on money and return on 
investment. The outcome: rankings of colleges whose graduates enjoy 
the highest starting salaries and lists of majors tied to high-paying ca-
reers versus those that ostensibly lead to poor employment prospects.

For instance, Third Way, a left-center think tank, developed the 
“Price to Earnings Premium” (PEP), a rating of how long it takes stu-
dents to recoup college costs, based on the wage premium those stu-
dents should get with a college degree. The PEP rating relies on the 
wages earned by graduates of particular programs at specific colleges, 
using data pulled from the nascent College Scorecard, with only a few 
years of data available.6 Perhaps in time, the scorecard will offer an 
accurate sense of the programs that consistently launch students suc-
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cessfully into the job market, but for now the data is a black box. We 
don’t know why students in majors at some colleges earned more 
than students in similar majors at other institutions, whether they 
remained ahead of their peers over the long run, nor whether these 
students—financially successful or not—are in fulfilling careers and 
living comfortable, active, and inquisitive lives.7

The problem of leaning on big data about majors is that it’s like a 
check-engine light. It might indicate there’s a problem, but you have 
to get under the hood to find out what’s really going on.

You can see this limitation in Five Rules of the College and Career 
Game, a 2018 report from Georgetown University’s Center on Educa-
tion and the Workforce. The report is aimed at addressing the “grow-
ing buyer’s remorse” among students and the “lack of information 
about degrees and the careers they could lead to,” noting that 51 per-
cent of college graduates would choose a different degree path if they 
could do college over. “Students deserve to know what they are pay-
ing for,” the report says.8

However much they deserve it, parents and students still might 
not know what they are paying for after reading the report. Some 
of its broad conclusions are clear—engineering majors make more 
money than education majors, no surprise—but a lot of variation 
lurks in the ranges of possible salaries. According to the report, arts 
and humanities majors in the 75 percent earning bracket make signifi-
cantly more money than engineering majors in the 25 percent earning 
bracket.

Maybe, then, the major is not as important as everyone seems to 
think. The data doesn’t tell us what made some fine-arts majors, En-
glish majors, or philosophy majors more successful than some gradu-
ates in engineering, nor why some engineering majors didn’t rank 
higher in the earnings brackets. Did some humanities majors get the 
right advice, skills, and connections from their college experience to 
plot a path to a good-paying career? Or were they just lucky or per-
haps born into socioeconomic or cultural advantage?

With these ambiguities, the report’s seemingly contradictory “five 
rules” could confuse a parent or student who wants a formula to beat 
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the college-to-career game. The five rules tell us that education levels 
matter and more is better (rule 1) but also that less education can be 
worth more (rule 4). The major can be more important than one’s 
level of education (rule 2), but it does not control anyone’s financial 
destiny because of the great variation in earnings for any particular 
major (rule 3). And of course, there is the perennial comment that 
humanities and liberal-arts majors will never catch up to the highest-
earning majors (rule 5)—yet many humanities majors clearly do ex-
ceptionally well in life.

A pack of journalists and pundits also analyze the transition from 
college to career, offering a lot of cautionary tales but, in the end, 
reinforcing the fixation on college name brands and majors. For in-
stance, in There Is Life after College: What Parents and Students Should 
Know about Navigating School to Prepare for the Jobs of Tomorrow, Jef-
frey J. Selingo invented labels for categories of students—“sprinters, 
wanderers, and stragglers”—that seem to correlate highly with back-
ground wealth, choice of school, and even career aspirations. In his 
book, the sprinter goes to Georgetown and works at Pricewaterhouse-
Coopers, while the straggler is an adult student at a two-year insti
tution who wants to be a woodworker after several false starts at 
college—without much perspective provided on whether the sprinter 
knows where she’s sprinting to or whether the straggler is actually on 
his own right track. The wanderer in the middle, a communications 
student from the University of Mary Washington, isn’t really wan-
dering. Selingo says she discovered “too late” in her undergraduate 
career that her institution does not have a major in journalism, her 
career goal, but in truth you don’t need to major in journalism to be-
come a reporter, magazine writer, or editor, particularly at a univer-
sity situated only an hour outside media-saturated Washington, DC. 
For wandering and straggling students who fail to cobble together a 
cohesive undergraduate degree for the job market, Selingo offers a 
band-aid solution favored by the “disruptor” crowd: spend yet more 
money on private-sector add-ons, in the form of bootcamps, badges, 
and microcredentials, which tend to focus on tech, big finance, and 
start-ups.9
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Taking an optimistic tone, George Anders tries to reassure arts 
and humanities majors (and their parents) that they will find a career 
in You Can Do Anything: The Surprising Power of a “Useless” Liberal Arts 
Education, yet many of his examples are drawn from students who 
went to elite colleges, out of reach to many students and their parents. 
Yes, you can study nineteenth-century French art at the University 
of Chicago and later go on to work for a top firm, like Morningstar or 
Google. But that’s not a playbook available to most students.10

The 2017 College Student Survey by Gallup, a polling company, and 
Strada, an education foundation, found that two-thirds of students 
weren’t confident that they were amassing the skills needed to suc-
ceed in the workforce, and half weren’t sure that their major would 
lead to a good job. The Gallup-Strada survey noted that students often 
rely on friends and family for advice about colleges and majors, and 
less on career services or academic advising.11 (Perhaps this is be-
cause those campus offices often have their shortcomings, something 
we cover in chapter 2.)

Some suggest that students may suffer from having just too much 
to choose from. People may hear the compliant that Isaiah expressed—
about having to take a lousy, useless course—and conclude that col-
leges should diminish or do away with the distraction of the general-
education requirement and get on with the business of the major. 
That notion has been the impetus behind the creation of guided path-
ways and the discussion of three-year degrees, under the logic that 
institutions should assist students in narrowing their choices to those 
routes that faculty and administrators believe reflect student career 
interests.12

This problem, though, of students graduating with what we call 
empty college degrees—resulting from their inability to make sense 
of their college education and leading to employers bemoaning the in-
competency of those graduates—has been acknowledged for decades. 
In 1985, the American Association of Colleges (AAC), the precursor 
to the American Association of Colleges and Universities (AAC&U), 
published Integrity in the College Curriculum: A Report to the Academic 
Community. “The major in most colleges is little more than a gather-
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ing of courses taken in one department, lacking structure and depth 
. . . where the essential message embedded in all the fancy prose is: 
pick eight of the following.” The “following,” the authors noted, after 
studying college curricula across the country, was simply lists of two 
dozen or more courses. General education, AAC argued, reflected this 
same lack of cohesion, representing “more of a marketplace philoso-
phy than a common set of expectations.”13

In the report, AAC shared a letter from the American Economic 
Association, commenting that “we know preciously little about what 
the economics major is or does for students” and that “it is unlikely, 
whatever the major or institution, that the average graduating senior 
had ‘any integrated sense of his major discipline and its links to other 
fields of inquiry.’ ” The business community, according to AAC, com-
plained of recruiting graduates not ready to take the next steps after 
graduation.

In 1995, in an article in Liberal Education, Carole Geary Schneider, 
then president of AAC&U, reflected on Integrity in the College Curric-
ulum, disappointed that little about the situation had changed. As 
Schneider characterized it, college graduates’ transcripts often re-
sembled a cafeteria menu, lacking coherence and integration. She 
characterized the problem as a college curriculum turned into a 
marketplace of new courses, new subjects of study, new disciplines 
brokered by faculty through their research. Undergraduate programs, 
she argued, have become a confusing array of courses, concentrations, 
and course requirements for students. (Liberal Education reprinted 
Schneider’s article in 2014.)14

Looking at the Blank Spaces

The red flags raised by the surveys on college-student readiness, the 
reports by academic organizations, and the accounts in the media 
get at the symptoms and consequences of the problem but not at its 
core: Helping students find success in college is not about cutting 
down the curriculum to offer less-confusing choices or about direct-
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ing students to extracurricular badges or certificates that will offer 
“job-relevant” skills. It’s certainly not about finding a major associ-
ated with a high median salary or one that will ostensibly lead to em-
ployment, just because it carries a name that sounds like a job.

Getting a college education should be about undertaking a Field of 
Study, a much more expansive lens on the undergraduate experience 
than the typical obsession with the major. The Field of Study approach 
focuses on a multidisciplinary wicked problem of genuine personal 
interest to a student, one stemming from the student’s hidden in
tellectualism or vocational purpose and unifying the components of 
their undergraduate experience.

Based on decades of our having conversations with low-income 
and first-generation students, we have seen that most of them arrive 
at college with an incipient idea of what they want to do with their 
lives—they just may not come with social and cultural capital enough 
to explain that idea or picture how that idea exists in the professional 
world. And these students largely do not have the college literacy 
needed to make use of the vast array of learning resources available 
to blaze a path to that world. Most students are not undecided; they 
are simply undeclared—because they don’t yet see where their inter-
ests fit into the various majors offered in the academic catalog.

Under a Field of Study approach, those inchoate ideas are vali-
dated. Any desired life pursuit could be real, existing in the hidden 
job market. Through Field of Study, students must test their ideas 
about that life pursuit by engaging with people in the world outside 
academe and then must use the entirety of the college curriculum 
and resources to explore that interest.

Prior to walking into the Center for the Junior Year at Governors 
State University, Isaiah had never been engaged in a deep conversa-
tion about the nature of college learning, the possibilities on campus, 
the challenge of assembling those pieces into a coherent course of 
study, and how to link all of that to his aspirations for after college. 
He knew where he wanted his undergraduate career to lead—into 
politics of the City of Chicago—but he believed that a big chunk of his 
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college experience had nothing to do with that. The system had taught 
him to check off the boxes of general education and electives in order 
to move on to the “important” work of the major.

The conventional major-oriented approach, which most students 
encounter, works like blinders that obscure the possibilities present 
in the college experience. Yes, higher-education institutions offer a 
dizzying variety of courses, programs, and concentrations; this is the 
nature of agile institutions, which constantly produce new knowledge 
and translate that knowledge into learning opportunities on campus. 
In the hands of students who understand why they are on a college 
campus and how to take advantage of those learning opportunities, 
this wide range is a gold mine. For those who do not come with this 
understanding, the breadth of offerings often becomes a liability that 
leads to empty college degrees, to transcripts that look like the cafe-
teria menu that Schneider described.

We want to redefine the problem to concentrate on how students 
learn to negotiate their choices among the “blank spaces” in their de-
gree programs and on how they can turn those spaces into assets that 
pave the way to a satisfying career and good life. Most of the typical 
undergraduate degree is composed of these blank spaces, and the 
challenge for every student lies in how to fill them meaningfully. The 
undergraduate experience has four basic components: general educa-
tion, major requirements, minors or electives, and on- and off-campus 
experiential learning—all of it full of blank space.

Here is our sketch of the big picture of the baccalaureate with its 
blank spaces.

General education, in most cases, requires only two compulsory 
courses among the foundational skills: composition I and composi-
tion II. To satisfy the requirements for quantitative literacy, the knowl-
edge domains (such as the fine arts, the natural sciences, or the hu-
manities), and global learning and diversity, students pick from lists 
of courses under each category. For students who have chosen a major, 
a few of those blank spaces may be taken up by required courses. For 
those who are still “undecided,” they are often simply told to explore 
or are referred to a survey course to get a sense of what a major is all 
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about. (In reality, such introductory courses rarely give students a 
clue of the depth and granularity of knowledge they could find in a 
major.)

Majors are usually not so different from general education. Most 
require only three or four core courses. The rest consists of category 
areas, with courses listed under each area, along with a number of 
elective hours required to complete the major. All are blank spaces to 
be filled.

Many minors require only one or two specific courses and then 
offer a list of courses for students to choose from—yet more blank 
spaces to be filled. If a student has no minor and is filling the last third 
of the hours needed for graduation with electives, it’s a free-for-all.

Experiential learning and co-curricular activities also represent 
sets of open-ended options. Alas, many students believe they don’t 
have the time or money to pursue these external opportunities, don’t 
know how to find experiences if they aren’t advertised, or aren’t al-
ways sure how to connect outside-the-classroom experiences to what 
they want to do.

What students face, then, is the paradox of choice: with so many 
possibilities, they struggle to make decisions about courses and ac-
tivities that will resonate with their hidden intellectualism, their vo-
cational purpose, and their life goals. Too many students face these 
choices on their own, and they make easy calls, picking courses that 
fit their schedules, that have popular professors, or that will not tax 
them academically.15

This conglomeration of unrelated, insubstantial courses—the out-
come of merely clearing hurdles—is what leads students to complete 
empty college degrees.

This state of affairs might seem obvious to some people, particu-
larly those who see frustrated, wandering students during advising 
sessions or faculty office hours every week, if they see those stu-
dents at all. We have come to accept that students enter college con-
fused about how it all works, and many in the college community 
tacitly assume that most students will muddle through—even per-
haps believing that the muddling through is part of the process, some-
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thing that separates the tenacious from those who aren’t “cut out” for 
college.

The reality, though, is that students like Isaiah, who have every 
ability to succeed and launch well from college, are never taught how 
to use these blank spaces and opportunities to hack the college game: 
to connect their studies to their aspirations, to learn how to choose 
among the options granted to them purposefully, and to find the 
ground-floor doors into meaningful careers and lives. Helping stu-
dents learn to fill in these blanks well certainly goes beyond the hype 
around choosing a major. It requires a different kind of conversation 
from the ones that students will typically encounter.

Isaiah’s Lesson

Isaiah got lucky. In storming into the Center for the Junior Year, Isa-
iah didn’t realize he would have an opportunity to re-examine how 
he approached his undergraduate experience. In that moment, when 
he started to unpack his interests and align them with his college 
track, with the help of someone who understood how to play the col-
lege game, Isaiah was learning a valuable lesson in how to fill in the 
blanks.

Isaiah had a distinct advantage compared to many other students, 
whether at elite schools or less-selective colleges, in that he had a 
clear sense of his hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose: to 
work in Chicago city politics. But Isaiah lacked the social and cultural 
capital, and the fundamental information about the world of politics, 
to begin to clarify the roles he might want to play.

From the beginning, Isaiah was dependent on the advice from Chi-
cago Scholars, high-school counselors, and college admissions repre-
sentatives, all of whom generally press a matriculating student to 
pick a major as soon as possible—and usually aren’t thinking about 
a  student’s college career or aspirations beyond the first semester. 
Many people in these roles also aren’t usually thinking holistically 
about the nature of the college curriculum and the breadth of learn-
ing opportunities across campus that could help students clarify their 
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vocational aim. DePaul, for example, has a program in public policy 
that could have connected Isaiah to Chicago city politics, fitting his 
interests much better than political science. But Isaiah never heard 
about it.

When Isaiah mentioned his interests, he had gotten a typical knee-
jerk response at DePaul, focused on the major and an easy career 
crosswalk: an interest in politics means he should go into political 
science, a major-equals-job mentality, with no consideration for the 
learning opportunities in the blank spaces or in experiences available 
on and off campus.

This kind of linear thinking is endemic across higher education. 
Consider this simple question: What major should a premed student 
declare? If biology or chemistry are at the top of your list, then you 
might be falling into that trap of straight-line thinking. In fact, med-
ical schools and the medical profession have always wanted people 
from a range of backgrounds, and with the exception of MD-PhD 
programs, there are no required majors listed for any medical school. 
You can major in French, business administration, computer science, 
fine arts, or even (to answer the linear thinking displayed in Dead 
Poets Society) Shakespeare and poetry, and still become a doctor.16 It’s 
not about the major but about how students use the blank spaces to 
design their pathways. It is about planning a Field of Study.

The first step in a Field of Study process is to help students clarify 
their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose. When Isaiah 
told his advisors and mentors that he was interested in city poli-
tics, someone should have said, “I don’t know what you mean by that. 
Could you explain it to me?” Because “city politics” could mean deal-
ing with public finance and economic development, setting up green 
spaces, addressing food or health disparities, negotiating between po-
lice and communities, improving media relations, maintaining streets 
and sanitation, and more. Just laying this out raises multiple possibil-
ities for how to plan an undergraduate experience that would lead 
into city politics. And those possibilities depend on how students de-
fine their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose, and then fill 
in the blanks.
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Isaiah wanted to get his hands dirty in trying to improve under-
served neighborhoods. But he hadn’t had the conversations he needed 
to flesh this out while he was at DePaul. Instead, he was tracked into 
a political-science major, advised what the requirements were, and 
scheduled for his first quarter—and this is where Isaiah started run-
ning into trouble. He found that his political-science program intro-
duced students to political theories and how to use those theories to 
analyze political events, movements, and the relationships between 
nation-states, not on the day-to-day details of what it takes to make a 
city run.

After Isaiah transferred from DePaul to Governors State, he still 
had no conversation about his vocational purpose; his courses and 
credit hours were simply slotted to meet the general-education and 
political-science requirements at his new school. It was when he sat 
down to talk about his latest hurdle—that lousy science course at Gov-
ernors State—that he got his first sense of how to think with a Field of 
Study frame of mind.

After clarifying his interests and vocational purpose, he was 
able to fill in the blanks more intentionally. When Isaiah pondered 
what science course he should take, he had to grapple with a deeper 
question: “What do I want to do in city politics?” Essentially, what 
was his angle, his “why”? Isaiah wanted to make changes that would 
help people in his neighborhood, but his notion of what he wanted 
to do was still murky. This opened the door for a teachable moment, 
to begin to clarify for himself not simply what problems he wanted to 
solve but also what that might entail for his learning experience in 
college. To spur some thoughts, Ned played Isaiah a news clip about 
a mishandled smokestack implosion in a Chicago Latinx community, 
which covered the community with a cloud of toxic dust that exacer-
bated the already poor health conditions in the neighborhood. The 
city had an active role in the demolition, approving permits and over-
seeing the work.

Now when considering the question “What does it mean to get 
involved in city politics?” Isaiah saw a complex urban, civic, and 
environmental-health issue: a “wicked problem” to figure out, with no 
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simple answers. His original question—“What science course should 
I take?”—was now easier to answer: one in environmental studies. 
But more important, he developed his own sense of why he was tak-
ing a life-science course, how it would fit into the professional plan 
he was developing for himself, and how the course would integrate 
with his vocational purpose. (Of course, students often want simple 
answers, and initially Isaiah was no different, asking his advisors to 
help him pick an easy general-education science course that would 
give him a good grade. But that undermines the learning experience 
involved in discovering one’s own answer.)

The next stage of the Field of Study process involves entering 
the world outside academe to find out more—a stage we call the 
“research investigative inquiry.” Isaiah was prepped with a strat-
egy for setting up interviews with his local congressional officers, 
city alderpersons, and others named in the news clip. He was also 
prepped with a set of questions designed to learn what those officials 
have to go through to deal with environmental-health problems and 
what they need to have in their background to do that. Lastly, an im-
portant step, Isaiah set up a follow-up appointment in the Center for 
the Junior Year to share what he discovered from his investigation.

Isaiah returned in three weeks. By then, he had spoken with staff 
members in two alderpersons’ offices and with people on the city 
staff of a congressperson whose district covered the area highlighted 
in the news broadcasts. This process taught him moxie. His calls to 
these officials initially went unanswered, but Isaiah eventually put on 
a suit and walked into their offices, asking to talk with people.

He discovered that city politics is messy and vast. The issue of eco-
nomic investment in communities of color touches on public finance, 
equity in private investment, health-care disparities, affordable hous-
ing, business development, urban violence, equity in the school sys-
tem, and more. Through these conversations, Isaiah began to clarify 
the areas in city politics that matched his interest and started to see 
how he could fill in the blank spaces meaningfully to design a pur-
poseful undergraduate experience. Isaiah was building out his cul-
tural capital.
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He also came back with a glimpse into the world of his “hidden job 
market,” the many positions in the workforce that are not listed on 
job boards, are frequently overlooked by career centers and other 
counselors, and are not even on the radar of most students and their 
parents. People working in city politics include not just the repre-
sentatives holding offices but also their staff members who cover var-
ious areas of expertise. Those staffers interact with other people, who 
lobby, inform, or protest the city government on a range of issues. 
These are just some of the ways people make a living and make a dif-
ference in the realm of city politics—a range that students like Isaiah 
rarely consider, if they even know exists.

During his interviews, as planned under the research investigative 
inquiry, Isaiah asked city staff members about opportunities for ex-
periential learning. By the end of the process, Isaiah had talked him-
self into an internship in the office of Representative Bobby Rush, the 
congressman from his home district.

From there, his undergraduate career took off, once Isaiah was 
connected to a new confidence that the Field of Study process had 
unlocked. He could see how the college-to-career game was played 
and where he could find opportunities for personal entrepreneurism. 
He learned that some staff members in congressional offices weren’t 
organized, didn’t know the issues, or didn’t bother to connect with or 
respond to the public. “They weren’t worth anything at all,” he recalls 
today, and that’s when Isaiah started to realize just how much he 
could bring to any environment like this. As he built out his cultural 
capital, his vistas of personal possibilities started to expand; he could 
see new opportunities out in the world and how he might take advan-
tage of them.

Through the Field of Study process, Isaiah began to construct so-
cial networks that opened new possibilities and pathways. When he 
heard that he could apply for a semester of study at the Washington 
Center—working and learning in the nation’s capital alongside stu-
dents who usually come from elite privates and flagship publics—he 
jumped at the chance and won a spot, along with financial support.

That led Isaiah, a kid from the South Side of Chicago, to a new sense 
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of validation that was motivating. “I would walk out of my luxury 
apartment, within walking distance from the Capitol, with my head 
high and my suit on, just thinking that every possibility in the world 
was mine,” he says. “I realized I can make a difference in people’s 
lives in big and small ways, and it gave me the confidence to do grad 
school.”

Isaiah used his experience and the Field of Study frame to plot his 
next step. This time, there would be no guessing. He learned to look 
for faculty in graduate programs whose academic interests were close 
to his own field of study. He found a program in the University of Illi-
nois at Chicago’s College of Urban Planning and Policy, designed to 
deal with urban issues through a relationship with the city, which 
would continue building out Isaiah’s social network. Through the 
program, he realized that education could play an important part in 
changing a community’s future, so he used his network to land a po-
sition at St. Leo High School, dedicated to developing leaders among 
young African American men. In his teaching and mentorship posi-
tion, Isaiah sees an opportunity to improve communities in Chicago, 
while also laying the groundwork for a political campaign in the next 
five to ten years.

“All those kids are going to be voters real soon,” says Isaiah, noting 
that their parents, also potential voters and donors to a campaign, 
will come to see him as someone who cares. “This is an opportunity 
to work with people who live in this district.”

Isaiah learned how to test his ideas in the real world. In doing so, 
he saw how the different components of his undergraduate educa-
tion could integrate with his vocational purpose. And all of this started 
from a conversation about a lousy general-education requirement. 
That conversation, and short ones that followed, set Isaiah on the path 
to reframing his college experience and changing how he approached 
his general-education courses, his major, and his experiential oppor- 
tunities.

These conversations took no more time than a standard advising 
or career-development appointment. But for students with back-
grounds like Isaiah’s, these kinds of interactions are critical.
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The Significance of Filling in the Blanks

Confusion on the path from college to career is common among stu-
dents, rich and poor. Even privileged students don’t always see how to 
tie their interests and goals to the vast array of learning opportunities 
in college nor how to design those into meaningful and marketable 
undergraduate experiences. But students from wealthy backgrounds 
more often have family and friends who can stress-test a college plan 
and career aspiration and provide connections and resources that can 
make meaning out of the confusing relationship among general edu-
cation, the major, and the rest of the course hours a student needs to 
complete a degree.

In short, many wealthy families have the resources to hack the game 
of college to get the desired outcome in life. From birth, students from 
those families gain a range of experiences from their environment 
that provide them with the cultural capital needed to see the vistas that 
Isaiah never could, and they also come with the social connections as-
sociated with that cultural capital that open opportunities.

In the already-mentioned There Is Life after College, Selingo pro-
vides an interesting take on this, as he explores the problem of stu-
dents graduating from college unprepared for the “real world of work” 
(his, like many other books in this college-to-career genre, tends to 
focus on only a few areas, like tech, finance, big data, and start-ups). 
Published in 2016, the book opens with Selingo on a train ride: He 
joined a group of students from elite colleges, “riding the rails” from 
San Francisco to Washington, DC, as part of the Millennial Trains 
Project, yet another program intended to lead recent graduates to 
self-discovery and some sense of what they want to do with their de-
grees and lives. At night, students would hear from guest lecturers, 
including Selingo. While on the stretch from Chicago to Pittsburgh, 
Selingo had a conversation with two young women, Cameron Hard-
esty and Jessica Straus, who had majored in English at Davidson Col-
lege and proved to be an impetus for his book.17

“Davidson is the kind of small liberal arts college that prides itself 
on providing students with broad foundational skills,” Selingo says, 
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“but it is not a place that trains you for a narrowly tailored job. You 
can’t major in sports management, physical therapy, or video game 
design at Davidson, for instance.”

Jessica Straus seems to agree with him: “It didn’t prepare me at all 
for the real world,” she says. Selingo points out that Straus was quick 
to note that her courses “didn’t encourage her to translate classroom 
learning into explicit know-how sought by employers today,” although, 
through Davidson, she did pursue a dream to study abroad in Cam-
bridge and work in a Barcelona art gallery. Cameron Hardesty had 
gone to Spain as well. The pair of women knew various classmates 
who were “working odd jobs in New York City as executive assistants,” 
an outcome Selingo paints as a failure to launch. “The college degree 
is becoming the new high school diploma,” Hardesty complained—in 
other words, just another hurdle.

With some condescension, Selingo notes that these women—part 
of “a generation raised by hovering helicopter parents,” with resumes 
burnished by extracurriculars—had all the advantages in the world. 
“If these recent graduates were struggling, what about those who 
didn’t have their pedigrees?”

Selingo wants to crack this nut to provide students with strategies 
that will help them better navigate the transition from college to ca-
reer and land on their feet. But his account contains a number of dis-
connects: Doesn’t working in an art gallery provide a student with a 
sense of the real world of work? Couldn’t a college that provides a vast 
array of learning opportunities, both on and off campus, prepare a 
student to work in sports management, video-game design, or physi-
cal therapy? Instead Selingo rolls out a familiar litany: students pass 
through the assembly line of advising, focusing on “tactical issues,” 
such as degree audits and course prerequisites and the like. And, as 
does everyone else out there, Selingo focuses on the major but doesn’t 
describe how students can become agile learners.

Davidson may not have majors in sports management, video-game 
design, or physical therapy (which, we should note, is a graduate pro-
gram anyway). But students at Davidson can absolutely use the blank 
spaces to prepare themselves to work in sports management or the 
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video-game industry or to assemble a compelling application to a 
physical-therapy graduate program—even while declaring a major in 
an undervalued liberal-arts discipline. The learning opportunities are 
there. The key is learning how to fill in the blanks.

In fact, Cameron Hardesty used experiential learning, a skill in 
finding mentors, and her pedigree to do just that in her own life and 
career—she just did it after her graduation from Davidson. Around 
the time of the train ride, Hardesty was using her skills as an English 
major in various public-relations jobs in Washington, DC. But, like 
many recent graduates in the job market, she wasn’t happy with her 
direction. She decided to move back to Spain after her study-abroad 
experience to reset her career. She taught English there for a year, 
while she became fluent in Spanish. During her time in Spain, a friend 
connected her to a global public-relations firm.

When she returned to the States, she started working in digital 
public affairs for various firms and agencies in Washington. With 
her ability to use social media bilingually and a contact from a for-
mer job, she landed a digital strategy position in public affairs at the 
White House Office for Drug Policy under the Obama administration.

At the White House, she clarified her hidden intellectualism and 
vocational purpose, and she found her hidden job market in the world 
of flowers. “I love flowers. Always have,” she writes in her bio on the 
website for Poppy, an online flower company.18 While at the White 
House, she volunteered to work with Laura Dowling, the White House’s 
chief floral designer. She gathered skills and made contacts, includ-
ing the husband of a friend who hired her as a spokesperson and head 
of products at UrbanStems, an online floral and gifting company. 
There, she gained skills in product development, data analysis, and 
supply-chain management.

In 2019, she became the founder and CEO of Poppy, which now 
draws on her complete skill set. Her competencies in media and pub-
lic relations, digital strategy, supply-chain management, product 
development, and even Spanish (with her flower suppliers located 
in Central and South America) are now invaluable to her vocational 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


T he   B l a nk   S p a ces         37

purpose and her once-hidden job world, the floral industry. Her ed-
ucation at Davidson—somewhat denigrated in Selingo’s account—
has taken on a different hue in recent years. “A big reason why I’m 
successful in startup life is because of my liberal-arts education at 
Davidson College, which taught me how to synthesize vast amounts 
of information into understandable points and communicate them 
clearly,” she told Forbes in a 2017 profile. (In 2022, after a successful 
fundraising round, she hired her friend from the train ride, Jessica 
Straus, as her chief operating officer.)19

Interestingly, the path that Hardesty took is similar to the path Isa-
iah found through the Field of Study method, with a critical differ-
ence: Hardesty was able to take advantage of the social and cultural 
capital that she brought from her background to create opportunities 
for herself, which eventually led to a career that meshed with her 
vocational purpose. In order to level the playing field for Isaiah, he 
had to be taught how to make connections among his experience, his 
schooling, and his hidden intellectualism—and how to tie these ele-
ments to the hidden job market.

At American colleges and universities, most students never find 
mentors who engage them in conversations about how to pursue 
their goals and dreams and how to craft an undergraduate experience 
to realize those dreams.

“Too often, students approach potential mentoring opportunities 
as merely transactional—seeking an adviser’s approval for course 
registration, for example—rather than engaging in bigger questions 
about intellectual interests and about life and career goals,” writes 
Leo M. Lambert, the former president of Elon University, in an edito-
rial for Gallup. “Mentoring relationships are a form of social capital. I 
suspect that students with college-educated parents and those from 
higher socioeconomic backgrounds come to college with more ex
perience in mining this type of social capital—a big leg up on their 
peers.” Those students can mine that social capital because they come 
with a lot of cultural capital that helps them make the connections 
and drives meaning behind the relationships they form.20
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It Has Always Been about Conversations

Higher education is awash with books and reports that purport to 
solve major challenges affecting undergraduate education. They are 
written by university presidents, education scholars, policy analysts, 
or journalists who study or observe the problem, rather than “work 
the problem”; that is, the authors often don’t work closely with stu-
dents. Perhaps understandably, their solutions to high dropout rates, 
rampant debt, underemployment, inequality, and other issues vex-
ing colleges are mostly top-down: shift curriculum from seat time to 
competency, require experiential learning, create guided pathways, 
merge and close programs, and emphasize “career-connected learn-
ing” to meet what they assume are workforce needs—without actually 
asking students what their needs are.

Top-down solutions have a place. But there’s a reason why college 
leaders commonly compare their institutions to battleships, massive 
operations difficult to turn in new directions. In higher education, 
top-down solutions are often hampered by conflicting interests on 
campus—and yet, they still might not reflect the best interests of stu-
dents. What’s more, new programs and strategies are usually subject 
to the whims of college leaders; when those leaders leave, the “solu-
tions” often leave with them.

This book illuminates a foundational educational experience—
something that happens when students really open up and talk to 
people on campus about their curiosities and goals. These conversa-
tions are not about creating a new program or a career pathway, or 
building a new career center or student-success center. What drives 
the success of any of these top-down initiatives—or what could drive 
student success with no new initiative at all, only existing resources—
is improving the quality of the conversations that students have on 
campus. Through these conversations, students learn to define their 
hidden intellectualism, see that hidden intellectualism in the hidden 
job market, build their cultural capital, and learn how to fill in the 
blanks.
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Teaching and mentorship have forever hinged on human connec-
tion and conversation. The relationships between students and their 
instructors have always been key to effective learning. It’s a dynamic 
highlighted in psychological studies of the classroom, in sentimental 
movies about great teachers, in the mythologized image of Socrates 
sitting under a tree with pupils.

In the successful modern college experience, that dynamic is 
hinted at everywhere, documented in studies of higher education 
over decades. In Making the Most of College: Students Speak Their Minds, 
Richard J. Light describes how advisors and mentors, in asking “un-
expected questions” tailored to individual students, can help a young 
person discover a vocational calling and their passion. “A great college 
education depends upon human relationships,” he writes, an “obvious 
idea” that many students and educators overlook.21

Gerald Graff, in Clueless in Academe: How Schooling Obscures the Life 
of the Mind, notes that “academic intellectual culture is a conversa-
tion rather than a mere inventory of texts, facts, ideas, and methods” 
and that part of any advisor or instructor’s job is to help students see 
the connections between the world of academe and their personal 
interests—or, as Graff characterizes it, students’ “hidden intellec- 
tualism.”22

That dynamic is also present in widely publicized findings, from 
Gallup and other organizations, showing that students who have suc-
cess in life encountered professors or mentors at college who seemed 
to care about them, who made learning exciting, who helped them 
find experiential-learning opportunities, and who encouraged them 
to pursue personal goals and dreams.23

But the dynamic that Light, Graff, and Gallup discuss is not perva-
sive across students’ experiences on any college campus. The goal of 
this book is to show people how to make it so.

The Field of Study conversations with Isaiah display the pillars of 
what we will discuss through the rest of the chapters of this book. 
These conversations are pedagogical and grounded in questions that 
challenge students to discover for themselves the “why” behind their 
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undergraduate experiences. The Field of Study method asks them to 
carry that why through a series of steps:

	—The why is grounded in having students first clarify their 
hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose. Vocational 
purpose and hidden intellectualism are the thing that students 
feel genuinely drawn to. It’s not good enough for a student to 
sit down and say, “I want to be a mental-health professional.” 
A clarifying question should be “Who do you want to work 
with, and why?” A student who wants to work with adoles-
cents would pursue a different path than a student who wants 
to work with veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder. 
And students should feel that any kind of vocational purpose is 
valid—because the possibilities on campus and in life are vast. 
If a student wants to address lung health through the world of 
bicycles, or nurture talent development in public art, or build a 
metaverse like the OASIS from Ready Player One, those pursuits 
are all valid starting places.

	—Students are then tasked to identify the people on and off cam- 
pus who are already doing what they want to do. In corners on 
campus or in the hidden job market, they’re out there.

	—Students are next assigned a research investigative inquiry, 
and equipped with question prompts, to meet with people in 
their hidden job market to learn about the skill sets, knowl-
edge, and hands-on experience they need to acquire.

	—Once they return from their research inquiry, students are 
asked to translate what they discovered into learning opportu-
nities on- and off-campus. The results are often surprising to 
them—and to us. Students learn to explore areas on campus 
they normally would not look into.

	—With this information in hand, students begin to design their 
undergraduate studies. Here, they start to see the importance 
of the blank spaces, which become the vehicle for integrating 
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their learning across the curriculum. They see the difference 
between tracking through a major and designing their Field of 
Study.

	—This curricular designing trains students to use the skills of 
academic inquiry to explore the text that is their lives. As with 
all good academic inquiry, students learn to test their thinking 
continually throughout their undergraduate careers. This 
means that students are learning how to chart their own 
course through life, regardless of how their interests or the 
job market may change. And they learn how to create social 
networks and build their cultural capital so they can continue 
to test their planning for the real world. Essentially, they 
become agile learners.

Whether students want to begin a career trajectory immediately 
after earning a bachelor’s degree, or decide to pursue graduate or pro-
fessional studies or even to transfer to another college, the purpose of 
the process is the same: to clarify the why behind what they hope to do.

If we want students to leave college with a degree that is not only 
marketable, but personally meaningful, we need to focus on the blank 
spaces. They allow students to weave curricular categories into a tap-
estry that make up an integrated undergraduate experience. When 
conversations draw out students’ hidden intellectualism and identify 
how they can take advantage of the blank spaces, general education 
takes on more importance, electives become critical components (in-
stead of simply slots to fill), and their majors emerge organically. As 
we’ll explain in the chapters ahead, students also find blank spaces in 
the hidden job market all around them, and in pursuing experiential 
learning in these environments, they see how abstract classroom con-
tent fits with hands-on practices in the real world. Along the way, stu-
dents learn college literacy and how to hack the college game—a skill 
particularly useful for first-generation and historically underserved 
students.

In the end, when students learn how to see their college experi-
ence through the lenses of their interests and life goals, the breadth 
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of the college curriculum begins to take on a relevance that they had 
not experienced before. In a sense, it is these students, not the faculty 
or administrators, who are building the curriculum, and they are 
doing it for themselves. In the process, the students begin to break 
down the silos and see the entire college campus as a learning re-
source that is theirs to take advantage of.

This book emerged from the stories of students who trusted the 
process and engaged in these conversations at various types of col-
leges: big research universities, regional public colleges, small pri-
vate colleges, and two-year institutions. These are not stories about 
wealthy and well-connected students at elite schools but rather stories 
about students who hit potholes, who were drifting, and who came to 
college underprepared. Still, they defied what the predictive algo-
rithms and personal backgrounds would suggest about their chances 
for success.

Once a student learns how to navigate the college environment 
with their newfound sense of purpose, that student begins to show 
their peers and advisors what’s possible in the hidden job market. 
This book offers a journey through which students can teach us, if we 
talk to them and listen closely to their answers.
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Carla is about to start her second year of college, majoring in 
marketing, and in danger of stopping out. How would you help her 
succeed?

Carla’s story is a case study—one presented by Ned to a roomful of 
vice presidents of undergraduate affairs, deans of academic affairs, 
department chairs, and other administrators at a 2017 conference for 
Thrive Chicago. Thrive, a MacArthur Foundation grantee, is a city-
wide collective focused in part on fostering college access and devel-
oping programs to improve degree completion among Chicago’s un-
derserved students. Carla was one of those students, and the point 
of the presentation was to test how administrators would respond to 
her dilemma.1

At a crossroads, Carla had arrived at a transfer day program at a 
university near her home, one of many programs held at the institu-
tion each semester to build relationships with prospective community-
college transfer students. The day’s agenda was simple: highlight ac-
ademic programs and resources to support student success and meet 
with potential transfers to discuss their progress in their community 

2

The Curricular Maze
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colleges’ guided pathways programs—and how they would fit into one 
of the university’s majors upon transferring.

Carla was worried about her ability to transfer and brought ques-
tions to the program. She had graduated from high school in a largely 
Latinx school district, and her primary language at home was Span-
ish. Her parents, who were undocumented immigrants, worked blue-
collar jobs to support Carla and her siblings. Carla’s performance in 
high school had been above average, but not outstanding—in part be-
cause she worked to support expenses at home and helped raise her 
younger siblings.

Carla told her high-school counselor about her interest in “spread-
ing the word” for organizations. Her counselor recommended that 
she pursue a business degree with a major in marketing. (High-school 
counselors often want to guide students from low-income or immi-
grant backgrounds into majors that ostensibly lead to high-paying 
fields.)

After high school, Carla opted to enroll at a community college to 
save money. On her application, she checked off marketing as her ac-
ademic and vocational interest, and she was tracked into the college’s 
guided pathway for business.

Right away, Carla ran into academic roadblocks. She was strug-
gling in algebra, but she had bigger hurdles ahead: requirements in 
the business core include more advanced mathematics courses like 
business calculus, accounting, and business statistics. Soon she real-
ized that catching up on math would extend her time at the commu-
nity college, straining the financial resources within her family. She 
worried she was on a path to stopping out.

At the transfer day program, she described her challenges and 
asked her advisors how she could graduate in a timely way and still 
pursue her interests. What Carla discovered—and what we will de-
scribe throughout the chapter—was that the solution was something 
unexpected. 

We discussed in chapter 1 how students bring to college mispercep-
tions about the significance of majors and minors, how they are taught 
to diminish the importance of general education, and how they mis-
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understand the relationship between college studies and on-ramps to 
the job market. As students arrive at college, those myths and misper-
ceptions aren’t necessarily corrected. In fact, many of the structures 
at a typical college exacerbate some of the wrong turns a student 
might make in pursuing a meaningful and marketable degree.

That’s because the organizational structures within a college are 
often built to support the bureaucracy of the institution, not neces-
sarily the students’ best interests. To change that focus, institutions 
would have to challenge some embedded agendas and mindsets—for 
example, that some majors (like biology or chemistry) automatically 
lead to certain career fields (like medicine). That rote mindset not 
only benefits enrollments for those departments, but it also makes 
student guidance an easy rubber-stamping process. To seriously ad-
dress the problems that students face, college leaders will have to 
rethink the ways that students are tracked through the system—
although doing so could open up political problems for themselves, 
which might be a reason why success rates in higher education seem 
to be stuck where they are.

The Myth of the Academic Major

Prior to arriving at college, students receive emphatic but often mis-
leading messages from parents, high-school counselors, data hounds, 
and the media about the importance of the major and its relationship 
to career outcomes. In many ways, colleges complicitly reinforce these 
perceptions from the moment that students talk with admissions, 
leading the most vulnerable students deeper into a mess of creating 
empty college degrees.

This happens in part because some administrators, staff, and fac-
ulty members believe the same myths about majors and careers that 
the general public does but also because institutions (or aspects of 
them) are trying to protect their self-interests and don’t want to alter 
the organizational structure. If students were to learn that a “practi-
cal” major on campus does not guarantee a good shot at a desired ca-
reer outcome, or that some common career paths might be found in 
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areas of campus not considered career-relevant, that would challenge 
the conventional wisdom that majors lead to jobs, which could upend 
a whole host of things, from departmental enrollments to institu-
tional budget allocations.

Within institutions, the major retains the same stature and empha-
sis that students, parents, and the media place on it. Majors emerged 
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries merely as an or-
ganizing feature of the curriculum, as knowledge expanded and be-
came more specialized. Prior to the emergence of majors, an under-
graduate curriculum consisted of nearly all the courses offered by 
the institution, a truly liberal education. Majors offered students the 
choice of concentrating on a particular discipline (English, history, 
philosophy, natural sciences, and so on) to learn its practices, values, 
and canons, while still retaining aspects of liberal education through 
general education and electives.2

The emergence of majors, in time, influenced the college organi-
zational structure as well. Academic departments started to coalesce 
around the disciplines, bringing about political rivalries and compe-
tition for students and resources. That rivalry and resource compe-
tition has become especially acute today, in an environment where 
institutional budgets are strained, the number of late-teenage college-
goers is in decline, and academic departments are being asked to prove 
their worth to the institution or else face diminishment or closure 
after a program audit. Many colleges (and parents) have embraced a 
notion that students should pick a major as soon as possible—even on 
the college application—on the logic that students who have an early 
direction are likely to graduate within four years,3 although research 
has contradicted that assumption.4

You can find 1,200 major options in the Book of Majors 2018, pub-
lished by the College Board, along with lists of the most likely career 
outcomes for the top 201 majors. Top-line career outcomes for Amer-
ican literature, for example: “high-school teacher; journalist; editor; 
college professor.” The book notes that literature majors can work in 
any career requiring “strong research skills”—like investment bank-
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ing, for example—but it doesn’t offer clues on how to navigate into 
those careers.5

This is the backdrop when students like Carla step onto campus. 
The choice of a major is often based on uninformed assumptions 
held by students like Carla and the people advising them—most com-
monly, that major equals job. That simplistic calculation, influenced 
by lists of majors ranked by salary potential, has led to the rise of some 
departments and colleges (business, computer science, engineering) 
and the decline of others (foreign languages, humanities, and social 
sciences, to a great extent). That pull toward reportedly profitable 
majors creates its own momentum: departments with popular, highly 
enrolled majors can command more resources and prominent spaces 
on campus; this in turn helps them attract yet more students to their 
programs. Departments in decline, meanwhile, enter a death spiral, 
losing the resources they need to keep faculty and make course offer-
ings current, putting them in danger when program reviews come 
around. At many colleges, even the perception of the practicality and 
profitability of a particular major can influence whether it survives 
an institutional program review.

Understandably, a student like Carla—who is facing down the most 
stressful decision of her college career, one that will potentially carry 
life consequences—might well think conventionally when choosing 
a major, perhaps following “group think” into one of those popular 
and prominent majors. If a student does not see a connection to what 
she wants to do on the menu of majors, she might assume she cannot 
pursue that personal interest or vocational calling on campus. What’s 
more, she might struggle to see her path in college because of the way 
institutions segment and silo their individual academic departments, 
even their various colleges of business, engineering, or liberal arts.

In fact, major does not equal job, and except for the most prescribed 
(often licensed) occupations, most employers care more about the 
skills an applicant can demonstrate than what major he or she chose 
in college. Increasingly, corporations, government agencies, and non-
governmental organizations are dealing with global challenges and 
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“wicked problems” that require complementary, intersecting skills 
that go beyond the confines of the major. In business literature, the 
so-called T-shaped professional, a person who can go deep in one dis-
cipline but also range across related areas, has emerged as an ideal 
hire.6

Within the siloed college environment, professors themselves rarely 
even adhere to the borders of their own discipline, likely having in-
terests that cross departments and sometimes colleges. Here’s an 
obvious example: faculty who bring together engineering, computer 
science, and medicine into bioengineering. A less obvious one: fac-
ulty who bring together race and ethnic studies, medicine, and public 
health to address the cultural factors that lead to an uneven distribu-
tion and use of health care. Professors know that other disciplines 
inform their own research, and they seek out faculty from other dis-
ciplines with shared research interests. Such is the underlying ratio-
nale for having interdisciplinary research centers.

This expansive notion of a university—as a networked environ-
ment supporting professors’ individualized and cross-disciplinary 
curiosity—does not usually filter down to the conversations that 
students have with faculty about how to design their undergraduate 
studies. Students primarily learn to recognize faculty members by 
their academic departments, which coincide with majors. One fac-
ulty member’s individual research interests might become apparent 
to those few students who work closely with that professor on a se-
nior thesis or capstone project, but most students rarely get a good 
sense of the breadth of specialties, interests, and personal obsessions 
of their professors.

Faculty members create their identities in academe by field of 
study, not by major. They provide the model for how students them-
selves should create their undergraduate program, showing them how 
to fill in the blank spaces.7

A student’s hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose can be 
as interdisciplinary, even as specific, as the research interest of any 
faculty member. When students begin to define and explore their 
hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose—largely through a 
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research investigative inquiry, when they go out to talk to people in 
the world of their hidden job market—they start to see the relevance 
of disciplines outside their major. Students interested in marketing 
and data analytics see how sociology, for example, sheds light on the 
social dynamics that can influence public responses to an advertising 
campaign. Economics can be a crucial program for premed students 
seeking to understand the costs of delivering health care. Students 
in wealth management and investment programs see how women’s 
studies can help them address wealth disparities.

When students design their undergraduate programs this way, 
they tie the activities of the real world to the learning opportunities 
divvied up by majors on campus. It’s not the college organizational 
structure that should guide students through the undergraduate pro-
gram; it’s the problems they each are solving as they start to unpack 
their interests and see the relevance of other majors, programs, and 
routes through their fields of study.

Of course, to start thinking this way, students crucially need con-
versations and guidance to unpack the college experience. But what 
passes for sound advice and mentorship in college generally isn’t 
sufficient—a problem long known by observers of student success. 
In some sectors of higher education, the response has focused less on 
improving that advice and more on limiting choices.

Guided Pathways and the Need for Conversations

Redesigning America’s Community Colleges: A Clearer Path to Student 
Success laid out many of the same problems we outlined in chapter 1: 
students are overwhelmed by the options in pursuing postsecondary 
education, and the authors argue that “nowhere are the features—
and disadvantages—of the cafeteria model more apparent that in the 
design of community college degrees and certificates.”8

Thomas R. Bailey, Shanna Smith Jaggars, and Davis Jenkins—the 
book’s authors, all from the Community College Research Center 
(CCRC) at Columbia University—noted that two-year institutions had 
been designed to offer courses across a broad array of subject areas, 
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to maximize access for students with any interest. Today, that range 
of programming at community colleges spans everything from cer-
tificate programs in automotive technology and cosmetology to aca-
demic preparation for transferring to four-year colleges and univer-
sities. This is a wealth of educational opportunities, often offered 
affordably (or even free) to students from all socioeconomic back-
grounds. Students who learn how to navigate the curriculum could 
chart a course to nearly any career destination.

The problem is that students at these two-year institutions face 
“a complex and often bewildering choice of courses and programs,” 
CCRC’s researchers said. “The typical student is overwhelmed by the 
many choices available, resulting in poor program or course selection 
decisions, which in turn cost time and money, and likely lead many 
students to drop out in frustration.”9

Naturally, this kind of confusion should lead colleges to provide 
mentorship and advice from staff and faculty members, along with 
other support to help students figure out how to get a relevant two-
year degree or certificate or to transfer to a suitable four-year insti-
tution. Students could get unparalleled benefits from staff members 
and mentors who engage them in meaningful conversations about 
their interests and career goals. CCRC’s researchers claim that an 
academic advisor is “the most important resource” to students who 
are trying to chart a course to graduation and life goals, including a 
career.

That claim notwithstanding, the researchers then pointed to vari-
ous ways that the rushed and disconnected intake, advising, and sup-
port functions at the average “cafeteria college” undermined the post-
secondary goals of students at two-year schools. Many schools brought 
students in with little information about their talents and interests 
and then quickly pushed them through orientation and enrollment 
into their first-term courses. Limited budgets prevented institutions 
from adding bodies to the advising staff, leaving advisors with un-
workable caseloads (nearly 800 to 1,200 students per advisor at some 
institutions) and a range of other responsibilities in addition to guid-
ing students. On top of this, the researchers noted that many students 
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(nearly 40 percent at the outset) either did not seek out advising ser-
vices or got conflicting or meager advice when they did. So students 
often relied on self-advising through the college website, which could 
be outdated, leading them to become even more lost. With different 
support functions working in isolation across the cafeteria college, 
“students must rely mostly on themselves.”

Redesigning America’s Community Colleges advocated a different ap-
proach: “guided pathways,” a model based on research in behav-
ioral economics, organizational effectiveness, learning theory, and a 
handful of pilot programs at leading two-year institutions. In terms 
of student supports, the authors argued that colleges should beef up 
advising services, set up technology that allows colleges to monitor 
students’ progress, and hone student-success courses to focus on in-
formation that helps students connect the curriculum to their life 
goals.10

But even with more supports, the curriculum remained an amor-
phous smorgasbord of options in the minds of many students, so Bai-
ley, Jaggars, and Jenkins offered a solution: if the options facing stu-
dents are bewildering, then structure the options in a way that might 
help them make more informed choices. The book influenced the cre-
ation of “meta-majors” within guided pathways, academic tracks that 
are ostensibly designed to help students focus on career-relevant pro-
grams that colleges believe align with their students’ interests. The idea 
is that students could link to a meta-major on a college’s website (such 
as business, public and human services, science and technology, or 
health sciences) and find curricular plans that outline the require-
ments under the academic programs listed there (such as accounting, 
sociology, or biology). Undecided students could use the meta-majors 
to explore the college’s list of career opportunities linked to each par-
ticular program and see how those programs might line up with their 
ambitions for what they want to do with their lives.

Guided pathways have been adopted at scores of two- and even four-
year institutions. But it’s not clear that the framework has brought 
the type of clarity that Bailey, Jaggars, and Jenkins had hoped for. For 
starters, at many community colleges, the meta-majors are merely a 
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different way of organizing degree tracks and certificates. For exam-
ple, here are the meta-majors at Skyline College, a two-year insti
tution in San Bruno, California: Arts, Languages & Communication; 
Business, Entrepreneurship & Management; Science, Technology & 
Health; and Society & Education.11 These meta-majors merely re-label 
the existing college structure, and they are not so different from the 
programs organized by academic divisions at, say, Naugatuck Valley 
Community College in Waterbury, Connecticut: Liberal Arts / Behav-
ioral and Social Sciences; Business; Science, Technology, Engineering 
and Math; and Allied Health, Nursing and Physical Education.12

Whether colleges choose to divide up their offerings by meta-majors, 
guided pathways, or divisions, students are still given lists upon lists 
of programs, required courses, and blank spaces to be filled in. Guided 
pathways, then, present the same problems of choice that bedevil 
students at any institution, while offering the illusion that students 
who are under a guided pathway are on a clear route to a career. In 
some cases, particularly in career-oriented programs such as nurs-
ing, computer science, or accounting, this may be true. But for stu-
dents who have not clarified their goals and aspirations, the usual 
difficulties arise: they are tracked into programs that may not align 
with their hidden intellectualism or vocational purpose, and this mis-
alignment is an underlying reason why students change programs or 
stop out.

Let’s look at an example of guided pathways at Skyline College and 
try to navigate it. Pretend you’re a nineteen-year-old aspiring jour-
nalist, hoping to transfer to a state institution in a couple of years.

Journalism-for-transfer falls under the Arts, Languages & Com-
munication meta-major category, along with programs in art, dance, 
filmmaking, literature, music, and, oddly, cosmetology (which is 
also found under the business meta-major). On a page designed to 
help orient students at Skyline, the college describes its meta-majors 
in broad, generic terms. The Arts, Languages & Communication de
scription, for instance, paints a picture of the type of student who 
would thrive in that meta-major: “Creativity and communication are 
your strengths. You enjoy connecting with people through language—
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written, verbal or both—and you like reaching out to bring people 
together. You express yourself freely, whether it’s through language, 
art, film, theater or media and you know that art, in every form, is one 
of the best ways to explore new ideas and points of view.”13

In the end, these meta-majors still sort programs into different sets 
of silos. Do the courses that would train an effective journalist reside 
neatly in a communications-oriented meta-major? It depends on what 
someone would want to do with journalism.

A journalism student could easily fit under the Society & Edu
cation meta-major, where journalism isn’t mentioned: “You’re in
terested in the organizations, laws, politics, interactions, and social 
bonds that make our planet such a rich and diverse place—and you’re 
always craving to learn more. Studying human behavior, culture and 
identity excite you. You have an intellectual spirit, and you enjoy 
sharing that with others because you understand the importance of 
doing your part within your interconnected community.”

A student pursuing journalism, quite frankly, could find vocational 
interest in journalism under any of the meta-majors at Skyline. Jour-
nalists cover issues in business, politics, communities, the arts, sports, 
education, science and technology, and they tell their stories through 
a variety of media, like long narrative pieces, spots on television or 
radio, or posts on TikTok or other social media. Each of these subject 
areas and media platforms requires different kinds of contextual 
backgrounds and training.

Who’s to say, though, that a student interested in journalism should 
pursue the journalism program in the first place? Journalists are more 
than just writers; they find their corner in journalism by becoming 
subject-matter experts. A student might want to pursue their hidden 
intellectualism in their love of cars and someday write for Motor 
Trend or Car & Driver or work in public relations for Ford or Audi. 
Does that student still belong in a journalism program? Perhaps that 
student might find a better home under the Science, Technology & 
Health meta-major at Skyline College, which includes automotive 
technology. Or that student could simply complete a generic associate 
of arts degree by filling in the blanks on the degree audit with courses 
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from journalism and automotive technology. It all depends on the 
student—and students need meaningful conversations to unpack 
these interests and connect them to the curriculum.

Organizing academic programs under meta-majors represents 
the same inward-looking perspective that colleges already use to de-
scribe their programs. It just establishes a different set of silos by 
prioritizing the relationships between these programs within the 
confines of a college’s internal organization. It does not help students 
discover how multidisciplinary learning translates into opportuni-
ties in the hidden job market. After all, the majority of jobs are of this 
kind, including those positions at small- to medium-sized employers 
mostly overlooked or unseen by colleges.

Our nineteen-year-old finds in the journalism-for-transfer path-
way the paradox of choice that confuses every student when they are 
trying to design a meaningful undergraduate experience. That jour-
nalism pathway at Skyline requires three core courses, then asks 
students to choose three courses from a list of eleven options that in-
clude economics, statistics, political science, logic, photography, and 
argumentation, some of which could count for general education. 
The requirements in journalism add up to about nineteen hours; our 
nineteen-year-old will have to pick another forty-one credit hours to 
complete general-education requirements and elective hours for an 
associate degree or to transfer.

If our nineteen-year-old fills these blank spaces haphazardly, as 
many students do, she may still wind up with the empty, cafeteria-
style degree that guided pathways were meant to avoid.

This raises another concern as well: whether the clustering of pro-
grams under any kind of division, silo, or meta-major allows for the 
multidisciplinary preparation any student needs for the hidden job 
market.

For example, Skyline has listed psychology under Society & Educa-
tion. Why isn’t psychology under Science, Technology & Health? After 
all, many students pursue psychology because they want to get into a 
profession focused on improving people’s mental health. But psychol-
ogy could also be relevant to Business, Entrepreneurship & Manage-
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ment because psychology combined with management points toward 
the field of organizational psychology.

What if a student had an interest in health professions and started 
his college career at Skyline with the intention of pursuing a gradu-
ate degree in physical therapy or applying to a physician assistant 
program or perhaps even attending medical school? These career 
paths are not reflected in any of the meta-majors, but all the relevant 
courses and learning opportunities are on Skyline’s campus—they 
are just scattered across the meta-majors. To make this more confus-
ing, there is no standard and required major in higher education that 
a student needs to declare to pursue any of these graduate tracks in 
health sciences. For instance, a student could major in communica-
tions, business, or sociology and still pursue health fields—in doing 
so, adding to his job-market value by bringing more coveted T-shaped 
skills to a health profession. We could imagine scenarios like these 
across the academic programs and the meta-majors for almost any 
career path.

In part, this is why organizations like EAB have noted that despite 
“the wealth of available resources (and funding) from foundations 
and various organizations like Complete College America and the 
American Association of Community Colleges, campus leaders still 
struggle to describe exactly what success looks like” when guided path-
ways are implemented.14 There is more to a meaningful undergradu-
ate education than merely completing degree requirements.

Six years after the release of Redesigning America’s Community Col-
leges, Jenkins and colleagues at CCRC reported on the evolution of 
guided pathways and where colleges might have misinterpreted their 
intentions. “Guided pathways was never about limiting options,” 
they wrote, while acknowledging that many people had interpreted 
it that way. Guided pathways were supposed to help students “enter 
a high-opportunity program” that leads directly to a good career or 
to a promising transfer to a four-year institution. “Colleges should 
backward-map all programs, starting with good jobs in fields of eco-
nomic importance to their communities,” the follow-up report said. 
“Guided pathways reforms will not advance equity if they merely lead 
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to increased completion of college credentials per se; they will only do 
so if they enable underserved students to complete programs aligned 
with their career and educational interests and aspirations.”15

But once again, it’s the colleges that are mapping the pathways to 
“good jobs” as they define them—even though it’s not clear that col-
leges could be aware of, or even map to, most of the job possibilities 
and career routes in the vast world of work. A student might want to 
work in the economically important world of health care, but that 
field includes many possibilities and permutations, some of which 
don’t even involve health-care delivery. Indeed, Jenkins and colleagues 
pointed out that many colleges were getting “hung up on trying to 
create perfect maps for every student situation.” More students, they 
said, needed to have conversations about their interests and strengths 
to create individualized educational plans.16

In offering the illusion of a preformed trajectory, guided pathways 
and meta-majors could discourage students (and their institutions) 
from having the essential conversations needed to clarify why stu-
dents are in college, what they are aiming for, whether they even 
understand the meta-major they have chosen, and how their course 
choices fit with their vocational purpose and the hidden job market. 
For people who have experience with higher education and the job 
market, this is difficult enough to navigate; for your average nineteen-
year-old, it can be so daunting that they stumble and leave college 
altogether.

The Case Study of Carla

Let’s return to the case study offered at the Thrive conference. Carla—
based on her interest in “spreading the word,” which she assumed was 
marketing—had been tracked into a guided pathway for business. 
Still struggling with algebra, and with business calculus and micro- 
and macroeconomics on the horizon, Carla faced the possibility of 
having to repeat algebra to raise her grades in order to meet the re-
quired grade point average to complete the business core. Yet repeat-
ing courses would put her at risk of not making standard academic 
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progress toward her degree, imperiling her financial aid. She juggled 
these stresses along with her thirty-hour-a-week job.

Carla’s story is common. What ideas would the administrators 
gathered for Thrive have for helping her? After all, this group of de-
partment chairs, deans, and vice presidents had been involved in de-
signing majors and pathways, and all conveyed an interest in helping 
low-income students succeed.

The group offered a number of conventional suggestions for Carla. 
They first focused on her high-school preparation and suggested that 
she could sign up for tutoring through student support, where she 
might also connect with success coaches or peer mentors who could 
check up with her biweekly. They suggested that Carla, who strug-
gled to meet her bills every month, could consider working fewer 
hours or even try switching to a work-study job on campus. To lighten 
the load during the semester, they thought, Carla could meet with ad-
vising to find a way to put off some of her course hours until summer 
session. To do that, she would also have to meet with financial aid to 
avoid financial-aid probation and keep pace with standard academic 
progress.

What if Carla’s high-school preparation was not in truth the root 
cause of her academic difficulties? Remember, Carla had an interest 
in “spreading the word.” Maybe, like so many students, she was pur-
suing the wrong major, one that did not play to her academic strengths 
or her genuine professional interests.

In fact, when Carla had met with mentors at the Center for the Ju-
nior Year at Governors State, they posed the usual opening question 
that underlies a Field of Study approach: “We have no idea what you 
mean when you say marketing. Could you explain it to us?” What the 
mentors learned from Carla, when she started describing in detail 
what she aspired to do, did not sound like marketing. She was inter-
ested in social media, and one of her challenges was that there was no 
major in social media on her campus. Carla believed that “marketing” 
is another term for “advertising,” or merely informing people about 
products and services.

So, when pressed to declare a major on her community-college ap-
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plication, Carla had chosen marketing, and the people on campus, from 
admissions to advising, had assumed she knew what she was doing. 
They merely monitored her progress through the degree audit—like 
so many other students, following a track but not one leading where 
they wanted to go. At the point where those students start running 
into academic difficulties, they might have the conversations needed 
to clarify their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose, under-
stand the college structure, and plan an academic program that works 
for them. If, that is, they don’t just disappear from campus.

Ned shared with the gathering at Thrive what Carla had told the 
mentors: her real interest was in how to make the best use of Pinter-
est, Instagram, Facebook, and other platforms. But since there was 
no major for social media on campus, those gathered were stumped. 
What then should she major in? The audience suggested web-content 
development, advertising, or writing for digital media, but none of 
those majors were of interest to Carla.

In the hidden job market, the world of work is a complex environ-
ment, with many more pathways into professions than colleges ac-
knowledge with their rigid departmental structures and academic 
majors. For Carla, what didn’t exist as a “designated major” for social 
media in fact did exist, if only she could learn how to fill in the blanks.

The Research Investigative Inquiry

Carla had to learn how to research the possibilities—and do so out-
side the structures of the academic environment, through a research 
investigative inquiry. The aim of the research investigative inquiry, 
or RII, is to explore, find people with similar interests, and pick their 
brains. Through the RII, students get critical information they need to 
design their undergraduate plans, and they begin creating a network 
of potential mentors who can offer experiential-learning opportuni-
ties. The conversations a student has with an insider are not generic, 
focused on job trends, office life, or the biography or career path of 
the person interviewed. Instead, the RII focuses on the deep personal 
perspective of someone who works in a particular position in the hid-
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den job market, who can convey an insider’s view of an industry and 
the unspoken skill sets necessary to deal with the complicated situa-
tions that frequently arise. In a sense, the interviewee begins to take 
on the role of a mentor, career coach, or guide for the student.

This is not the typical informational interview often recommended 
on career-center websites. For example, the slate of twenty-three 
sample questions offered on the career site at the University of Cali-
fornia at Berkeley represents much of what’s out there: the questions 
ask about industry trends, generic career paths into the field, and 
bland work-lifestyle questions, with precious few focused on the skills 
needed for the job. Here is a sample: What is a typical day (or week) like 
for you? What do you like most about your work? How does your job affect 
your general lifestyle? What related fields would you recommend I also look 
into? Can you recommend trade journals, magazines or professional asso-
ciations which would be helpful for my professional development?17

A student asking these questions in an informational interview 
might come across as someone who has not done the basic homework 
on the profession. Berkeley’s long list of suggested questions includes 
only three pertinent to skills and training: How relevant is your under-
graduate major to your work? What kind of education, training, or back-
ground does your job require? What skills, abilities, and personal attributes 
are essential to success in your job / this field? (Students have to decide 
how many of the twenty-three questions they can pack into a thirty-
minute interview.)

Worse yet, most of these questions may not yield the granular in-
formation students will need to design an integrated and marketable 
undergraduate experience for a particular position, and the answers 
won’t likely lead to an experiential-learning opportunity. In fact, 
Berkeley’s site expressly discourages students from asking about ex-
periential or employment opportunities. The “objective is to get infor-
mation and advice, not a job,” the site says. “It is not a job interview, 
and the objective is not to find job openings.”18

For students who desperately need real-world experiences before 
graduation—not only for their resumes but also to confirm their in-
terests—this prohibition risks wasting a potentially valuable oppor-
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tunity. It is fine to remind students not to fish for a job, but these in-
terviews should be an entry point for discussing the possibility of 
creating experiential learning.

The questions students ask through the research interview focus 
on the complex, multidisciplinary “wicked problems” that people in 
any field face on any given day. Before students can even engage pro-
ductively with someone in the hidden job market, they need to get a 
sense of those issues and conundrums. RII questions are more inves-
tigative, and they are deeper, designed to help a student understand 
the reality of the paths into a profession and the specific skills that 
practitioners truly value in the field, not what colleges believe stu-
dents need. And, more often than not, the RII brings up unexpected 
and important information that students never would have consid-
ered. What students learn from the people they interview often con-
tradicts what they hear on campus.

Carla, for example, was prepped with opening questions like these:

•	 Social media is fraught with pitfalls. With a few strokes, 
someone can create a microaggression storm. How do you 
avoid those risks?

•	 Social media can be unforgiving, and responses to a post can 
become toxic. How do you manage that? How do you know 
when you need to pull the plug on a post?

•	 When you are trying to expand your social media to a more 
diverse audience, how does that affect the language, appear-
ance, or topics on a social-media platform?

•	 What keeps you up at night?

These opening questions are designed to engage the interviewee 
and draw out unexpected, unspoken information about the variety 
of skills at play in social media. These questions are intended to be 
provocative, leading to more questions and a more engaged conversa-
tion. By exploring the granularity of someone’s experiences in their 
hidden job market, students learn insider information not found in a 
college catalog or course, and they add that information to the mate-
rial they will use to devise their undergraduate plan.
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The last few questions in the research investigative inquiry are 
intended to open the possibility for an experiential-learning oppor-
tunity with the interviewee.

•	 If someone wanted to come into this field and work with you, 
what do you want to see in that person’s background?

•	 How important is hands-on experience?
•	 How can I get that experience with you?

Students interview several different people through the RII, which 
increases their chances of finding someone who is willing to engage 
and work with them. Many students are surprised to see how many 
people will talk with them and offer advice. This process proves to be 
invaluable to first-generation and historically underserved students, 
helping them build out their social and cultural capital. (We go into 
more detail about the research investigative inquiry in chapter 3.)

Students are also surprised to find that insiders in the hidden job 
market frequently recognize the intrinsic talents that students bring, 
talents that the students themselves may not see. In Carla’s case, ev-
eryone she interviewed emphasized the difference between using 
social media professionally and using it with friends, so Carla would 
have to develop an appropriate skill set to understand the difference. 
Everyone also noticed she was bilingual, and they told her that man-
aging social media in two languages would open up a range of employ-
ment opportunities, but she would have to develop those language 
skills as well.

After a series of interviews, Carla returned to the Center for the 
Junior Year to share what she had learned, and she revealed a better 
understanding of how to backward-map her undergraduate experi-
ence. Importantly, she also knew what her major would be. Can you 
guess what that is?

The Dilemma of Advising and Career Services

One might think that a capable student like Carla would have gotten 
some direction previously through traditional academic advising. Ac-
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ademic advising, after all, is intended to help students navigate the 
college maze, complete the requirements for graduation in a timely 
manner, and be ready to enter the job market or pursue graduate study. 
Researchers of higher education consistently note that advising, when 
done well, can change the trajectory for the average student, improv-
ing recruitment, retention, and postgraduate outcomes, which lead 
to happy, generous alumni. Advising is costly up front; CCRC points 
out that hiring new advisors is the most significant expense in imple-
menting guided pathways. But personnel costs in advising should be 
looked at as an investment that will pay for itself.19

The data and public narrative on disappointing outcomes at many 
institutions suggest, however, that advising is not working as desired. 
Protracted time to degree completion, low graduation rates, troubling 
evidence of postgraduate underemployment, and a lack of prepara-
tion for the work world—all of these indicators point out that advis-
ing is not consistently effective at setting students up for success. 
Why is that?

We can glean some of the reasons from Carla’s experience. Carla’s 
choice of major was made on unwarranted assumptions that her 
high-school counselor, the advisors at her community college, and 
the transfer-admission advisors took for granted—until, that is, she 
started to stumble. This is a problem endemic in higher education. 
Much of what passes for “advising,” as practiced at many institu-
tions, is merely tracking students through the system. Many advising 
syllabi, which set an agenda for advising sessions, prioritize trans
actional interactions: introducing the requirements for completing 
a degree, performing degree audits, helping students understand the 
rules and regulations around adding and dropping courses, taking 
students through the procedures of registration, and meeting with 
students when flags pop up.

These syllabi do not identify the learning encounters that would 
help students clarify their hidden intellectualism or vocational pur-
pose, teach them how to identify their hidden job market, or show 
them how to create experiential-learning opportunities. Much ad-
vising places the responsibility for clarifying personal, professional, 
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and educational goals on the student, before they meet with an advi-
sor; if they need help with that process, advising syllabi often recom-
mend that students meet with career services. This means that stu-
dents have to bounce between disconnected offices on a campus, and 
they are expected to do this while negotiating their course schedules, 
work schedules, and other activities occupying their time.20

Nothing in the average advisor’s preparation indicates an expertise 
in helping students clarify their hidden intellectualism or vocational 
purpose, spot connections to the hidden job market, or understand 
how to fill in blanks to create an integrated undergraduate experi-
ence relevant to the world of work. Professional advisors, those hired 
by institutions to advise students full-time, come from all sorts of 
backgrounds: recent undergraduates who want to start a career in 
student affairs, graduate students from various programs, doctoral-
degree holders who could not find a faculty job, and more. Just be-
cause somebody graduates from college does not mean they have a 
good understanding of how college works. In fact, many job postings 
for entry-level advisors require little employment experience, and 
colleges are often hiring entry-level advisors because turnover in the 
field is so high. “You know what it takes to be an advisor on my cam-
pus?” one community college president told Scott in a moment of 
candor. “An undergraduate degree and a heartbeat.”

Professional advisors sometimes get their training from graduate 
programs in higher education and student affairs. Typically, though, 
these programs are broad in scope, preparing students for the spread 
of student-affairs roles across campus. They do not cover the depth 
and breadth of the college curriculum and how knowledge in one dis-
cipline connects to the learning in another, nor do those programs 
detail how curricula connect to the vast opportunities in the world 
of work. Not having this outlook limits the sorts of relationships ad-
visors can have with students. For most advisors, on-the-job train-
ing about the college curriculum focuses on learning the general-
education requirements, the requirements for majors and minors, 
and how to work with the degree-audit system.

When advisors start their position, from the get-go, they labor 
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under a variety of pressures. The average pay is modest; various job 
sites list salaries around $45,000 to $55,000, but some positions start 
as low as $35,000.21 Advisors consistently complain that they are over-
worked, with unmanageable caseloads, and that administrators often 
disregard their suggestions for improving conditions for students.22

Moreover, advisors are on the front line of a conflict of interest at 
the core of the higher education system. Many advisors are pressured, 
tacitly or explicitly, to keep a student “on track” at the institution, 
even if that student’s best interest might be to change majors, change 
schools, or pursue another life course altogether. For those advisors 
who are housed in academic departments, that pressure could mean 
keeping students in the department and maintaining full-time enroll-
ment numbers; for centralized advisors, that often means keeping 
students within a specific college. Many begin to feel that their role in 
student success—real student success, beyond merely getting bodies 
to graduation—is not the focus of their job.

In consequence, the important conversations that students need to 
have in advising do not seem to be taking place. For instance, it’s not 
unusual to have students who express an interest in law be referred 
to a prelaw advisor housed in a political-science department, even 
though there is no major or courses required to get into law school. 
The prelaw advisor is frequently found in political science because that 
department offers courses in constitutional law, which, incidentally, 
have little to do with how constitutional law is taught in law school. 
Still, the bureaucracy of the institution holds sway: students with an 
interest in law are almost reflexively directed to declare political sci-
ence as their major.

If colleges were thinking seriously about preparing students for 
law school, instead of their established bureaucracy, why wouldn’t 
the prelaw advisor be in the philosophy department? There, students 
would learn logic (critical to doing well on the standardized test re-
quired for law school admission), ethics, and theories of justice. Al-
ternatively, students interested in law could get much out of design-
ing their studies around a major in theater, where they could master 
the performance skills essential for a courtroom litigator, while they 
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fill in the blank spaces of their degree with courses in philosophy, 
political science, and rhetoric. In fact, if colleges put students’ inter-
ests first, they would help undergraduates plan their prelaw studies 
around what genuinely calls them to the field (be that environmen-
tal protection, children’s rights, or technology patents). The advisor, 
independent from any college or major, would help students plan a 
program of study, including experiential learning, around their voca-
tional purpose and their academic strengths.

So, if professional advising is compromised, what about faculty 
advising? Many colleges rely on faculty members to offer advising, on 
the assumption that they have a better sense of the whole college 
curriculum and how a particular major might translate to the world 
of work. But this assumption is unwarranted. Faculty are hired to 
contribute expertise to their department, to publish in journals and 
present at conferences, to raise money for their discipline, and to 
contribute to shared governance by sitting on various committees. 
These tasks alone are burdensome; and at many institutions, most of 
the rewards for tenure and promotion are tied to performing these 
activities and not typically tied to teaching and advising. Unless fac-
ulty members are at a college that rewards teaching and advising for 
tenure and promotion, it’s against their best interests to invest more-
than-minimal time in working with students. Given the requirements 
for tenure and the running tenure clock, many new faculty members 
are told to “waste” as little time as possible with students.23 Typically, 
those who have tenure look for ways to reduce their teaching load so 
they can focus on research and publication.24

Faculty advising, whether administrators like it or not, is at odds 
with itself. Professors have to choose between spending time work-
ing with undergraduates versus devoting time to their own profes-
sional development and advancement. Mentorship with faculty works 
best with those students who show a genuine interest in a professor’s 
discipline, because those students can assist the professor in his or 
her research.

Where does that leave the majority of students who are pursuing a 
terminal bachelor’s degree or looking at their undergraduate degree 
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as an entree into a professional school? For them, the value of faculty 
advising becomes even more questionable. First, it’s not clear that 
faculty members understand how students in their discipline could 
use their studies to launch into various possible jobs; many faculty 
members never had to do this themselves and, in fact, wouldn’t know 
what to do with their own academic credentials should they ever have 
to leave the academy. Second, we cannot assume a professor in one 
department has a good working knowledge of the whole curriculum—
and in a way that would help students fill in the blanks on their de-
gree audit. Lastly, many faculty members are wary of looking at the 
bachelor’s degree as career education, categorizing disciplines like 
engineering and business as “vocational training” and the liberal 
arts as “nonvocational education.” In the end, the quality of faculty 
advising depends on the goodwill and engagement of a particular 
professor.

Career-services offices are often seen as the backstop for gaps in 
advising. But in most cases, a career office gets students toward the 
end of their advising encounters, if the office sees them at all. Only 
22 percent of students reported using career services “often or very 
often” before graduating, according to a 2018 Strada-Gallup survey.25 
It’s not unusual to hear career advisors complain that students come 
into their offices with empty college degrees.

People in career services are strapped, too, by the college struc-
ture. They are held accountable for helping students land good first 
jobs, ones that satisfy student and parent concerns about return on 
investment. Although versed in job trends in major industries, they 
usually do not get trained on how to translate those job trends into 
course selections for students, especially those in humanities, social 
sciences, and the fine arts. In fact, in many cases, career-services staff 
are discouraged from crossing over to the academic side of the insti-
tution. When it comes to reaching out to alumni to offer their men-
torship to students, staff often have to battle with the fundraising 
office to get a list of names.

Often, career offices don’t think about the hidden job market, as we 
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define it in this book, perhaps because they don’t have the resources 
to explore it or because too few small- to mid-size employers have 
personnel who reach out to colleges to form a recruiting relationship. 
Career offices generally prioritize relationships with major compa-
nies and locally or nationally known employers, in industries like 
engineering, technology, allied health, and finance. They also tend to 
lean into a basic equation: a major, by dint of its name, links to a job 
track in a prominent industry, mainly because that operation is the 
easiest to scale. A career trajectory in a major like international 
business appears to be relatively clear. But there’s an irony here. A 
foreign-language major, for instance, could easily form a path into 
international business, yet many of the jobs for language majors lie 
in the hidden job market, positions concealed deep inside large cor-
porations and in small- to medium-sized employers overlooked by 
colleges.

The website called What Can I Do with This Major?—a service pro-
duced by the career center at the University of Tennessee and sold to 
career offices across the country—seems to encapsulate the mixed 
messaging. Apparent even in its title, the site assumes that students 
pick a major first and then figure out what to do with that major later 
on. The site could be valuable to advisors and career counselors who 
need a more expansive sense of what students can do with degrees in 
liberal arts, but it mainly offers generic suggestions for next steps in 
pursuing those careers. When you explore the site, you notice how 
many of its suggested occupations are found in the hidden job mar-
ket. Students would still need someone to help them clarify their 
vocational purpose, coach them in filling the blanks, and show them 
how to cut their own path into an entry-level position.26

The reality for students on campus is that they often bounce be-
tween the advising office and the career center. One entity has an 
inward-looking perspective on completing degree requirements, and 
the other focuses outwardly on major employers and general job trends 
beyond the institution. In the middle are the students, who are mostly 
looking for spaces in the hidden job market, which they don’t see or 
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understand and for which they need preparation. Doing that depends 
on how students learn to fill in the blanks.

As it stands, most career counselors find themselves faced with 
students needing to construct a career-readiness narrative from a 
cafeteria-style degree. Much of the time, these conversations don’t 
happen until the last months before graduation, or even afterward, 
when it’s too late.

Carla Solves Her College Conundrum

Carla returned from her research investigative inquiry knowing the 
skills she needed to enter the work world of social media. The prob-
lem was that she didn’t know how to start acquiring those skills in the 
college environment—because, like most students, if she didn’t see 
what she wanted to do in the name of an academic department, then 
she believed it didn’t exist on campus. What she was not looking at 
was how the blank spaces could provide her with a tool to design her 
undergraduate experience.

Building an integrated, meaningful, and marketable undergradu-
ate degree does not start with the title of a major or minor. Carla had 
to be taught to look first at the learning opportunities in the course 
catalog and in the academic interests of faculty members.

Realizing this fact was a lightbulb moment for Carla. On her cam-
pus at the time, the marketing major did not include any courses on 
creating or managing social media. When she typed “social media” 
into the course catalog search engine, she found a cluster of four 
courses in communications studies, on a completely different side of 
campus from marketing.

However, her research and her reading of course descriptions sug-
gested that there were still valuable things to pull from the marketing 
program. She could use courses in content marketing, consumer be-
havior, and marketing across cultures—but they didn’t necessarily 
add up to a minor. She also discovered that she did not need the math 
courses required for the business core. She only needed a statistics 
course that would satisfy a general-education requirement and pro-
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vide the literacy she needed to understand the number crunchers’ 
analysis of audience engagement.

Finally, she found two courses in public relations that would in-
troduce her to the strategies organizations use to communicate with 
the public, which tied together social media and marketing. All she 
would need to complete her “career readiness” was a well-rounded 
experiential-learning opportunity.

A smattering of courses in social media, marketing, and public re-
lations does not constitute a major, however. So, what should she 
major in? The audience at the Thrive Conference could not come up 
with the answer. 

Carla did. It was obvious: Spanish, a humanities program but one 
that made good business sense. Combining Spanish with the skills 
taught in the courses she discovered in the catalog, she could pursue 
her cultural heritage, master her language, have a better sense of her 
personal identity, and learn to think across cultural boundaries—and 
she could create social media in two marketable languages, which 
could help her land a job. Her first gig was a work-study opportunity 
in her college’s admissions office. By her last year, she had a solid port-
folio and interviews lined up. She graduated in less than five years, 
faster than the national average.

Colleges are pressured today to put a premium on getting students 
into and through undergraduate education, partly to have satisfac-
tory data on graduation rates and other elements that colleges are 
ranked on. Students like Carla get lost in this emphasis. Ironically, 
pushing students through the system undercuts higher education’s 
credibility and raises a question: Are colleges genuinely serving stu-
dents, or are they driven by other accountability concerns? Colleges 
could have admirable graduation rates and genuinely work for stu-
dent success if they would redefine the problems and take their exist-
ing resources and use them differently.

Carla’s story represents the tension that so many students feel. They 
find themselves caught between the siloed programs colleges create—
with their inward gaze at majors, minors, and guided pathways—and 
the reality of the world of work, which calls for a multidisciplinary 
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skill set. It’s no wonder that the administrators at the Thrive Confer-
ence, in trying to solve Carla’s dilemma, could not see outside the ac-
ademic frameworks they inhabited.

Completion of college alone is not the goal. The goal is to launch 
students into a promising work opportunity, and they prepare for 
that by designing their undergraduate education through the infor-
mation they gather in the real world through their research investi-
gative inquiry. Carla’s story represents what could happen on cam-
pus, if we change the conversations that students have. Her declaring 
Spanish as her major might seem obvious to readers with the cultural 
capital to imagine jobs for Spanish majors that go beyond teaching 
Spanish or working in translation.

But a maxim holds true for many low-income and first-generation 
students: you don’t know what you don’t know. Carla never would 
have seen Spanish as a viable major for working in social media. As 
a matter of fact, she could have been dissuaded from choosing Span-
ish by her advisor, who might have steered her instead toward a 
major associated with a higher average salary. Without a deliberate 
and coached engagement with people in the world of her hidden job 
market—and the conversations that let her see college learning op-
portunities differently—Carla would not have been able to pull to-
gether her intrinsic strengths into a Field of Study that ultimately 
launched her on a viable career path.
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SaShay Butler grew up in Cross, South Carolina, little more than 
a handful of dirt roads on the western shores of Lake Moultrie, about 
an hour north of Charleston. Cross sits on the border of a rural sec-
tion of the state known as the Corridor of Shame, with widespread 
poverty, blighted schools, and a dearth of employers, services, and 
infrastructure for the locals.1

“​​When I was in elementary school, we used to have a Piggly Wig-
gly,” says Shay, as she is known to friends and family. “It brought in 
some good revenue and jobs for people, but ultimately the commu-
nity was too small to sustain it.” People in Cross, she says, now mainly 
get groceries from one of two dollar stores in the area or from the gas 
station.

Shay’s mother was labeled the “smart one” in the family and went 
to Claflin University on a music scholarship for a year but left after 
she got pregnant with Shay at age nineteen. Shay says she was “adul-
tified” early, helping to care for her siblings and her mother, who suf-
fered from depression and mental illness. Shay pushed herself into 
academics and extracurriculars to distract her from the chaos at 

3

The Wicked Problem
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home—after all, she was now the family’s “college baby,” as expecta-
tions for mom got passed down to daughter.

Shay took up percussion in the high-school marching band, earned 
a spot on the basketball team, and signed up for dual-enrollment 
courses at the local community college. Along the way, she found a 
passion: poetry. One of her cousins was a rapper, who made poetry 
feel “cool,” and a high-school English teacher invited Shay to join the 
poetry club and talked to her about metaphors and other literary de-
vices to spice up her verse. Her journal became an emotional outlet. 
“Poetry was this space where I could tell my story, even if I couldn’t 
say it out loud,” says Shay, who realized early that “consequences 
would ensue” if she told people in Cross about the trials of her home 
life. “The page is not going to tell anybody.”

In her junior year, she joined College Summit, an organization that 
offers advising, career coaching, and college-immersion experiences 
to rising seniors from low-income, predominantly Black communities 
and under-resourced high schools. Shay was offered several music 
scholarships from historically Black colleges, but she wasn’t inter-
ested in music. Her skills on the basketball court weren’t good enough 
to earn an athletic scholarship, but a recruiter at Columbia College in 
South Carolina liked Shay’s attitude and work ethic and offered her a 
scholarship as a manager of the basketball team. There, Shay felt she 
had an opportunity to pursue something meaningful. Coming from 
a community like Cross, “you felt like you escaped,” Shay explains. 
“And you want to do something to help other students escape.”

Shay shared that drive with her high-school counselors and her 
advisors at College Summit, and they suggested that she major in po-
litical science and go to law school, on the simple reasoning that law-
yers make a good living and can impact communities through policy.

But soon after Shay arrived at Columbia College, she realized polit-
ical science and law school were not for her. The issues discussed in 
her political science classes were distant from the individual stories 
of people in Cross and communities like it. Sure, she had the smarts 
to gain admission to law school, but “just because you can do some-
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thing doesn’t mean it’s the thing you’re supposed to do,” she says. “I’m 
not passionate about being in a courtroom. I am passionate about 
being an advocate for young people, for youth development. I’m pas-
sionate about poetry. I’m passionate about helping each student reach 
their ideal version of success.”

But what could success look like for Shay? Her avocation in poetry 
and spoken-word performance became more important to her as she 
started seeing what she wanted to do, but she struggled to find her 
space in college. She talked to faculty members in social work, but 
they didn’t see a place for spoken word in their program. She consid-
ered psychology but had a similar conversation with faculty there. 
She talked to people in the English department and discovered the 
college offered only one course in creative writing in poetry, taught 
occasionally by adjunct faculty. Advisors told her that she couldn’t 
double-major in English and either social work or psychology if she 
wanted to graduate on time. Career services offered a pat answer: 
she could minor in English, but if she wanted to earn a decent living, 
she would need a master’s degree in social work or psychology.

Shay faced that complicated, wicked problem that so many other 
undergraduates struggle with: How could she pursue something mean-
ingful in college, while also meeting the expectations of her family to 
live up to her potential and find a viable career? As a last resort, she 
turned up at Columbia College’s Center for Engaged Learning, which 
used a Field of Study approach.

A World of Wicked Problems

We have already mentioned wicked problems a few times in this book, 
and the concept of the wicked problem forms a crucial underpinning 
to the argument we’re making about designing an undergraduate 
experience. The design theorists Horst Rittel and Melvin Webber in-
troduced the term “wicked problem” in 1973 to draw attention to the 
complexities and challenges in planning and in social policy. Some 
problems, they said, are “tame”—that is, they have a well-defined and 
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stable problem statement, a solution that can be objectively evaluated 
as true or false, and a definite stopping point when that solution is 
reached.

Wicked problems, by contrast, do not have that same level of clar-
ity. They are grounded in the messy and fuzzy complications inher-
ent in real-world problems, like climate change, border security, or 
forming social policy to address poverty or health-care disparities. 
Their solutions can defy conventional wisdom, must draw from a 
range of expertise and disciplines, and almost always have intersect-
ing social, cultural, and pragmatic implications. In a world with mul-
tiple cultural perspectives, even defining a wicked problem is crucial, 
as they don’t always lend themselves to a single definition—or even a 
single solution. Wicked problems can have multiple resolutions, with-
out requiring that any particular solution stand as true or false.2

Wicked problems represent the reality outside the walls of aca-
deme. We live in a complex, interdisciplinary world, where problems 
have layers that cut across areas of expertise and zones of culture. For 
an example we need look no further than water. This essential com-
ponent of life on earth touches everything. We need water to mine 
precious minerals, manufacture computer chips, irrigate golf courses 
and farmlands, generate electricity, and drink simply to stay alive. 
With so many competing interests, the way we define the problem 
holds a key to how we address it. Approach water from the perspec-
tive of western water-rights laws and the business interests of major 
breweries in Colorado, and you raise multiple complications. What 
are the implications of redirecting water from the western slope to 
the eastern slope of the Continental Divide, and how does that impact 
farming, fire prevention, development, and electricity generation? 
Approach water from the perspective of green architecture, waste-
water treatment, or drinking systems, and you raise entirely other 
sets of complications.

In a 2009 New York Times opinion piece, Mark C. Taylor, a professor 
of religion at Columbia University, proposed reorganizing the Amer-
ican college or university under broad “zones of inquiry” like Media, 
Mind, and Water. Higher education has lost touch, he argued, with its 
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focus on highly specialized academic topics, so distant from the real 
problems that colleges and universities should be training students 
to solve. Abolish the departments, he recommended, and create “a 
curriculum structured like a web,” with cross-disciplinary and cross-
cultural programs. “A Water program would bring together people in 
the humanities, arts, social and natural sciences with representatives 
from professional schools like medicine, law, business, engineering, 
social work, theology and architecture,” Taylor argued. “Through 
the intersection of multiple perspectives and approaches, new theo-
retical insights will develop and unexpected practical solutions will 
emerge.”3

The idea landed with a thud at the time. When Taylor brought his 
thoughts to his colleagues, “people laughed in my face,” he told the 
Chronicle of Higher Education in 2020. “I was in a big meeting at Co-
lumbia where they actually mocked it.”4 He noted, with bitter irony, 
that Columbia changed course that year: the university announced 
that 2020 would be the institution’s interdisciplinary “Year of Water”—
but it was as an initiative that existed mostly outside the curriculum, 
in the form of lectures and events.5

The culture of higher education resists change, and it has long had 
a conflicted relationship between its rigid departmental structures 
and the clear need to grapple with real problems across disciplines. 
In the late 1960s and early 1970s, at a time of experimentation in aca-
deme and society, institutions like the College of the Atlantic, Hamp-
shire College, and Evergreen College challenged students to design 
majors around interdisciplinary problems and urgent issues. For 
some institutions, it was a practical decision: the smallest start-up 
colleges did not have the infrastructure to support substantial stand-
alone departments in specific disciplines, along with the majors to 
go with them. At the College of the Atlantic, for example, all students 
major in “human ecology,” which can mean whatever a student wants 
to bring to it.6

In this era of experimentation fifty years ago, even established 
colleges and universities were developing models that would allow 
students to design their own education around the notion of an inter-
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disciplinary problem—what Taylor might have called a “zone of in-
quiry.” At the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, for in-
stance, students could take advantage of Individual Plans of Study, 
which allowed them to design interdisciplinary programs that cut 
across majors in the existing collegiate and departmental structure.

Colleges saw promising side effects to students pursuing these 
programs. Through the work and interests of their students, faculty 
from disconnected disciplines, even distant parts of campus, would 
come together and begin talking. These conversations would some-
times lead to new programs in, say, cinematography, Middle Eastern 
studies, and neuroscience. Here and there, universities began to see 
the need to institutionalize collaboration and interdisciplinarity to 
support research across departmental boundaries. The University 
of Wisconsin at Madison, for example, introduced its “cluster hir-
ing initiative” in 1998, recruiting cross-disciplinary faculty who can 
teach, research, and communicate in about seventy wicked problem 
areas, including biomedical engineering, disabilities studies, Wiscon-
sin bioenergy, emerging polar regions, freshwater sustainability, and 
a cluster known simply as “Vitamin D.”7

Colleges have tried to create spaces to tackle wicked problems not 
only at the departmental level but also at the course level. The cap-
stone course stands as a key example. This is where an academic de-
partment (or even the college itself) formulates a problem with the 
trappings of a real-world challenge, then asks students to identify 
and analyze different facets of that problem and to use the training 
from their major to find solutions in a final project. Many educators 
talk about these courses as an opportunity for students to reflect on 
their time in college and retroactively identify the useful skills and 
knowledge they gained through their undergraduate studies.

For some in higher education, this counts as an exercise in “inte-
grative learning,” another catchphrase meant to highlight the need 
for students to tackle complex, real-world problems to bring context 
to their education. Organizations like the American Association of 
Colleges and Universities believe that courses like these create a learn-
ing experience where students can grapple with diverse and even 
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contradictory points of view, using insights from different disciplines 
across the curriculum to develop a more complex understanding of 
the world. As students work through these issues, they have to re-
flect on how their own race, class, gender, sexual orientation, politi-
cal persuasion, religious belief, and more influence their perspectives 
and how they work with others to develop solutions. To some extent, 
integrative learning is meant to counter persistent criticisms from 
employers—that students don’t seem to know how to synthesize and 
apply their learning to real-world settings, use their learning to in-
terpret knowledge and data, demonstrate complex problem-solving 
skills, and work effectively in teams.8

But a capstone course—with its wicked problems devised by an ac-
ademic department or college, offered at or near the end of a student’s 
undergraduate journey—has several obvious limitations. It’s fair to 
say that these courses, on the whole, may not be achieving the grand 
goal of helping students understand how their learning integrates 
across their undergraduate experience.

For starters, capstone courses are found only in select departments 
and majors on any campus and may not be found on many campuses 
at all. Many capstone courses are taught by teams, which means they 
are expensive for the institution to offer, yet they are also typically 
limited in enrollment, to help ensure that the institution offers a ro-
bust pedagogical experience. Capstone courses are also subject to the 
whim of a department or leading administrator, who might decide 
that the attention of the capstone curriculum needs to switch to the 
next educational fad.

What’s more, in capstone courses and similar offerings, it’s often 
the faculty members, not the students, who are defining the problems 
and their parameters. These courses might provide a memorable 
learning experience for a student in a particular major but may not 
help that student make connections between their own hidden intel-
lectualism or vocational purpose and the courses they took in the pre-
vious four or more years. And all of this happens far too late, at the 
culmination of an undergraduate degree, not when laying the ground-
work at the beginning.
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The typical college or university—with its courses and concentra-
tions, specialties and expertise, offered across an array of academic 
and professional fields—is already an interdisciplinary environment. 
Students, and the people who advise them, just have to be taught 
to see it that way. Rather than pick a major and try to find context 
through artificial problems devised by the institution as a capstone 
experience, students should grapple with their own wicked problems 
and personal passions, by learning how to design personally mean-
ingful undergraduate experiences.

Higher education typically sees interdisciplinary majors as zones 
for the rare student with offbeat interests or highly specific educa-
tional goals. But the techniques of designing an interdisciplinary de-
gree are not limited to students enrolled in special programs, like an 
Individual Plan of Study. Any student, regardless of major, can pur-
sue a vocational purpose or a strand of hidden intellectualism—a pas-
sion, a problem, a “zone of inquiry” as Taylor would have it—within 
the traditional structures.

This potential rests on teaching students how to see an undergrad-
uate degree as a Field of Study, where the blank spaces of the degree 
knit together with the major and extracurricular activities to form a 
cohesive whole. It depends on showing students the rich backgrounds 
and interests of their professors, who are themselves interdisciplin-
ary field-of-study specialists, and on helping students build a curric-
ulum around an interest using those faculty as a model. By taking on 
their wicked problem through a Field of Study approach, students 
understand from the start the relevance of the pieces and skills of 
their undergraduate education. They build the meaning into their cur-
riculum, rather than trying to decipher the meaning on the back end.

The Field of Study Process

For students, planning a meaningful undergraduate education is their 
most important and pressing wicked problem—a real-world puzzle 
about the relationship between their education and career aspira-
tions. Looking at a Field of Study as a wicked problem provides a bet-

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


T he   W icked      P rob   l em        79

ter framework for designing an undergraduate education, by taking 
a student out of the simple equation that the right major will lead to a 
good job. Field of Study—not the major, not average salaries—should 
be the guiding principle that shapes our conversations with students.

What follows are the steps of the Field of Study method, but it’s 
important to remember that these steps are fluid and should be ad-
justed based on the circumstances of individual students and their 
unique situations. The steps don’t necessarily lead only in one direc-
tion. Some steps, like the research investigative inquiry, may have 
to be repeated if a student discovers unexpected things or changes 
direction.

For each of these steps, we describe the rationale behind it and ex-
plain how it might differ from other methods out there. That way, a 
college staff or faculty member could incorporate aspects of the Field 
of Study method into already-established mentorship and career-
counseling programs.

This process is a curriculum. It has assignments and expectations 
for the students on a Field of Study journey. The purpose is to teach 
students the steps of Field of Study so that they can repeat the pro-
cess themselves throughout their undergraduate careers. Many could 
even share with other students how they navigated through college, 
encouraging friends to take similar steps, playing the role of an in-
formal peer mentor.

Ideally, the Field of Study method transforms an office into a learn-
ing organization: Students bring back information and tips from their 
research interviews, which are shared among staff and peer mentors 
who work in the office, who then use that information when working 
with new students coming in. Those new students go through the 
Field of Study process and start the cycle anew.

Step 1. Clarifying hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose  
and learning about the hidden job market

Discernment of a career path is the starting point—and the sticking 
point—for many students as they start to lay out their plans for a col-
lege degree. Scores of books have been written on career discernment, 
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and some of those books have influenced how advising and career 
services approach the most stressful question weighing on a fresh-
man: “What do you want to do after you graduate?”

In general, the conventional approach includes a handful of steps 
oriented around companies or job slots associated with college majors. 
For example, students are asked to list some companies they might 
want to work for, even though most students can name only a handful 
of major corporations, with no sense of the granular world of work 
within them or how to navigate into them.

Students are sometimes asked to look at a list of majors and to pick 
five or ten that seem most interesting—an institutional approach that, 
once again, is inward-looking and leans on the false major-equals-job 
calculation.

Some career educators are now directing students to ask ChatGPT, 
or other applications of artificial intelligence, how to combine course-
work in a major with a personal interest, but the chatbot tends to 
kick out a generic list of occupations, still closely tied to major-equals-
job, with no information about how a student can locate a particular 
interest in the hidden job market. Worse, relying on AI bypasses the 
interpersonal interactions students need for building out their social 
and cultural capital, and it provides them with no hints on how to 
find the people in their hidden job market that they need to talk to.9

A growing number of colleges and organizations have turned to 
career-assessment tests. Myers-Briggs, Strong-Campbell, and Focus-
2Career are well-known ones, and recently the College Board and the 
State of Texas have developed tests of their own.10 These tests largely 
resemble one another. The Texas Career Check puts users through a 
battery of questions on occupational preferences, like “Manage a re-
tail store” or “Study the movement of planets.” From the weighted 
characteristics of a user’s interest profile (realistic, investigative, ar-
tistic, social, enterprising, and conventional), the assessment kicks 
out a disparate and disconnected list of job titles and associated sal-
aries. When Scott recently tested it, Texas’s interest profiler rec
ommended floral designer, choreographer, foreign-language inter-
preter, and professor of architecture, among others, as possible career 
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routes. (Journalism, his career for almost thirty years, landed near 
the bottom.)

Under a Field of Study frame, the approach to discernment comes 
at that most stressful of questions for a freshman from a different 
perspective. Field of Study is not interested in job titles or majors as 
orientation tools. Rather, it focuses on a student’s wicked problem 
and how the student can work on that wicked problem in the granu-
larity of the hidden job market.

Some students arrive on campus projecting certainty, confident in 
declaring a major in business, environmental science, or premed or 
prelaw—often with unspoken assumptions about what they think 
those majors mean. The Field of Study approach, by contrast, makes 
no such assumption: “We have no idea what you’re talking about. Can 
you explain what you mean by business?” Or environmental science? 
Or premed or prelaw?

We want students to pause. Most get stuck on this question—and 
more important, they have never been asked anything like it. We 
want to disrupt what, for example, they think a business major leads 
to. Microbreweries are part of the business world, as are tennis, comic 
books, and tourist railroads. For the most part, everything is a busi-
ness, yet students can have a difficult time seeing that they could 
make a living working for Goose Island Brewery, the United States 
Tennis Association, Comic-Con International, or a tourist steam rail-
road in a rural community. They could consider a role that isn’t in a 
traditional business setting at all by applying business techniques to 
a life in the world of art or by working for the government or a non-
profit. We want to take off the blinders of the major and get students 
thinking about the relationship between their hidden intellectual-
ism, their undergraduate plans, and the hidden jobs out there.

For those students who are “undecided,” Field of Study asks a dif-
ferent question: “If you could do whatever it is that you genuinely 
care about, no matter how crazy it might sound, and we could guar-
antee you a comfortable living, what would you pursue?” The intent 
behind this question is to get them to explain themselves honestly, 
passionately. Freed from the mooring of the major, conventional job 
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roles, and income worries, in this thought experiment, students begin 
to examine what drives them and what defines their vocational pur-
pose and hidden intellectualism. The way that students answer the 
question often comes out unconventionally, driven by personal expe-
riences. Here are some examples of responses from real students:

•	 “I eat, drink, and dream about anime.”
•	 “�I want to go into financial planning, but I want to work with 

low-income populations.”
•	 “�I love baking, but I’m also interested in how people eat 

healthy.”
•	 “�I emigrated from Egypt when I was five, and I want to go back 

there to open a breast-cancer clinic.”
•	 “I can’t get enough of looking at antiquarian books.”
•	 “�I’m from Houston, and I want to save watersheds from the 

impacts of housing developments.”
•	 “I want to study consciousness and the effects of psychedelics.”
•	 “�I want to develop mobile diagnostic clinics for visually dis-

abled Arab and Bedouin populations in the south of Israel.”

Or, to quote Cameron Hardesty from chapter 1, “I love flowers. Al-
ways have.”

These statements do not represent majors or job slots; they rep
resent a student’s hidden intellectualism or vocational purpose—it’s 
that world they want to enter, what they would do to make the most of 
their gifts and talents. It can be that thing they feel they were “meant 
to do.” But all of these statements represent real possibilities in the 
hidden job market. How a student might approach these possibilities 
within the college curriculum still depends on how they define their 
space in that job market. Cameron Hardesty’s skill set could have led 
her in any number of directions, but the combination of her hidden 
intellectualism and vocational purpose called her to marketing, entre-
preneurship, and e-retail in the world of flowers.

The relationships among hidden intellectualism, vocational pur-
pose, and the hidden job market form a broad world of work, with 
roles in companies and organizations that can match just about any-
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thing a student can imagine, with multiple ways to approach those 
roles. The avenues come from how students match their aspirations 
and best academic strengths with what they discover in the world 
outside the classroom. This process begins with the research investi-
gative inquiry.

Step 2. Conducting a Research Investigative Inquiry

The research investigative inquiry is the engine of the Field of Study 
process. Higher-education institutions cannot know, outline, or map 
all the possible roles in the hidden job market, so students need to 
learn how to discover them. Only by going into the professional world 
to talk to people can students understand how colleges and universi-
ties provide myriad possibilities to prepare them for real-world roles. 
As a component of the Field of Study curriculum, the research inves-
tigative inquiry is a learning agenda—it depends on formulating good 
questions to ask and utilizing the answers. The RII needs to begin 
early in a student’s college career, during the first or second year, be-
fore they are locked into a major.

There are four components to the research investigative inquiry.
First, students need to research who is doing what they want to 

do or something similar. This stage of research starts to make the 
hidden job market visible for students, and it can begin with a simple 
Google search. Students can also work with staff members who have 
expertise in broad research of the world (reference librarians are a 
great resource) or in the specifics of a student’s vocational interests. 
Taking an example from above, the student interested in baking and 
health would find expertise in bakers at a local vegan restaurant, nu-
tritionists at corporations specializing in organic foods, those work-
ing in hospital food-service operations, or a professor in a culinary-
medicine program at a medical school. Students should look for people 
working in their specific field of interest—experts who might be bur-
ied within an organization. Students should avoid general corporate 
gatekeepers, like human-resources managers, who might erect bar-
riers to the students and likely won’t have the granular information 
about skills and personnel that students need.
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Second, students need to set up personal interviews. Students 
should identify four to five people to interview. Setting up those con-
versations is relatively straightforward: make a phone call. (Calling 
can be more successful than an email. Much of the time, a student 
will reach an assistant who manages the expert’s appointments.) The 
strategy from there is simple: Students should say that they are call-
ing from their college and doing research, looking for information 
about a particular field, topic, or role related to their hidden intel
lectualism and vocational purpose. For example: “I’m researching the 
antiquarian book market and how libraries and private collectors 
acquire such books for public special collections. I am wondering if I 
can get thirty minutes of your time.” Students will be surprised how 
often they are granted an appointment.

Third, students should research the field and bring substantial 
questions (and genuine curiosity) to the interview. Students should 
bring a notebook and set several goals for gathering information. 
They’ll want to get a deep understanding of the everyday issues and 
challenges that these experts face, the unspoken or little-known skill 
sets that are crucial to the work, and the sound professional advice 
that an expert has to share about the role. Students should begin to 
understand whether the reality of the work matches their percep-
tions of it and how they might further define or sharpen their per-
sonal goals by working in the field.

Students bring substantial questions that raise wicked problems 
related to the day-to-day challenges these people deal with, and ad-
ditional topical questions may arise during the opening part of the 
interview. A student interested in low-income investors might ask 
questions like “What are the problems you run into when you’re try-
ing to develop financial plans with low-income individuals? What are 
the strategies you use to help low-income families budget their in-
come so they can develop a financial plan?” The student is drawing 
this professional contact into a conversation about their mutual in-
terests and is building cultural capital in the process.

The four closing questions follow a pattern. The first two—“What 
keeps you up at night?” and “If you were to advise somebody who 
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wanted to get into the same area you are in, what would you want 
to see in their background?”—often elicit unanticipated responses. 
Here, students start to see the multidisciplinarity and insider knowl-
edge of their preferred field, and they get crucial information to fill in 
the blanks in their degree. In researching work in financial planning, 
for example, a student might begin to see the importance of adding 
perspectives from sociology, Chicano studies, or public policy.

The last two questions—“How important is hands-on experience?” 
and “How could I get that experience with you?”—lay the ground-
work for an experiential or work opportunity and help a student start 
to build a mentoring network in a particular field. Students are sur-
prised how often these field experts are willing to work with them or 
refer them to another opportunity.

Fourth, students need to identify faculty across the curriculum 
and staff across the campus who have similar interests as those 
experts they are finding in the hidden job market. This critical step 
helps students understand that faculty are not generic; rather, they 
are field-of-study specialists who defy conventional thinking about 
connections between career and major. Faculty with interests in wa-
tersheds and housing in cities like Houston don’t necessarily come 
from environmental science. They might be found in departments of 
political science, urban planning, finance, or economics. Students can 
engage these faculty members to help them get a better sense of the 
breadth of the issues, clarify their own interests and potential roles 
in the field, and further connect to other experts and experiential-
learning opportunities.

Students usually need help figuring out the disciplinary interests 
and hidden intellectualism of their own professors, and they need to 
learn how to go digging for it. Sometimes the specific interests and 
areas of study are found in the profiles of faculty members on depart-
mental websites, particularly on departmental sites devoted to grad-
uate programs. Media-relations offices at some colleges compile lists 
of faculty expertise for journalism organizations seeking comment on 
a current hot topic or news event.

Even on campuses where the departmental websites are sparse, out-
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dated, or poorly designed, students are not hamstrung. They can pe-
ruse the current semester course offerings, looking for relevant senior-
level courses, senior seminars, and graduate seminars, and then sit in 
on a class or two. Focusing on upper-division courses is key. Students 
are usually advised to take an introductory course in a discipline to get 
a sense of it, but introductory courses generally do not give students a 
sense of the richness of the discipline and the potential connections to 
students’ hidden intellectualism. Psychology 101 would not introduce a 
student to a field interest in mindfulness and health, but a senior sem-
inar would. Sitting in on an advanced class or two works like a movie 
trailer, offering the student a sense of the faculty member’s personality 
and interests and how those line up with the student’s own interests.

Students come away from these experiences with a new view of 
their professors: They are not just harried academics who teach bland 
introductory courses. They are field specialists in environmental 
studies, psychology, or Arabic studies with deep specific interests 
that intersect with a student’s own, and they are everyday people 
who have compelling hobbies and personal stories outside their aca-
demic role. When students and faculty members connect on these 
different levels, students will hear faculty talking emphatically about 
their areas of interest and expertise. These connections are particu-
larly important for first-year and underrepresented students, who can 
use these experiences to build out their social and cultural capital, 
college literacy, and mentoring networks.

Why stop with faculty? A college is a complex organization with a 
range of staff members with their own areas of expertise, which stu-
dents are rarely introduced to. A reference librarian, for example, 
might have an obsession with manga and anime that resonates with a 
student’s hidden intellectualism. Specialists in a university’s human-
resources department might focus on retirement plans, in a way that 
could offer experience and guidance to a finance student.

Step 3. Identifying learning opportunities on and off campus

The research investigative inquiry is an assignment, so students have 
a deadline when they’ll meet with a staff mentor or peer mentor to 
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report what they have learned. That assignment makes the Field of 
Study process a pedagogical activity. After any research activity, a 
researcher has to sort through the information gathered, and Field of 
Study is no different. Student and mentor lay out the skill set, trends, 
and other information the student discovered, and they begin to trans-
late those into different types of learning activities on and off campus: 
courses, service-learning or community based–learning, volunteer ex-
periences, student organizations, and internship opportunities with 
the contacts they found during the research investigative inquiry. 
This provides the raw material that students use to fill in the blanks 
and design their undergraduate education.

Step 4. Designing an educational plan

Working with their mentors, students begin to look at the different 
ways they can fill in the blanks on their degree audit—and the vari-
ous ways that learning opportunities across general education, a major, 
and electives/minors inform each other. Students can strategize how 
and when to fit in experiential-learning opportunities. This works 
just like design theory: students can prototype different undergradu-
ate plans to compare various options and decide which options best 
fit their professional interests, their academic strengths, and their 
vocational purpose. A student who assembles a prototype can explain 
why they are choosing a major and how the other pieces of the degree 
fit together to support their whole educational plan. In this sense, as 
we pointed out in chapter 1, students create their curriculum and be-
come agile learners because they have learned how to integrate their 
education. This is the intrinsic strength of a Field of Study.

Shay Works Out Her Wicked Problem

As we noted above, the sequence of steps in the Field of Study process 
is not always linear. There are always overlapping stages and redoing, 
as students discover new bits of information in their research that 
may require them to revise their plan. This is part and parcel of any 
design process. People probably best learn about the Field of Study 
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method by seeing it in action or experiencing it themselves. Shay’s 
story is an illustration of how it works. Along the way, we point to its 
various stages, even if they appear out of place in the sequence.

Shay had a clear sense of her hidden intellectualism and vocational 
purpose: poetry and a desire to help people from backgrounds like 
hers. She had the courage to commit to those interests, bypassing a 
“safe bet” like law school. What she didn’t have was a sense of how she 
could find a path in college.

After she arrived at the Center for Engaged Learning and explained 
her conundrum, she had to be challenged: Who out there in the world 
is using poetry to lift up communities of color? A few keywords typed 
into Google brought up the trailer for Louder Than a Bomb, a docu-
mentary about the world’s largest youth poetry slam (now called the 
Rooted and Radical Youth Poetry Festival), which draws five hundred 
young poets from high schools and community groups across the Chi-
cago metropolitan area. Founded in 2001 by Young Chicago Authors, 
Louder Than a Bomb inspired more than a dozen other slam-poetry 
competitions in other cities.11

Watching the trailer, which features students reciting onstage their 
struggles with poverty, drugs, or disability, Shay teared up. “I had 
never seen anything like that before,” she tells us today. “The things 
the youth were talking about were things I’d experienced. Traumas. 
Violence. The questions I had that I would ask only on the page or 
share on the page. There was nothing like that happening in South 
Carolina.”

This stage of clarifying a student’s hidden intellectualism and vo-
cational purpose isn’t simply about setting up a career path or find-
ing an opportunity in the hidden job market or finding contacts for a 
research investigative inquiry—or about anything else related to the 
practical, career-oriented portions of Field of Study. Clarifying stu-
dents’ hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose is primarily 
about legitimating their voices. It demonstrates to students that their 
interests are often grounded in pragmatic career pathways and that 
their aspirations may not be just pipe dreams. This is the beginning 
of building out a student’s social and cultural capital.
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“I didn’t know other people felt about poetry the same way I felt 
about it,” says Shay. “I didn’t know there are people actually making 
careers and a living teaching poetry to youth. And it’s not just about 
the poetry, right? It’s about the life lessons and the kind of therapeu-
tic, creative expression that comes along with it.”

Her world in the hidden job market legitimated, Shay now had to 
research the people, parts of campus, and places in the community 
that could support that vision. Her first call was obvious: she reached 
out to Young Chicago Authors and talked to a staff member. That call 
opened up the granularity of a hidden job market she didn’t antici-
pate. She learned that YCA was involved in so much more than the 
annual Louder Than a Bomb poetry slam. The organization built cor-
porate and community partnerships; developed partnerships with 
high schools and ran programs in those schools; created workshops 
and pedagogy for high-school teachers and youth; held open-mic 
events and youth-outreach programs; managed a robust fundraising 
operation, and more. But more important, Shay learned that there 
were numerous other organizations across the country using poetry 
in youth programming and education.

She also went looking for people on campus who could support her 
interests in spoken-word poetry. She found Professor Joyce Fields, 
who was the department chair of the Child and Family Studies pro-
gram at Columbia College. Shay explained her interests, and Fields 
talked to her about how her interdisciplinary program—which drew 
from sociology, psychology and social work—would provide Shay the 
flexibility she needed. “I could still take some of those political science 
classes that I was interested in” to understand the political systems 
that affect low-income families, she says. “And I was able to incorpo-
rate the communication studies classes, thinking about interpersonal 
communication and intercultural communication,” so relevant to the 
spoken-word interest and the youth she wanted to serve.

Shay was learning how she could fill in the blanks and integrate 
the different parts of her undergraduate experience.

She couldn’t fully explore poetry on campus, however, with only 
an occasional course offered by the English department. So, with an-
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other Google search—“spoken word in Columbia, SC”—she found a 
spoken-word night at Art Bar, a local watering hole that supported 
various artistic performances. There, she would hone her spoken-
word skills onstage and also learn about other venues and spoken-
word artists in Columbia. She was beginning to understand the im-
portance of off-campus opportunities, as well as the networking that 
comes with it.

Shay was hired in the Center for Engaged Learning. The center 
hired students, those who had gone through the Field of Study pro-
cess, as peer success coaches; they could then share their experiences 
with other students. Peer success coaches were required to take a 
MAPP career assessment, among the many tests designed to narrow 
down a student’s innate talents and point to potential career inter-
ests, so they could learn how to interpret the results when working 
with other students.12 When Shay took the MAPP (Motivational Ap-
praisal of Personal Potential), she was disappointed: It said she was 
good at organizing and motivating people in working toward goals 
and suggested that she become a business manager, which, she be-
lieved, had nothing to do with the vocational purpose and hidden in-
tellectualism she had just uncovered in her academic journey. She 
buried her head in her hands, staring at the test results, feeling like 
she was being pushed back into a career-oriented box she didn’t want. 
Or so she thought.

Within a week, Shay had joined a service-learning project to de-
velop programs in the arts at Alcorn Middle School, where the pov-
erty rate was so high that students could get three meals a day during 
the week. There, Shay would work on a spoken-word festival, which 
led to another epiphany: What does it take to run a poetry slam? Or-
ganization, motivational skills, pulling pieces together, and getting 
people to buy into a shared goal. “All of the sudden, it’s like the light-
bulb went off—there is no box,” says Shay. “I needed these skills so I 
can get up on stage and throw the mic down.”

In a sense, everything is business. At that moment, Shay learned that 
skill sets are transferable when they are refracted through a voca-
tional purpose to reach a life goal. But in order to recognize those skill 
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sets, and to realize how they connect to one’s life goals, students often 
have to experience applying them in a real-world setting, not just 
in abstract assignments in the classroom or in a conversation with a 
career-development advisor.

Shay’s “business product” was a hit. At the end of the fall semester, 
the middle-school kids put on a spoken-word play about their lives, 
their fears, their hopes. Students who wouldn’t talk in front of a crowd 
during rehearsals, or even in front of peers in class, now strutted 
onstage and performed what they wrote with newfound confidence. 
Parents, teachers, school administrators, and other audience mem-
bers were stunned, with many brought to tears by the performance. 
The Columbia Art Museum, a partner in the service-learning project, 
invited the students to perform at an opening event in the spring for 
an exhibition on contemporary Black artists.

At this point, Shay had proved something to herself: you don’t just 
follow a passion; you have to craft a path that opens up the possibility 
of finding that passion. Shay’s transcript would say that she majored 
in child and family studies, but this in no way summed up the Field of 
Study she was putting together or what the entirety of her under-
graduate experience meant to her. She could, though, explain every 
piece. Each step that Shay took was part of a process, guided by her 
vocational purpose and driven by the information she gathered in her 
research investigative inquiry; she filled in the blanks so that any one 
piece of her undergraduate education informed the others. She cre-
ated an integrated undergraduate experience.

College Is a Kaleidoscope

Too many students approach college as a kind of track: pick a lane (a 
useful major), follow a so-called degree map, check off the boxes, and 
you’re on the way to a professional life. This is passive—a belief that 
college gives you something. But colleges, regardless of what they say 
about the services they provide students, are mainly neutral players 
in a student’s life.

College is actually a kaleidoscope. It offers an array of disconnected 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


92      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

pieces in the form of departments and courses, student clubs and 
extracurricular programs, community based–learning, study abroad, 
faculty and staff, and most of all, blank spaces to be filled in. Turn 
that kaleidoscope, and the pieces shift to form one pattern—a major 
in English combined with finance and history can open up the world 
of antiquarian book auctions. Turn it again, and a different pattern 
forms—a course of study in computer graphics, video storyboard-
ing, and Asian literature and philosophy could open up the world of 
anime.

In a Field of Study process, the students turn that kaleidoscope, 
seeing the pieces of their education falling into patterns, refracted 
through their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose. Wil-
liam G. Perry Jr., an educational psychologist at Harvard whose stud-
ies of undergraduates helped found student-development theory, 
pointed to the design elements of the learning process. He said that as 
students begin to accommodate new ideas in building a worldview—
as they become mature learners—they engage in a synthetic and 
aesthetic process of blending their perspectives with the new experi-
ences, information, and viewpoints they encounter in college.13 Stu-
dents engage in a synthetic and aesthetic process when they integrate 
a college’s learning opportunities with their deep interests and voca-
tional goals. And this takes place across an entire undergraduate ex-
perience, not just in a single capstone course near the end.

Learning is always an interpretive experience: we interpret new 
facts, day-to-day experiences, the television shows we watch, the food 
we eat, and so on, through the lenses of our personal experiences and 
backgrounds, which make up our cultural capital. Learning is also 
governed by positive emotions, where joy, creativity, and curiosity 
not only fuel engagement with a topic but also help brains encode 
and store information. When students engage in designing an under-
graduate education, they become emotionally invested in it. In this 
sense, it’s the student who builds the curriculum, not the college. The 
student defines the learning experiences and creates the meaning be-
hind the array of major courses and electives.

Shay, in seeing clearly where she wanted to go, understood how 
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learning in disciplines as varied as political science, communications, 
and child and family studies fit together as she interpreted her learn-
ing through her desire to use poetry to help young people. In her own 
way, she became a T-shaped professional.

Ms. Butler Goes to Washington

After the poetry show at Alcorn Middle School, Shay continued plug-
ging away at her degree, while she helped other students make sense 
of their own undergraduate degrees as a peer mentor at the college. 
Through her child-and-family-studies program, she was engaging in 
various internships with different agencies, giving her multiple per-
spectives on the dynamics of working with high-risk youth and their 
families.

Upon entering her senior year, she needed a kind of capstone ex-
perience to unite much of what she had learned at Columbia College, 
an institution that didn’t offer capstone courses at the time. Once 
again, she went hunting on campus for opportunities, found that the 
college offered an underutilized semester experience in Washington, 
DC, applied for a slot, and was accepted. The program’s curriculum 
was cursory, consisting of a weekly meeting with an alumnus of the 
college, and students were given an assignment to explore some as-
pect of Washington and to share their experiences with the group. 
Students had to get an internship for the semester, but they were on 
their own to figure out how to land one.

Shay came to the Center for Engaged Learning in a panic. She’d 
looked into some of the organizations where past students had in-
terned, listed on the college’s website for the program in Washington, 
but those occupations and organizations were of no interest to her. At 
that moment, Shay had to be reminded of the Field of Study process: 
research, reach out to people in your field network, and create oppor-
tunities. She once again called Young Chicago Authors, which con-
nected Shay to a sister organization in Washington called Split This 
Rock, a nonprofit that uses poetry for community building and social 
justice.14
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Split This Rock had no internship opportunities listed on its site. 
Shay had missed the deadline to apply. But a key part of Field of Study 
is using connections with like-minded people and harnessing mutual 
passions, expertise, and life experiences to create opportunities out 
in the world. Shay wrote an email to the managing director of Split 
This Rock, told her about the poetry-play at Alcorn Middle School, 
and proposed doing an internship exploring similar work in Wash-
ington. The director scheduled an interview with Shay and offered 
her an unpaid internship for the semester. Unpaid internships are 
often difficult for low-income students, but Shay’s transportation, 
boarding costs, and living stipend in DC were already covered through 
her tuition and fees at Columbia College, so Shay saw the offer as an 
opportunity to open more doors in her field.

“I literally just Googled and called an office,” Shay says. “It was so 
bizarre at the time, and when I tell people about all the other times 
I’ve practiced this approach in gathering information or seeking new 
opportunities, they’re shocked. When I was accepted for the opportu-
nity, I was so geeked. I just made this thing happen, and I was about to 
do something I literally pieced together.” Shay spent thirty to forty 
hours a week at Split This Rock, putting on youth workshops at Mar-
tin Luther King Jr. Library, designing and creating fliers for poetry 
events, canvassing schools to implement the Louder Than a Bomb 
model, and going to Howard University for poetry readings.

Suddenly, Shay—a kid from tiny Cross, South Carolina—found 
herself hanging out at the house of Andy Shallal, the founder of 
bookstore-cum-restaurant Busboys and Poets, in the middle of the 
Washington scene of spoken-word artists and African American ce-
lebrities. “I am meeting Dr. Cornel West, Angela Davis, Hill Harper, DJ 
Questlove, Elizabeth Acevedo, Danez Smith,” she says. Sometimes she 
would hang out at a party or ride in a taxi with a celebrity she didn’t 
recognize, later see their picture on the internet and realize she’d had 
a brush with fame. That year, the DC Youth Slam team, the reigning 
champions of slam poetry, had just won another national competi-
tion, and Shay was working with them. “We got real in the weeds and 
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nerdy with the poetry stuff,” she says. “They’d get an invitation ‘to go 
spit’ at the White House, in front of Barack and Michelle.”

Shay’s knack for business skills came into focus that semester. 
Working with young poets, she gave them advice on their verse, their 
delivery, their tone. “It’s an entrepreneurial space, right?” Shay ex-
plains. “Not only do you have this outlet for high schoolers to express 
themselves through social justice, spoken-word poetry, but you’re 
teaching them graphic design, how to edit, and how to market their 
chapbooks. We’re printing them out, assembling them, and selling 
them. It’s just dope.”

After graduating from Columbia College, Shay counseled youth in 
the social-services system and joined AmeriCorps, where she worked 
on programs in under-resourced schools in Charleston. But she had 
her eyes set on moving to the Windy City to work with Young Chicago 
Authors. She applied and was accepted to two graduate programs, at 
Loyola University Chicago and the University of Illinois at Chicago; 
ultimately she chose UIC for its master’s program in youth develop-
ment. While in graduate school, she counseled abused and neglected 
children at Chicago’s Mercy Home for Boys and Girls and also worked 
with boys in the Chicago juvenile justice system, incorporating “hip-
hop critical pedagogy” into her work. And of course, she continued to 
volunteer at Young Chicago Authors.

Shay has come back, again and again, to the research and design 
methods she learned in her Field of Study process as an undergrad-
uate, particularly the networking and information-gathering com-
ponents. For Shay, the most nerve-racking aspect was always the 
research investigative inquiry, which involves picking up the phone 
and asking a stranger for some thoughts and advice. But she remem-
bered that, in high school, she got practice reaching out to neighbors 
and strangers to sell donuts or to raise donations for purchasing gym 
shoes for basketball or a band uniform. If she asked for advice, she 
reasoned, the worst people could say is no. But most didn’t.

“People are willing to help,” she says. “That’s something that sur-
prised me, just coming from where I came from and just not wanting 
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to feel like a burden.” When Shay was deliberating over graduate pro-
grams, she reached out to professors at both Loyola and UIC by email 
to ask questions about the curriculum, the current research of the fac-
ulty, and how her interests might blend with theirs. Faculty at Loyola 
blew her off, but at UIC, she made a connection with several profes-
sors, including David Stovall, a professor of educational policy and 
African American studies who had researched spoken word, youth 
development, social work, and education. This interdisciplinary ap-
proach persuaded Shay to pick UIC for graduate school. She exchanged 
more emails with Stovall from South Carolina, and later, before start-
ing graduate school, she ran into him at a coffee shop in Chicago’s 
West Loop. He sat down with her for a casual conversation, picked up 
on her deep interest in poetry and youth, and asked her to join him at 
various events on the South Side. “Moments like that surprise me—
like, wow, I didn’t even know this man before I came to Chicago,” Shay 
says, “and he’s inviting me to events to fully invest and immerse my-
self in these experiences.”

Field of Study helps students build out their social and cultural 
capital by pushing them to develop the confidence to identify and 
contact experts in a field, which puts them in situations where they 
practice the skills of networking. From their discoveries, students 
learn to become self-directed and self-empowered.

In this sense, the Field of Study process can be transformative. 
Where other methods try to speak to students about promising job 
slots and careers, the Field of Study method asks students to define 
the promise and potential within themselves. Shay came out of a 
deeply impoverished community and had the courage to pass up “sure 
bet” pathways, like law or business, to pursue her hidden intellectu-
alism and vocational purpose in an unlikely field, poetry and youth 
development. Fueled by her interests in verse and Black culture, she 
found an avenue to a comfortable life, living out her own vision of 
what success looks like.

“I created my own pathway—and that’s something I talk about in 
my interactions with every youth,” says Shay. In other words, the Field 
of Study process is transferable: students learn the method and use it 
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throughout life, and they can teach it to others. Field of Study, in the 
context of curriculum, transforms the mentorship role to something 
more akin to a thesis advisor—with the thesis research being how 
a student can integrate their undergraduate experiences with their 
deep interests and vocational goals, how the student can solve their 
wicked problem.

Today, Shay is an assistant director in student enrichment at North-
western University, where she works with first-generation, low-
income, and undocumented students. Here, and in past roles, she 
talks to students about how she found her way, and she uses the Field 
of Study process to help students find their own.

“I’m working with a lot of youth that came from spaces that I came 
from, dealing with significant trauma. How do we begin to unpack 
that stuff—but also get to you, right? What is it that you want to do 
despite what has been ascribed to you?”
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Amanda Beleu always wanted to work in a museum, where a kid 
like her could gaze at objects that opened up a range of experiences 
and possibilities in the world—tickets of imagination that allowed 
her to escape her rural South Carolina community. “I saw museums 
as a vehicle for education and enlightenment,” she tells us today, “and 
I wanted to be a part of it.” For her senior project in high school, she 
curated the items and artifacts in a small law-enforcement museum 
in Greenville, her first taste of that world of work.

But among her friends and family, nobody thought that working 
for a museum was a real job—especially her father, a second-genera-
tion policeman who pushed Amanda to become a traveling nurse or 
to get into some other high-paying career. “Everybody thought I was 
throwing my smarts away. That was something a friend of mine told 
me once,” she recalls. “So when I was looking at colleges, I was not 
looking to stay in South Carolina because I was fed up with nobody 
listening to me.” Only Amanda’s mother, who lived below the poverty 
line, supported her dream to work in a museum.

One midsummer day after high-school graduation, Amanda’s best 
friend and her mother dragged her to a recruiting event for high-

4

The Hidden Job Market
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achieving students at Columbia College. She attended a talk by Ned 
and by Fiona Lofton, then the college’s director for career develop-
ment, as they described the Field of Study approach: it wasn’t the 
major that mattered, but how students composed the pieces of their 
undergraduate education. During the session, the students intro-
duced themselves and talked about their interests and goals; then 
Ned and Fiona pointed out some of the learning opportunities in the 
curriculum and community through which students could build out 
their aspirations.

During her turn, Amanda said she wanted to work in museums 
and asked if she would have to wait until her junior year to apply for 
an internship, as she’d heard that was the case at many colleges. “No, 
it depends on the experiences you have,” Ned and Fiona told her. 
“Give us a semester to figure it out with you.” Encouraged that some-
one was finally listening to her, Amanda filled out an application for 
Columbia College that afternoon.

Little over a month later, Amanda walked into the Center for En-
gaged Learning, looking to test what she had heard at the recruiting 
event. Her first-semester courses were fairly standard: a smattering 
of general-education courses, including composition, history, and a 
first-year seminar. She shared that she had already worked in the 
police museum in high school. Ned and Fiona pushed Amanda to call 
the South Carolina State Museum to set up a research investigative 
inquiry. They quickly coached her on how to make an appointment, 
picked up the receiver, dialed the number, and passed the phone to 
Amanda on the spot. Although she was terrified, Amanda took the 
phone and seized the moment. She reached the director of visitor 
services, who also happened to be the intern coordinator, and set up 
a time to talk.

In the interview, Amanda demonstrated her love for and knowl-
edge of museums and showed she could speak the professional lingo. 
The visitor-services director “was surprised that I had terms for 
things,” Amanda says. The director asked Amanda where she would 
want to work in museums, hinting at a hidden job world that most 
patrons never see. Amanda indicated that she leaned toward the cu-
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ration of collections, but she wouldn’t be picky. “I’m just interested 
in getting my hands dirty—whatever you need me to do, I’ll do it,” 
Amanda said.

The State Museum did not have a collections internship at the 
time, but Amanda had nevertheless talked her way into an unpaid 
position there. The visitor-services director placed her in the role of 
“caboose” on group tours of the museum, to handle technical difficul-
ties or other problems on the tours. In observing how audiences re-
acted to the exhibits, Amanda started to see an unanticipated role for 
herself in attracting museum visitors and telling the stories behind 
items on display.

“One of my favorite things,” says Amanda, “is when visitors get 
sucked in—like, there’s always that one kid who presses a nose against 
the glass, really interested. And you just ask them why, and then they 
just open up. It’s an amazing experience. I wasn’t stuck in the back, 
working with the staff.” This allowed her to “lean into that storytell-
ing and audience-building aspect” of the world of museums.

Amanda drew two lessons from her experience at the State Mu-
seum: First, it validated for her that the museum world is a real job 
market, and although no one was getting wealthy working for the 
museum, many of the people she met led comfortable and fulfilled 
lives. Second, it introduced her to new and different ideas of what 
was possible for her in museum work, showing her the variety of 
roles available.

She had taken her first steps into her hidden job market.

What Is the Hidden Job Market?

Media outlets in the world of business and finance sometimes dis-
cuss the “hidden job market.” The term usually refers to positions 
and careers that are not advertised on major job boards like Indeed or 
Handshake but rather are landed through personal relationships and 
employee referrals. Such jobs, articles frequently say, could compose 
80 percent of the actual job openings out there.1

In this book, we want to expand the definition of the hidden job 
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market to provide a broader perspective on the relationship between 
college learning and the world of work. For many students, and even 
advisors and career-development counselors who work with them, 
hidden jobs are not just those positions that aren’t advertised. By our 
definition, hidden jobs constitute the occupations found “behind the 
curtain” in the world of work—that is, the wide range of critical posi-
tions that make any organization function but that people rarely think 
of. Hidden jobs can also be those positions found in organizations that 
are too small or outside the mainstream to capture the attention of 
students, who conceive of jobs through brand-name companies they 
recognize (Amazon, Deloitte, Goldman Sachs) or occupation areas 
that get a lot of attention (like law, business, allied health care, and 
tech). These limited perspectives are reinforced by advising and ca-
reer services, both of which tend not to look beyond industry and 
corporate types.

Let’s take a brief look at the hidden employment possibilities in the 
world of museums, for example. When most people think of working 
in a museum, they think only of curators and collections specialists. 
But museums run on a complex array of professional skills, much of 
which the public never sees when a new exhibit opens.

The Walters Art Museum, a mid-sized institution of 36,000 items 
in Baltimore, employs a head museum director, along with a director 
of curation and collections, with support staff who have specialties 
in specific areas, like Islamic art, material culture, and rare books. It 
also employs a director of conservation, who oversees specialists in 
the preservation of various media (wooden or metal objects, paint-
ings, books, and paper documents). The museum has a large roster of 
security officers who stand guard around the items and numerous 
(often volunteer) docents who guide visitors through the galleries. 
All of those positions are part of what we might consider the visible 
workforce at the Walters, which a layperson would expect to see in any 
museum.2

But the hidden workforce at the Walters is bigger. Deep inside the 
organization, a head of exhibition design and installation planning, 
along with a staff of designers, lay out the exhibits. To produce those 
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gallery designs, the Walters employs a head of installation and pro-
duction, a lead art handler, a lighting technician, even a cabinetmaker, 
among other staff.

But go deeper. An average student interested in museums might 
not know that the Walters also employs directors and managers of vis-
itor experience and “audience insights,” who look for ways to improve 
how patrons interact with galleries, exhibits, and retail attractions. A 
retail-operations manager, assistant manager, and floor supervisor—
along with positions in shipping, sales, and food service—handle the 
museum’s cafe, gift shop, and products. To connect with the commu-
nity and draw people in, the Walters’s staff includes a number of peo-
ple who run various parts of educational and outreach programs, for 
adults, teachers, college students, teens, and schoolchildren. The mu-
seum has a team of people who produce content, among them writ-
ers, copyeditors, photographers, videographers, and video editors. 
The museum’s head of graphic design and its specialists in marketing 
use much of that content in their duties. In fundraising, one director 
handles individual and major gifts, while another director handles 
institutional gifts and government grants, and both oversee managers 
of special events and donor relations, along with support positions 
in that office. On-staff specialists advise the museum on intellectual 
property issues and other legal matters. The Walters’s building com-
plex, which includes structures from the 1800s through the 1970s, is 
managed by a team of engineers and technicians who oversee opera-
tions, maintenance, safety and security, and information technology. 
Of course, crucial to any complex organization, the Walters employs 
a chief financial officer, a comptroller, a human-resources director, 
and support staff.

Those are just the jobs within the walls of the Walters Art Museum. 
Institutions like this interact with many small- to medium-sized firms 
specializing in the museum sector, offering services related to archi-
tecture and interior design, audio and visual services, donor relations, 
foreign-language translation, accessibility services, marketing, pres-
ervation, publishing, art transport and security, custom fabrication 
(for exhibitions and displays), and technology, whether that’s an app 
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to guide visitors through a gallery space or an entire virtual-reality 
room to recreate a historical setting or experience.

The world of museums is huge, if you could see all of it. A student 
like Amanda who wants to enter the world of museums can do so 
from a range of angles, skill sets, and agendas. And what’s true of mu-
seums is true of nearly any business or organization out there. Al-
most every organization, regardless of size, has a hidden world of 
work within it.

Even the world of work closest to students—the average college or 
university—is itself a complex organization with a range of “hidden 
jobs” embedded within. Most students look at a college or university 
and see the president, their professors and instructors, and the peo-
ple attending to them in student-affairs roles. Students (and often 
their advisors and mentors) don’t see their institution’s offices and ac-
tivities in governmental affairs, fundraising and development, master 
planning, facilities, procurement, marketing and communications, 
human resources, regulatory compliance, risk management, or the 
backstage logistics of running an athletic program. A student inter-
ested in supply chains could glean knowledge from a university’s 
procurement officer or facilities director, for example, while a stu-
dent pursuing data analytics could find valuable work opportunities 
with the office of institutional research. On most campuses, though, 
these spaces and areas of expertise remain undiscovered resources 
for students.

Seeing the hidden job market is important for students, because in 
seeing the granularity of the world of work, they see the possibilities 
it contains. By examining the hidden job market, students open up 
greenfields of experiential opportunity. They find people who share 
their interests and skills, often at companies and organizations ig-
nored or unnoticed by college career counselors and advisors, com-
panies that don’t have a stream of undergraduates knocking on their 
door, begging for internships and other experiential opportunities.

When students talk with people who work in different organiza-
tional settings, they begin to see that skill sets take on different hues, 
depending on the culture and mission of the organization. Even in a 
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relatively straightforward discipline like accounting, the nature of 
the work changes depending on the focus. An accountant working 
for one of the Big Four firms in public accounting has a different ori-
entation compared with an accountant working for an arts organiza-
tion or for a state university. Business leaders need finance experts 
who can help them think around corners, and much of that thinking 
depends on the training and experience that accountants get outside 
the basic curriculum of accounting—in the blank spaces. Valuating 
the assets of an art museum requires a different professional orien-
tation and set of skills than does performing an analysis of the assets 
of a big corporation or a public university.

In seeing the hidden job market, often through a research inves
tigative inquiry, students begin to understand why they need to 
connect their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose with 
learning opportunities in the blank spaces across the curriculum. 
They start to see how they can marry a love of art to the practice of 
accounting—and open a pathway to arts administration, or arts in-
vestment and appraisal, or another personally and professionally 
meaningful niche in the hidden world of work. Their discoveries help 
define their sense of “why,” the angle on a profession that helps stu-
dents understand the skills they will need and the particular route 
they want to take to enter the field. The importance of clarifying this 
“why” cannot be understated.

What Is the Why?

Hidden intellectualism, as we have mentioned, is a personal inner 
drive, fueled by a love of something or by a curiosity or a civic con-
cern. It’s anything a student is intellectually or emotionally committed 
to, which may not be represented in the title of an academic program. 
Anything is valid. The flip side of hidden intellectualism is vocational 
purpose—the understanding that this hidden intellectualism exists 
somehow as paid work out there, somewhere in the hidden job mar-
ket. Amanda, for example, had a keen interest in museums, fueled by 
the way they had opened up her world when she was a child; this was 
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her hidden intellectualism. She had the courage to defy her family 
and friends to pursue museum work, which became her vocational 
purpose.

As she took her first steps into the museum world, she discovered 
a range of professional possibilities within it. What struck her was 
the storytelling aspect, the space in the world of museums where she 
felt engaged and comfortable, where she felt her strongest sense of 
vocational purpose. This is the beginning of discovering her “why.”

Why and passion, like hidden intellectualism and vocational pur-
pose, are also two sides of a coin. The why emerges when students 
step into an experiential opportunity and begin to understand how 
their personal dispositions and talents help them define their corner 
in the hidden job market. This is as true for a recent graduate step-
ping into the world of work as it is for someone who wants to pursue 
graduate research in a university setting. The why simply clarifies 
what students are drawn to.

Passion is the emotive expression of the why. It enables drive, grit, 
engagement, creativity, and innovation—many of the elements that 
lead to educational success, career success, and happiness. As stu-
dents might put it, they get jazzed or pumped about what they are 
doing, and that passion gives them momentum through college and 
into a career.

Coming off her experience at the State Museum, Amanda realized 
she would have to strengthen her background to get into graduate 
school, a necessary step to landing a comfortable position in the mu-
seum world. During the spring semester of her junior year, while 
working as a peer mentor in the Center for Engaged Learning, Amanda 
found out about Columbia College’s semester program in Washing-
ton, DC, where she thought she might be able to find an internship 
at one of the biggest museums in the world, the Smithsonian Insti
tution. She started another research inquiry process and found the 
Folklife Center.

“Folklife is a really interesting sector,” Amanda says. It’s not just 
objects and recordings of music. “We’re talking about people’s life 
stories. We’re talking about somebody’s experience. And I was really 
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interested in how museums collected experiences.” In her research, 
Amanda learned that there were no lower- to mid-level managers she 
could talk to for her research interview; she would have to figure out 
how to land an interview with the Folklife Center’s director.

At the time, Amanda was smart and headstrong, but also shy and 
insecure, and she was terrified of phone conversations. The Smithso-
nian has a regimented process for hiring interns, and Amanda didn’t 
think the institution would give her a second look, particularly if she 
just dropped her resume on a pile with dozens, possibly hundreds, of 
others. Once again, she had to be forced to sit down in an office in the 
Center for Engaged Learning to make the call.

To her surprise, the director himself picked up the phone. “He 
asked me the infamous ‘why’ question,” she remembers: “Why do 
you want to work here?” Drawing on her hidden intellectualism and 
passion, Amanda nervously but articulately rambled for about ten 
minutes. “I was talking about how living archives are incredible—an 
interesting intersection between objects, people, and community,” 
she says. Amanda could feel that her passion for museum work reso-
nated with the Folklife Center’s director.

Perhaps to test her, the director told Amanda that most people who 
applied for internships wanted to work on the Smithsonian Folklife 
Festival—among the most visible of the center’s activities. But Amanda 
said she wanted to work with him in the archives.

“Okay, but the work I have for you is boring,” the director said. “We 
have this large letter collection. We have all of this ephemera, these 
notes. And it all needs to be cataloged, with metadata.”

“I just want to be there,” Amanda replied. The director told her to 
submit an application through the system, and he would flag it and 
push it through. It was a moment when Amanda realized that she was 
creating a network where her passions met the passions of others in 
the work world.

In the fall semester, Amanda started working in the Ralph Rinzler 
Folklife Archives and Collections, and the work was anything but 
boring. Rinzler had been a folk musician in New York in the 1950s—
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Bob Dylan opened for his band—and he later went on to work as a 
folklorist and curator for the Smithsonian. “This guy went out into 
the world and just recorded everything—Amazonian rain sounds, 
blues musicians off the street, Pete Seeger, everybody.”3

One afternoon, while Amanda was processing a collection of pa-
pers, an archivist handed her a box and asked her to look through it. 
Most of the material was documents on onionskin paper and re-
ceipts. From the pile, Amanda pulled out a letter from Woody Guthrie 
to Moses Asch, the record executive who published Guthrie’s songs.

“I’m holding this piece of paper in my hands, and I just had this 
moment where I thought, holy shit. I had worked so hard after no-
body had listened to me for years, because I wanted to work in mu
seums since I was a kid. And here I was, sitting in a chair, actually 
doing it.”

The letter was trivial—Guthrie and Asch were arguing over money, 
not discussing politics or music—but for Amanda it was a revelatory 
moment. “This object holds so much power, and they’re letting me 
hold it. I mean, I’m nobody from the middle of nowhere South Caro-
lina,” she says. “It was just so affirming, that things like this—things 
that feel impossible to students—can actually be reality.”

Passion versus Income

When they arrive at college, students have spent their school life in 
a lockstep K–12 curriculum, derived by somebody in a distant district 
office, increasingly designed around state and federal assessments. 
Going to college dangles the promise of finally being able to explore 
their interests and curiosity, with the hope of opening up a profes-
sional world that provides both enjoyment and a decent living.

At the core of this journey is the “why” (and the passion that comes 
with it), which doesn’t strike like a bolt of lightning. The why emerges 
when students clarify their hidden intellectualism and vocational 
purpose and find where they fit in the hidden job market. This pro-
cess of clarification isn’t just reserved for students with idiosyncratic 
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interests or design-your-own academic programs. It is just as appro-
priate for students in majors with a short “crosswalk” to a job, like 
nursing, data analytics, or finance.

Take, for example, the college-to-career trajectory of Adara, an im-
migrant and first-generation student, who majored in electrical and 
computer engineering at the University of Illinois at Chicago, with a 
fascination for signal systems in telecommunication. When she started 
looking for internships, her career counselors at the university of-
fered to line her up with one of the many internships available with 
cellular-phone companies, but those opportunities didn’t excite her.

When Adara started to ponder the vast possibilities in telecom-
munication, a mentor using the Field of Study approach asked her a 
question that disrupted her view of the industry and the possibilities 
within it: How would someone make a cell-phone call from Mars? 
Adara, fascinated with that question, started a research investigative 
inquiry by looking into the backgrounds of faculty on campus and 
organizations in the Chicago area, and she discovered the Far Hori-
zons Lab, a joint project between NASA and the Adler Planetarium. 
Adara set up a research interview with a graduate student in the lab 
from the Illinois Institute of Technology, who was working on wire-
less communications for high-altitude missions. This started her jour-
ney as an intern with the Illinois Space Consortium, where she worked 
until graduation.

Much like Amanda, Adara used a research investigative inquiry to 
expand her world of opportunity to resources beyond her university 
and discovered an unexpected niche, where she found a “why” and a 
passion. That experience led to others (such as an internship work-
ing on advanced signal processing with a cellular firm and NASA’s 
L’SPACE Mission Concept Academy), and it helped her fill in the 
blank spaces of her technical electives, for which she took courses to 
strengthen her background in circuit analysis and design and in com-
munication engineering. Today, she is working for a major aerospace 
corporation, focused on mission systems.

The act of picking a major doesn’t clarify a career direction, nor 
does it offer any guarantee in terms of income. Of course, anyone who 
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has spent time on the job market after college would understand this 
intuitively, knowing how opportunities emerge organically and lead 
to unanticipated roles and unexpected financial reward. Many un-
spoken factors can affect a student’s success after graduation, and 
much can rest on how that student assembles an undergraduate edu-
cation from a sense of why. Too many students, especially historically 
underserved and first-generation students, miss the conversations 
that would help them clarify their hidden intellectualism and sense 
of why, discover their hidden job market, and then design a route 
through college to get to their goal.

Instead, much of the conversation on campuses—and in advice col-
umns, books, and policy circles—pushes students to concentrate on 
return on investment, as measured by the median incomes associated 
with various majors. This focus on ROI is rapidly becoming the new 
version of the U.S. News and World Report rankings: a metric that ap-
proximates certain factors that could lead to monetary success but 
perhaps more often misleads students into wrong choices and a false 
sense of security. In the process, why and passion get set aside.

In Making College Pay, Beth Akers, an economist for the American 
Enterprise Institute, urges students to consider the average salary 
outcomes of various majors. She describes the college experience in 
investment terms—choosing a major is like selecting a mutual fund. 
“The best way to pick a major, like the best way to pick a school, is to 
first understand your goals for enrollment as well as your tolerance 
for risk,” she writes. “Your tolerance for risk has less to do with per-
sonal preferences and more to do with your specific financial situa-
tion.” In other words, if you lack a financial safety net, beware the 
risk of a major with a low median salary.4

As a lesson for her readers—students and their parents—Akers re-
counts her own story of going on “the quintessential privileged-kid 
college search” and picking a major. She “wasn’t much of a student in 
high school,” but “one thing I did know was that I was an artsy kid.” 
Stopping at Syracuse University on her tour of colleges, Akers told an 
admissions officer of her interest in majoring in art. The admissions 
officer informed Akers that fine-arts majors end up designing con-
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sumer products, like toasters or wrapping paper, which didn’t inter-
est Akers. Then the admissions officer issued a warning: “Do you love 
creating art so much that you’d be willing to be poor for the rest of 
your life in order to pursue it as a career?”5

Akers took to heart this sobering advice, so when she later matric-
ulated at Ithaca College, she gave up on art, haphazardly enrolled in 
a range of general-education courses and electives, and landed in an 
economics course, which fascinated her. She set a goal of becoming 
a tenured economics professor, choosing a math major and her elec-
tives “on the sole criterion of how well they would prepare me for 
graduate school in economics.” Her approach was mechanical: the 
right undergraduate major should lead to the right graduate school, 
which should lead to a tenured professorship in economics.6

“The idea of ‘following my passion’ was a nice one. And it was the 
only one I really recall being given as a framework for thinking about 
what to study in college,” Akers writes, reflecting on her choice be-
tween fine arts and the “more secure” quantitative major she ended 
up pursuing. “But at the same time, it didn’t sit well with the pink-
clipboard part of me that knew this decision needed more practical 
consideration than my passion could provide.”7

Let’s pause her story there for a moment. That Akers was allowed 
to follow a passion is more than “nice.” It’s a tremendous privilege. 
Many students from lesser means are pressured by parents to pursue 
supposedly lucrative and prestigious careers in medicine, law, or en-
gineering, regardless of whether it ignites a passion.

It’s not clear that Akers had any commitment to or talent for the 
arts, so maybe it’s no loss that she didn’t pursue it. But the advice she 
got from the Syracuse admissions officer was misguided. The fact 
is, fine-arts students don’t just wind up designing wrapping paper 
or starving to death. They find work and comfortable livelihoods in a 
range of professional settings in the hidden job market, especially if 
they deliberately connect their training in the arts to the training one 
can find in the blank spaces. If Akers had encountered the conversa-
tions that would have helped her unpack the arts and economics, she 
could have found ways to unite the two disciplines in a manner that 
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satisfied her practical consideration for money and her desire to pur-
sue her passion. In fact, if Akers had more consciously built her un-
dergraduate experience, she probably would have had a better chance 
of becoming a fine-arts major making a comfortable living than of 
becoming a tenured professor of economics, given the intense com-
petition for tenure-track positions in academe and the narrow goal 
Akers set for herself.

Despite going to Columbia University for graduate school, Akers 
never became a tenured professor, perhaps because the passion, the 
why, got lost somewhere along the way. In her book’s preface, Akers 
makes a stunning admission: she was two years into her doctoral pro-
gram before realizing that she didn’t know why the study of econom-
ics mattered to society or culture.8

But Akers got lucky. “In some bizarre and strange twist of fate, the 
opportunity of a lifetime fell into my lap,” she writes, when she landed 
a yearlong appointment in the White House, working on the Presi-
dent’s Council of Economic Advisors to study student loans amid the 
financial crisis in 2007. “My understanding about public policy and 
real-world economics jumped from nil to ‘firsthand experience’ in 
an absurdly short period of time. And I suddenly had the motivation, 
and knowledge, to be able to return to my PhD program and complete 
a dissertation on student debt.” In other words, she finally discovered 
her why and her passion.9

Her saving grace wasn’t some bizarre “twist of fate,” however. It 
was the happenstance that comes with the privilege of attending an 
elite institution and having the social and cultural capital that comes 
with it. Akers clarified her journey in a series of emails with us: One 
member of the economics faculty at Columbia University who had 
worked on the White House council in the past—a professor with 
whom she had never had a class or a conversation—forwarded a re-
cruiting email from the council to the program’s doctoral students. 
Akers applied and landed a spot on the council after one of her peers 
turned down the position. Akers told us she felt isolated at Columbia 
and might not have finished graduate school without the White House 
job. The scholars on the council—particularly Eddie Lazear, a Stan-

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


112      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

ford economist—became her mentors and offered to help, “since no 
one at Columbia seemed to be paying much attention to me anyway.” 
Lazear pushed Akers to finish graduate school and encouraged one of 
his friends to serve as her formal advisor at Columbia.10

In her book, Akers attempts to outline a method for choosing a 
major, finding a college, and laying out a path to a good ROI after 
graduation. But if Akers hadn’t stumbled onto the Council of Eco-
nomic Advisors—if her friend had decided to take that White House 
job, after all—she might have been just another all-but-dissertation 
doctoral student, trying to make sense of her college journey and 
looking for a next-best career slot, since it would never be a professor 
of economics or a think-tank policy wonk. It was social privilege that 
opened doors for Akers and provided access to a network of people 
who helped her see the possibilities in the world of economics, find 
the topic of her dissertation, and discover a pathway into the hidden 
job world of economics and think tanks.

Why the Research Investigative Inquiry Is Critical

Akers’s pathway through college just doesn’t work for low-income or 
even middle-class students. It hardly works for students at elite uni-
versities and colleges but for the advantages and networks that elite 
institutions bestow upon their undergraduates.

Networking is the currency of the job market. Social-media plat-
forms and professional conferences are built on the networking econ-
omy, which has prompted a para-industry of books, blogs, private 
career consulting, and more—all devoted to helping people under-
stand how to develop and use professional networks to open a door 
to the next job. For colleges, networking is one of the selling points 
for enrollment. Elite institutions, in particular, recruit students on 
the promise of the access they provide to social and professional net-
works: their alumni and corporate partners. However, as Anthony 
Jack discusses in The Privileged Poor: How Elite Colleges Are Failing Dis-
advantaged Students, networking on an elite campus sometimes doesn’t 
work for low-income students who lack the financial resources and 
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social and cultural capital to participate in those casual encounters, 
on and off campus, where connections are formed.11

In general, colleges don’t teach students how to network. Colleges 
and nonprofit organizations working with low-income students might 
establish partnerships with alumni or local employers to speak to 
students during campus visits or to become career mentors. But those 
institutions and organizations, not the students, are the ones picking 
the mentors and lining up the connections, which are typically lim-
ited to major industries, large corporations, and jobs linked with the 
most popular majors and common career pathways.

These opportunities do not necessarily offer students the exper-
tise they need. For example, job fairs attract recruiters, who are gate-
keepers for human resources, not subject-matter experts in a partic-
ular industry or company. Alumni mentors are limited in number 
and may not connect to every student’s hidden intellectualism or 
vocational purpose, particularly among those students in humanities 
and social science. And institutions that most often serve first-gener-
ation and low-income students just do not have the drawing power, 
financial resources, and hyperconnected alumni to support mentor-
ships at scale.

Building the right professional network is a key piece of acquiring 
social and cultural capital. One of the biggest knowledge gaps between 
rich and poor is the ability to build such a network. The research in-
vestigative inquiry helps students bridge that gap by teaching them 
how to strategically reach out to strangers to gather essential infor-
mation and to open up opportunities in the granular spaces of the 
hidden job market.

For the most part, advising and career centers do not talk about the 
granularity of the hidden job market, even though it offers so many 
possibilities for a range of academic interests. For instance, what 
student (or college advisor or career counselor) would readily see the 
relationship between linguistics and marketing? But it’s out there. 
For example, NameLab is a consulting firm that invented corporate 
names like Acura, Compaq, and simplehuman. Normally, we’d con-
sider this a part of the marketing world, and it is, of course. But it’s a 
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specialized corner of that world, focusing on “constructional linguis-
tics,” or how small units of words can be combined into new words to 
promote a product.12 NameLab would likely never pop up in a career 
center, and neither would the Walters Art Museum or the American 
Enterprise Institute. For students, the research investigative inquiry 
serves as a “blue ocean” strategy, opening up unnoticed spaces in the 
job market where there are fewer peers exploring the same spots and 
competing for experiential opportunities.

In this process, students begin to experience the importance of tai-
lored networking to create a career path. Students aren’t simply given 
mentors picked out by a campus program or a nonprofit organiza-
tion. The students themselves identify their potential mentors and 
make those connections. By learning how to navigate and network 
within a hidden job market, low-income students build out the social 
capital they need to begin to close that networking knowledge gap. 
With each successful conversation along the way, they hone pitches 
for themselves, develop their professional demeanor, and build confi-
dence that makes the next interview and the next cold call easier.

After graduation, students will reuse these networking skills again 
and again—for the next job, for a career change, or to recover after 
hitting a professional pothole.

Amanda Stumbles—and Recovers

Many of Amanda’s colleagues at the Smithsonian had gone to George 
Washington University’s graduate program in museum studies, a 
top-ranked program in its area. Knowing she needed a master’s de-
gree to advance in the museum field, Amanda applied to GW and was 
accepted, but the offer was uninspiring. Amanda had a conversation 
with the program director, who was nice enough. “I don’t want to 
say she didn’t care, but really, she didn’t care,” Amanda says. “I was 
just another applicant.” The university offered Amanda no financial 
assistance.

Amanda had applied to a number of other museum-studies pro-
grams, and her personal statement—about the role of museums in 
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communities, drawn from the experiences she had gathered as an 
undergraduate—caught the eye of the program director for museum-
exhibition design at the University of the Arts in Philadelphia. That 
program director forwarded Amanda’s application to a professor in 
charge of a concentration in museum communications, and he called 
her. Amanda sat in her car in her mother’s driveway—the only place 
she could get cell reception in her rural area—and talked with him 
about the stories that museum objects convey and the impact those 
stories can have on communities. “Do you think other people need to 
hear that?” the professor prodded. “You need to come to this pro-
gram.” He offered her a partial scholarship, which was important, 
but more important to Amanda was the developing relationship with 
faculty that started in that driveway. Again, doors opened when pas-
sion met passion.

A few months after finishing her graduate program, while prepar-
ing to pursue various job options in the museum world in and around 
Philadelphia, Amanda caught pneumonia. She spent ten days in the 
hospital, nearly dying at one point. The doctors ordered Amanda not 
to work for three months to allow for a recovery. Amanda’s parents 
drove six hundred miles north to pack up her things and bring her 
home.

“I was back on my mom’s couch, which is not the place that a 
twentysomething wants to be,” Amanda recalls. “I felt like I had 
messed up.” Museum work had been her ticket out of South Carolina, 
intellectually and physically, and in her convalescence, Amanda felt 
like she was losing her momentum. After three months on the couch, 
Amanda’s mother pushed her to get going again. “She was like, ‘All 
right, time to quit sulking. What are you going to do?’ ”

Amanda turned back to the Field of Study’s networking process, 
even dusting off the binder of training materials she had used as a 
peer mentor at Columbia College. She remembered that when she 
worked in the Center for Engaged Learning, she and her peers would 
talk about what a mystery networking is to most undergraduates. 
“Especially in higher ed, students have this idea that networking 
is this big, weird, unwieldy process, and we have no idea how to do 
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it,” Amanda says. But networking is the unseen “backstory” of the 
college-to-career trajectory. “It’s not this magical, mystical process. It’s 
doing a little bit of Google research, utilizing a little bit of LinkedIn, 
and then making a couple of phone calls and having a little bit of 
coffee.”

To recover professionally from pneumonia, “I leaned into my net-
works,” says Amanda. She reached out to friends on Facebook to tell 
people she was on the job hunt, and one of her former professors at 
Columbia College sent her a posting for a communications manager 
at the McKissick Museum at the University of South Carolina; she 
later contacted him, asking for help in landing the job. Amanda was 
not relying on blind chance but was falling back on a network she 
had created—the sort of network that many wealthy students inherit 
from their social capital. “It’s that systematic construction of your 
network and your resource pile that really helps you take that step 
up,” Amanda says. It’s manufacturing luck, “because luck doesn’t just 
happen.”

After six years at the McKissick, where she handled everything as 
the communications manager of a small museum—Amanda topped 
out in her position and wanted to get back to the urban Mid-Atlantic 
region. Looking for positions in Washington, DC, she found the Milken 
Center for Advancing the American Dream and applied for a job as a 
content developer, a position that didn’t quite match her experience. 
Amanda didn’t get the job, but she interviewed well, and the director 
of human resources contacted her two months later, encouraging her 
to apply for a position as a digital-content writer. At the same time, 
someone in Amanda’s network alerted her to a similar position as a 
content writer at the University of South Carolina law school.

Amanda went back to her network to get help retooling her resume—
to put a new spin on her skill in “telling stories.” Repackaged as a 
digital-content writer, she was offered both jobs, with the law-school 
job paying significantly more than the position at the Milken Center. 
But Amanda took the position at Milken because the center was plan-
ning a sixty-thousand-square-foot museum in the heart of Washing-
ton and the job would get her out of South Carolina.
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After a year, the center went through a reorganization; people 
working on the museum project started leaving, and Amanda was 
taken off that project and put in public relations. Dissatisfied, she 
reached out to her network again—this time, finding a college friend 
who worked at Hager Sharp, a DC public-relations firm focusing on 
education, the arts, and public health. Amanda’s friend helped her 
set up a meeting with a vice president overseeing the education and 
labor team. After a few conversations, the firm offered Amanda a job 
working with education clients. The job more than doubled her sal-
ary and offered invaluable communications experience.

The kicker: Amanda will be helping Hager Sharp develop propos-
als for possible museum clients, while working in a town full of them.

Her hidden intellectualism and passion weren’t just pie-in-the-sky 
goals, as Akers might put it. They remain practical, differentiating 
factors that will help Amanda stand out in the hidden job market and 
help her think entrepreneurially about her work life.

Rethinking “Follow Your Passion”

LinkedIn and the business press are awash with authors telling young 
people not to follow a passion. The entrepreneur and Shark Tank judge 
Mark Cuban calls it the “worst career advice.” Instead, Cuban sug-
gests, you should “follow your effort,” and you will find what you’re 
good at—and passion will follow later.13 Cal Newport, an associate 
professor of computer science at Georgetown University and author 
of a series of advice books for people in the workforce, says follow-
ing a passion could be dangerous because passions change. Drawing 
on stories about Steve Jobs, the comedian Steve Martin, and a young 
bluegrass musician named Jordan Tice, Newport argues that people 
should adopt a “craftsman mindset”: a dedication to sharpening skills 
and to being “so good they can’t ignore you.”14 Julia Korn, in an article 
in Forbes, noted that following your passions is bad career advice, 
even as she argues in the same piece that you should dedicate your-
self to what sparks your interests and to “commit to learning and 
re-learning what energizes and drains you.”15
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Isn’t that akin to passion? You do not develop a commitment to 
sharpening skills—to cultivating a craftsman’s mindset—in a vacuum. 
You sharpen skills in the context of your hidden intellectualism, your 
vocational purpose, and your “why,” all of which are influenced by 
your origin story. Newport, confoundingly, never addresses what 
pulled Steve Martin into the world of comedy or Jordan Tice into 
the world of bluegrass—or how, from that gravitational pull, passion 
emerges. “I really don’t care if Jordan Tice loves what he does,” New-
port writes. “I also don’t care why he decided to become a musician or 
whether he sees guitar playing as his passion.”16

On podcasts and in interviews, Scott Galloway, a New York Univer-
sity business professor and marketing guru, has made the most noise 
about the pitfalls of passion, drawing from his book The Algebra of 
Happiness: Notes on the Pursuit of Success, Love, and Meaning. Like much 
of the advice in the literature straddling business and self-help, his 
is a superficial and often contradictory message. Like Newport and 
others, Galloway sets up a straw-man argument by equating passion 
to the pipe dream of becoming a Hollywood star, a fashion model, or 
a professional athlete.17

“The person telling you to follow your passion made their billions 
in iron-ore smelting,” Galloway said on Habits and Hustle, the podcast 
of the fitness personality and entrepreneur Jennifer Cohen. “Ideally, 
you find something you like that has a 90-plus percent employment 
rate—which acting, modeling, and sports do not have; they have a 
2 percent employment rate—and then commit to becoming great at 
it.” Tax law, for example, might not sound very attractive or fun, he 
says, and certainly no child aspires to become a tax attorney. “But 
the best tax lawyers enjoy their work, have intense camaraderie and 
respect, they get to fly private, they have a larger selection of mates 
than they deserve, and they get the admiration of others.” All of those 
external rewards—most of all, the money that tax attorneys earn—
will make someone passionate about a career, Galloway argues.18 Cohen 
called Galloway’s perspective “refreshing.” “Because you only always 
hear people, especially on social-media nonsense [saying], ‘Follow 
your passion,’ ” Cohen told him.
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But if you look at their stories, both Galloway and Cohen were 
driven by their interests, and their passions emerged as they strove 
for something fulfilling in their work lives. Galloway’s initial driving 
motivation was to be a “baller,” that is, someone who makes a lot of 
money and enjoys all the things that come with living in the spotlight. 
Even though he succeeded at this, his Algebra of Happiness reveals that 
this motivation could be a recipe for deep emptiness. “It didn’t take 
long to realize that the secret is to find something you’re good at. The 
rewards and recognition that stem from being great at something will 
make you passionate about whatever that something is,” he writes. 
Investment banking, which initially promised wealth and seemed to 
signal success, was ultimately boring and stressful for a young Gallo-
way. “Figuring out early that my hunger to impress was leading down 
a road of misery gave me the confidence to get out. I quit the path of 
success devoid of fulfillment.”19

In the breezy narrative of her book Bigger, Bolder, Better: Live the 
Life You Want, Not the Life You Get, Jennifer Cohen describes her own 
journey to becoming a trainer for celebrities and an entrepreneur—
much of which resembles a Field of Study approach. Growing up in 
the era of Jane Fonda and Denise Austin, an adolescent and heart
broken Cohen joined a gym after she failed to earn a spot on the Chai 
Folk Ensemble, an Israeli dance troupe and a “rite of passage” for girls 
at her Jewish high school in Winnipeg. Lacing up her athletic shoes 
after school every day, Cohen got more than just self-confidence from 
working out. She started to develop a hidden intellectualism. “Fitness 
was not just a habit; it became a part of my identity,” she writes.20

Cohen also nurtured a dream of working in entertainment. While 
still in high school, she ambushed Keanu Reeves outside a Winnipeg 
theater where he was performing Shakespeare and persuaded him to 
sit for a taped interview, which she sent off to talent agents. In col-
lege, she and a friend recorded interviews with celebrities at a Mon-
treal comedy festival to make a demo tape to pitch a Canadian version 
of The View. The pitch went nowhere, but the agents at the festival 
liked her hustle and invited her to come to Hollywood to work in tal-
ent management, a move that set up her career in the world of enter-
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tainment. She drew on her love of fitness, her interest in entertain-
ment, and that hustle to create jobs for herself: as a fitness trainer for 
touring musicians, the owner of a line of athletic shoes, and an author 
and podcaster talking about success strategies.

Cohen’s advice rests on helping people discover their “bold.” It in-
volves approaching strangers connected to an aspiration and asking 
for connections, help, a job—a process that seems very similar to the 
research investigative inquiry. “I guarantee that if you make ten at-
tempts at anything, one will be successful,” Cohen says in a TEDx talk, 
describing her method. “Either, one, you’ll get the thing you want, or 
two, you’ll get something that you never even knew was available. 
The reason why most people don’t get the job that they want is be-
cause they don’t actually go for the job that they want. They see what’s 
available on Monster.com or LinkedIn.”21 In other words, they don’t 
look for their place in the hidden job market.

Passion is not the problem, but how we define it is. The vocabulary 
around passion is so muddled that it’s difficult to make out the rela-
tionship among passion, practicality, and professions. They are not at 
odds; in fact, they go hand in hand. When people talk about “follow-
ing a passion,” that’s a shortcut statement to describe a long process 
of clarifying one’s hidden intellectualism or “why,” and then validat-
ing that clarification in a particular hidden-job world. Passion is not 
a pipe-dream aspiration; it’s not the innate talent that drops a job into 
a student’s lap, nor is it an impulse or emotion one follows to find a 
place in the work world. It’s the emotive expression that comes when 
students discover that their hidden intellectualism and vocational 
purpose are real, practical, and achievable in the hidden job market.

Discovering hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose comes 
first—and that’s hard work. One’s hidden intellectualism may not 
present itself as a job title or a college major, and one may not find it 
posted on a job board in the career center. The problem for students 
is trying to make sense of the relationship among hidden intellectu-
alism, practicality, and passion—these elements are not outlined in a 
college catalog, and any student would be hard pressed to find them 
discussed in any college’s list describing its majors. In the absence 
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of good advice or mentoring, how are students supposed to figure 
this out?

For first-generation and low-income students like Amanda, the 
Field of Study process provides them a means to contemplate and 
clarify their hidden intellectualism and their motivations, the means 
to explore the world of their hidden job market, and practical strate-
gies to enter that world—and like Cohen says, some found what they 
wanted, and some found the unexpected.

We need only to look at the parallels between Beth Akers and 
Amanda Beleu. They both went to institutions called Columbia: one 
an institution of privilege, the other a beleaguered women’s college. 
Both found their “why” through experiential learning and engage-
ment with the world of work. Both refined their career trajectories 
through those experiences, found mentors and guidance, and landed 
in perhaps unexpected roles that neither had anticipated. They found 
the “something that you never even knew was available,” as Cohen 
put it.

The difference is that Amanda had to learn how to create every op-
portunity for herself. First-generation, low-income, and underrepre-
sented students can find their way into the hidden job market and, in 
doing so, express their passion, but they have to be given the tools. 
Amanda had to be taught to see the hidden job market and its possi-
bilities and how to reach out and ask for what she wanted and needed. 
That is how she constructed the social and cultural capital that other 
students are born into.
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The scene: The Alfândega do Porto in Porto, Portugal, along the 
Douro River, a city known for its town center (a UNESCO World Her-
itage site), its stately bridges and cobblestone roads, and, of course, 
the region’s famous port wines. In September 2022, Porto hosted the 
Vacation Rental World Summit, a conference that covered the huge, 
hidden world of the boutique “homestay” industry—which includes 
not just the owners of Aspen ski chalets and midtown Manhattan 
apartments but also the technology companies behind websites like 
Airbnb and Vrbo, the trade journals covering the getaway locations, 
and the data crunchers selling services to optimize the property own-
ers’ market potential.1

Sarah DuPre, coming from AirDNA, one of those data-crunching 
companies, was a keynote speaker who highlighted how data ana
lytics of the market can reveal unexpected insights. One of the take-
aways: “It was all about, essentially, how larger property managers 
are losing in the industry,” Sarah says over Zoom about a month after 
her presentation, sitting on a veranda in Barcelona, where she lives. 
“Essentially, the larger you get, the worse off your ratings are.” Ap-
parently, the human touch in boutique rentals is everything.

5

The Liberal Arts and Field of Study
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Her presentation killed. “When I got off stage, people asked me if I 
was an economist or a statistician, which is a compliment because I am 
definitely not either of those things. I studied French and Spanish.”

Maybe that’s a surprise to some readers—after all, among liberal-
arts disciplines getting cut at colleges across the country, foreign-
language departments appear on every list. From 2016 to 2021, ac-
cording to a census by the Modern Language Association, enrollment 
in foreign-language programs fell by more than 16 percent, the larg-
est decline in language program enrollments since the MLA started 
tracking them in 1958.2 But languages are among many departments 
on the chopping block, frequently joined by philosophy, religious 
studies, sociology, mathematics, and others in the liberal arts.

Employers, academics, parents, pundits, and policymakers all have 
various ideas of what a liberal-arts major means to individual devel-
opment and prospects on the job market. Depending on the person, 
that value lands somewhere between priceless and useless. “For years, 
economists and more than a few worried parents have argued over 
whether a liberal arts degree is worth the price,” writes Anemona 
Hartocollis, a higher-education reporter for the New York Times, be-
fore confidently adding, “The debate now seems to be over, and the 
answer is ‘no.’ ” Her November 2023 article captured that debate’s po-
larized, caricatured views of faculty versus politically motivated state 
officials: Roosevelt Montás, a senior lecturer in American studies at 
Columbia University, told Hartocollis that colleges should resist a ca-
reerist view—that “it’s not true that all students want from a college 
is the job.” Meanwhile, Shad White, the conservative state auditor 
of Mississippi, wondered if the liberal arts served the professoriate’s 
ideologies, rather than “a set of skills on how to approach problems in 
the world.”3

Caught in the middle are administrators, whose decisions are driven 
by enrollment numbers and budget. The New York Times focused on 
Miami University, which had proposed cutting eighteen “low-enrolled” 
liberal-arts programs, and quoted Elizabeth Reitz Mullenix, a provost, 
who lamented the “existential crisis” of humanities programs because 
of the career focus of parents and students: “There’s so much pressure 
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about return on investment.” Even amid the wicked social, economic, 
and geopolitical problems making headlines in the New York Times 
every day, students at Miami evidently couldn’t see the practical use 
for degrees in critical race and ethnic studies, or religion, or Latin 
American studies, or Russian, East European, and Eurasian studies. 
Or, for that matter, French.

Higher education increasingly responds to market forces, but the 
key population driving those market forces—students and their 
parents—generally do not understand the nature of liberal-arts dis-
ciplines or how to apply them in the world of work. And neither do 
many of the people guiding those students and parents in navigating 
college to get a good return on investment. The Strada Institute for the 
Future of Work and Emsi, a labor market analytics firm now called 
Lightcast, called the phenomenon the “translation chasm”: “Liberal 
arts graduates are too often left to stumble upon the valuable mixture 
of layered skills,” said the report Robot-Ready: Human+ Skills for the 
Future of Work. “It’s one of the reasons why, today, a liberal arts degree 
is under attack and fewer learners are pursuing liberal arts degrees. 
They lack visibility and clarity about the journey and the outcomes.”4

Advocates for these disciplines often make the case for the liberal 
arts through anecdotes about students who studied humanities, so-
cial sciences, or the arts and later landed plum jobs at tech giants or 
big consulting firms. George Anders’s book You Can Do Anything: The 
Power of a Liberal Arts Education features students who went to insti-
tutions like Bard, Dartmouth, and the University of Chicago and then 
found their way to jobs at Etsy, Morningstar, and PayPal. But Anders 
doesn’t provide the backstory on how these students figured out their 
college-to-career puzzle. In some of his examples, the linkages seem 
serendipitous and random. At the very least, it’s clear that most of 
these people used their considerable social and cultural capital to se-
cure their job outcomes. In offering advice to students who do not 
have a coherent job-market strategy, Anders leans on career services, 
advising, career-exploration courses, and the like—strategies that, in 
reality, have mixed results on most college campuses, especially for 
liberal-arts majors and low-income students.5 At a time when the cost 
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of college is high, when low- to middle-income families are looking 
for a clear crosswalk from major to job, a major in a liberal-arts disci-
pline can seem like a roll of the dice.

Sarah DuPre did not come from an affluent or connected back-
ground, did not go to an elite institution, and did not simply get lucky. 
She illustrates how a student from a small, unknown college with a 
liberal-arts major, armed with a Field of Study process, can open up 
unexpected career routes as she learns how to research the possibil-
ities, fill in the blank spaces, and trade on the hard, pragmatic skills 
discovered in liberal-arts disciplines. For students like Sarah, what 
might look like luck is actually, as Seneca would say, where prepara-
tion meets opportunity.

Sarah grew up in an evangelical Southern Baptist family in Colum-
bia, South Carolina. “You’ve seen that film Jesus Camp? That was me,” 
she says. “Speaking-in-tongues kind of family, super religious.” Those 
traditional values extended to the jobs the family would approve for 
Sarah: a teacher, a nurse, or a mom. Sarah didn’t want children and 
couldn’t stand bodily fluids. “So, teacher it was,” she says with a shrug. 
Sarah entered Columbia College, the women’s college her mom and 
aunt had attended, as an elementary-education major taking French 
and Spanish courses as electives, with the goal of becoming a French 
teacher.

Sarah had long been obsessed with France. She attended one of the 
“odd” public primary schools in South Carolina that offers French, 
starting when she was seven years old. Later, a high-school teacher 
who grew up in France lent Sarah novels and storybooks from fran-
cophone authors. “I would just sit with her and hear her fascinating 
stories about where she’s from and how different it is,” Sarah recalls. 
“She was married to a guy in the military in the US, and she was al-
ways saying, ‘Oh, I’m trying to get him to retire back in France.’ ”

After she enrolled at Columbia College, she wanted to study abroad 
at Columbia’s partner universities: the University of Angers, in France, 
and the University of Salamanca, in Spain. The problem, she soon 
learned, was that the education major did not allow her to study 
abroad. That led her to the Center for Engaged Learning.
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The office’s advice was to change majors from education to French, 
which could still lead to viable careers after college in the hidden job 
market. Taking that advice with a mixture of skepticism and relief, 
Sarah marched down to the registrar’s office on the last day of the 
spring semester of her freshman year to declare French as her major 
and Spanish as her minor. “Are you sure about this?” a staff member 
in the registrar’s office asked her more than once. Sarah nodded—she 
was certain that getting to Europe was now her goal. Then she packed 
up her dorm room and returned home for the summer to face the 
“wrath of her parents,” as she puts it.

The Mystery of the Liberal Arts

Advocates have long lauded the liberal arts as a key ingredient to pro-
ducing “robot-proof” employees, engaged citizens, and culturally rich 
personal lives. Studying in these disciplines, the story goes, nour-
ishes undergraduates on a broad palate of arts and sciences that har-
kens back to Plato’s classical educational framework, consisting of the 
trivium (grammar, logic, and rhetoric) and quadrivium (arithmetic, 
astronomy, geometry, and music). The liberal arts, its advocates say, 
are even a hallmark of American higher education—a course of study 
aligned with democratic values and free inquiry that attracts stu-
dents from countries with more rigid, vocationally oriented educa-
tion systems.

The problem is, for many students, parents, college staff, and fac-
ulty members—and perhaps especially hiring managers—the liberal 
arts are something of a black box. Talk to employers about how they 
value liberal arts, and you get a range of responses, many of them 
vague. Hiring managers and business owners who majored in a 
liberal-arts discipline themselves might say that their college train-
ing merely reinforced or sharpened talents and tendencies they al-
ready had. They might reflect on how a liberal-arts education gave 
them a broader sense of the world or a depth of thought, and they 
project their own experience onto job candidates.

They might see a liberal-arts major merely as a signal for traits 
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that aren’t necessarily there—that an applicant who majored in phi-
losophy, for example, is more likely to be intelligent, or curious, or 
perhaps even bold or self-confident, for having picked a major with 
seemingly hazy connections to the job market.

Kathleen Duffy, the founder of the Duffy Group, an executive search 
firm based in Phoenix, works with Arizona State University’s College 
of Liberal Arts and Sciences, helping students translate majors into 
skills. Her motivation comes out of her own experience graduating 
from ASU in the early 1980s with a degree in communications. “No-
body would even look at me because they didn’t know what to do with 
that,” she says. “We weren’t having the same kind of conversations 
with our students back then as we are now in thinking about what 
are the skills, the talents that you bring to an organization that you 
can translate into a job.”6

Her approach involves putting a major in context. A friend of hers, 
someone “wildly successful in the tech business,” approached her re-
cently, “devastated” that their child was going to major in philosophy. 
“Hold on. I want you to think about all the things that a philosophy 
major is going to learn and how their brain is going to work,” Duffy 
counseled the friend. “It doesn’t mean that they’re going to graduate 
and be on your payroll for the rest of their lives. You have got to help 
them to understand how to tell their story.”

Employers often “can’t quantify the value of a psychology degree 
or an English degree or a sociology degree or a philosophy degree,” 
Duffy says. She once sat on a panel with representatives from United-
Healthcare who said they had trouble finding majors in actuarial sci-
ence. “What an actuary needs to be is an expert in math,” she told 
them. “I said, ‘Well, have you ever considered liberal-arts majors who 
are getting a degree in math?’ I mean, it was like I was speaking to 
them in a foreign language.”

She herself has hired a number of dance majors to work in her re-
cruiting firm. “Those individuals are really hardworking,” she says. 
“Very disciplined, extremely driven. I can take those skill sets and see 
how to fit them in an organization.” In speaking with administrators 
about the careers that might fit students in religious studies, she sug-
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gested playing up the morals of such majors. “If I’m looking to hire 
somebody in a field that needs to be very trustworthy, [with] high 
integrity, and be able to maintain confidence, why wouldn’t I look at 
somebody in a religious-studies program?” she told them.

But Duffy is merely reading signals. Dancers aren’t necessarily 
industrious, and religious-studies majors aren’t necessarily honest, 
or even devout. There is an assumption that simply by studying in a 
liberal-arts (or even fine-arts) major, students will get infused with 
the personality traits that we commonly ascribe to that major. In this 
case, instead of major equals job, it’s major equals a habit of mind or 
disposition.

Dance majors might be hard workers, given the competitive envi-
ronment of professional dance and the physical rigors of dance itself. 
But dance students also get exposure to transferrable skills that would 
be relevant in any business setting. For instance, project manage-
ment skills are necessary to mount a dance production, and a recital 
is a production much like those found in business conferences and 
fundraising campaigns; these require skills that could involve every-
thing from planning an event program to the technical aspects of pre-
sentation, like staging and lighting. In putting on a production, danc-
ers develop and work in teams to achieve a shared goal, and those 
team members need to learn how to deliver and receive critiques to 
improve the performance. Not to mention that dancers develop a 
physical presence that could be valuable when presenting in a board-
room, not just a ballroom.

Because the major-equals-job formulation doesn’t work so well for 
the liberal arts, college presidents and other advocates have argued 
that the strength of these disciplines is that they are not tied to job 
titles at all. Compared to more vocationally oriented programs, the 
liberal arts—by providing broad exposure to different people and cul-
tures, along with problem-solving and critical-thinking skills—are 
specially positioned to train students for a lifetime of adaptability. 
With the liberal arts, you’re not trained for just one job but for a mul-
titude of career possibilities.

These arguments intensified after the 2008 Great Recession, when 
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families started putting a harder focus on ROI. “It’s no surprise .  .  . 
that a growing number of corporations, including some in highly 
technical fields, are headed by people with liberal arts degrees,” wrote 
Sanford J. Ungar, then the president of Goucher College, in a 2010 
Chronicle of Higher Education essay. “Plenty of philosophy and physics 
majors work on Wall Street, and the ability to analyze and compare 
literature across cultures is a skill linked to many other fields, includ-
ing law and medicine. Knowledge of foreign languages is an advan-
tage in all lines of work. What seemed like a radical idea in business 
education 10 years or so ago—that critical and creative thinking is as 
‘relevant’ as finance or accounting—is now commonplace.”7

The problem is that college presidents like Ungar, and many of the 
people counseling students at their institutions, never explain how 
“plenty” of majors in philosophy or physics find work in the hidden 
jobs on Wall Street. What happens more often: students serendipi-
tously figure out on their own how their studies in a liberal-arts major 
proved to be useful in an “unrelated” high-profile or high-paying ca-
reer, and those graduates are later celebrated by their alma mater’s 
public-relations office on the college’s website. After getting a bache-
lor’s degree in physics at the California Institute of Technology in 
1986, Thomas Luke happened to take courses in empirical finance 
while pursuing a doctorate in physics at the Massachusetts Institute 
of Technology. There, he saw that finance problems were similar to 
physics and engineering problems—the same principles “but with 
different semantics,” he told Caltech in an article highlighting his 
career successes.8 Deciding that he could make a bigger impact in fi-
nance than in physics, he completed his MBA and went on to work for 
Deutsche Bank, Goldman Sachs, Merrill Lynch, and MAC Alpha Cap-
ital Management, where he is now president and chief risk officer.

In an interview with us, Luke pointed to a range of applications for 
physics in other fields. “I mean, genomics is fundamentally physics, 
right?” he said. His son did an internship at the Hospital for Special 
Surgery in New York City, which blended physics and biomechanics. 
“They were measuring hockey players and their physical aptitude, 
using accelerometers to see how strong they were, quantifying their 
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physical ability to figure out that, ‘Oh, this guy’s phenomenal, and he’s 
going to be a great NHL player.’ ”9

Luke complained, though, that students aren’t introduced to these 
possibilities because faculty in physics programs are often focused 
on the pathway into academe and don’t want to tell students there are 
limited roles in the world of theoretical physics, the main focus of 
many physics programs.

As the president of a company involved in hiring, and as a Caltech 
and MIT alumnus involved in admissions interviews, Luke sees stu-
dents today as narrowly focused on technical and applied skills and 
obsessed with the brand names of institutions. Instead of commit-
ting to a challenging academic program that lights up their interests, 
he says, many students will downgrade themselves into any major 
that allows them to stay at a name-brand institution. “Now you’re in 
a job, and you have a degree that you’re not even sure you wanted.”

Luke found the discipline-to-career connection on his own, like so 
many other students do. But liberal-arts departments will not sur-
vive on self-made-success stories. They need a deliberate “how” that 
would help any student—especially low-income and underrepre-
sented students—bridge the translation chasm.

Liberal-arts departments are starting to understand the need to 
find that “how,” because as budgets tighten and college leadership 
changes, those departments are first on the list for reduction or elim-
ination. In 2018, four years after Ungar left Goucher, the college 
phased out its majors in math, music, religion, Russian, studio art, 
theater, elementary and special education, and—despite its utility on 
Wall Street—physics. To replace them, the college offered eight new 
majors, many of which had more vocational titles to help bridge the 
chasm: integrated data analytics, engineering science, integrative 
and digital arts, education studies, French transnational studies, lit-
erary studies, visual and material culture, and professional and cre-
ative writing.10

Even Sarah initially struggled with the translation chasm, but in 
her sophomore year, she began to engage in a Field of Study process 
that would help her bridge that gap. Now that she had changed her 
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major to French to get to Europe through study abroad, she faced the 
hard reality that the registrar was hinting at. Summer was coming 
up, and she needed experiential learning.

“What do you do with a French major, anyway?” she sarcastically 
asked one day in the Center for Engaged Learning. To find something 
to do with that major, the center’s mentors prompted her to play off 
a problem she’d long been concerned about: the number of South 
Carolina middle and high schools cutting their foreign-language 
programs.

Starting her research investigative inquiry, she Googled keywords 
related to the problem and discovered the office for Cultural Services 
of the French Embassy in the consulate in New York City, which had 
a program advocating for the expansion of French courses in Ameri-
can schools. Late on a Friday afternoon, she put together a short email 
in French, explaining that she was from Columbia College and out
lining her concerns about dwindling language programs and her goals 
to address the problem, and sent it to the deputy counselor with a 
request to talk.

The following Tuesday, she received a reply asking her to stop by 
the cultural-services office on the Upper East Side on Thursday to dis-
cuss her email. Sarah panicked. Clearly, the deputy counselor thought 
she was writing from Columbia University in Morningside Heights, 
not a little-known liberal-arts college in the South. She called and ex-
plained the misunderstanding to the deputy counselor’s assistant. It 
didn’t seem to matter to the people at the consulate, who were capti-
vated more by Sarah’s initiative and interest in the French language 
than by the college she attended. The consulate set up a remote meet-
ing over Skype.

Sarah took a day to prepare questions that addressed the social and 
political implications of keeping language programs alive. When she 
finally talked with the deputy counselor, he was impressed with her 
grasp of French and her concern about what middle- and high-school 
students would lose without exposure to foreign languages and other 
cultures. When Sarah asked him about opportunities for experiential 
learning, he offered her a summer position at the consulate.
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Aside from a trip to Lancaster, Pennsylvania, with her grandpar-
ents when she was a child, Sarah had never been outside South Caro-
lina. New York City was a culture shock in the best of ways, as Sarah 
absorbed new perspectives and experiences, growing her cultural 
capital. “That was the first time in my life I was in a place where race 
didn’t seem to matter,” says Sarah, who is white. Many of her friends 
and colleagues in New York were nonwhite or in relationships that 
crossed racial or ethnic lines. “You didn’t have these weird under-
tones of silent racism that I feel I’ve always had in the background of 
where I lived. That was the first shocking realization—like, oh, I have 
tons of friends who are mixed-race couples and nobody seems to talk 
about it. It must not matter. That was incredible.”

As Sarah’s cultural capital grew, she began to see people in impor-
tant positions—those she once regarded as unapproachable—as nor-
mal human beings, and she realized she could join their ranks. She 
had that epiphany one day when she was working on a project at the 
consulate and heard shouting and laughing in the foyer. There, the 
education attaché to the French embassy and another embassy exec-
utive were playing badminton in the middle of the marble entryway, 
while other embassy officials cheered them on. “They’re just people,” 
Sarah realized at that moment. “Everyone’s just people.”

This gave her the confidence to work the room at a gala a few days 
later, where she met the director of a dual-degree graduate program 
in business and French at New York University and one of the offi-
cers in a student organization that promotes French language, cul-
ture, and business within the MBA program at Columbia University. 
These conversations opened up her view of the hidden job market for 
a French major. She had so many other options than just teaching 
French to schoolkids.

Liberal Education and Soft Skills

Much of the attention on the labor market focuses on white-hot 
industries like data analytics and on Silicon Valley start-ups, where 
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many of the desired skills can expire as technology evolves. Liberal-
arts advocates have tried to create a narrative that counters the global, 
increasingly automated, and constantly changing labor economy: the 
liberal arts, often called liberal education, provides evergreen “human” 
or “soft” skills that every sector of the economy claims to need. The 
American Association of Colleges and Universities has been a key 
proponent of this view, having surveyed employers for years about 
their workplace needs.

It Takes More Than a Major: Employer Priorities for College Learning 
and Student Success, based on a 2013 online survey of 318 employers 
by Hart Research Associates, outlined the “capacities” that employers 
were looking for: “to think critically, communicate clearly, and solve 
complex problems”; “ethical judgment and integrity”; “intercultural 
skills; and the capacity for continued new learning.” The report 
identified “five key learning outcomes”: “critical thinking, complex 
problem-solving, written and oral communication, and applying knowl-
edge in real-world settings.” Surveyed employers wanted students to 
have a college education that included research, collaborative prob-
lem solving, senior projects, and community engagement.11

This AAC&U report and ones that followed assume that a liberal 
education delivers these skills and that employers want students who 
have had a liberal education. The 2013 survey offered employers a 
definition of liberal education: “This approach to a college education 
provides both broad knowledge in a variety of areas of study and 
knowledge in a specific major or field of interest. It also helps stu-
dents develop a sense of social responsibility, as well as intellectual 
and practical skills that span all areas of study, such as communica-
tion, analytical, and problem-solving skills, and a demonstrated abil-
ity to apply knowledge and skills in real-world settings.” 

The survey then asked employers a leading question: Would this 
form of education be important for colleges to provide students (as 
future employees), and would these employers, as parents, recom-
mend such an education to their own children? The report touted 
that “fully 94% of employers say it is important for today’s colleges to 
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provide this type of education,” although the survey apparently of-
fered employers only three options: very important (51 percent), fairly 
important (43 percent), and only somewhat important (6 percent).

It was a deft maneuver by AAC&U. What employer would admit 
to wanting workers (or children) who cannot communicate or solve 
complex problems or apply learning to the real world? In an increas-
ingly complex cultural and professional environment, what company 
wouldn’t want an employee who has expertise and can also think 
across domains of knowledge—the coveted skills of the T-shaped pro-
fessional? And in a labor market upended by consolidation and auto-
mation, what worrying parent wouldn’t want a child with a broad, 
flexible education that enables a shift to a new role or a whole new 
career?

But to AAC&U, “liberal education” does not necessarily mean study 
in a liberal-arts discipline. The association is “discipline agnostic,” 
says Ashley Finley, AAC&U’s vice president for research and senior 
advisor to the president.12 Employers seem to agree with that. In It 
Takes More Than a Major and the next report, Fulfilling the American 
Dream: Liberal Education and the Future of Work, released in 2018, em-
ployers said that acquiring and being able to apply these human skills 
is far more important than the choice of major. Interestingly, in the 
2018 report, these capacities and key learning outcomes were not tied 
to liberal education; they were called “college learning outcomes,” 
seeming to mean that they could come from any program at a univer-
sity. In fact, aside from in the title, liberal education was not men-
tioned in the 2018 survey at all.13

By the time AAC&U released How College Contributes to Workforce 
Success in 2021, this time based on a survey by Hanover Research, the 
disconnections between the liberal-arts disciplines and employer 
responses were glaring. The report contained a data point that would 
shock advocates of the liberal arts: when employers were asked which 
of the “attributes of a college education that combine breadth and 
depth of learning” they valued, “an emphasis on liberal arts disci-
plines” was listed dead last. Across the entirety of the report, employ-
ers assigned more value to exposure to fields in STEM (science, tech-
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nology, engineering, and mathematics), involvement in work-study, 
practice with technical skills, and community engagement.14

With AAC&U’s agnosticism toward liberal-arts disciplines, com-
bined with findings like these, it’s possible that the association gives 
administrators everything they need to cut liberal-arts departments 
or reduce them to general education and a smattering of electives 
in service to more technical or “vocational” majors. On financially 
stressed college campuses, where enrollments determine budgetary 
allocations and campus pecking order, enterprising deans of busi-
ness or engineering schools could claim that their programs offer ev-
erything students need to get a liberal education. Why keep around 
philosophy or anthropology?

It’s absolutely true that a student can get these transferable human 
skills from disciplines and activities well outside the liberal arts. Stu-
dents at California State University Maritime Academy ostensibly 
train to work in the maritime industry, with a classroom curriculum 
that covers the breadth of maritime science, sustainability, engineer-
ing, technology, and business. That training involves boarding the 
Golden Bear, Cal-Maritime’s ship, where students work together to 
solve complex technical problems and interpersonal conflicts as they 
sail to ports in other cities and countries. For safety and clarity on the 
sea, the students follow strict protocols and codes of conduct, which 
are opportunities to demonstrate responsibility and understand hi-
erarchy. All the pieces are there: problem solving, group work, cul-
tural exposure, communication skills, leadership skills, all applied 
in a real-world setting. From this training, Cal-Maritime students go 
on to work for (and even helm) tech companies, airports, amusement 
parks, and other complex organizations. They don’t just become mer-
chant marines.15

Students at the Culinary Institute of America, clearly not a liberal-
arts institution, also get an education that challenges them to learn 
and demonstrate these capacities and key learning outcomes—and 
the training can be just as transferable. As students at the institute 
learn to braise beef or handle a chef ’s knife, they work in teams to 
turn out a full-course meal by lunchtime. They navigate around prob-
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lems when the chicken doesn’t arrive on the distribution truck or the 
pot of demi-glace goes crashing to the floor. They engage other cul-
tures when they adapt recipes from Asia or South America or when 
working with local small farms. They are aware of how climate change 
and economic pressures might affect the demand for or availability 
of certain ingredients. They are trained in the culinary concept of 
mise en place—French for “everything in its place”—an organizational 
framework that allows chefs to manage the various ingredients com-
ing into the kitchen and the food coming off the stovetop. “If you’ve 
ever seen some of the chefs graduate and go on to do other things—
whether it’s run their own businesses or run consumer-products 
companies—they take their mise en place with them, because it’s now 
ingrained in them,” says Dan Charnas, a New York University profes-
sor of journalism and author of Work Clean: The Life-Changing Power 
of Mise-en-Place to Organize Your Life, Work, and Mind.16

With this definition of liberal education, maybe the academic pro-
gram doesn’t even matter. Many of the skills that AAC&U assigns to 
liberal education could come from engagement in a student activity, 
an intramural club or sport, or even work-study. Under the definitions 
offered above, it’s possible that you could get a liberal education with-
out going to college at all. Enlist in the military or work your way from 
barista to manager at Starbucks: in either case, you’ll get plenty of ex-
perience working in diverse teams, applying problem-solving skills, 
communicating with people from different cultural backgrounds, 
demonstrating digital and numerical literacy, and more. Noel Gins-
burg, the former CEO of a plastics company and the founder of 
CareerWise USA, which helps students connect to apprenticeships, 
puts it bluntly: “Soft skills are actually better taught in a business en-
vironment than they are in a classroom.”17

Indeed, most of AAC&U’s own surveys indicated that employers 
didn’t think they were getting these skills from college graduates. 
AAC&U saw it as a curricular problem. “While employers clearly value 
liberally educated graduates, their actual experience with job appli-
cants and new hires has shown that not all recent graduates have, in 
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fact, received a liberal education,” wrote Lynn Pasquerella, the pres-
ident of AAC&U, in the 2021 report.18

We have argued in this book that students acquire desired hard 
and soft skills in their courses when they understand why they are 
sitting in those courses and what relevance those courses have to 
their hidden intellectualism and goals beyond college. This is the core 
problem at the heart of the translation chasm.

Pasquerella attempts to bridge this chasm with a story about her 
son Pierce that appears in What We Value: Public Health, Social Justice, 
and Educating for Democracy—a story she also tells in her public ap-
pearances. Pierce wanted to go into television and film production, 
and like Isaiah from chapter 1, he “railed against what he saw as the 
hoops he had to jump through just to get behind a camera,” Pas-
querella writes. “They are just trying to get our money by making me 
take courses that I will never use, like Small Group Communication 
and Intercultural Competence,” Pierce complained one day to his 
mother; to his father, an entomologist; and to his brother, who was 
getting a doctorate in African American studies.19

Pierce saw the value of his liberal-arts courses in graduate school, 
after he got a job working on the Jerry Springer Show. “Now I under-
stand the value of a liberal education,” he told his mother over the 
phone. “I had to run out and get ties and cigarettes for the talent and 
spent two hours in the green room with them. I finally get why I 
needed to take courses in small group communication and intercul-
tural competence.”

This anecdote comes off as shallow. Fetching cigarettes and ties, 
and talking with Jerry Springer’s television guests, doesn’t require the 
liberal arts—it just requires a little common sense. The real question 
is this: Why couldn’t Pierce figure out the crystal-clear connection 
between taking courses in small-group communication and inter
cultural competence and making films and TV shows? These courses 
would have spelled out in their syllabi the hard, analytical skills that 
students would pick up and later be able to demonstrate in work and in 
other life settings. To cite some from a real small-group communica-

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


138      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

tion syllabus: comparing theories of small-group and team dynamics; 
developing effective team problem solving; cultivating communication 
skills to contribute to effective leadership; preparing, practicing, and 
delivering oral presentations in a team setting; and communicating 
ethically.

But here is the critical point: If Pierce, the son of a liberal-arts col-
lege president and an entomologist, can’t bridge the translation chasm 
in courses like these, how would students without that kind of cul-
tural capital figure it out?

While Pierce had a retrospective epiphany about the value of his 
communications courses, Isaiah, while still in his undergraduate pro-
gram, had a series of conversations with people out in the work world 
(during his research investigative inquiry), who pointed to the skills 
and competencies he would need. Isaiah then knew why he picked 
his courses and what kinds of information and skills he should take 
from them. This is what John Dewey pointed to: students engage with 
their courses and are more likely to retain and later use the embed-
ded skills if they can see their relevance.20 Students see this relevance 
when those skills are tied to their vocational purpose or hidden intel-
lectualism and when they can design those skills as part of their un-
dergraduate studies.

Liberal-arts skills go far beyond bland “people skills” to something 
more. The concepts, theories, and methodologies that underlie study 
in liberal-arts disciplines like anthropology, English literature, and 
philosophy can be vocational, but we usually just draw a line from 
these disciplines to merely educational arenas, like teaching, research, 
or working for cultural institutions. In anthropology, for example, 
students pick up hard skills grounded in ethnography—learning how 
to use qualitative and quantitative techniques to analyze the cultural 
systems embedded in society and how, through these systems, people 
create meaning in politics, business, religion, and their own families. 
The work world is one of these cultural systems, too.

Depending on how anthropology majors want to use these skills, 
they can research other types of systems for good careers out in the 
world: by analyzing the labor market for government organizations, 
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or a company’s culture on behalf of a consulting firm or an interior-
design company, or practices in the delivery of health care across race, 
ethnicity, or sexual orientation. All of this depends on how students 
learn to fill in the blanks.

Are advisors, career counselors, or even faculty prepared to help 
students see the hard skills in liberal-arts disciplines and how they 
might translate into roles across the job market? The survival of an-
thropology departments—and so many others in the liberal arts—
depends on having these conversations. Yet students rarely have a 
chance to discuss how liberal-arts theories and methodologies, with 
their technical skill sets, readily transfer to other noneducational 
areas across the job market: to business and consulting, to innova-
tions in health care, tech, finance, and more.

The Rift between Nonvocational and Vocational

Returning to Columbia College after a summer in New York City, 
Sarah planned her study-abroad experience: France in the spring 
and Spain the following fall. She researched the many cultural and 
career-relevant possibilities in Europe, approaching the experience 
differently from many of her peers, who tended to think of study 
abroad as simply about reading French literature and experiencing 
life in a different country. Sarah wanted a more practical experience. 
She discovered she could take courses that would grant her certifica-
tion from the French and Spanish education ministries to use those 
languages in business practices. She could also take business classes 
that would give her a different perspective on a facet of Western Eu-
ropean culture not found in simply studying literature.

Sarah aced those courses and came back certified to use French and 
Spanish in myriad commercial settings, from business negotiations 
to broadcasting for the media. But when she returned to Columbia 
College, Sarah was in for a shock: Her faculty advisor, the chair of 
the French department, would not accept her credits in business lan-
guage or the French business courses as electives for the major. The 
department would only accept studies in French literature. Courses 
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in business language and practices—taught in French and concern-
ing current issues in France’s economy and everyday economic life—
didn’t qualify as French culture and would not count toward her major 
requirements, Sarah was told.

Sarah ran headlong into a faction of higher education that views 
the study of liberal arts in college as mostly a personal exploration of 
the canon of humanistic knowledge, a faction that takes a skeptical 
view of college as career preparation. The liberal arts are not about 
arming students with the skill sets catered to a specific job, they say; 
in fact, these liberal-arts advocates often refer to those disciplines as 
“nonvocational.” Instead, the liberal arts prepare students for a life of 
self-reflection, scholarship, and cultural engagement that leads them 
to ponder the “Big Questions,” as John Churchill, the former execu-
tive director of Phi Beta Kappa and dean emeritus of Hendrix College, 
argues in The Problem with Rules: Essays on the Meaning and Value of 
Liberal Education. Those intellectual exercises gained through a liberal-
arts education, he claims, are all students need to find a career path. 
For Churchill, the real value of a liberal-arts education is not in its 
career outcomes but in “the development of the skills of deliberation” 
so that students can craft their best sense of self.21

In The Real World of College, Wendy Fischman and Howard Gardner, 
both professors at Harvard University, argue that colleges and uni-
versities, focused as they are on career preparation, have lost their 
central mission. After having more than two thousand interviews 
with undergraduates at various colleges, they lament that most stu-
dents take a transactional view of higher education, “preoccupied 
with issues of jobs and/or institutional reputation.”22 Colleges, they 
believe, should instead guide students to focus on intellectual devel-
opment and engage the “big questions” that underlie the academic en-
terprise. Fischman and Gardner invent a metric—“higher-education 
capital,” or HEDCAP—to evaluate each interviewed student’s “ability 
to attend, analyze, connect, and communicate on issues of impor-
tance and interest.”23 From the sample interviews cited in the book, 
students who have a high HEDCAP score tend to be well spoken and 
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display erudition, and they tend to downplay the career or financial 
outcomes of college.

Parents “should bracket the vocational theme song” of college and 
encourage their children to focus more on personal transformation, 
Fischman and Gardner suggest. “If you focus solely on ‘employment’ 
and ‘jobs,’ you will undermine your offspring’s opportunity to be-
come a broad and well-informed adult, worker, parent, and a citizen.” 
They recommend that students and their parents soak up “nonvoca-
tional aspects of college” (their emphasis): art museums, performances, 
campus speakers, and “traveling adventures,” local and abroad.24

Fischman and Gardner elaborated on the book’s argument in an 
interview with Inside Higher Ed. “The institution of higher education 
gives mixed messages or the wrong message about what college is 
about,” Fischman said. “In an effort to please the customers—the stu-
dents and the parents—it speaks to what they want, which, again, is 
jobs, internships, study abroad, all these experiences off campus and 
in the future, rather than focusing on what is good about college it-
self.” Gardner was even more dismissive of higher education’s focus 
on helping undergraduates find career paths: “If you are a decent 
student,” he said, “you will not have to worry about getting a job, no 
matter what campus you’re at.”25

All of this is infuriatingly privileged and out of touch. Most stu-
dents do not have the luxury to ignore the potential career outcomes 
of a college investment—and those outcomes are far from assured, 
even for good students. Students who hope to engage in culture like 
museum exhibits and artistic performances need to have the dispos-
able income and discretionary time to do so, which is provided by hav-
ing a good job after college. In any case, pursuing these experiences 
while in college also consumes time and money, and the average stu-
dent works more than twenty hours a week just to cover college costs.

In The Evidence Liberal Arts Needs: Lives of Consequence, Inquiry, and 
Accomplishment, Richard Detweiler, president emeritus of Hartwick 
College and former president of the Great Lakes Colleges Association, 
does not forget that students need to land jobs after graduation. But 
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the solution he sees is less about what students choose to study and 
more about the college environment. For him, the ideal setting is the 
small liberal-arts college. Such institutions prepare students for lives 
of societal impact, inquiry, and accomplishment—the central pur-
pose of a nonvocational education, he argues. Students might have to 
wait a while, though, for that payoff, as Detweiler says those habits of 
mind “may not emerge until well past middle age.”26

Detweiler interviewed a thousand college graduates of various 
ages and found that students who prospered from their college edu-
cation studied topics across a range of disciplines—a key point of his 
study that leads to an enigmatic formula: students who had success in 
the job market were more likely to have taken “more than half their 
courses outside their major.”27 But which courses or what combina-
tions? He doesn’t know. An analysis of the transcripts and course syl-
labi of his interview subjects is beyond his study’s scope and “would 
likely give little insight into the degree to which interrelationships 
[between domains of knowledge] were examined.”28

The content of what people studied is less important, he claims, 
than the fact that they ranged across disciplines, formed relationships 
with faculty members and the educational community outside classes, 
and declared a nonvocational major. Those factors, he argues, lead 
graduates to become organizational leaders, lifelong learners, cul-
turally aware, fulfilled, altruistic, and successful.

Detweiler acknowledges that for the liberal arts, “the marketing 
challenge is a complicated one,” but he argues that college leaders 
should sell those programs on the long-term outcomes of producing 
a “responsible and productive citizenry required for the success of 
our democracy,” not on the prospects of landing that first job.29

Churchill, Fischman and Gardner, and Detweiler don’t offer much 
help to parents and students trying to bridge the translation chasm. 
But with dense, academic prose, it’s clear they aren’t writing to par-
ents and students. They are writing to their colleagues.

If their intent is to preserve liberal education, though, parents and 
students are the key audience. When colleges perform program re-
views and select departments to eliminate, those decisions are often 
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grounded in the demand for those programs, measured by the num-
ber of full-time equivalents (FTEs) they generate, the number of stu-
dents who graduate in the major, and the ties to other programs and 
the mission of the campus.

FTE is the fundamental metric, meaning that students and par-
ents, not fellow academics, decide the fate of academic programs. 
Arguments grounded in personal inner growth, deep thinking about 
big questions, and engaging with cultural institutions might work for 
families with ample income and workplace connections, but the av-
erage family wants something tangible from their higher-education 
investment: a job after graduation, with a decent income and good 
prospects for career advancement. Parents and students already hear 
loud, and often inaccurate, arguments that liberal-arts degrees are 
career dead ends. Given the choice between a “vocational” program, 
whose title appears to offer a short crosswalk from college to career, 
and a liberal-arts program, whose inherent values “may not emerge 
until well past middle age,” their likely decision is obvious.

The Hard Skills of Personal Development

The notion that the liberal arts cultivates personal development—
leading students to ponder big questions, think critically, engage 
culture—may not make an effective sales pitch to parents and stu-
dents, but that doesn’t mean we should dismiss it. The arts and hu-
manities, in particular, offer windows into other cultures and even 
other mindsets. Stories and historical accounts of flawed heroes, hu-
bristic military leaders, and doomed love affairs act as a form of vir-
tual reality, allowing students to imaginatively experience different 
frames of mind and complicated problems they might never other-
wise encounter. History, literature, philosophy, sociology, and other 
humanistic disciplines deliver a particular set of transferable skills 
that you can’t find in fields like engineering, accounting, computer 
science, or even the sciences belonging to the liberal arts.

These skills of the arts and humanities are transferable across 
the job spectrum; they undergird employers’ interest in qualities like 
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empathy, effective leadership, and critical and creative thinking. But 
they are also useful in any setting that a student encounters, even in 
their personal lives. They provide a means for students to better un-
derstand themselves and the skills to think through their thoughts 
and actions.

Training in the liberal arts may indeed lead to the kind of personal 
reflection and development of social and cultural capital that Chur-
chill, Detweiler, and Fischman and Gardner argue for. But the power 
of the liberal arts is not simply about introducing students to the 
broad swaths of art or culture that might lead them to visit a museum 
someday or read poetry in their spare time. It is also about—perhaps 
primarily about—providing pragmatic frames for understanding the 
continually changing social and cultural dynamics of the day-to-day 
world we live and work in.

William G. Perry Jr., someone we brought up in chapter 3, studied 
the process that students go through to become complex, indepen-
dent thinkers and what liberal education contributes to that process. 
His work formed the foundations of student-development theory. In 
his classic book from 1968, Forms of Ethical and Intellectual Develop-
ment in the College Years, Perry pointed out that being able to think 
is not in itself enough to distinguish a liberally educated individual. 
“Anti-intellectuals have been known to master mountains of data 
and technology,” he writes. “The anti-intellectual cannot be passed 
off as one who refuses to think. Many think dangerously well.” Still, 
the anti-intellectual refuses to think about one thing: thought. “Most 
particularly his own thought.”30

“In contrast, the liberally educated man,” Perry writes, “has learned 
to think about even his own thoughts to examine the way he orders 
his data and the assumptions he is making and to compare these with 
other thoughts that other men might have.” According to Perry, “The 
characteristic of the liberal arts education of today . . . is its demand 
for a sophistication about one’s own line of reasoning as contrasted 
with other possible lines of reasoning. In short, it demands meta-
thinking.” The liberal arts intentionally puts students in positions 
where they have to test their thinking against the thoughts of others.31
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Perry chronicles how students move from looking at the world in 
black-and-white terms, shaped by the traditions in which they are 
raised, to a realization that there is a plurality of perspectives and 
values that challenge one another. For Perry, students demonstrate 
their liberal education when they learn how to develop their personal 
commitments within an ever-changing, ever-evolving global culture.

Perry found an analog to support his theory in Thomas Kuhn’s The 
Structure of Scientific Revolutions, which discusses the nature of the 
“paradigm shift.”32 Through the liberal arts, students are faced with 
anomalies that challenge their “personal paradigms.” The liberal arts 
provides students with pragmatic frames and skill sets they can use 
to examine their assumptions, make judgments about which assump-
tions are valid or invalid, and rebuild their personal paradigm to bet-
ter interact with the new environment they are living in. This is an 
ongoing process as a lifelong learner develops the agility to negotiate 
a continually changing world. These skills apply not just to under-
standing traditional canons of literature, art, music, and history but 
to the interactions and artifacts of any culture—including the culture 
of work. The liberal arts helps us understand how cultures interact, 
mutate, and grow into new cultural statements, movements, and ar-
tifacts. A liberal education even applies to the dynamics of our daily 
personal perspectives, interactions, and relationships.

These pragmatic frames are especially necessary for historically 
underserved students in building their social and cultural capital. A 
background in this way of thinking, embedded in these pragmatic 
frames, is an unspoken, underappreciated form of wealth that stu-
dents use to ascend the social-mobility ladder.

In 1997, Earl Shorris wrote in Harper’s Magazine about the found-
ing of the Clemente Course for the Humanities, an award-winning 
program that helps “individuals who have been denied access to eco-
nomic, cultural and social opportunities” to “develop the critical, re-
flective and creative skills” that lead to empowerment and social mo-
bility. While writing a book about poverty, Shorris had once concluded 
that the “surround of force” (hunger, police pressure, drugs, crime, 
etc.) kept the poor from being “political,” as Thucydides would de-
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scribe it: the engagement in everyday civic interactions among people 
in families, communities, and government. “The absence of politics in 
their lives is what kept them poor,” he writes.33

His view changed, however, during a research visit to an Upstate 
New York prison. There he met Viniece Walker, an inmate who had 
studied philosophy while incarcerated and insisted that an antidote 
to poverty lay in taking people to “plays, museums, concerts, lectures, 
where they can learn the moral life of downtown.” Shorris knew what 
she meant: the humanities was the key to learning Thucydides’s con-
cept of politics. Working with the Roberto Clemente Family Guidance 
Center, he recruited impoverished students for a humanities course 
to test the concept.

When Shorris pitched the course to students, he painted it as a 
pragmatic way to gain social and cultural capital: “If the political life 
was the way out of poverty, the humanities provided an entrance to 
reflection and the political life,” he writes. “Rich people learn the hu-
manities in private schools and expensive universities. And that’s one 
of the ways in which they learn the political life. I think that is the 
real difference between the haves and have-nots in this country. If 
you want real power, legitimate power, the kind that comes from the 
people and belongs to the people, you must understand politics. The 
humanities will help.”

The students were introduced to the Epic of Gilgamesh, the pre
historic art of the Lascaux caves, Confucius, Heisenberg, Plato—and 
transformations began. Shorris captured this in an anecdote about 
David Howell, a big man with a history of violence but an enthusiasm 
for the Clemente Course readings. One day, Howell called Shorris to 
say that he had some trouble with a coworker. “She made me so mad, 
I wanted to smack her up against the wall.”

“What did you do?” Shorris asked him, fearing Howell was calling 
from jail after smacking her.

Howell replied: “I asked myself, ‘What would Socrates do?’ ”
David Howell’s liberal-arts training allowed him to enter a virtual 

reality, conduct a dialogue, and shift his personal paradigm to begin 
to live a political life. Howell used the Socratic method and the narra-
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tive imagination to engage in a comparative analysis about what he 
could do, versus what he ought to do, which is the grounds of ethical 
reasoning. He used hard-skill methodologies inherent to the human-
ities to navigate the politics of his workplace. The power of the liberal 
arts rests in negotiating the mundane events and pragmatic decisions 
of our lives, but students rarely encounter this value proposition of the 
liberal arts from parents, career counselors, or even their coursework.

Shorris was right that access to liberal-arts disciplines is an issue 
of equity. “The liberal arts are under attack. So why do the rich want 
their children to study them?” asks the headline of a 2019 Washington 
Post article.34 “Studying humanities is a luxury only wealthy students 
can afford,” declares a 2017 headline from MarketWatch.35

The liberal arts faces a hard reality, namely, that the values pro-
pounded above are difficult to measure in terms of income. Parents 
and students—hyper-focused on the financial returns of college and 
facing a translation chasm—make their choices about majors (and 
even liberal-arts institutions themselves) based on that simple, often 
erroneous formula of major-equals-job. With fewer students choos-
ing many of the liberal-arts majors—and few people on campus tying 
these liberal-arts hard skills to roles and activities of the workplace 
and our daily lives—the outcomes are predictable: when a program 
review comes around, with its hard-nosed assessment of enrollment 
and tuition revenue, liberal arts programs go on the chopping block—
except at elite schools with ample resources and students with finan-
cial safety nets.

As a result, what we are witnessing in higher education right now 
is a loss of programmatic biodiversity on many campuses, with con-
sequences for students and the institutions themselves. If college is 
a kaleidoscope, each discipline is a particular lens through which a 
student can see the world. In addressing a question or problem, a the-
ater major will bring a skill set and perspectives different from those 
of a math or music major. What’s more, without theater, math, music, 
or other liberal-arts disciplines present on campus, the kaleidoscope 
produces fewer patterns, fewer possibilities from the combinations 
of different disciplines.
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When a campus loses disciplines, students can experience (with-
out even knowing it) a kind of diminishment in the daily conversa-
tions and encounters they have in dorm rooms, libraries, dining halls, 
and gyms. These serendipitous conversations are just as crucial to 
expanding perspectives, building cultural capital, and sparking new 
ideas as any course content.

Like in any environment, this loss of biodiversity threatens the 
ecology of an institution, even higher education itself, as a whole. 
Creativity and innovation—lauded so often by entrepreneurs and 
“disruptors”—exist in the spaces between disciplines. It’s what hap-
pened when Steve Jobs matched his interests in typography and cal-
ligraphy with technology to influence the design of the Macintosh 
desktop, word-processing software, and the aesthetic of other Apple 
products.36 It’s how Don Seiden combined his expertise as an artist 
with his experiences working with psychiatric patients to develop the 
master’s program in art therapy at the School of the Art Institute of 
Chicago, a pioneering program in psychotherapy.37 It’s what Arthur 
Koestler referred to in The Act of Creation as “bisociation,” a blending 
of elements drawn from two previously unrelated patterns of thought 
to create a new pattern—a dynamic found in biophilic design, behav-
ioral economics, sabermetrics, graphic novels, and hip-hop.38

Sarah Writes the End of Her Story

After Columbia College’s French department told Sarah that her time 
living and studying language, culture, and business in France would 
not count as electives toward her French major, Sarah was enraged. 
To meet the department’s requirements, she would have to spend an-
other year at the college. But Sarah thought about her experience in 
New York City, where she had met people from the French studies 
department at New York University; she researched that program, 
which combined skills in French and business, and realized she could 
use it as a model to design her own major. She put together her work 
in France with her studies in Spain, added courses in marketing and 
statistics to flesh out her degree plan, and dropped her French major.
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She needed an internship—and a lightbulb switched on when one 
of the peer mentors in the Center for Engaged Learning asked her, 
“Who sells South Carolina?” As it turned out, the South Carolina In-
ternational Trade Association was heavily involved in luring busi-
nesses from France (and many other countries) to operate in the state 
and utilize the Port of Charleston for imports and exports to the world. 
Sarah set up a research investigative inquiry with the CEO of the 
trade association, who quickly hired her because of her language cer-
tifications and experience to conduct market research. “I was the only 
person with a bachelor’s degree in the office,” Sarah says. “I learned 
that others on the team were from the Masters of International Busi-
ness program at the University of South Carolina—everybody was 
from a different country, from Italy, Germany, Austria, and China.”

Eventually, Sarah felt a yearning to get back to Europe, particularly 
Barcelona, where she had fallen in love with the city (and someone 
she’d left behind there). She set her sights on enrolling at ESADE, an 
internationally ranked business school in Barcelona, and started an-
other series of research interviews to find a scholarship. She came 
across one offered by Rotary International and talked to a local repre-
sentative of Rotary, who gave her a tip for winning an award: at the 
welcome party, he said, “work the room,” because the scholarships 
always went to people who impressed Rotary’s board members. “I 
had identified the seven people on the board I needed to mingle with, 
looked them up on LinkedIn, and came up with something interest-
ing to say to each of them,” she says. “Something that’s a bit outside 
the box.”

Kathleen Duffy, of Arizona State University, rightly says that stu-
dents need to be able to tell a story about their degree—for employers 
in interviews, for personal statements on graduate-school applica-
tions, for clarity in their own personal narrative. But in order to tell a 
story, you have to have a story to tell, and it’s difficult to come up with 
that narrative if you’re still struggling with a translation chasm.

Sarah, having created a narrative about her journey through Field 
of Study, had everything she needed to tell her story to the board 
members—how she consciously linked French and Spanish to busi-
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ness and contemporary culture. After the event, Sarah was one of the 
awardees.

She went off to ESADE, picked up Catalan, and did an internship 
with a start-up company that sharpened her skills in business intelli-
gence and market research. She graduated and used her skills to land 
a position with a Barcelona-based start-up called AirDNA in 2016.

That same year, the French department at Columbia College closed, 
along with other departments with withering enrollments, including 
philosophy and history. (Spanish was reduced to a minor.) The French 
department could have found myriad ways to boost its enrollment 
numbers, given that South Carolina is now host to more than 1,200 
international companies employing more than 170,000 people.39 The 
French faculty could have worked with the career-services office to 
make connections with those companies and create partnerships with 
local high schools offering French, thereby showing students the in-
herent marketability of the language and setting up a pipeline into 
the college’s French program. French, after all, is consistently listed 
as one of the most-useful business languages in the world, applicable 
not only in France but also in parts of Africa, Canada, the Caribbean, 
and Southeast Asia.40 By showing how French could interact with the 
blank spaces present in almost any degree—without changing any-
thing the French faculty were already doing in their courses—the 
department could have brought together the vocational and nonvoca-
tional to bridge the translation chasm and perhaps have fended off its 
demise.

Things turned out better, though, for Sarah. Several years after she 
started as one of four employees at AirDNA, the company grew and 
was bought out by a larger firm, and Sarah got a hefty payout from 
her vested shares. These days, she sharpens her French by getting to-
gether with francophone friends over good wine and cheese, talking 
the night away.

Part of Sarah’s success comes from her tenacity and her refusal to 
take no for an answer. Another part comes from how she consciously 
arranged her interests, passions, skills, and her degree into a pattern 
that she and others could understand. “There really is a hidden job 
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market for people who know how to just show up and say, ‘Hey, I have 
this skill set, and this is how I can be beneficial to you,’ ” she says. “If 
you’re good enough, they’ll make space for you. Don’t wait for some-
body else to open an opportunity. Just go and open it yourself with 
what you want to go after and what your skill set is. And I do that 
every day. My job is made up.”
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In the fall of 2019, Kaylan walked across a stage at Chicago State 
University’s College of Pharmacy to a faculty member, who placed a 
white coat over her shoulders. It was a symbol of her acceptance into 
pharmacy school and her first major step toward becoming a doctor 
of pharmacy.

The white-coat ceremony is a common rite of passage across 
health-professions schools and an important moment for students 
who make it there. Family members and friends watching the pomp 
assume that these students succeeded simply through a combination 
of smarts and hard work; that they entered the pre-pharmacy pro-
gram, excelled at the courses, put together the relevant experiences, 
did well on the GRE admissions test, and sailed right into pharmacy 
school on those credentials, as if on laid track.

The reality, of course, is more complicated—and in the case of Kay-
lan, far more complicated. Initially, Kaylan made misinformed col-
lege choices, and she stumbled along the way. Her profile under any 
predictive-analytics measure would indicate that she had little chance 
of doing well enough in college to move on to a graduate program, 
much less attend a white-coat ceremony for pharmacy school.

6

The Need for Hacking
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But Kaylan succeeded because she hacked the college game, utiliz-
ing its numerous routes, loopholes, and back doors. For Kaylan, that 
meant using a Field of Study approach to discover the critical infor-
mation she needed. With that information, she would find the ap-
propriate major that worked for her, build her professional contacts, 
and line up the experiential learning that paved her way to graduate 
school.

Kaylan’s journey defies a conventional view about selective schools: 
the more elite the college, the more likely that college will open a stu-
dent’s way to graduate school, a prominent job, and the “good life”—at 
least as that life is defined by people who work at those elite colleges. 
In 2023, the economists Raj Chetty and David Deming at Harvard, 
along with John N. Friedman at Brown University, argued that people 
in high-level leadership positions in prestigious firms, health care, 
and government disproportionately came from Ivy-plus colleges (the 
eight Ivy League institutions, plus the University of Chicago, Duke, 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology, and Stanford). But Chetty and 
his colleagues aren’t sure why elite colleges provide a pipeline to elite 
positions, even as they acknowledged that students at those schools 
largely come from elite families.1

“We’re able to show the causal effect of attending one of these col-
leges and not directly unpack what these colleges are doing internally 
to generate those great outcomes that we see,” Chetty said in a Brook-
ings Institution webinar about the study. “We’d like to think maybe 
some of it is these great professors that you have at these institutions, 
but in reality, our sense is that there are lots of other things going on 
as well—likely the networks you form.” So, he was asked, why not just 
encourage prestigious companies to change their hiring practices 
and consider people from various backgrounds and non-Ivy schools? 
Chetty suggested it would be easier to change the admission policies 
of institutions like Dartmouth, Harvard, and Stanford. Such a reform 
would find supporters in national conversations about banning leg-
acy admissions, broadening affirmative action, and providing more 
financial resources for low-income students attending elite schools.2

But Chetty’s suggestion runs against the reality of college practices: 
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colleges may officially end legacy admissions, but they’re unlikely 
to change the underlying principles behind them—that is, providing 
access to wealthy and powerful families that contribute to the col-
lege’s endowment and public profile, along with connections to elite 
corporate resources. As it stands, the number of low-income students 
attending elite colleges is already so low that even doubling the num-
ber of students at, say, Harvard, would have minimal impact on ad-
dressing the larger social issue of income inequity.3 Even when they 
are enrolled, as Anthony Jack has pointed out in The Privileged Poor, 
low-income students still have a tough go at these institutions; they 
do not understand the “hidden curriculum,” and they do not come 
with the social and cultural capital (or the financial resources) to take 
advantage of many of the social situations, prominent lectures, and 
other campus opportunities where one-percent-ism is formed.4

But why all the focus on moving from the bottom quintile to the 
top 1 percent, which doesn’t capture the breadth of students out there? 
Chetty’s own research from 2017 shows that a number of less-selective 
institutions—institutions like Glendale Community College, Stony 
Brook University, or the University of Texas at El Paso—are more suc-
cessful than elites in helping low-income, first-generation students 
achieve upward mobility after graduation. Stony Brook, for example, 
was three times more effective than Columbia University at elevat-
ing students from the bottom to the top quintile. As with his research 
on Ivy-plus schools, Chetty doesn’t know what drives the success of 
these affordable, high-access institutions either, noting only that they 
offer students something “value-added” to the standard college ex-
perience. Given, though, that these colleges have lower instructional 
costs, lower tuition, and easier access for low- and middle-income 
students, he and his colleagues claim that identifying the value-added 
could “provide a scalable model for increasing upward mobility for 
large numbers of students.”5

Kaylan’s approach—and the approach of many students who have 
used Field of Study—challenges the conventional view about higher 
education. It’s not about the institution; it’s how students take advan-
tage of the opportunities at their college. The fact is that students like 
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Kaylan—along with students like Tony and Monique, whom you’ll 
meet in this chapter—got that value-added from conversations that 
are different from what most students encounter on campus. They 
got help in learning to hack the higher-education system to get where 
they wanted to go.

Unfortunately, as any reader of this book knows by now, most stu-
dents don’t get those types of conversations. Instead, they are benignly 
shepherded through the rote patterns and conventional pathways set 
up by the institution—guidance that leads too many students down 
the proverbial garden path. With that kind of conventional advice, the 
college journeys for Kaylan, Tony, and Monique—all of them trans-
fer students, who are particularly vulnerable—would have ended in 
stumbling blocks, stopping out, and perhaps failure. But by looking 
at their academic programs through a Field of Study lens, we see how 
these students found the hacker’s tool that helped them discover the 
hidden job market and utilize the blank spaces to design their under-
graduate experience.

A Societal Fix in Hacking

The concept of hacking is not confined to the tech industry. It’s every-
where. People hack structures and systems—like tax codes, legisla-
tive processes, or administrative regulations—to find advantages that 
benefit them. Bruce Schneier, a renowned cybersecurity expert and 
author of A Hacker’s Mind, says that hacking seizes on loopholes in the 
rules “to force the system to behave in a way it shouldn’t, in order to 
do something it shouldn’t be able to do”—and so gain an advantage 
from that maneuvering. Schneier points out that society’s hackers 
are often wealthy and connected. “A hacker is more likely to be work-
ing for a hedge fund, finding a loophole in financial regulations that 
lets her siphon extra profits out of the system,” he writes. “Hacking 
is how the rich and powerful subvert the rules to increase both their 
wealth and power. They work to find novel hacks, and also to make 
sure their hacks remain so they can continue to profit from them.”6

Wealthy people hack college, too. Just consider the role of private 
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admissions counselors, who use their background in college admin-
istration and personal relationships with enrollment officers to help 
high schoolers game standardized tests or craft the perfect college 
essay. Think of the power of legacy admissions, or the promise of 
family donations, or the advantages of high-cost resume fodder, like 
intensive summer academic programs connected to elite universi-
ties or service-learning opportunities abroad. Once in college, wealthy 
students can fall back on their parents’ connections and basic knowl-
edge of the higher education game to line up internships and get ad-
vice on majors. In desperate cases, when they get in trouble or find 
that they’re on the verge of failing out, they can ask a parent to inter-
vene with a meeting with a college administrator.

Hacking is also an effective tool for changing societal structures 
for the better, particularly for a system as hidebound as higher edu-
cation, Schneier says: “It’s one of the ways systems can evolve and 
improve. It’s how society advances. Or, more specifically, it’s how peo-
ple advance society without having to completely destroy what came 
before.” Students like Kaylan, Tony, and Monique can succeed in col-
lege and achieve lofty goals, despite various disadvantages, if they 
have people teaching them how to hack higher education.

Kaylan typifies that first-generation student who isn’t particularly 
academically gifted but has a strong work ethic that helped her earn 
good grades and succeed in her part-time cashier job at Target. The 
daughter of a career military man, she was raised in a lower-middle-
class community in the Chicago Southlands. Her high school was a 
study in contradictions: it offered Advanced Placement and boasted 
a 92 percent graduation rate, but it passed students through—only 
21 percent were proficient in reading and only 13 percent proficient 
in math at graduation. Kaylan was one of about 30 percent of the stu-
dents who took advantage of a dual-enrollment program with a local 
two-year institution of higher education.

Initially, Kaylan hadn’t planned to go to college. She thought that if 
she worked hard in high school, she could graduate, secure a decent 
job that didn’t require a degree, and move up the career ladder from 
there. Believing college would give Kaylan more opportunities in life, 
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her parents pushed her to apply to the University of Mississippi, the 
flagship university of the state they were both from, and to pursue 
pharmacy, simply because it was one of the few professional roles 
they could see in their community. Since her parents had no experi-
ence with college and her high school was of little help, Kaylan was 
on her own to navigate the college game—picking up pamphlets and 
watching YouTube videos on how to fill out financial-aid forms, take 
standardized tests, and apply to Ole Miss. The university accepted 
her, despite an ACT score that fell below the 25 percent threshold for 
admission.

Because she had college credits from dual enrollment in high school, 
she was allowed to skip orientation; but as a first-generation student 
lacking college literacy, she had no idea how to buy books or navigate 
the college environment. She picked chemistry as her major, guess-
ing that it might have some relevance to the work in pharmacies, and 
she found herself one of the few African American students in the 
classes. Soon, the rigors of the sciences, her lacking a sense of belong-
ing, and her father’s loss of his job made her lonely for home, and she 
dropped out after her second semester to help the family save money. 
It was a fate that predictive analytics might have anticipated.

Kaylan drifted for a while back home in Chicago, working again as 
a cashier at Target, before her aunt suggested that she take another 
shot at pharmacy at Governors State University. Kaylan was tracked 
into a biology major with a full slate of STEM courses for the fall se-
mester, including precalculus, chemistry, and a biology course, along 
with a couple of general-education courses. It would be a daunting 
schedule for any student, but it was particularly intimidating for 
someone who had been out of college for more than a year, had al-
ready struggled in the sciences, and now had to work to cover her 
expenses.

Kaylan was understandably worried about her chances of getting 
through the semester. She went to the Student Success Commons to 
ask for help and was referred to the Center for the Junior Year, where 
Kaylan started to learn how to hack the college system and take agency 
in her undergraduate experience.
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When Higher Education Benefits from a Hack

Higher-education institutions like to broadcast their commitment to 
student success. In reality, though, colleges set up all kinds of barri-
ers with their rules, procedures, and traditions—barriers that persist 
because of bureaucratic inertia and institutional self-interest. Just 
think of the lack of transparency around college costs: the difference 
between sticker price and discounting, the fees that hide in the paper-
work, or the rules that require students to live on campuses where, 
perhaps not coincidentally, room-and-board revenue also happens to 
be a significant income stream for the institution.

Or consider the many ways that transfer students get snagged on 
bureaucratic processes and institutional culture when transitioning 
between colleges. If a student starts at a community college, com-
pletes thirty credit hours, then transfers before earning an associate’s 
degree, that student would not count as completing a degree accord-
ing to metrics of the US Department of Education, in a policy that 
disincentivizes helping students transfer early, even when those stu-
dents might benefit by staying in sequence with the timing of course 
offerings at the four-year college. Transferring students also often en-
counter discrepancies in common course names and numbers, which 
may block those students from transferring credits earned at commu-
nity college into a major, forcing them to take more upper-division 
courses at the new institution. That situation persists, in part, because 
academic departments get financial support based on the number of 
students they enroll in upper-division courses.7

Experts note that the best approach to transferring would start 
at the beginning of a student’s college journey and design an under-
graduate curriculum backwards from that student’s end goal—ideally 
with the help of “success coaches” who have an understanding of 
the hidden job market and its relationship to the college curriculum. 
That’s not, however, the interaction that community-college students 
typically have. Instead, conversations with transfer students tend to 
start in the second year and focus on procedures at the two-year in-
stitution (like completing pathway requirements) before processing 
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the student for the handoff to the next institution. “The hot thing is to 
develop these success coaches,” says Janet Marling, executive direc-
tor of the National Institute for the Study of Transfer Students at the 
University of North Georgia, “but we’re not equipping the success 
coaches with the right information to have those meaningful conver-
sations with the students.”8

Usually transfer students from underserved backgrounds don’t 
possess the social and cultural capital to push for a personalized ap-
proach, either. “When you’re working with community college stu-
dents, so many of them are just thrilled to be in college, and they can’t 
get any further than that—to think about a time horizon that’s four 
years away feels very overwhelming and impractical,” says Marling. 
“Too often when you’re looking at first-generation students, low-
income students, students of color . . . they’re not culturally encour-
aged to buck any system, especially a system they do not understand.”

Most of the time, the procedures and regulations at institutions 
are neutral, neither working for nor against students; they are sim-
ply there. They become problematic when staff members at an insti-
tution follow them unthinkingly, simply because following institu-
tional rules and guidelines is an easy way of doing business within an 
institution. Think for a moment: As we have said already, there is no 
required major for medical school, and any number of ways can lead 
to medical school based on a student’s strengths and interests. But 
when students who want to go to medical school are routinely directed 
to the premed advisor housed in the life sciences, is it any wonder why 
biology becomes the standard premed major?

For students to think outside disciplinary boxes and set pathways—
for them to consider hacking college—they need someone who can 
teach them to ask questions that will help them discover the details, 
rules, and possibilities in the system and figure out how to shape those 
elements to reach their goals. Like any good tax accountant who helps 
a client find the hidden deductions, an advisor or mentor has to un-
derstand the granularity of college procedures and ask the questions 
that get students to work the system.

Here’s a common scenario: A student has to drop a course to accom-
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modate a shifting work schedule, thus falling below full-time status. 
That student gets a frightening automated message from the financial-
aid office: Our records show you are not making “satisfactory academic 
progress” under US Department of Education regulations, which may af-
fect your financial aid. Anyone who understands the rules of satis
factory academic progress knows, though, that the regulations offer 
wiggle room and that students can always appeal—but it helps if they 
have coaching. Students can work in concert with financial aid and 
advising to hammer out course scheduling over the span of a year 
(including summer sessions) to reduce their academic load, remain 
within the rules, and find a balance with life issues. (Proactive men-
tors would even help a student anticipate the need to make some of 
these plans and maneuvers ahead of time.)

Even when navigating an academic program full-time, students 
can learn hacks to serve their academic needs, while playing to their 
financial limitations and harried schedules. For example, instead of 
declaring a minor, which can add unnecessary requirements, stu-
dents could be taught to use the blank spaces to create course clusters 
in the skill and content areas they need. First-generation students 
could be coached more frequently on how to strategically use stan-
dard academic policies—like using pass/fail options for electives dis-
tant from a student’s area of study, giving that student exposure to 
critical skills without risking their grade point average.

The very notion of creating an independent-study course seems 
complicated to first-generation students (if they even know it’s pos-
sible), but with good coaching, the process is pretty straightforward: 
Teach a student to identify faculty members as field-of-study special-
ists; those faculty members could be at another institution. Coach 
that student on how to connect their hidden intellectualism with a 
faculty member’s research focus, creating a conversation where “pas-
sion meets passion.” If the faculty member agrees to supervise the 
research project, the student then needs to submit a course proposal 
to the department for approval. In many instances, students can get 
templates for those proposals from academic departments, making 
coaching a student through that process even easier.
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Students arriving on campus with college literacy and a wealth 
of social and cultural capital may already know how to negotiate the 
system—or simply may know that bending the rules is possible. First-
generation, low-income students can pull off similar hacks if they 
find people who help them discover the levers in the system and pull 
them in making informed choices.

Initially, Kaylan wasn’t so lucky. When she enrolled again in col-
lege and mentioned an interest in pharmacy to the admissions office, 
she was tracked into the standard pathway: biology, regardless of 
whether that major fit her particular strengths or interests, primarily 
because the university’s premed advisor at the time was a faculty 
member in the biology department.

Imagine what could have happened to Kaylan if she had continued 
down this road, never being challenged to question the conventional 
route to pharmacy school. The science and math courses in the fall 
semester would have overwhelmed her, and odds are that her grades 
would have suffered. If she got anything less than a B in those courses, 
that would have knocked her out of the running for pharmacy gradu-
ate programs, which require a high grade point average, especially in 
STEM courses. In the worst-case scenario, Kaylan might have decided 
she couldn’t handle college altogether and then dropped out of Gover-
nors State to return to a low-level retail job.

Kaylan’s Hack

Instead, something else happened. When Kaylan came to the Center 
for the Junior Year, the peer mentor she met with asked her a question 
she didn’t anticipate—one of those questions in the Field of Study ap-
proach that shakes up a student’s preconceived notions of the work 
world they hope to enter: We have no idea what pharmacists actually do. 
Do you? To get a clearer picture, Kaylan started a research investiga-
tive inquiry that drove her hack.

Her first step was to talk to pharmacists in the working world. The 
pharmacists at her own Target store wouldn’t give her time for a re-
search interview, so a peer mentor suggested that Kaylan reach out to 
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half a dozen other big-chain pharmacies in her neighborhood, which 
yielded three interviews. The mentors at the center helped Kaylan 
come up with a set of interview questions that focused on the prob-
lems pharmacists face when dealing with low-income populations, 
such as the high cost of medicine and the complications of insurance 
policies—all areas that interested Kaylan. The mentors helped her 
practice for the interviews.

Kaylan’s conversations with the pharmacists provided some un
expected information: They told her that the industry is evolving, as 
pharmacies are becoming more like mini-clinics and the profession 
is leaning toward a public-health role. A biology major would not 
introduce her to the public-health issues that pharmacists deal with 
every day, they said. This was a crucial piece of information that con-
tradicted what she was hearing from the university’s advisors. She 
needed skills that would come from programs in public health, inter-
cultural communication, and the social sciences.

When Kaylan asked about the importance of hands-on experience, 
her contact at a CVS Pharmacy told her about that corporation’s pro-
gram to recruit and train pharmacy technicians. Kaylan immediately 
expressed interest in that program, and the pharmacist, seeing her 
drive and commitment, offered her a position right there in the inter-
view. This opportunity changed Kaylan’s situation completely. Now 
her job to cover the costs of college would also be her experiential-
learning opportunity.

After she brought this information back to her mentors at Gover-
nors State, her next step was to research the prerequisites for phar-
macy school. She would need various science and math courses, she 
learned, but she did not need to be a biology major. In fact, most of the 
pharmacy programs she researched required only nine science and 
math courses outside the standard general-education requirements—
in other words, only about a quarter of the courses the typical student 
takes in an undergraduate program. She could spread those STEM 
courses over the course of her undergraduate career so that she never 
had to face a killer semester like the one she had originally lined up 
for fall.
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Working with the peer mentors, she began to learn how to use the 
blank spaces to redesign her college plan. She dropped the biology 
major and enrolled in Governors State’s program of interdisciplinary 
studies, where she plotted out semester course schedules. She would 
never have more than two science or math courses per semester, and 
she could plan tutoring support ahead of those semesters. She filled 
in the blank spaces with courses in public health, economics, psy-
chology, and health administration, all selected to develop the skill 
sets that the pharmacists emphasized were important in her research 
interviews.

For Kaylan, hacking college started to generate its own momen-
tum, yielding unexpected opportunities, ones she never would have 
known about had she followed the conventional path. Her network 
of professors in her community-health courses knew of her work 
at CVS and told her about a collaborative summer research program, 
between Governors State and the University of Illinois at Chicago’s 
medical school, to study health-care disparities in the Chicago South-
lands, specifically focused on breast-cancer awareness among low-
income women of color. Everyone in Kaylan’s professional network 
encouraged her to apply, and she was accepted on the strength of her 
work at CVS with underserved populations. Working with faculty 
from UIC Medical School during her senior year, Kaylan submitted 
a proposal and presented her research on Black women and cancer 
screening at the New England Science Symposium, hosted by Har-
vard Medical School.

“It was all so surreal,” Kaylan says, reflecting on her hack of her 
undergraduate education. There she was, rubbing elbows with stu-
dents and faculty at Harvard. “At that point, I gained the confidence 
to do whatever I put my mind to and work hard for.”9

Tony’s Hack

There is more to a successful undergraduate career than picking 
the right courses. Embedded in the transfer game, for instance, are 
administrative processes that can either be hidden opportunities or 
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procedural pitfalls. For first-generation and low-income students, 
avoiding the pitfalls is challenging enough, because they aren’t always 
found among the usual problems with transferring credits and finan-
cial aid. Sometimes avoiding a procedural pitfall requires students 
to pause and reconsider a planned pathway or a timeline imposed by 
their college, which may regard its statistics for degree completion 
more than it considers the life circumstances of its students. Many 
low-income college students perform a high-wire act in balancing 
their academic and extramural lives, and they need to design a plan 
that gives themselves the best chances to succeed.

This was Tony’s situation when he arrived at the Center for the 
Junior Year at Governors State; he was eager to finally transfer to a 
four-year institution and get on with his college journey. If he had 
rushed his transfer, however, he would have dashed his dreams and 
missed out on crucial opportunities that would set him up for success 
in the future.

Tony was driven and smart, and he would be a dream recruit for 
many colleges and universities. In high school he had enrolled in the 
honors program, taking honors courses in English, biology, mathe-
matics, and chemistry, and he carried a weighted grade point average 
of 4.0. He aspired to go to medical school.

But he came with a major limitation. He had been born in Mexico 
and was undocumented. His high-school counselor saw his potential 
and helped him enroll in honors courses, but after she learned of his 
citizenship status, all she could talk about were the barriers he faced. 
He would get no financial aid and might not even get in-state tuition, 
she warned. “I kind of lost hope,” Tony says. “I didn’t feel like I tried 
as hard as I should have in my senior year.”

He started out at Joliet Junior College, in Illinois, where his part-
time jobs could cover tuition. Looking for help, he met with an advi-
sor who merely reviewed the basic requirements Tony would need 
to graduate but did not refer him to the honors program (even given 
his excellent high school grades) or to any sources of financial help. 
“They just said, ‘OK, look into scholarships and just find my own way,’ ” 
Tony says.
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He believed a biology major would get him into medical school and 
plotted his schedule with the courses he thought he needed for the 
major. He wanted to get through the two-year program as fast as pos-
sible, to move on to the upper division, but it was a grind balancing 
his work hours with study time. He would get up in the morning, go 
to class for most of the day, then go to one of his menial jobs for the 
afternoon and much of the evening, then later cram in his studies. 
Under this workload, his grades in chemistry suffered. Feeling pres-
sure to finish his associate’s degree and get on with his life, he figured 
he would graduate from Joliet Junior College and retake chemistry at 
a four-year institution to raise his GPA.

In the middle of the spring semester of his last year at Joliet, he 
attended an admissions event at Governors State University and told 
the staff there about his intent to major in biology for premed. Since 
there was no premed advisor at Governors State at the time, the staff 
sent Tony to the Center for the Junior Year to talk about his interests 
and to figure it out.

There, Tony started learning how to hack the college game. When 
he walked in, the center staff talked with him about his goals and 
asked to look at his transcript. Those poor grades in chemistry stood 
out—and would prove to be yet another barrier to medical school for 
Tony. If he transferred to Governors State, the center staff explained, 
he would slam into a procedural barrier: Joliet Junior College would 
lock up his entire transcript, including his grades in chemistry. Re-
taking chemistry at Governors State would not replace those grades; 
instead, the grades from the two institutions would be averaged, and 
the grades for all the courses, good and bad, would show up on his 
medical-school applications. This could kill his chances of getting in.

Talking with Tony, the center found out that he didn’t know about 
Joliet Junior College’s honors program, which could provide resources 
that would benefit his applications to medical school. The center 
also  learned that Tony didn’t know that he should be looking for 
experiential-learning opportunities, which are a key piece of any 
medical-school application. His current jobs, which provided no rele-
vant experience, would get in the way of finding one of those learning 
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opportunities. The center staff encouraged Tony to look into Joliet’s 
program for emergency medical technicians, which would give him 
all the qualifications he needed to get hired in a health field, along 
with a significantly higher income and invaluable experience for 
medical school.

Tony, still enrolled at Joliet, resisted the advice. Wouldn’t this just 
add up to an extra year at a college he never wanted to attend in the 
first place? But the staff laid it out: If Tony went to medical school, he 
would be in school for many years to come. If one more year at Joliet 
could significantly raise his chances of reaching his goal, wouldn’t it 
be worth it?

The center explained to Tony the Field of Study process and helped 
him devise a plan for researching his options at Joliet. First, he would 
meet with the registrar and ask about Joliet’s course-repeat policy. 
Second, he would meet with staff in the EMT program to find out 
what it is, what it requires, and where it might lead. Third, he would 
visit the honors program and introduce himself. 

Tony left the office and sent an email later that week to say he had 
set up the meetings. The center never saw Tony again.

Let’s ponder what could have happened to Tony if he had contin-
ued along his college path with no intervention. His grades in chem-
istry might have been better at Governors State, provided that he also 
figured out a more forgiving work schedule. Even with his improved 
performance in chemistry, though, those higher grades from Gover-
nors State would be averaged with his lower grades from Joliet, which 
would decrease his overall GPA and weaken his medical-school ap-
plication. He would also have struggled to find relevant hands-on 
experience that would let him write a compelling narrative for the 
application’s personal statement. But after two years at Joliet, Tony 
had found no leads (and no time) for experiential learning. Despite 
his smarts and drive, Tony’s chances for medical school would likely 
not look promising. He might wind up as just another student caught 
up in the college bureaucracy, trying to complete an undergraduate 
degree while spread too thin.

Fortunately, that’s not how things turned out for Tony. Through 
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three research interviews he lined up, he found ways to hack his col-
lege journey. First of all, from the registrar, Tony learned that repeat-
ing the chemistry courses at Joliet would replace the poor grades 
he had earned earlier, so he delayed graduation and elected to retake 
chemistry.

Then he met with people in the EMT program and told them he 
wanted to go to medical school. The program director told Tony that 
starting out as an EMT was one of the smartest moves he could make 
to raise his chances of getting in medical school. This was a nugget of 
information Tony wasn’t expecting. He applied and was accepted to 
the program, which he finished while he was retaking the chemistry 
courses. Soon, Tony was working for a private ambulance company— 
a job that not only paid significantly better than the menial jobs he 
had held before, but it also provided front-line experience in health 
care and volunteer opportunities in the emergency room of a local 
hospital, where Tony could shadow doctors.

When Tony met with staff members in Joliet’s honors program, 
they asked him why he took so long to find them. When Tony ex-
plained his interest in going to medical school and his plan to enroll 
at Governors State, staff members told him to aim higher; they out-
lined the relationship between Joliet’s honors program and the honors 
program at the University of Illinois at Chicago. Tony started meeting 
with a staff member in the honors program twice a week, who helped 
him with his application to UIC and in finding scholarship money at 
the university.

Once enrolled at UIC, Tony worked as a bilingual tutor for micro
biology courses, a job that boosted his confidence in his abilities. His 
professors noticed his intelligence and motivation, and they offered 
to write reference letters for his application to medical school. One 
professor took Tony under his wing, asking him to help with research 
on irritable bowel syndrome and crediting Tony in the resulting paper.

Tony’s hack—which started with researching policies for repeat-
ing courses and seeking out some unnoticed resources—opened up a 
range of possibilities for him, boosted his motivation, and led to some 
unexpected realizations.
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The most jarring realization was that he didn’t want to become a 
doctor, after all. Tony was admitted to UIC’s medical school. But during 
the pandemic, prior to starting his graduate program, Tony worked 
as a patient-care technician at Rush University hospital, where he 
saw intense stress put on the doctors. What’s more, he noticed that 
the doctors would breeze in and out of the examination rooms, ask-
ing only a few questions before moving on to the next patient. It was 
the nurses and physician assistants who spent the most time with pa-
tients, listening to their stories and unpacking their problems. One 
physician assistant in particular, named Michael, called on Tony to 
help him with a woman who spoke only Spanish. She had lost her 
husband to COVID-19 a few weeks earlier, and now she was sick. Mi-
chael “was very kind, very empathetic,” Tony says. He didn’t just pre-
scribe medicines but actually listened to the patient to find the root 
problems.

Through working with people like Michael, Tony had found his 
passion, his why: “I want to be able to interact with the patients. This 
is exactly why I got into health care. Talking to different types of peo-
ple from diverse backgrounds was just very appealing to me.”

He decided to pass on his acceptance to medical school. Using the 
principles of the research investigative inquiry, he contacted faculty 
in various physician-assistant programs, looking for the right people 
to study with. He is now completing a physician-assistant program at 
Northwestern College.

Tony’s story reveals a few lessons that should inform any student-
success effort. First, note that although Tony worked with the Center 
for the Junior Year at Governors State to retool his college plan, he 
never ended up matriculating at that university. Many administra-
tors, who want to capture and hold on to students for enrollment 
numbers, might look askance at this outcome. But working success-
fully with a student doesn’t always mean that the student will matric-
ulate at your institution. That is the real student-centered approach—
one that helps students get to their goal, no matter where that takes 
them.

Second, bailing on a college plan is not the same as giving up on a 
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dream, particularly when that dream gets prematurely tied to an oc-
cupation that the student doesn’t fully understand. Many students—
especially smart, driven students like Tony—barrel through an un-
dergraduate degree toward hazy and untested aspirations, only later 
to find out those aspirations weren’t what they wanted after all. 
Through his research interviews and the experiential opportunities 
that came from them, Tony saw clearly what becoming a doctor was 
really all about, and the experience opened his eyes to other options 
that would provide him a better chance of realizing his dream.

Third, by showing students how to play the college game—testing 
ideas and finding opportunities through a research investigative 
inquiry—students develop lifelong skills that not only help them 
navigate the rest of their undergraduate education but that also show 
them how to navigate later moments in their life and career. Once 
Tony learned how to work with the college structures and to network 
with people who could help him line up relevant experiences, he ac-
quired the tools that would allow him to create opportunities where 
none had existed. He built out his college know-how and his social 
capital and crafted experiential-learning opportunities that positioned 
him to succeed. “The ball started rolling,” he says, looking back on his 
college experience, “and just kept rolling.”

Monique’s Hack

Monique was a typical community-college student. She was locked 
into her college choice by finances and geography, under pressure to 
pick something practical over a potentially risky passion. She had 
started out on a pathway program, figuring that it would eventually 
lead somewhere in the work world. Like a lot of community-college 
students, she was getting “point-to-point” advising: instead of look-
ing at Monique’s end goals and working backwards to help her craft 
an undergraduate education, her advisors focused mostly on satisfy-
ing the immediate requirements that would get Monique to the stage 
of transferring.

Monique came from a middling high school, is biracial and first-

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


170      H a ckin    g  C o l l e g e

generation, and worked hard in high school to earn a weighted GPA 
above 4.0 and high ACT scores. She was driven to have a better life 
than her parents, who were older than average, needed some caretak-
ing, and earned wages that put them in a lower-middle-class bracket. 
They didn’t need Monique’s financial help now, but they likely would 
someday. In any case, Monique was on her own in paying for college—
and in figuring out the college game.

Monique’s worries about taking on debt dictated all of her college 
choices. After high school, she enrolled at a local community college on 
a straightforward calculation that her Pell Grant would cover most of 
the tuition and fees and that the college’s proximity would allow her 
to live at home.

She entered college with an unusual diversity of Advanced Place-
ment credits, in English, psychology, and studio art. She loved art and 
thought that if she pursued graphic design, she could make a decent 
living in a creative field. She quickly realized, however, that she loved 
getting her hands dirty by drawing, painting, sculpting—a tactile type 
of art that isn’t mediated by a computer and rendered on a screen. 
Looking for a path away from graphic design, she took psychology 
courses and found them interesting enough, so she decided to pursue 
psychology, since the discipline sounded vaguely like a career path.

Monique discovered that Governors State University offered a grant 
for students enrolled in one of its dual-degree programs, with guar-
anteed admission, tuition frozen at the date of enrollment, a promise 
of financial support until graduation, and a meeting with a transfer 
specialist, who would slot Monique’s courses into the requirements 
for a major in psychology. Monique saw how the dual-degree pro-
gram would expedite her clearing a number of bureaucratic and fi-
nancial hurdles, and soon she found herself as a psychology major at 
Governors State.

Monique then went looking for a work-study job and found an 
opening in the Center for the Junior Year as a peer mentor, which she 
thought would make for good counseling experience. Monique quickly 
discovered this job would not ask her to be a typical mentor, focused 
on the emotional needs of her peers and making referrals to student-
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support services. Rather, the center’s peer mentors learned all about 
the university’s little-known rules and procedures, and they them-
selves had to go through the Field of Study process—including con-
ducting a research investigative inquiry—as part of their training. 
The rationale was simple: peer mentors couldn’t properly coach stu-
dents with this method if they hadn’t first taken on their own wicked 
problem in designing a personally meaningful and marketable un-
dergraduate experience. Monique, like the other mentors, soon dis-
covered the challenge at the heart of the process: helping someone 
clarify their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose is a far 
cry from casually asking, “What are you interested in?”

This is where Monique started hacking her own college experience. 
In reflecting on her life aspirations, Monique mentioned that she 
wanted to continue her interests in art while she finished her degree 
in psychology. That led to a driving question for her research inves-
tigative inquiry: Are there people who combine art and psychology 
in their work? People in the center already knew the answer to that 
question, but Monique had to learn the answer for herself as part of 
the training, especially if she planned to help other students discover 
their own hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose.

During her research, Monique came across the website for the 
American Art Therapy Association, which provided contact infor-
mation for association staff members as well as practicing art thera-
pists across the country. She reached out to three therapists in the 
area and researched the field to come up with engaging interview 
questions, where passion could meet passion: Is there an advantage 
to using art in therapy as opposed to talk therapy? Can art therapy be 
used to address a broad range of afflictions, from anxiety and depres-
sion to severe trauma? Can art therapy work in group settings?

The prospect of interviewing someone intimidated Monique, who 
was reserved, never drawing attention to herself. She practiced mak-
ing a cold call with the center’s staff, getting comfortable with creat-
ing a conversation through her questions—a skill she would use later 
as a peer mentor. After a week of practice, she went out into the world 
to talk to art therapists.
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Monique came back from the interviews elated. She had found 
people who made a good living combining studio art with psychology 
in art therapy, a validating and motivating discovery. She also learned 
that she didn’t need to be an art major to be an art therapist; that eigh-
teen hours of electives in two- and three-dimensional studio art, in-
cluding painting, drawing, and ceramics, would serve as prerequi-
sites for graduate school. Monique learned that there are many ways 
to use art in therapeutic settings, but she focused on two options: be-
coming a certified art therapist or becoming a licensed professional 
counselor who uses art. She could use the blank spaces in her under-
graduate program to simultaneously prepare for both routes.

What’s more, Monique discovered how easily she could build a net-
work through the research investigative inquiry. All the therapists 
she contacted offered to help her make connections in the field, and 
one therapist—an adjunct faculty member who worked at Governors 
State’s Family Development Center, a community-focused early child-
hood program—offered to let Monique shadow her every week.

Monique wondered if her shadowing gig could become an inde-
pendent-study course. Through her mentorship training, she was 
learning how to hack the system by researching the rules and proce-
dures of her own institution—yet another skill she would later share 
with her mentees. Creating an independent-study course, she found 
out, involved no more than pitching the idea to the chair of the psy-
chology department. Because Monique’s mentor in art therapy was 
an adjunct college instructor, the department chair agreed to let her 
turn the shadowing experience into a course with credit.

The capstone of her undergraduate experience was her field place-
ment in a psychoeducational program helping veterans with post-
traumatic stress disorder. She landed this placement through a refer-
ral from the adjunct instructor she had shadowed. There, she had her 
first opportunity to incorporate art into a group therapy session. She 
handed out unpainted masks to the veterans and played a clip from 
The Avengers, where Bruce Banner, haunted by the Hulk hiding inside 
him, reveals his secret to the team of superheroes: “I’m always angry.” 
Monique instructed the former soldiers to paint their inner Hulk on 
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the mask. The veterans loved how the art project helped them reflect 
on and express their emotions, and Monique got high praise from the 
program director, which sparked her interest in working with survi-
vors of trauma.

The annual conference for the Midwestern Psychological Asso
ciation was held near Chicago that year, and the center’s staff told 
Monique that she could hack her way into the conference to network 
with faculty members from other colleges. By now, Monique was com-
fortable with making cold calls. She contacted the conference orga-
nizers, offering volunteer work in exchange for free admission, and 
they agreed. Between the panels and sessions, when she wasn’t check-
ing in attendees at the registration booth, Monique met with faculty 
and directors of various graduate counseling-psychology programs 
and showed them her work. All of them talked up their own pro-
gram and encouraged her to apply. Following up on those connec-
tions, Monique was eventually accepted to five reputable programs 
in the Chicago area.

Again, however, money limited Monique’s choices. She enrolled 
instead in the master’s program in mental-health counseling at Gov-
ernors State, where she could get a good scholarship and a teaching 
assistantship that would cover most of her costs and let her graduate 
without debt.

When it came time for Monique to set up another field placement, 
she drew on all the research and networking skills she had learned in 
her college career. One of her contacts told her about upcoming field-
placement openings at the University of Chicago’s hospital that fit her 
growing interest in trauma therapy. People in Monique’s network 
knew staff members in the hospital program who sent reference 
letters in support of her. She landed a spot. Evidently, her work there 
was excellent, because the hospital hired her as a therapist in the 
emergency department upon graduation. Today, she is a licensed clin-
ical professional counselor and is considering doctoral programs in 
the field.

Monique’s hack drew on the various techniques of Field of Study, 
driven by the research investigative inquiry. Notice again how this 
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process snowballs, particularly once the student has the knowledge 
and agency to work the system. Monique’s ability to make connec-
tions and her contemplation of what she truly wanted, unhindered 
by her preconceived notions of a job, led to her discovery of multiple 
hidden job worlds: in art therapy, trauma psychology, and psychology 
in emergency medicine. Armed with the ability to steer conversations 
and connect with people, she navigated her way into once-hidden jobs 
that melded her talents and interests. Those abilities will continue to 
pay dividends in years to come, as Monique contemplates moves in 
her career.

What might have happened to Monique, though, had she not learned 
how to hack her college education? Ever limited by her finances, she 
could have found herself on the degree-competition treadmill. Given 
that students typically lack deep engagement with advisors or career 
services, she likely would have never had conversations that challenged 
her to clarify her hidden intellectualism or vocational purpose—
conversations that led her to discover the connections between psy-
chology and art. Because Governors State had no program or courses 
in art therapy, she would not have found the field in the course catalog, 
nor would she have been pushed to conduct a research investigative 
inquiry, where she did discover the field, met practitioners in it, and 
availed herself of the experiential learning they could offer.

Like many students, Monique might have just followed a standard 
degree map, picking courses to satisfy requirements and her natural 
curiosity but not moving toward the goal of creating an integrated, 
marketable degree. She certainly would not have had a referral that 
led to her capstone at the veterans program, which unlocked gradu-
ate school and the final field placement that opened the door to her 
first job.

In all likelihood, Monique would have been just another psych 
major casting around for a career direction and could have wound 
up working a job disconnected from her degree, like at a bank or a re-
tail store.

As it stands, though, Monique herself can hardly believe where her 
college journey has taken her. We reached out to Monique and asked 
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her if she thought she would be where she is now when she started 
her Field of Study. She texted back emphatically: “No fucking way!”

College Is Not Destiny

You might be tempted to categorize Kaylan, Tony, and Monique as 
remarkable outliers, driven students and go-getters who would have 
succeeded regardless of any intervention. But putting in hard work 
at an American college doesn’t necessarily lead students to succeed, 
especially when they are hammering away at a system they don’t 
understand.

In the college-to-career game, success depends not just on how 
hard you toil on coursework but on how you work the institutional 
rules and uncover opportunities. For low-income students, learning 
those aspects of the college game unlocks their ability to climb the 
social-mobility ladder. Despite their diligence, Kaylan, Tony, and 
Monique each hit stumbling blocks that threatened to derail their 
aspirations and might have ended their college careers entirely. They 
faltered along the ways that students are typically routed through the 
system. Kaylan’s misstep was getting tracked into a science-heavy 
major; Tony’s was rushing headlong through the transfer process; 
Monique’s was declaring a major with little sense of how she could 
apply her degree to the work world after graduation.

Though they suffered misdirection, each of these students encoun-
tered conversations that encouraged them to stop, to examine the 
granularity of the work world they sought to enter, and to get outside 
perspectives and build relationships that would set them on a differ-
ent path, circumventing the barriers in their way.

Absent those conversations, these three students would have con-
tinued to be blindered by their major and to follow one of the well-
trodden pathways through their institution. They would never have 
seen the various resources they could take advantage of or how their 
interests could open opportunities and lead to professional relation-
ships in the hidden job market.

Consider Levi, a transfer student much like Kaylan, Tony, or Mo-
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nique, whom we met at the University of Illinois at Springfield in 
May 2023. Levi loved studio art and had taken most of his classes 
in art at Lincoln Land Community College. But when he transferred, 
he felt pressured to pick something more practical, so he majored in 
business—a move he saw as starting over in his undergraduate edu-
cation. “I wanted to be able to provide for myself in the future and 
have a stable job,” Levi told us. “So I thought if I had a business de-
gree, that would open more doors in the future.” But he didn’t quite 
know what those doors were or how to look for them.

What Levi did not understand is that any degree can lead into the 
hidden worlds in business, just as any major can become a premed 
or prelaw degree. There are many different ways to put together an 
undergraduate program that fits a student’s academic strengths and 
sense of purpose. No one at his community college or at the university, 
however, had helped Levi see these connections. Most of his experi-
ences with advisors had been transactional, so eventually Levi stopped 
going to see them. “Usually, they’re assigned to you based on your de-
partment or major,” he said. “No one provided that strong insight for 
me.” If the advisors were just going to talk about meeting degree re-
quirements, Levi said, he could figure out how to do that himself.10

Much of the national conversation about the game of college in 
relation to social mobility zeroes in on admissions. It aligns with the 
views of Raj Chetty and others, who contend that, if we expand ac-
cess to elite institutions for more students who are historically un-
derserved and low-income, we can improve their outcomes and mend 
a broken social-mobility ladder. That view drives some of the hand-
wringing over the Supreme Court’s 2023 decision to end affirmative 
action in college admissions.

But a name-brand college—or, for that matter, any college—offers 
no assurances for a graduate’s outcome, and neither does the name of 
a major. “Access” may be one of the buzzwords for addressing social 
mobility, but we have to think about access in a different way. When 
students matriculate at any college, they have access to resources, but 
that doesn’t mean they have a sense of what those resources are or 
how they could leverage them.
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The fact is that the vast majority of first-generation and low-
income students will never attend an elite institution—and even if 
they could get in and secure ample financial aid, there’s no guarantee 
they will find their way through the social barriers and bureaucratic 
hurdles of the institution to reach their aspirations. After all, even 
wealthy students lose their way at Harvard, Stanford, and Duke, fall-
ing back on their wealth and family connections to make sense out of 
the degree.

Fixing the broken ladder of social mobility must focus on the plen-
itude of non-elite institutions—community colleges, regional publics, 
and less-selective privates—that already accept low-income students 
in numbers that dwarf the enrollment of elite colleges. Most students 
are like Kaylan, Monique, or Tony, bound by financial constraints to 
attend an institution that’s close to home, no matter how it ranks on 
social-mobility scales. Those institutions should teach students a 
process that makes any institution a prime launching pad for a career 
and a life. The conversations that happen through a Field of Study 
approach give us examples of what that process might look like: clar-
ify one’s hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose; find the hid-
den job market attached to those interests and aspirations; create a 
network of people within that hidden job market; and use the blank 
spaces to design an undergraduate plan that integrates learning across 
the curriculum with experiential opportunities that students them-
selves can create. To facilitate Field of Study, institutions should re-
orient their support services and resources toward clearing away the 
bureaucratic roadblocks.

It’s not where you go to college but how you do college that matters. 
When you talk to students about how college really works, you see 
them light up as they realize how they can assemble the disparate 
pieces of their undergraduate career into something personally and 
professionally meaningful—and in the process, they bridge the social 
and cultural divides in their lives. These students will return to these 
techniques, again and again, as they navigate to new jobs, new ca-
reers, and new learning opportunities throughout life.
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You’ve seen young people like Diana Vega working—maybe tend-
ing bar at your favorite restaurant or folding clothes at The Gap—and 
wondered if they were college students paying their way through 
school. Or maybe you assumed those young employees had taken a 
run at college, couldn’t hack it, and dropped out—and that explains 
why they’re pouring your beer or taking your Visa to ring up a sweater. 
Or maybe you didn’t think about their lives at all.

Ned had never considered Diana’s background when he saw her 
every Saturday for several years, working the register at the Jewel-
Osco grocery store two blocks from his house in Evanston. Her hair 
and nails were always different colors from week to week, her de-
meanor always friendly and attentive—until one Saturday in August 
2018, when her face carried a look of frustration and exhaustion. A 
look that said: What the hell am I doing here?

That expression prompted Ned to start a conversation with a sim-
ple question: “So, are you a college student?”

Diana was not a college student, nor was she a college dropout. She 
had graduated from DePaul University with a degree in psychology, 

7

Visible Students and Agile Institutions
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with minors in Spanish translation and Latinx studies. Ned asked 
Diana what her GPA was. “Three point nine,” she said, as she handed 
Ned his receipt and bag of groceries before moving on to the next 
customer.

The following Saturday, Ned saw Diana at the register again. “Did 
you know you graduated magna cum laude?” he asked. Diana nodded. 
After assuring her he wasn’t a stalker, Ned asked her to share her 
resume with him; she followed up with an email later that day. Her 
resume, about a page and a half long, focused on her work at Jewel-
Osco, and all her references were from the grocery store. It did not 
list her status as magna cum laude or her other qualifications that 
Ned would discover in time: her certification in Spanish translation, 
her membership in the National Society of Collegiate Scholars, her 
public service working with refugee populations and community or-
ganizations, or her research experience with Latinx and immigrant 
families. Nor did it give a hint of what barriers she had surmounted 
to reach these achievements. Her parents, both Mexican immigrants, 
spoke little English and worked minimum-wage jobs, and Diana often 
helped her parents and siblings navigate the social-service system.

Back in line at the grocery store the next Saturday, Ned asked Diana 
why she hadn’t listed magna cum laude on the resume. “Is that im-
portant?” she replied.

Over the course of the next year, Diana and Ned would continue 
these checkout-line conversations, five minutes at a time, as Diana 
learned how to make sense of her undergraduate degree retroactively 
and use a research investigative inquiry to open up possibilities in her 
hidden job market.

To graduate magna cum laude, Diana must have crushed it in her 
courses, earning grades that put her on the dean’s list. Wouldn’t at 
least one of her professors, or perhaps her advisor, have paused long 
enough, out of curiosity, to find out more about the goals and dreams 
of this remarkable student? Someone, at least, should have pointed 
Diana to the university’s honors program. Yet Diana had no idea she 
could have joined the honors program, no idea what doors her grades 
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would open on campus or in the workplace, no idea how to broker her 
undergraduate education—and she blamed herself for not knowing.

“I was sort of invisible,” she says now.

The Invisible Student

It’s not just Diana. Most students who walk America’s college cam-
puses are invisible. You come across these students everywhere. They 
get middling-to-great grades, dutifully declare majors, and sign up 
each semester for a full slate of courses—perhaps not understand-
ing, or even caring, what they are signing up for, so long as they tick 
the boxes on their degree audit. And they move through the system 
smoothly, with one major drawback: they are building empty college 
degrees, with no plan for how to connect that degree to the life that 
comes after.

Organizations like the University Innovation Alliance, a collective 
of seventeen institutions, are set up to help colleges figure out how to 
solve problems like empty degrees, by providing an arena for institu-
tions to share “best practices.” But the big institutions in the alliance 
consistently take an administrative, top-down perspective on what 
it means to operationalize those best practices at scale: Use guided 
pathways for undeclared students. Set up four-year degree maps for 
majors. Mine institutional data to identify what course combinations 
could be troublesome. Work across the silos in the organization to 
coordinate student support, social-service needs, and financial assis-
tance. Match course learning outcomes to the career competencies 
promoted by the National Association of Colleges and Employers. And 
the like.1

These top-down solutions didn’t help Diana or the other students 
we’ve profiled in this book. Predictive analytics and early-alert sys-
tems—the software that flags struggling students—have become the 
focus of student-success initiatives. This software can be a great tool 
for capturing students who are sinking to the bottom or in danger of 
stopping out, but it will not help an institution identify students who 
don’t trip its preset alarms but who nonetheless are adrift for any 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


V isib    l e  S tudents        a nd   A g i l e  I nstitutions                 181

number of reasons. These invisible students—students like Diana—
are the majority of students on campus, regardless of whether they 
are high-performing or just getting by.

These systemized approaches miss the crucial factors that drive 
real educational success: conversations and relationships. Analytics, 
early alerts, degree maps, and pathways merely help advising offices 
monitor students toward degree completion; they tend to reinforce 
the transactional interactions that many students experience in ad-
vising. With these technocratic mechanisms in the driver’s seat, there 
is no discussion of how to think beyond the major, to fill in the blank 
spaces in a degree meaningfully, and to create experiential-learning 
opportunities that integrate a student’s degree planning with their 
hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose. And these mecha-
nisms do not illuminate what’s missing or misunderstood in a stu-
dent’s worldview about college programs and how those programs can 
connect to the granularity of the hidden job market. 

Either by luck or by intuition, Diana had actually taken a Field of 
Study approach to her undergraduate education, just without know-
ing it. Many of her choices in college were driven by her personal 
lived experience. Diana focused her major on community psychology, 
which appealed to her when she saw her siblings and friends dealing 
with the trauma of the streets and dropping out of school. She earned 
a minor in Spanish translation because of her experiences in helping 
her mother speak to doctors after she got breast cancer in 2015. She 
added Latinx studies to sharpen her understanding of the challenges 
faced by her community on the north side of Chicago. She even picked 
up a research-project course during her last term that focused on the 
mental health of immigrant bilingual high-schoolers. Her advisor, 
who did not know what the focus of the research was, had suggested 
the course only because Diana needed more credits to keep her finan-
cial aid.

All of these pieces should have easily created an integrated under-
graduate experience. By now, readers of this book could probably help 
Diana fit the pieces together. But on her own, she couldn’t. Even her 
advisor at DePaul, it seems, did not. As Diana put it, all her advisor 
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told her about getting a psychology degree was that it was a flexible 
major. “Well, you can do so much with it,” she recalls her advisor say-
ing. “It’s a lot of jobs—like, anything—you can do with it.” But what 
jobs are those exactly? Diana had no firm idea what her options with 
a psychology degree were. She would scan job boards, looking for 
positions that asked for a psych degree, but found nothing.

After graduation, Diana turned back to the only thing she knew, 
which was her minimum-wage job at Jewel-Osco: “I almost felt like, 
‘Is it just me, or am I not really prepared to get a job that’s higher than 
Jewel?’ Did I miss something?” While her parents and siblings lav-
ished praise on her for being the first in her family to graduate from 
college, Diana lived with a sense of low self-esteem. “Everybody’s like, 
‘You did it!’ And I’m like, ‘Did I really do it?’ Because I feel like I’m still 
in the same spot of feeling lost.”

Making Any Institution Work for Students

Consider this: Diana went to a relatively selective university, got ex-
cellent grades, and intuitively took advantage of relevant experiential-
learning opportunities. But without the crucial conversations she 
needed to make sense of her undergraduate degree, she wound up 
after graduation exactly where she had started, with no increase in 
her family’s intergenerational social mobility. If this is happening to 
students like Diana, it surely is happening to many other students 
who manage their way through their degree audit and never set off an 
alarm in the system. (Given the statistics around underemployment, 
Diana’s postgraduation job outcome wouldn’t be shocking if she had 
been merely an average student.)2

It might be tempting to say that if Diana had gone to an even more 
exclusive university, things might have turned out differently. As we 
laid out in the last chapter, many have argued that enrolling more 
lower-income students in elite institutions will propel those needy 
students into high-paying jobs and prominent positions.

But amid the dissolving confidence in higher education and its out-
comes, college leaders at mainstream institutions need to broadcast a 
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different story—and back it up with results: any institution can be an 
engine of social mobility if students learn how to make that institu-
tion and its offerings work for them. Field of Study models one way to 
teach students how to do that. With college staff acting as Socratic 
interrogators, students engage in that crucial discovery process that 
helps them make sense of their undergraduate experience, the nature 
of college learning, and its relationship to a vocational purpose.

Diana’s story shows how simple this can be. Ned continued to see 
Diana at the Jewel-Osco on Saturdays, spending only around five min-
utes talking each time, over the course of about a year—a commit-
ment that adds up to about four hours. But those short conversations 
were enough to put Diana back on a path toward upward mobility.

Here’s how she did it: She knew that she had a desire to help kids 
who grew up in situations similar to hers, kids who struggled with 
poverty, language barriers, fitting in as immigrants, and the psycho-
logical stresses that come with all of that. She wanted to help adoles-
cents who were falling into the cracks. All she needed to do was take 
advantage of what she had already set up as an undergraduate.

Diana set out on a modified research investigative inquiry, focused 
on clarifying her vocational purpose and the career space that she 
wanted to fit into. The three organizations she had worked with in 
college had focused on different facets of helping struggling adoles-
cents: RefugeeOne provides support for immigrants in finding apart-
ments, jobs, education, and services from the moment they arrive in 
the country;3 Centro Romero offers education and support to help 
immigrant families enter mainstream American society and culture;4 
and the Culture and Evidence-Based Practice Lab at DePaul Univer-
sity studies anxiety, depression, and other mental-health challenges 
among immigrant youth, particularly Latinx youth.5 She reconnected 
with her former colleagues at these organizations and asked them 
probing questions about what had called them to their particular work 
in the world of immigration. Through those conversations, Diana 
learned about the power of her network and began to clarify her own 
sense of purpose.

Diana also spoke with the social worker whom she knew from her 
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time at Evanston Township High School. To pursue work in counsel-
ing and therapy, the social worker said, Diana would have to go to 
graduate school, and she should investigate two paths: a master’s 
program in counseling or a master’s program in licensed clinical so-
cial work.

She identified counseling and LCSW programs in the Chicago area, 
compared their curricula, and researched the career paths that fol-
low degrees in each. She discovered, as many students don’t know, 
that both programs lead to careers in clinical therapy. She had thought 
social work was just case management.

In one of those checkout-line conversations, she discovered that 
applying to graduate school should focus on finding faculty members 
who align with her area of interest, not on the brand name of the 
college. After perusing faculty bios on departmental websites, she 
identified half a dozen professors whose research and hands-on work 
cut across immigration, adolescents, and mental health. She was wor-
ried they wouldn’t bother talking to her, but in another five-minute 
session at Jewel-Osco, Ned told her how to lead with her honors sta-
tus: “Hi, I graduated magna cum laude in psychology from DePaul 
University, and I would like to set up a meeting about studying with 
you in grad school.”

Everyone replied. It was Diana’s first experience in understanding 
how magna cum laude opened doors. She clicked with a faculty mem-
ber at Loyola University Chicago and enrolled there. When she needed 
a field placement, she sought advice from behind the register once 
again and was reminded to lean into her networks and her contacts 
from Evanston Township, where she ultimately landed a paid position.

After graduation, she was hired at a therapeutic day school in the 
same school district, where she works with immigrant adolescents 
who have been in and out of the foster-care system, who skip school 
and start fights. “I mean, it’s a hard population,” she says. “I’m not 
going to lie.” But she loves the work and sees it as a trial by fire in her 
first job in what will be a long career. Since leaving Jewel-Osco, Diana 
has more than doubled her salary, with benefits, and she is in the pro-
cess of completing the supervisory hours she needs to sit for the cer-
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tification exam that will give her a counseling license. After that, she 
could go into private practice and double her salary once again.

“Maybe I can go to that ten-year high-school reunion, now that I 
have not just a simple job,” she says. Among her former classmates, 
“you know, there are people that didn’t make it that far.”

Diana’s journey might seem obvious to savvy readers of this book, 
but it was never obvious to her. “People assume that this should be 
common sense, that people should know these things,” she says. “But 
it’s like a whole new thing. There are so many questions. I definitely 
wouldn’t have made it that far if I didn’t have the guidance.”

Diana needed crucial conversations to make sense of her under-
graduate degree. Why did they happen in the checkout line of a Jewel- 
Osco?

Turn Students into Orienteers

In helping students acclimate to college, institutions often use the 
vocabulary of wayfinding: degree maps, pathways, orientation. But as 
we have pointed out in this book, the methods used aren’t about real 
orienteering at all. Institutional advising and career counseling are 
more often about giving students prepared trails and predetermined 
destinations, which may or may not be where a student wants to go 
on the college journey.

The true skills of orienteering involve no trails at all. You make 
them. Orienteers are given topographical maps and compasses, taught 
the meaning of the elevation contour lines and water features, and 
instructed to chart their own paths to destinations, while avoiding 
hazards along the way.

If we want our students to become orienteers, to be self-directed 
designers of their undergraduate experiences and of their lives, we 
need to redefine what we mean by orientation—to make it an oppor-
tunity for students to discover the relationship among their per-
sonal, educational, and professional goals and the breadth of the learn-
ing opportunities on their campus. Think of the wasted opportunity 
that orientation represents on many campuses: it typically covers the 
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ground rules of college life (don’t cheat, drink in moderation), the lo-
cations of campus offices and resources (the library, the rec center), 
and the campus venues where students can build a social life. After 
this introduction, students are moved through a perfunctory advis-
ing session, where they register for their first classes.

Karnell McConnell-Black, the vice president for student life at 
Reed College in Oregon and a past president of the National Orienta-
tion Directors Association, told Inside Higher Ed that students should 
not focus on career planning during orientation. Instead, they should 
“start thinking about their passions and their purpose, about their 
mental health and physical wellness, and about community norms 
and values.”6

Maybe that works for high-achieving, connected undergraduates 
at Reed, but low-income, underrepresented students need something 
more. They can’t make good academic decisions in a career-develop-
ment vacuum, yet they are asked to make academic decisions from the 
moment they arrive. Orientation should be about starting students in 
a process of clarifying their vocational purpose and making the best 
use of the resources their college has to offer. Typically, though, in 
orientation programs there is no discussion about how to find and 
meet faculty sharing a student’s research interests (apart from rely-
ing on a department’s name), how the reputed “crosswalks” between 
majors and careers may be mythical, how professional aspirations are 
accessible by many different academic routes, and how to begin think-
ing all of this through.

Orientation could introduce students to the important mapmaking 
skills that they will use throughout their years at college and beyond. 
Besides encouraging students’ engagement with the campus com-
munity, orientation could encourage their engagement with the aca-
demic nature of campus. Introducing students to the Field of Study 
concept is one way to encourage that academic engagement in a more 
personal way for students.

What if a college introduced the Field of Study concept in an orien-
tation session for a randomly selected group of students, similar to 
the session that Amanda Beleu experienced when she arrived at Co-
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lumbia College, as related in chapter 4? A college could test the impact 
of the presentation, comparing those students’ responses to those of 
other students who attended more conventional orientation sessions. 
Would they have a different sense of the landscape of college and of 
how to connect their goals to the opportunities the college offers? 
Would they have a different view of why they want to connect to fac-
ulty and what they ought to look for in a professor’s background and 
interests? Most important of all, would they emerge with a new, na-
scent perspective on how their interests could fit into the granularity 
of the hidden job market, a perspective that goes beyond the formula 
of major-equals-job?

If that trial of Field of Study at orientation is met with interest 
among students and their parents, a college might consider broader 
comparative testing that could involve an orientation-to-college course 
or a freshman seminar or formal academic advising.

We’re not naïve, though. Colleges are bureaucratically hidebound 
and slow to make wholesale changes. We are not arguing that colleges 
should drop everything they’re doing or that Field of Study is the right 
approach for all students. What we do know is that various groups of 
students on any campus would benefit from having a different kind 
of conversation about college—and these conversations can be incor-
porated, with little disruption, into existing services and institutional 
structures, and at little cost.

After all, Raj Chetty has already called for finding and testing those 
“value-added” processes that help launch students from non-elite in-
stitutions. We argue that Field of Study, and the research investigative 
inquiry that drives it, is one of those processes. Because Field of Study 
has a curricular structure, it could be tested in a variety of different 
settings and be easily assessed. Campuses can decide where the ap-
proach fits best and which students it could help most profoundly.7

Elements of Testing Field of Study

As you are preparing to pilot-test the Field of Study approach on your 
campus, you’ll need to consider some questions, which we answer 
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below. The key is to utilize existing personnel and programmatic 
resources on campus; this keeps costs down and demonstrates that, 
if the test points to success, Field of Study can be implemented and 
scaled up at modest cost.

Which group of students do you want to test this with? We have 
focused in this book on first-generation, low-income students who 
came to college with aspirations and a commitment to learning but 
with no clear sense of how to realize those aspirations through the 
college curriculum. They could not make out a path from their college 
major to a postgraduation career.

We think that testing Field of Study with students who share these 
traits can provide a college with insights into how better to help this 
population on campus. A college might have various ways of identify-
ing this group of students. For example, a college may choose matric-
ulating students who are likely to struggle, according to the metrics 
tracked by a predictive-analytics system. A test group might consist 
of students who qualify for Pell Grants or those who arrive at college 
undeclared. Given the pressure to connect careers to liberal-arts ma-
jors, a college might select students declared in the liberal arts. (We 
believe students in preprofessional programs benefit just as much 
from the Field of Study approach, but college officials might see more 
dramatic results from students in majors without a clear career path.)

Field of Study is essentially problem-based learning and has a cur-
riculum. So it may be worthwhile to test it as an enrolled course with 
expectations and deadlines, because the process involves assignments 
that are much like homework. And making Field of Study into a course 
would ensure that students return, week after week, and report their 
progress toward solving an individual wicked problem: how to de-
sign their undergraduate program.

A variety of venues lend themselves to testing the method, even 
beyond a summer orientation. Many colleges have summer bridge 
programs, first-year one-credit orientation courses, or “mastering 
college” courses—all of which are designed to help students make 
sense of the college experience.

Colleges also offer, for example, first-year composition courses, 
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where a student’s wicked problem of designing an undergraduate 
education can become the theme of the course. The Field of Study 
process lends itself to the types of essays that composition courses 
cover: self-reflection, critical analysis, description, evaluation, and a 
research proposal. A student’s reflective essay assignment, for exam-
ple, could have them explore their hidden intellectualism and voca-
tional purpose. A research proposal could be their proposed design 
for their undergraduate experience.

As another example, Field of Study could be tested in a traditional 
first-year seminar. A third of the course’s curriculum could be devoted 
to the tenets of the method and team-taught with a peer mentor. Or a 
college could incorporate lessons on the Field of Study approach in its 
residential programming.

Of course, the process could also be tested in advising or career 
services. Pick two advisors and assign each advisor a cohort of stu-
dents. One cohort would participate in advising as it is currently of-
fered, using the standard advising syllabus; the other cohort would 
go through the process of Field of Study. Both advisors should be con-
nected to their student cohort through the institution’s learning man-
agement system (LMS), not a typical practice in advising. Because 
Field of Study follows a curriculum, the advisor could plot out the steps 
for students, with various activities to engage in over the course of a 
semester and with deadlines for completing them. Plus, the advisor 
and students would have more of a direct line of communication to each 
other, similar to what students experience with professors in their 
courses. The students could use the LMS to share with their peers their 
experiences in research interviews, the hidden jobs they have discov-
ered, faculty they have identified by their field of study, and the proce-
dural hacks they are using. The experiment might show an institution 
how an LMS could produce efficiencies in advising and how advisors 
can become as vital of a teacher as other instructors on campus.

The spine of the curriculum covers a dozen steps:

  1.	Set up the wicked problem. Help students see the difference 
between their hidden intellectualism and vocational purpose 
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and the downside of merely declaring a major that sounds like 
a job. Help them discover the need for multidisciplinarity and 
the opportunities in the blank spaces.

  2.	Understand how to see faculty as Field of Study specialists. 
Students discover the granular interests of faculty members 
and determine how those interests intersect with their own.

  3.	Understand the hidden job market. Students come to ap
preciate the granularity of the world of work and how their 
interests might connect to opportunities there.

  4.	Find their space in the hidden job market. This is the per- 
sonalization of the process. Students work on discovering the 
positions that correspond to their hidden intellectualism and 
vocational purpose. These niches exist even in traditional 
corporate settings.

  5.	Identify the people working in that hidden job market. 
Students look for people who are doing what they could see 
themselves doing in the professional world. These people 
may become part of a student’s social network.

  6.	Prepare for and conduct research investigative inquiry in- 
terviews. Students collect the inside information they need to 
fill out their undergraduate program, explore the possibilities 
for experiential learning with interviewees, and build their 
social network. 

  7.	Translate the gathered information into learning oppor
tunities. Students are shown that learning opportunities 
can exist on campus not just in the form of courses but also 
in student activities and jobs at the institution. Additional 
learning opportunities might be found in off-campus organi-
zations, summer opportunities, or one-off courses at other 
institutions.

  8.	Share what they learned with the group. Students can help 
one another by sharing the information they have found while 
researching the hidden world of work. They can also share 
tips about what approaches worked best in their interviews.

  9.	Propose a design for an undergraduate education. Students 
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design their education backwards from their goal. They as- 
semble the learning opportunities in general education, their 
major, and electives to plan an integrated undergraduate ex- 
perience. Students should incorporate out-of-classroom and 
off-campus experiences as part of the design. A student’s 
design has to go beyond merely picking a major. It has to show 
how the student made informed decisions in filling in the 
blank spaces.

10.	 Devise a plan for creating experiential-learning opportuni-
ties. A student’s research interviews might have yielded leads 
for an experiential-learning opportunity. Students should not 
overlook unpaid experiences if those experiences will provide 
them access to insiders, skills applicable to their areas of in- 
terest, or chances to build cultural and social capital.

11.	 Present their undergraduate design to peers. Students pre- 
sent their design for their undergraduate education to their 
peers, who get to ask questions about it or make suggestions.

12.	 Let the plan evolve. A student’s plan is continually tested 
through the research investigative inquiry and always subject 
to revision.

What kind of people should guide the students when testing 
Field of Study? We propose having two layers of people who guide 
students through Field of Study: supervisors from the faculty or staff 
and peers who come from the student body. On every campus, there 
are people who are already thinking along the lines of what we’ve laid 
out in this book. They come from the faculty, student affairs, advising, 
career development, athletics, residence life, and more. They might 
realize intuitively that the undergraduate degree could be more inte-
grated, going beyond pushing students to pick a practical major, and 
they might already be trying to have deeper conversations with stu-
dents to explore these possibilities. What they may lack are the vocab-
ulary and framework to undertake Field of Study. Many have never 
considered, for example, how the blank spaces on a degree audit can 
become a vehicle for integrating learning across the curriculum. The 
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staff or faculty members who trial Field of Study should ideally come 
from those who desire to try something new.

Training in Field of Study for faculty and staff should be grounded 
in the kinds of case studies that we discuss in this book. Challenge 
these faculty and staff members to think differently about majors and 
the learning opportunities across the curriculum. The case studies 
must provide examples that lead faculty and staff to recognize that 
there is no set program for prelaw or premed and that there are nu-
merous ways to get into business that do not involve majoring in 
business. They need to discover for themselves how marketable a de-
gree in fine arts or German really is—and how using the blank spaces 
drives much of that marketability.

Faculty and staff also need to learn to see the hidden experiential-
learning opportunities both on campus and off. Part of this learning 
process is about seeing the granularity of the hidden job market and 
realizing how that granularity can open up opportunities. A useful 
exercise: start to build out asset maps of unusual and underutilized 
resources in and around campus. An asset map should include the 
often-overlooked talents and interests of staff members on campus.

A final preparation for testing Field of Study is to train peer advi-
sors, those who will help fellow students through the process. As we 
mentioned in Monique’s story, peers are trained by going through the 
Field of Study process themselves, while reflecting on the methods 
and rationale behind the various steps.

Where on campus should the conversations of Field of Study 
take place? New programs often occupy a spot on campus that allows 
easy access to students and to resources those students can use. And 
programs that hope to demonstrate their usefulness to the institution 
and generate campus-wide support need to be in a visible space.

One suitable place to house Field of Study operations would be the 
library or information commons. We know that various campus of-
fices fiercely compete for space in library buildings (particularly if 
those buildings are new), but any office that occupies a library space 
should be aligned with the mission of the library. Field of Study, as a 
research process, fits within the library’s mission as a research space 
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and a repository of cultural capital. For a student seeking to clarify 
hidden intellectualism or vocational purpose, or to begin exploring 
the world of a hidden job market, the library is an underutilized place 
of discovery. Many students see the library as simply a quiet spot to 
study or nap, or as a social space, or the place they have to go to check 
out reserved material for class assignments.8

Situating Field of Study in the library reinforces the role of fac-
ulty, staff, and peer mentors as people who ask challenging questions, 
knowing they don’t have the answers but directing students to those 
who can find answers. For example, a student like Shay might walk 
into a Field of Study office and express an interest in the world of 
spoken word and underserved youth—an aspiration that might be-
fuddle traditionally minded career counselors and advisors. But that 
student, if sent to a reference librarian and databases, would find a 
wealth of resources that start to open up that world. Librarians can 
show students various ways to conduct their research.

Locating Field of Study activities within the library serves an addi-
tional logistical purpose: it reduces the chance that students will get 
lost along the way in carrying out Field of Study research. One of the 
risks for students in advising and career counseling comes after they 
leave an appointment. Sent away with an assignment to look into 
something, they may get waylaid by life’s interruptions and demands 
and never complete the task. If housed in the library or information 
commons, Field of Study faculty, staff, and peer mentors can walk stu-
dents over to reference librarians to immediately begin the research.

The Field of Study office itself should be a repository of incoming 
information, one that breaks down office walls and encourages contin-
ual conversation among the people there—because that’s what makes 
the office a learning organization. Newspapers, magazines, public radio, 
information about local events and organizations—all should be cir-
culated daily in the office and relayed among the staff and students. 
Anything a student or staffer sees, reads about, stumbles across at a 
yoga class, or overhears at a coffee shop can be useful information to 
open up new possibilities in the hidden job market.

What sort of assessment can test the outcomes of piloting Field 
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of Study? We imagine a simple pre- and post-pilot comparative as-
sessment. An administrator in charge of undergraduate studies can 
confer with institutional research to identify the learning outcomes 
that the institution wants to see and then develop a pre-assessment 
and a post-assessment for those students who participate in the pilot.

Final Thoughts: Talent Development,  
Meaningful Degrees, Fulfilling Lives

Over the months we worked toward finishing this book, higher edu-
cation seemed to be poised on a precipice. Prior to the COVID pan-
demic, many institutions faced unsteady finances and growing ques-
tions about their value propositions.9 Robert M. Zemsky, a leading 
scholar of higher education at the University of Pennsylvania, had 
released a book outlining a formula to measure a college’s level of fi-
nancial stress.10 One company had devised its own process for iden-
tifying colleges likely to close but decided to keep secret its list of 
wobbly colleges after various institutions threatened to sue.11

Then COVID-19 abruptly closed campuses, followed by the murder 
of George Floyd, the insurrection on January 6, and other social un-
rest that fractured the nation. This period of tumult put enormous 
stresses on colleges, communities, and students. Yet it also offered an 
opportunity for reflection and reinvention. The pandemic relief funds 
from the federal government briefly alleviated some of the financial 
pressure on many institutions. For desperate colleges, the money was 
mere life support. But those institutions with resources could use the 
moment to face changing demographic realities, fix their finances, 
establish partnerships, and reexamine what they offer and why.

No doubt, many students and parents, with schools and workplaces 
in lockdown, were also examining their lives and daily patterns and 
questioning the direction they were pursuing, both personally and 
professionally: Do I really have to commute to the office and sit at a desk 
when I can do my work from anywhere? Is school for learning, or is it for 
day care and hoop-jumping? I hate what I am doing; do I need a change? 
Am I really happy with my life?
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Pandemics have a tendency to alter societies, forcing a redistri
bution of wealth and a jumbling of social hierarchies and values. 
COVID-19 illuminated fractures in how we live, work, shop, learn, 
and govern. What this all means for students and their relationship to 
college isn’t entirely clear. But it is clearly changing.

Coming out of the pandemic, three salient trends in higher educa-
tion emerged. The first has been a wave of closures and financial re-
structuring at the kinds of institutions that serve students like those 
featured in this book: modest private colleges and regional public uni-
versities. Among them are some colleges with recognizable names, 
like the College of Saint Rose. Some, it seems, used the federal relief 
money to delay difficult decisions—and once that money dried up, the 
fissures in their operations started showing.

To add to the troubles, a narrative doubting the value of college 
took hold in mainstream newspapers and dinner-table conversations.12 
With a shortage of workers in key industries during the pandemic 
and in the months that followed, employers (including some state 
governments) issued announcements saying that they would look 
past degree requirements and hire people with no college degree.13 
That policy move—along with the advocacy of organizations pushing 
skills-based hiring and college alternatives—reopened a national dis-
cussion about the value of the college degree, the skills it delivers (or 
doesn’t deliver) to the workplace, and the baccalaureate as a barrier 
to people who have the experience and skills but don’t have a diploma. 
Higher education’s critics and political foes found yet more fodder 
in data showing that 45 percent of graduates are underemployed ten 
years later.14

In the private lives of students and their families, a crisis in mental 
health emerged, around what students believe is possible for them-
selves in life and how secure they feel about their future. One study 
from Harvard found that 56 percent of young adults struggled with 
financial worries and a significant share harbored “a general ‘sense 
that things are falling apart’ ” in society, the environment, and poli-
tics. The authors said that the financial worries and mental-health 
challenges differed by gender, class, and race; rich kids struggle to 
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maintain the trappings of achievement and high-status jobs, while 
poor kids “contend daily with the deprivations and degradations of 
poverty.” Worries of some kind, however, were consistent across the 
board. Most striking in the Harvard study was that half of the sur-
vey’s young respondents “reported that their mental health was nega-
tively influenced by ‘not knowing what to do with my life,’ ” and nearly 
60 percent said they felt a lack of meaning, purpose, and a sense of 
direction. The study noted that nearly none of the respondents listed 
school or work as a source of meaning or purpose and that many sim-
ply felt pressure to achieve. “Disconnected from meaning,” the au-
thors wrote, “achievement is a particularly frantic, hellish hamster 
wheel.”15

This vortex of criticism about higher education makes sense in 
the context of empty college degrees. Against the backdrop of the 
widening wealth gap and the relentless conversation about majors 
and average salaries, it’s no wonder that students feel anxious over 
the tension between a need to feel financially secure and a desire to 
find a meaningful pursuit in life. Students are deeply interested in 
tackling the problems that ignite them, that resonate with their back-
ground, but are frightened of pursuing those interests because every-
one tells them the pursuit will lead to a hand-to-mouth existence. 
Sadly, many are consequently pushed into something perceived as 
“marketable” or “in demand” but ultimately personally empty.

Those empty college degrees drive the conversation about under-
employment and the value of college, too. The student who is unable 
to tell a story about her degree, or is unclear about its possibilities and 
opportunities, finds herself stuck at The Gap, or tending bar, or be-
hind the cash register at Jewel-Osco; and if she doesn’t blame herself, 
as Diana did, she may well blame the college “scam.” The negative nar-
rative even comes from those students who earn empty college de-
grees and then, by luck or family connections, stumble into decent 
jobs, which have little to do with the major they declared. If they don’t 
use much from their college studies in their work, they might con-
clude that college is just another rubber stamp—so why pay for those 
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years of electives and general education? If a workplace can teach 
you the day-to-day duties, why go to college at all?

College leaders, professors, and staff across the country have anx-
iously watched the growing public doubt over the value of the college 
degree, wondering what will become of their jobs, their institutions, 
and the American system of higher education.

The truth is that the American higher-education system has cre-
ated these problems itself, mostly as a result of its inward focus. Col-
leges value research over teaching, even at institutions that claim 
to have a teaching mission. “Student success” initiatives, upon closer 
look, largely focus on processing students through degree require-
ments, with little regard for what makes up a quality undergraduate 
education. Over the years, institutions’ inconsistency in leadership, 
jockeying with institutional peers, short shrift to advising and men-
torship, and lavish capital spending on vanity projects, nonacademic 
frills, and high-profile but underachieving centers have only added 
to the sector’s difficulties. Most damaging of all, many colleges have 
not created a coherent and integrated educational mission that brings 
together the various units that make up a college campus. Instead, 
in this pressured environment, the siloed academic departments and 
colleges, student-affairs offices, and other units are jockeying for the 
largesse of campus administration.

Let’s not kid ourselves. First-generation, low-income, and under-
represented students are the ones who bear the brunt of the conse-
quences of this flawed system, as they often enroll at second- or third-
tier universities that aren’t prepared to accommodate them. These 
institutions may not have the staff to interact with students individ-
ually, so their success initiatives appear to focus on damage control. 
After early-alert systems raise red flags that a major isn’t working for 
a student, college staff tend to redirect that student to something less 
challenging, perhaps with lower-level career prospects. Or they create 
curricular “gadgets”—badges, certificates, and other add-ons—that 
students can paste into their transcripts to signal they are “business-
ready.” These badges and certificates lean on industry skill sets, such 
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as data analytics, coding, and digital marketing, to give students at 
least something for prospective employers to latch on to, since the 
student can’t tell a coherent story about their degree. What’s more 
important for these institutions than a student’s career prospects or 
personal goals is how that student contributes to the institution’s grad-
uation metrics. And for the most part, first-generation, low-income 
students do not even know how these underlying structures and in-
stitutional motives are influencing the trajectory of their lives.

These are the dynamics behind the dispensing of empty college 
degrees. Empty college degrees are what drive the national conversa-
tion about the value of higher education and the lack of skills that 
employers say college graduates bring to the job. And many of these 
institutional motives are largely about propping up the current struc-
tures and systems, at a time when institutions need to be more agile.

What if a college responded to these challenges not by launching a 
glitzy new initiative or by changing the direction of the institution 
but by changing the conversations students have? Change the conver-
sations, by helping students locate and better utilize the resources on 
and around campus, and you can change the way students perceive 
themselves and their institutions, and how they interact with those 
institutions.

A college’s academic agility is already found in the vast learning 
resources on campus, where faculty adjust their research interests 
to address wicked problems that cut across sectors of the work world 
and many aspects of our lives. In this vibrant campus learning envi-
ronment, colleges can rethink how they prepare students for “indus-
try needs” in a world where those needs are highly varied and contin-
ually evolving. The true challenges and opportunities lie in wicked 
problems, which demand a human touch: a multidisciplinary, syn-
thetic approach that accounts for multiple perspectives on the issues.

The challenge for colleges is to break down the bureaucratic view 
of the undergraduate degree, taking off the blinders of the major and 
introducing students to the notion that their own interests and per-
sonal convictions exist as wicked problems waiting to be solved. This 
is how institutions become agile: they help students see all of these 

https://legal.ebsco.com/license-agreement


V isib    l e  S tudents        a nd   A g i l e  I nstitutions                 199

options and opportunities as a way to prepare for any field, any area 
of interest, and as an opening to a vast hidden job market. Those badges 
and certificates that colleges push on students are a gimmick; on 
many campuses, the learning opportunities already exist in courses. 
When colleges bundle courses to create badges and certificates, they 
demonstrate how students could create their own course clusters by 
availing themselves of the blank spaces. All Field of Study does is ex-
pand this concept across the bachelor’s degree.

If students have the right conversations, they learn how blank 
spaces can become a vehicle to integrate their undergraduate plan. 
The power is not in the badges—it’s in the conversations.

Conversations are the key piece of talent development and should 
have a critical role in higher education for the future. Find the drive 
and talent in individual students, and teach the students how to turn 
the college kaleidoscope, to customize and manipulate the under-
graduate program while still fitting within the degree-requirement 
framework of majors.

Let’s make something clear: Field of Study does not mean getting 
rid of the major-minor system or overhauling anything structural 
about the curriculum at all. It seeks to enhance the effectiveness of 
the system by leveraging the flexibility inherent to the blank spaces, 
ditching the major as the guiding principle, and teaching students to 
look for the relationships among learning opportunities on campus. 
This challenges students to engage with diverse learning possibilities 
and better prepares them for addressing complex problems.

The major-oriented view of the undergraduate degree is killing 
the humanities and the fine arts, and they aren’t helped by the advo-
cates who want to yoke them to soft human skills. “Each intersection 
defines a new type of job,” writes George Anders in You Can Do Any-
thing. “Curiosity + data science = market research. Empathy + gene 
sequencing = genetic counseling. Creativity + information networks 
= social media manager.”16 No, it’s the intersections found among the 
hard skills in sociology and history combined with data science that 
can lead to market research. It’s philosophy, psychology, and biology, 
maybe with some training in gene sequencing, that opens a door to 
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genetic counseling. And as Carla showed us, it’s Spanish and commu-
nications studies, combined with technical courses, that engaged her 
intellectual interests to seek a career in social media.

Students need to rediscover the power of a discipline as a lens on 
the world and start to see their professors as field-of-study special-
ists who can help them discover those worlds in detail. This is how 
faculty demonstrate to students that disciplines can accommodate 
any number of major-and-blank-space combinations, leading in any 
direction—but only if students have the conversations that teach them 
how to discover and assemble the pieces to play to their strengths and 
interests.

Zachary Stein, a Harvard-trained education futurist, would call 
this relationship between faculty and students an authentic version 
of “teacherly authority,” where the student acknowledges the teacher 
for the wisdom, knowledge, skills, and other qualities that can help 
that student someday rise to the level of the teacher. Stein contrasts 
this with the bureaucratic form of teacherly authority, where stu-
dents see their professors and other staff as gatekeepers to grades 
and credits, to be earned by regurgitating information they might see 
as irrelevant.

Stein believes education is now “in a time between worlds,” when 
the complexity and granularity of world problems can no longer be 
addressed by the current approaches to education. “Do we really know 
what kinds of skills are needed in perpetually volatile labor markets 
and technology intensive workplaces? Who are we to tell future gen-
erations what to think, feel, or do with this world we are leaving them? 
Despite some superficial answers from corporate think tanks and 
academics: twenty-first century education is an unknown entity. It is still 
a future unrealized. Twenty-first century education is beyond what 
anyone can yet imagine, let alone implement.”17

To us, this means that colleges shouldn’t focus solely on preparing 
students for job slots and current industry needs but on how those 
students see their interests and skills in relation to the wicked prob-
lems that pervade every sector of the hidden job market. When stu-
dents learn to design their undergraduate program, they can employ 
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those same design skills to see the connections to other things. This 
gives them the ability to shift—the way that all the students profiled 
in this book shifted personally and professionally. Shifting is a devel-
opmental process, a lifelong tool that will allow these students to adapt 
to a fluid job market and changing life circumstances.

Nobody knows all the job slots out there. Students may hear the 
motto “We’re preparing you for jobs that don’t yet exist,” but most 
of the world of work is already invisible to students, essentially non-
existent. Majors are not generic, and neither are jobs, and the name 
of a major does not offer any insight into the variety of paths that 
students can create if they make use of the blank spaces.

Take Diana, for instance, who graduated as a psychology major. As 
a label, that major fails to encapsulate her actual field of study: com-
munity psychology, focusing on the challenges faced by immigrant 
youth in school systems. Diana’s undergraduate education was vastly 
different, for example, from how Monique expressed her hidden in-
tellectualism through a psychology degree.

But Diana didn’t have the social and cultural capital necessary to 
see the connections between her academic program, the skills it of-
fered, and the world of her hidden job market—and she wasn’t helped 
to see those connections, beyond being guided through the turnstiles 
to graduation. Until Diana learned to frame all of these pieces through 
a Field of Study process, not the major she graduated with, it was an 
empty psychology degree, with an outcome in underemployment. 
When she started to see how the pieces integrated with her voca-
tional purpose and connected to a hidden job, Diana began to realize 
where her talents could fit, and she started to become an agile learner. 
Most of all, she built out these skills in a personally meaningful sec-
tor of society that needs her, one that will provide her a comfortable 
living.

Many students arrive at college wanting to work on civic, social, 
and environmental problems. For first-generation, low-income, and 
underrepresented students, especially, these wicked problems have 
been part of their lived experience. Even students in job-oriented 
majors bring personal convictions that drive them to use the skills of 
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business or law to transform their neighborhoods and the lives of 
people like themselves. The opportunities lie in that drive.

Zachary Stein points out that technological, economic, and politi-
cal developments now change so rapidly that even society’s “elders” 
have “no idea, really, what to tell the kids about what tomorrow is 
going to be like.” The answer, he believes, is to help younger genera-
tions “listen to the future and then give them the help that they real-
ize that they need” to navigate the road ahead. Stein believes that 
educational leaders “need to re-ground education of the youth in the 
communities that they live [in] and in the concrete problems of those 
communities.”18

The present and the future will be shaped by wicked problems—
and it’s not just about big global issues. It’s about the wicked problems 
that people deal with every day, like how localities decide which books 
the public library should circulate or how neighborhoods get bike 
lanes installed on their streets. It is about how people negotiate the 
day-to-day dynamics that arise in any workplace or community set-
ting they are in. These complex issues proliferate across employment 
and civic sectors at rates that outpace any college’s efforts to build 
academic programs to tackle them. Wicked problems need an uncon-
ventional approach to education. Despite all the attention paid to data 
analytics and artificial intelligence as tools to solve industry problems, 
much of the real work in problem solving will continue to be done by 
people who can synthesize competing perspectives, work across dis-
ciplinary boundaries, ask good questions, and negotiate solutions that 
can flex and change. That talent development begins when a student 
starts designing an undergraduate education to meet her future.
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