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REVIEWS

“I knew I was going to enjoy reading your book after the first page. It feels like you are talking directly to me. It’s easy to read and not complicated. I don’t know how you did it, but you explained how many students like myself think. It’s amazing how the book shifted my perspective on subjects I thought were just too hard for me. You are changing lives!” – Karina, Student, Florida International University

“A very insightful book written by someone who genuinely cares about America's students. Bertram addresses the topics people are too timid to talk about but should. I think every high school student should read this book before going to college. You won't be disappointed. Even as a senior in college, I learned a few things from reading it.” – Alicia, Five Star Amazon Review

“...I want to provide them with something that would have a lasting effect, a source of guidance as they continue their educational journey. A copy of Dream Differently could not be a better fit.” – Keith Killebrew, Teacher, Keller ISD

“I liked your first book a lot and often promoted it. I like this edition even more.” – Dennis Dio Parker, Toyota, and Founder of FAME

“I loved reading your new book. It felt like a continuous motivational and inspiring story, with many subtle nudges of positivity and realism...and incredibly useful advice.” – Max Altmark, Parent

“This book is a must read for every high school student and their parent(s) and/or guardian(s). In Dream Differently 2.0, Vince Bertram provides direction to students and parents on the opportunities available other than a traditional four-year degree for post-secondary education. He shares examples of pathways of students he has met and discusses the journey these students took to pursue their goals.” – Dr. Prissy LeMay, Assistant Superintendent, Grandview School District

“Every parent needs to read this book to gain a better understanding of what their child is facing in the ever-evolving world when it comes to their future.” – Paul Schiele, Parent


 

 

 

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO 2.0

Our world has changed drastically since Dream Differently was first published in 2017. The importance of the four-year bachelor’s degree continues to decline while the need for workers with practical, STEM-based technical knowledge and skills accelerates. The COVID-19 pandemic further eroded once-strong notions of the American workforce while the steamroller of digital technology flattens older industries. Dream Differently was written as a forward-looking guide for students, and the trends described have radically transformed the business and workforce landscape in just a few years.

My goal for edition 2.0 is simple: to give the best advice based on my own and others’ experiences and the data, especially when those experiences and data require us to reassess old views. Since the end of World War II, the American worker has pursued a linear course. Regardless of one’s vocation, the educational pathway was almost the same: a high-school diploma followed by either a four-year bachelor’s degree, a two-year associate degree, or a trade school. Whether blue- or white-collar jobs, the worker was expected to have “finished” their education before starting a career. Government-sponsored programs encouraged this pathway by helping more students pay for college, and employers all but solidified it by requiring a bachelor’s or associate degree for many new hires. A student’s professional dreams only changed the details of this pathway – usually by the choice of a major – not the pathway itself. The few instances of the college drop-out finding success and fortune, though highly publicized, only reinforced the rule: they were exceptions. If you want to succeed, go to college, and then get a job.

This remains the dominate education pathway and continues to work for millions of students around the globe. But it is not the only pathway. The biggest change between the first edition and the current one is this: Today’s students don’t have to follow the dominant educational pathway to achieve their professional dreams. The world has changed. The economy has gone digital. And the college model has, by and large, failed to keep pace. Particularly in the second half of this book, I want students to understand that it’s OK to forge their own pathway. In other words, a high-school student facing the world in 2024 shouldn’t act like it’s 1994. Immense resources are available to anyone with an internet connection and a dream.

To Students

Most of my career has been with students just like you: excited and ready to take on the world but without a map of how to proceed. Dream Differently was written to help you create that map. More importantly, I hope that this book helps clarify and explain what happens after. You likely have listened (or will listen) to a commencement speaker at your graduation talk to you about the world after high school or college. Not to take anything away from them; they are usually very successful people, and their stories are inspiring. They usually aren’t cynical about the world, as some adults have become. But their purpose at the graduation is to excite you for the next step. “Oh, the places you’ll go...!” They avoid the procedural and dive right into the motivational. They aren’t going to talk to you about rent or student-loan debt. They aren’t going to tell you about what employers look for in new applicants. And they probably aren’t going to talk to you about the work of getting experience at internships. They want you to dream big!

I want you to dream, too. But I want you to dream smart. In the pages that follow, my intention is to challenge you about what comes after It’s time to get down to business. I’m going to ask you to take that dream that now lives in the clouds and put it in front of you. I’m going to tell you to think about finances and tell you to question why you should go to college. I’m going to tell you that employers don’t really care about where you go for your undergraduate degree, so don’t stress about it. What you should stress about is your resume. What’s on it? Anything that can help you in the future? No, that summer waiting tables doesn’t tell that graphic design company anything other than you waited tables.

As you’ll see in the following pages, nearly every job or career that exists or will exist in your lifetime will require some competency in STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics). Do you want to be a writer, an artist, a welder, or a historian? In today’s digital and interconnected world, each of those professions requires one or more STEM skills. The goal of Dream Differently is to encourage you to take your dream out of the clouds and examine it. What does that mean? It means that you must work backwards. You must start with those who do your dream job and find out what education they needed, what skills they had to have, what experiences they had before they got to do what they do, and what skills they’ve acquired in their jobs. Only by knowing where you’re headed will your education pathway come into focus.

To Parents and Families

Our world has changed. The education pathway that you may have followed to start your career has splintered. While the four-year college degree remains a key that unlocks a lifetime of fulfillment and prosperity, it isn’t the only key. After reading this book, your child might start saying things that alarm you, such as, “I don’t know if I need to go to college for four or more years.” Or “What if I delayed college and worked for a few years at a temp agency?” Don’t be alarmed; hear them out and then work with them to develop an education pathway that takes them from the high-school diploma to the career they desire.

Perhaps you’re reading this book based on a review or a friend’s recommendation, and you’ve given it to your child. When your child reads it, it’s unlikely they will come to you and plan an education pathway that makes sense. My advice is simple: Before you give your child this book, read it yourself. It will help you understand why the way you may have gone about building your career might not be the same for your child. More importantly, it will lead to a deeper conversation with your child about their dreams. If they want to be, say, an artist, you don’t have to worry that they’ll be living at home until they’re thirty. Instead, you and your child can have that conversation about all the ways that an artist’s skills are in demand in specific industries or companies. I never fully intended for this book to be read and understood by the student alone. As their parent or family member, you have the greatest influence on their next steps in life after high school. You should plan those next steps together.
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THE THREE QUESTIONS

A former colleague of mine recounted a time in his high school trigonometry class when a fellow student asked their teacher, “Ms. Winston, why do we need to learn this?” She thought for a moment and replied, “In case you become a high school math teacher.” You're probably not alone if that answer doesn’t motivate you to dive deeper into trigonometry. It is interesting that this conversation stuck out in his mind after all these years.

You may have had a similar experience, sitting in your trigonometry, biology, or chemistry class and wondering, “When will I ever use this?” It’s a fair question. Teachers should be able to tell students why they study certain subjects, although I don’t suggest putting them on the spot in the middle of class. (And no, it’s not just in case you want to become a teacher yourself one day).

Another common answer – “because it will make you an educated person” – is equally unsatisfying. Certainly, you want to be an educated person, but as you look around, you see plenty of educated people who never use trigonometry, calculus, or chemistry at all. Whatever they might have learned about those subjects during school, they’ve likely forgotten by now.

True, there are thousands of jobs you could get that will never ever ask you to do long division, much less algebra, trigonometry, or calculus. There are thousands of jobs that will never test your knowledge of circuit breakers or chemical compositions. There are thousands of jobs that will never ask you to know a single line of computer code or decipher reams of raw data.

And yet, according to the National Association of Colleges and Employers1, engineering and math fields dominate the list of college majors that employers are looking for in job applicants. Nearly every survey you can find lists finance and accounting, computer science, mechanical and electrical engineering, business administration, and information sciences as the most in-demand majors of employers. Not only that – these careers are also among the best for making a difference in the world, whether you dream of improving the lives of people in under-developed countries, curing humanity’s worst diseases and afflictions, or protecting the environment.

Of course, not everyone has such lofty aspirations – and that’s OK!

Want to be a video game developer? You’ll need to understand trigonometry.

Want to be a writer, artist, or musician? Many of those careers use information technology, advanced mathematics, and information sciences. The idea that all one needs to be creative is a laptop, palette, or instrument is dead and gone. Or, more accurately, you could be creative with these simple tools and your own talent, but you’ll likely understand the meaning of “starving artist.” Put simply, to create in the 21st century is to have access to and knowledge of a vast array of multimedia tools and channels.

But you may not know that because the way many U.S. high schools approach subjects like trigonometry or other STEM fields focuses more on the calculations than on the applications. Too often, students are told that they’ll need to know trigonometry if they become a high school math teacher or because it’s going to be on the test, which we demonstrate by teaching rigid lessons on sine, cosine, and tangent formulas.

Although there are a host of reasons education is approached this way, it ultimately does a great disservice to students because it fails to help them develop a real appreciation for how subjects like trigonometry apply to the real world. In all the professions mentioned above, it’s almost always more important to understand the principles of trig – and what their use can tell you about the world – than it is to know the equations by heart or to be able to calculate them in your head. That’s what calculators are for.

In fact, it’s increasingly important for job seekers to have at least a basic understanding of trigonometry and STEM fields. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, between 2020 and 2030, employment in STEM occupations is expected to grow 10.5 percent, three points higher than the average of all fields.2

The purpose is not to push you toward a STEM career. For reasons we’ll get into later, I believe that developing STEM skills has many advantages. But you may have different dreams, and I don’t intend to dissuade you from pursuing them.

What I intend to do is provide you with information, perspective, and a few questions that, if answered honestly, will help you plot an educational and career pathway that will help you achieve your dreams. By the end of this book, I want you to appreciate why the pathway to becoming an artist might lead through trig; or why the journey to becoming an engineer might include the writer’s workshop.

This is a book about education beyond high school, but we’re not going to talk about that just yet. Instead, we’re going to talk about dreams – specifically, your dreams. Think back to when you were young – around eight or nine – and an adult asked you, “What do you want to be when you grow up?”

Do you remember your answer? If you’re like most people, whatever you thought you wanted to be when you were eight or nine has likely changed. With age comes wisdom, and you’re now wise enough to know that your childhood dream of being a superhero was a bit misguided. So, how would you answer the question today? What do you want to be when you grow up? What do you want to do with your life?

If you don’t know how you would answer that question, that’s okay; just keep reading!

If you do know what you want to do with your life, congratulations! You’re already a step ahead of many of your peers. But the questions get more difficult from here. How confident are you that your current career goals, ambitions, and desires are more attainable than your earlier dreams? Do you have a plan to make your dreams a reality? There’s no right or wrong answer. I’m not telling you that your dreams are wrong or misguided. But think about them in a serious way because I’m going to assume no one has really asked you to before. In fact, much of what you’ve heard from teachers, school counselors, and speakers probably comes down to some variation of “Follow your dreams.”

“Follow your dreams” is a nice sentiment, but – just like the traditional answers to questions like “Why must we learn this?” – it does a great disservice because it fails to challenge you to examine your dreams and develop a plan for achieving them. The goal is to get you thinking about how to follow your dreams in a smart way, whether you dream of becoming a superstar mathematician or superstar athlete.

Perhaps you’re very good at STEM subjects in school. Or perhaps you’re much better at their counterparts in the humanities, which include social studies, English and other languages, and history. Most people tend to gravitate to one or the other.

You’re going to hear a lot about STEM subjects and careers in the pages that follow. It’s a field that arguably more students should study. But I’m also serious when I say that I don’t want to push you in any career direction. I’m not suggesting that you ignore your dreams and become an engineer. What’s most important is that you have an understanding and appreciation of how your education – past and future – is relevant in real life. This applies to STEM as well as to the humanities.

For example, let’s say you’re very good at STEM subjects – so good, in fact, that your dream is to work at Google or a similar tech giant. Before you ditch the humanities entirely, just listen to what a Google executive once told me:

“ If there is one skill that I never imagined would be so important in what I do and the success I’ve achieved, it’s writing. Even though I really didn’t understand at the time what those classes were going to do for me in the future...actually struggling to get the Bs that I got in those classes turned out to be pretty valuable because I write all the time today. It’s so important to my work that I write well.”

Even STEM experts need to know how to write (without relying entirely on ChatGPT). Would you take your English courses more seriously if you knew how valuable writing would be to your future? No one is saying you need to be a writer, but you should try to be competent at writing, to express yourself clearly and forcefully with the written word. This is exactly what is meant by following your dreams in a smart way. The goal is to show you the importance of having a plan for your career.

At this stage of life, it may be very difficult to see much beyond high school or college, but you should be thinking seriously about your career. And in the first part of this book, we’re going to start with a simple question: What is your dream ?

Next, we’ll move to the world economy you will enter when you start your career. For many readers, this moment will happen when they leave college with a degree. But for others – indeed, for a growing number of others that would have seemed inconceivable just a few years ago – you might not have gone to college at all, or you might still be taking college courses while pursuing your career, or, just as likely, maybe your education doesn’t involve college, but rather some hybrid path of learning. Regardless of your higher education, eventually, all of us must enter the “workforce.” The start of your career should be an exciting moment, a time when you look out at a world full of opportunities – a world that is much different than the one your parents entered decades ago. Both are more exciting and, yes, scarier. The question you need to be able to answer is: Will you be ready for this rapidly evolving world?

After that, we’ll finally tackle the subject of higher education. Notice I didn’t say college. In 2017, as I noted in the first edition, there were plenty of signs pointing to the diminishment of the four-year college experience and subsequent degree. For many reasons we’ll get into later, the value of that costly degree has been declining. From the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic to spring 2022, undergraduate enrollment declined 9.4 percent!3 COVID-19 can explain some of this decline, but not all of it. In fact, between spring 2021 and spring 2022 – or when the public began to emerge from the pandemic’s restrictions – enrollment declined by 4.7 percent. Simply put, more and more people are questioning the value of the college degree – as they should.

A 2021 study found that less than half of high schoolers wanted to attend a four-year college. That seems low, doesn’t it? But it’s not really all bad news, as the study notes:

“Even before the pandemic, students were starting to consider more affordable, direct-to-career alternatives to a four-year degree, said Jeremy Wheaton, ECMC Group’s president and CEO. Still, most said they feel pressure, mostly from their parents and society, to pursue a four-year degree even though community college or career and technical training may make more sense.“The good news in here is that there’s been an uptick in the awareness of career and technical training as a pathway to a good career,” he said. “What is troubling is the decline in education overall.”4

So, while we’re going to look at how to choose the right school, how to choose the right major, and the types of work experiences you should acquire while at college, we’re also going to look hard at whether college is the right choice for you. No one is saying to ignore your education; far from it. There are multiple higher-education pathways that don’t take you through college. By the end of this section, you should be able to answer another simple question: How will your education help you achieve your career dream?

College doesn’t exist just to give you “the college experience.” College is a means to an end; it exists to prepare you for what you want to become after college. Yet far too many students enter college with no real understanding of what they want to do after graduation – or even what awaits them beyond the campus. How can you prepare for something you don’t see or understand?

You can’t. That’s why I wrote this book: to help you see what’s awaiting you, especially because you may not want to see it yet. You may be thinking that right now, you have a few years to enjoy before “real life” begins, and seriously, planning for the future may be the last thing on your mind. But it is in your best interest to approach higher education with a plan for what you expect to get out of it.

I want to help you put that plan together and work to expand your thinking. I want to help you think about life after high school or college in ways you probably haven’t considered – to think beyond your dreams because they may be limiting you. Maybe it’s not that your dreams are too big; it may be that they’re too narrow. You may not know yet all the ways you could follow your dreams and achieve them.

Throughout this book, you’re going to meet people with diverse backgrounds and educational experiences who are navigating their career paths. You’ll see that when these people expanded their horizons and stepped out of their comfort zones, they discovered that they could make their dreams a reality in ways they had never imagined. And it just so happens that they’re all making a decent living, too.

You’ll also be introduced to employers – the ones who are hiring people like you. What do they look for in a young applicant? What skills and experiences do they value? And, importantly, what do they wish more young adults had when joining the workforce? After all, if the whole point of this process is to lead one to a satisfying, well-paying career, then perhaps it’s best to ask those who are currently on the frontlines.

Some ideas I share with you may alarm you and go against what you’ve been told about following your dreams. For instance, I want you to have a financially secure career because financial distress is a dream killer that causes some of life’s most difficult challenges. I’m not saying you need to be a millionaire; rather, I’m talking about earning a decent living while following your dreams. It can be done if you follow your dreams in a smart way.

Pursuing your dreams is important – you’ll enjoy the forty or more years of your working life a lot more if you’re doing something that interests you. But to truly succeed in your dreams, you need to ensure that you get the education and develop the skills that will enable you to have a great career. Your dreams will be much easier to reach if you equip yourself with problem-solving, critical thinking, communication, collaboration, and other high-demand skills.

And that’s what this book is for to challenge you to realize your true potential as early as possible, to be smart about the dreams and goals you set for yourself, and to equip you to make decisions now that will set you up for future success. The goal isn’t to land that perfect entry-level job; the goal is to start you on the right path toward building a prosperous, fulfilling career that lasts a lifetime.
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DO YOU HAVE A DREAM?

Some years ago, I was in a yogurt shop in Tampa, Florida. When I went to pay, there was a jar on the counter that read “Jacqueline’s College Fund.” I looked up at the young woman behind the counter and smiled, “You’re Jacqueline?”

She nodded.

“Clever,” I said, indicating the tip jar. “What are you studying in college?”

“I’m a psychology major,” she said. “I’d like to be a psychologist.”

“That’s wonderful,” I said. “Have you begun thinking about graduate school?”

I was just making friendly conversation and didn’t intend to put Jacqueline on the spot, so her response surprised me.

“Why?” she asked. “Do I need to go to graduate school to become a psychologist?”

I was stunned. Even as a psych major, Jacqueline had never been told that she had to go to graduate school to become a psychologist. (While an associate or bachelor’s degree in psychology can equip you for a career in a host of fields, the American Psychological Association notes that most state licensing boards of psychology require a doctoral degree to be a licensed therapist). I spent the next few minutes helping Jacqueline understand what she had to do to become a psychologist. By the end of our talk, she was in tears.

“No one has ever told me this before,” she said.

Of all the interactions I have had with students in my career, it was this one with Jacqueline that solidified my conviction to write Dream Differently. Even as we enter the second quarter of the 21st century, there remains an assumption among high-school students that all they need to know about higher education and a career they will be taught. Their responsibility so goes this belief, is to go to school, study hard, and then ... everything will fall into place.

Meanwhile, parents often don’t appreciate just how different the world is than when they were considering what to do after high school. And without really understanding this new world, they encourage their children to prepare for the SAT or ACT (which are becoming irrelevant), they look at U.S. News and World Report’s college rankings (which even several highly ranked universities have stopped participating in), and they support their children making campus visits (which can be done virtually). Students are doing what they think they need to do; parents are doing what they think they need to do. What’s the problem?

And that’s where reality hits, as it did for Jacqueline after a brief conversation. She didn’t know that she needed a graduate degree to achieve her dream of being a psychologist. No one had told her that. Imagine the shock – she thought she was doing everything right! Everything she had been told to do, she had done. And yet, no one had told her that.

There are many people like Jacqueline. Some are high-school kids with a vague dream profession but without much practical awareness of how to attain it. Others, like a young man I met after the first edition came out, who had already gone through college and joined the workforce, are still struggling with how to get on the right path. On paper, at least, Aaron Badowski looked as if he was crushing life. Since high school, Aaron knew he wanted to be an engineer. After all, “I was good at math,” he told me. He went to The Ohio State University, where he earned a degree in electrical engineering – the sort of degree school counselors and everyone else tell you is “in demand.” He quickly landed a job after graduation – earning the kind of pay that made his friends envious.

I met Aaron at a restaurant in Los Angeles. He was in town visiting a friend, and I noticed his OSU hat. I struck up a conversation and had the privilege of meeting this smart, ambitious, and yet lost young man. (Lost was Aaron’s word to describe himself.) It came as a shock to me. From all appearances, Aaron was well ahead of the game. He had an engineering degree that would likely ensure his employment for years to come; he had a job at a large construction design firm that paid well, and he was living on his own and well within his means.

What could be the problem?

Well, as it turned out, Aaron wasn’t happy with the work. He wasn’t doing what he thought he’d trained to do, what he wanted to do. And he blamed himself for his predicament.

“When I graduated, I wasn’t thinking about what I was doing,” he told me. “So, I just fell into this job. I wasn’t happy with the work when I started two years ago, and I’m not happy now.”

What did Aaron want to do?

That’s just it; he hadn’t found it yet.

Aaron asked for my advice, and we stayed in touch. You’ll hear from him again later in this book, as his story isn’t finished yet. He reached out again a few months after our first meeting to tell me he had read Dream Differently. I asked him what he thought. His response: “I wish I had read this four years ago.”

Aaron’s story, like Jacqueline’s, while seemingly different, are two sides of the same coin. I’ve included Aaron’s story in the second edition because I feel like many readers will likely identify more closely with him than with Jacqueline: They both moved down a particular path, thinking they were doing everything they should be doing – or at least, they knew where they were falling short and where they were excelling – and yet they feel that they know less now than when they started. They feel like someone along the way should have advised them to think about these things. Yet no one did. Just like with Jacqueline, their experiences are based on the same problem: “No one told me that.”

So many students enroll in college without any idea of what they want to do. That’s an expensive exploration process. Others go to college with some idea of what they want to do, but they haven’t invested the time to discover what a career in their chosen profession requires. I want you to avoid those moments like the one Jacqueline or Aaron had—those “No one has ever told me this before” moments. Let’s start minimizing those moments right now.

If You’re Going To Follow Your Dreams...

As I mentioned before, at some point in your life you’ve probably heard a famous person say something to the effect of “follow your dreams.” If you haven’t had to sit through a commencement address yet, just wait. The speaker will say something like “Follow your passions,” “Be true to yourself,” “Trust your gut,” or “This is the first day of the rest of your life.”

All those phrases appeared in commencement speeches delivered in recent years by high-profile speakers such as Ellen DeGeneres, Oprah Winfrey, Jim Carrey, and the late Steve Jobs. This is not a criticism of these celebrities— we could all learn something from their success. But the unfortunate reality is that the advice to “follow your dreams” has become a cliché – especially in commencement addresses.

There’s nothing wrong with “following your dreams.” It’s a great rallying cry that’s meant to inspire you, and it wouldn’t be a cliché if there weren’t some truth to it. Many writers and thinkers throughout history have made the sentiment their own, including Henry David Thoreau: “If one advances confidently in the direction of his dreams, and endeavors to live the life which he has imagined, he will meet with a success unexpected in common hours . . .” But being told to “follow your dreams” is too vague. It doesn’t really tell you what you need to know; it tells you what you want to hear. “So, if I should just ‘follow my dreams,’ that means I don’t really need to learn math, or science, or writing,” goes the thinking for far too many young people. “Follow your dreams” glosses over the details. But details matter—a lot.

Other speakers will probably add “work hard” to the mix, lest you mistakenly think greatness and success will come easily if you just “follow your dreams.” But, again, “work hard” and “follow your dreams” aren’t strategies for success because they don’t help you find direction. You could work very hard at achieving your dream of becoming a VCR repair person – but good luck getting any customers. By the way, what is a VCR?

So, let’s be honest about this: “Follow your dreams” is a bit of graduation boilerplate that hides the real work ahead of you. It’s rhetoric masquerading as a clarion call for greatness. It’s not a plan; it’s not even good advice. At most, it’s just a reminder to avoid doing something you don’t like.

Unfortunately, by pursuing your dreams without clear direction, you’re far more likely to end up exactly where you don’t want to be: doing something you don’t enjoy.

. . . Follow Them Smartly

None of this is to say that you should abandon your dreams. While it is important to receive “follow your dreams” advice with caution, it’s just as important not to overcorrect. This can lead to cynicism, pessimism, selfdoubt, and, ultimately, failure. Rather, you should pursue your dreams in the smartest way you can. This means taking your dreams out of the clouds and holding them up to the harsh light of day – doing a little introspection. Don’t just hold your dreams close to your heart. Investigate them; try to understand them. Be able to answer the question, “Why do you want this?”

Many young people recoil from this type of internal investigation, and here’s why. When a dream is still only a dream, it is without substance. It exists solely in the imaginer’s mind, a sort of living daydream that can be recalled at moments of trouble or self-doubt. In this peaceful existence, the dream encounters no obstacles, no resistance; there isn’t an adult or authority figure to laugh at it, to tell you the dream is foolish, and to point you in a direction they feel you should go, which is decidedly the direction you don’t want to take. Besides, once we start taking a hard look at our dreams, we might realize just how difficult it will be to achieve them.

From The Clouds To The Ground

Bringing your dream into reality doesn’t have to be intimidating or disillusioning. Just imagine yourself in ten years. What are you doing? Be honest with yourself! This seems like such a simple exercise, yet it’s one that so few students actually bother trying.

Ten years from now, I will be:

Write in whatever your dream is—playing professional sports, working on a cure for cancer, inventing the technology that will replace the smartphone, helping people who are disadvantaged, writing a novel.

Have that dream in mind? Now, list five things you need to do to make that dream a reality.

1. _____________

2. _____________

3. _____________

4. _____________

5. _____________

How far did you get? If your dream is to become a doctor or lawyer, then I imagine you got close to listing five things. Maybe if you want to be a doctor, your list looks like this:

1.Get good grades in science courses.

2.Attend and do well at a college or university with a strong pre-med program.

3.Prepare for and take the Medical College Admissions Test (MCAT).

4.Attend medical school and complete residency.

5.Doctor!

The educational and career pathways for doctors and lawyers are fairly linear – although I’ve heard from many unsatisfied medical and law students that they never considered what kind of doctor or lawyer they wanted to be. Some assumed they would figure it out in med or law school; others take longer. A friend of mine who is now an oral surgeon didn’t start med school wanting to be an oral surgeon. In fact, he didn’t even start in med school, he started in dental school. When entering his senior year, David still didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life. He majored in business administration but eventually realized that he had no desire to go into business. He had never tested his dream. He assumed that by the time he had to figure it out, he’d know – someone would have told him. But all he knew facing graduation was that he didn’t want to go into “business.”

What to do?

Sitting down with his parents, David told them what he wanted out of life. He wanted a well-paying career that didn’t require a lot of corporate ladder-climbing. Oh, and he didn’t want to work overly demanding hours (Good work if you can get it!). His father, a heart surgeon, told him that it sounded like he wanted to be a doctor. The problem was that at this point in his college career, David thought medical school was all but impossible. Not entirely, but the work he needed to complete to have a chance at admission would keep him in school for at least two more years. David wasn’t ready for that.

Then his mother said: “What about dentistry?”

David had never considered dentistry, but it checked a lot of his boxes: a good-paying job that didn’t require ridiculous hours. He would still need to do summer coursework to satisfy the requirements for dental school, but the goal was far more realistic than medical school. David decided on dental school.

Only that’s not the end of the story. It didn’t take David very long to figure out that he wasn’t passionate about dentistry. In fact, he started to wonder if he could shift to oral surgery. That career path required more school, more work, longer hours, and a firm commitment to something beyond a “good-paying job.” But David, finally, had found his “dream.” The path he took to get there wasn’t ideal; in fact, David likely could have saved himself a few years of schooling, and a lot of mental anguish had he given his future more thought than he had in high school and college. But once David identified his dream, he identified the steps he needed to take to get there. His story has a successful ending because David deliberately mapped out his future. His story also reveals that even in a seemingly straightforward career like medicine, you will never go wrong by examining your career more closely.

The steps I asked you to identify to reach your dream – assuming you have one – aren’t set in stone. It’s just a way for you to start thinking about your path. And your steps will likely change as you start to investigate your dream more carefully. The dream itself will likely change. If you couldn’t come up with five steps, I suggest that part of the problem is that your “dream job” isn’t very well defined, so you don’t know how to get there.

Another problem you might have met if you didn’t get very far on your list is because your dream is more goal-oriented rather than job-oriented. For example, what if you want to protect the environment? Or help reduce starvation? Or build the next generation PC? Assuming you had “go to college” written down somewhere on your list, what happens after that? You should start doing some research!

In the end, don’t worry if you didn’t get very far. That’s the point.

It’s unlikely that you know exactly what is required to fulfill your dream. Instead, it’s more likely you’re someone like Aaron, who wants to be an “engineer,” but isn’t sure what he wants to do with those skills, or you’re like David, who only knew he wanted a “good-paying job” and ended up an oral surgeon. You have this hazy vision of going to college, graduating, and then either quickly or slowly moving into your dream job. That’s entirely normal. But it’s also misguided.

Perhaps you don’t have much of a dream, in which case, you couldn’t write down much of anything. That’s also normal and not something that should concern you—yet. Even students with a firm idea about what they want to do with their lives may change their minds several times.

But wherever you find yourself, you shouldn’t be looking for a dream “job.” What you’re really looking for is a dream “career.”

From “Dream Job” To “Dream Career”

Ideally, your list should include steps on how to start out on the right career path. Getting a job isn’t the end; it’s one step of a journey. So, for example, you don’t want to be a “scientist.” You want to have a career in a specific scientific field. You don’t want to be a “writer.” You want to be able to make a living writing. This might seem like semantics, but stay with me.

Say your dream is to become a professional athlete. That’s a job. Think bigger—perhaps something like, “I want to have a career in professional sports.”

See the difference?

Let’s take another “dream job.” Instead of saying, “I want to be a singer,” what about “I want to have a career in the music industry”? Looking at your dream in this way doesn’t mean you can’t be the next Lionel Messi or Rihanna. All it means is that you should stop looking at your dream as a single achievable goal and more as a lifelong pursuit.

Remember when I told you in the last chapter that your dreams could be limiting you? This is what I mean. Your focus on one job ignores all the other ways you can live your dreams besides that one job. When you change your focus from “professional athlete” to “career in professional sports,” do you see how wide and promising your opportunities can become?

Pursue athletics, but while you do so, start to think about all the other ways you can work in professional sports: sports medicine and science, management; coaching, marketing; and field maintenance. Or take your love of singing. Do what you need to do to become a professional singer, but also look at how you might continue working in the music industry you love should that one job not materialize as you may have planned: production, management, lighting technician, sound engineering.

Another benefit of this exercise is to see if your passion for a particular industry extends beyond a specific job. For example, does your love of sports extend beyond your own performance? Does your love of music extend beyond your own singing? If your answer to questions like these is “No,” then it’s time to think long and hard about your dream because you could risk spending the bulk of your post-high school life in pursuit of a single job to the exclusion of all other possibilities, only to realize that that one job will never be yours or that you’ve missed better opportunities because you were thinking too narrowly.

No Such Thing As A Perfect Dream

We all prefer our dreams to remain in an unchallenged state. But an unexamined dream is a dream that will never become reality. As long you choose to protect your dream from criticism, you will never move closer to living it. And for some young people, this is all their dreams amount to. Most people never have the courage to take their dreams out of the sky and subject them to rational analysis. Why? Because once your dream becomes a plan, then you’re in danger of failing.

They say most people’s greatest fear is public speaking— sometimes maybe more than death—but I believe that it doesn’t come close to our fear of failure. The fear of failure keeps our dreams in our heads, locked away, where they remain pristine and unspoiled. They also remain unrealized. If you want to achieve your dreams, you must examine them, put them to the test, and have a plan for making them a reality. This book will show you how to put yourself on a path to success regardless of whether you have a dream. In fact, in the next chapter, I’m going to speak directly to those readers who don’t have a dream.

But if you have a dream, then it’s time to examine it. Just know that after we put your dream through the steps, it may not look the same. You might not even want to hang on to it after we’re done. You’re going to see holes and blind spots. It may not look as attractive or make as much sense as it used to. That’s normal. And I think you’ll be pleased you saw those imperfections now rather than in five, ten, or fifteen years. Finding these flaws now frees you to find success with a new and better dream.
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BEYOND YOUR WILDEST DREAMS

Dead Poets Society is an older movie, but it provides a timeless example for our discussion about dreams.

Set at an elite boarding school in the 1950s, the film relates how English teacher John Keating, played by the late Robin Williams, uses an unorthodox teaching style to inspire his students to become passionate about poetry. In one of the more exceptional scenes in the movie, Keating says to his students:

“We don’t read and write poetry because it’s cute. We read and write poetry because we are members of the human race. And the human race is filled with passion. And medicine, law, business, engineering, these are noble pursuits and necessary to sustain life. But poetry, beauty, romance, love, these are what we stay alive for.”

The backdrop to these moving lines is the school’s rigid academic conformity. The students are taught their other courses, particularly what today we would call STEM courses, all by way of formulas and rote memorization. The students all have “dreams” of being doctors, lawyers, and engineers, although the audience knows that these are really their parents’ dreams. In this starched, dull world, Keating’s teaching reveals a beauty behind education that the students never knew existed.

I mention this film because the lessons Keating imparts to his students fit well with our discussion on dreams. How so? Let’s suppose that the school Keating teaches at is actually one known for its dedication to the humanities rather than STEM courses. Imagine that Keating is a math teacher whose students only care about the humanities.

How would Keating reach them? How could he get them to see not only the beauty but also the excitement, the “passion” behind mathematics? The rhythmic beauty of music relies on mathematics; the questions about the universe and our existence posed in the greatest science fiction books spring from our knowledge of science and math; and the ability to innovate is inseparable from understanding the mathematical building blocks of the physical world. But too often, the connection between the real world and STEM subjects such as advanced math is murky at best for high school students. That’s largely the fault of an educational system that focuses more on rote memorization for test taking than on learning STEM principles in relevant, applied ways.

One way to appreciate poetry and literature is the same way to appreciate STEM subjects: understand how they apply to the real world. Sure, some students don’t require creative teaching methods to get their hearts racing for Shakespeare or calculus, but many more do. Otherwise, it’s just a bunch of squiggly lines in a textbook. Keating showed them the life behind poetry textbooks. That life exists behind the pages of a math, science, and physics book as well. The only question is whether you’ve been exposed to it.

Another way to achieve a similar outcome is to show how a student’s proficiency in a humanities subject – say, writing or art – helps them better appreciate or understand math. As I suggested earlier, you likely have already limited your dreams because you’re “not good” at a specific subject. Maybe you’re fascinated by video games, but since you think you’re terrible at math, you’ve crossed designer or coder off your list. Few things upset me as much as hearing a student tell me that they can’t do something because they’re not good at the subject traditionally associated with that “thing.” And yet, what is a video game, if not a story in which the player is the primary character? And what does every story need? A storyteller. Someone who knows how to write. Matching one’s writing ability with proficiency in graphic design or computer science would make a powerful skill set for anyone looking to get into video games.

I would never demean the importance of “poetry, beauty, romance, love.” They are what we stay alive for. But, with apologies to a great movie, there is beauty in STEM, too. There is also passion. These aren’t just “noble pursuits and necessary to sustain life.” Innovation is the engine of life. Innovation is making our world smarter, safer, and more efficient. Innovation is curing diseases, eradicating hunger, and developing new energy sources.

Innovation doesn’t just put food on the table; it showcases the best of humanity – a team of minds coming together to solve a problem. You can be at the forefront of that innovation, that excitement, that passion – and you don’t have to be exceptional at math.

Dream Beyond Your Expectations

The students in Dead Poets Society didn’t know they had a passion for poetry until Keating exposed them to it in an exceptional way. Poetry was certainly part of the curriculum, just as mathematics was, but the way it was taught wasn’t exactly inspiring. The school was simply checking a box, much like you’re checking a box when you struggle through a course you dislike. Chemistry? Check. Algebra? Check.

I have no idea how well the STEM subjects are taught in your school. Maybe you love STEM because it’s been taught in a relevant and engaging way. Or maybe you love STEM despite how it’s been taught to you. Perhaps you dislike it because of the way it’s been taught.

What I can say for certain is that how you feel about STEM – or English or history – is a direct reflection of whether you think you’re good at it. If you’re bad at math, chances are good that you don’t like it. Find writing difficult? Then you probably dislike it. That’s just the way it works.

More importantly, if you’re bad at math, no one is telling you to pursue a career in math. Your parents or teacher will do what they can – arrange a tutor, for instance – so that you pass math, but that’s just a way to improve your chances of getting through the class. It’s not really for the math itself. And so, from a very young age, you have crossed off math from your list of “interests.” Because you struggled with it early on, there was no one to help you see through the formulas and the equations to the beauty on the other side.

Have you ever thought of it like that? That your performance on a certain subject in school has already influenced your dreams and your career options? You’ve been told all your life that there isn’t anything you can’t do—except what you’re not good at. If you’re bad at algebra during your sophomore year in high school, it could ruin your desire to pursue a career that uses math.

Discouraging, isn’t it? You may be just leaving high school, and doors are already closing.

It’s also completely wrong.

The truth is that most jobs that require math require competence at certain mathematical functions, not genius status. You’re not brilliant with math? So what! Not many people are. As a jet engineer, you won’t be asked to solve the mysteries of the universe. No one expects you to revolutionize the field of mathematics. You just need to know math well enough to build cuttingedge jets.

Look at it this way: Say there’s a marketing job available that does a lot of business with Latin America. The employer will likely want to hire someone fluent or competent in Spanish, given where their customers are. Are they looking for an applicant who was born and raised in Latin America and can speak Spanish, as well as native speakers? Sure, they’d love to have that applicant, as long as that applicant can perform the actual job – marketing – as well as speak Spanish. But they’d most likely prefer a better marketer than a better Spanish speaker. Spanish is a part of the job; it’s not the whole job or even half the job. You need to know it, but you don’t need to have written books in Spanish.

Too often, we stop pursuing things we’re not especially talented at in favor of pursuing things that are naturally easier for us. If you have a way with words and writing, you’d rather learn and study those subjects than struggle learning physics.

But there’s another reason we do it: that “follow your dreams” cliché. Parents, teachers, and school counselors all give us the same advice – pursue your interests. For instance, if you demonstrate talent in music, you are encouraged to pursue music. If your history teacher sees that you’re particularly good at understanding complicated historical lessons, they encourage you to pursue history. If you’re sitting in your school counselor’s office wondering what to study in college, the first thing you’re likely to be asked is: “What are you good at?”

In other words, there is a tremendous amount of pressure on you, from a very young age, to pursue only those endeavors, subjects, or hobbies that you’re already good at. The older you get, the more attention you bring to these subjects and the less you have for those you may struggle with.

The school system, even in college, tries to make up for this by requiring a wide range of diverse coursework. You have no choice but to take math, science, history, and English. That’s just the way the system works. But within that system, we all know that you’re pushed toward focusing on the classes you prefer and simply passing on the ones you don’t.

This pressure to pursue only the subjects you’re good at must have some effect on your dream. What I mean is that if you love English, it’s unlikely you’re going to want to be an electrical engineer. And if you love physics, it’s unlikely you’re going to pursue a career in art. That’s because you have no reason to ever look beyond your more obvious interests. Chances are, no one is pushing you to think beyond your self-imposed limitations.

There’s a serious problem here. If you dislike, say, physics, that probably has more to do with the school subject of physics than the practical application of physics in the real world. When you have the textbook open, and you’re trying to memorize the laws of thermodynamics, your brain shuts off, and you wish you were anywhere else. But would your brain shut off during a rocket launch when those same laws are working right before your eyes? I doubt it.

And yet, because you showed little aptitude for memorizing and understanding physical properties early in your education, you were gently pulled away from any interest of pursuing physics as a career. You might love the possibilities of space exploration, but because you weren’t initially “good at physics” you never really pursued that interest. Then, one day, you’re watching a documentary on rocket scientists, and you think, “Now that looks like an exciting career.” That’s physics in the real world. My question: Would you have gritted it out, pushed yourself a little harder, perhaps worked with a tutor to get through your rough patch of physics as a school subject if it meant that one day you could be building rockets?

Let’s take a real-life example. Chase went to Southern Methodist University and is now pursuing a career in advertising. Starting in high school, Chase followed multiple career “dreams” – medicine, business, finance – but mostly because those were the dreams his parents had for him, or they were the expected ambitions of his cohort at SMU. The fact is that Chase didn’t know what he wanted to do.

“I figured I would do finance like everyone else,” Chase told me. “I’d work the 9-to-5, big corporate job, you know, like the Wolf of Wall Street. Everyone I knew was going to finance. Then I took an advertising class, and I loved it.”

Despite being pulled away from finance, Chase still wasn’t convinced that advertising was the right career path. After all, finance all but promised higher earnings. That’s why so many college students are attracted to it; they see the money. Chase knew that the early years would be rough, but the rewards after that make it all worthwhile, right?

Chase was starting to have doubts. His major in college was still business, but he was starting to question finance as a career. His dilemma was whether he should continue to study finance as a fallback, even if he didn’t go into that profession right away after graduation. His other pathway, for this business major at least, was economics. Chase decided to talk to his economics professor about his dilemma: Should he continue with finance?

“He basically told me,” Chase reminisced, “that finance really only has one pathway.” It was a pathway, to Chase at least, that led to a robotic kind of working life, a cog in a wheel, he told me. (I should add that this isn’t really true when it comes to finance, for which there are many possible career paths). Then, his econ professor, with perhaps a bit of bias, showed him a list of nearly 200 careers that require economics as foundational knowledge. That’s when the light went on for Chase.

“I can do anything with economics,” he said, with slight exaggeration. “I suddenly realized how applicable it was to so many other fields, even advertising. I started to want to be in class; I wanted to study charts; I wanted to learn more because I saw where it could take me. ”

It’s good to remember at this point that Chase had no desire to be in economics, whatever that might entail. We’ll meet Chase again later in this book, where you’ll see how he chose to pursue his dream of advertising. But the point is that just by understanding where the study of economics could take him, he found a passion for it.

Hopefully, you’re beginning to understand that a lot of your dreams and your ambitions, while they might accurately reflect your true passions, are also the product of the way you’ve been pressured into focusing on certain subjects. The pressure doesn’t just come from parents, teachers, or school counselors, who really do have your best interests at heart, but also from self-imposed pressure—you do it to yourself. We all prefer the path of least resistance, but this preference doesn’t come without consequences.

When students see math and science principles (or the humanities) in action, the words in the textbook – those confusing, frustrating formulas and equations – suddenly start to make sense. They’re the same words that had always troubled the student, but now they see what they really mean. They see that those words have power, that they are useful to achieve a certain task or solve a specific real-world problem.

Then physics or math or engineering aren’t abstract concepts anymore – they’re no longer just things we learn in case we become teachers one day. We learn them because we need them to do real, exciting things that expand our knowledge and that can help solve some of the most challenging problems facing the world and our local communities.

And they think: I can do this? It’s a question at first, but then suddenly, it’s not. I can do this!

You can do it, too.

Good News: You Don’t Need To Be Great

You’ve probably picked up on a theme here, but I’ll put it plainly: You don’t need to be great in a subject to pursue a career in that subject. You don’t need to be a genius to be a pilot, astronaut, engineer, or rocket scientist. You must be competent – and competent at some very high-level math – but none of those careers are closed to you if you want them. The same is true for careers that require chemistry, physics, computer science, and engineering.

The same is true of the humanities, too. Do you know how many not-great but competent writers are making a lot of money and having a great careers? There are a lot. They learned the art of writing well enough to become professional writers.

Likewise, to have a career in STEM, you need to learn the STEM subjects well enough. It’s true that some careers require greater proficiency than others. I won’t say that a C math student has the same chance as an A math student of becoming a rocket scientist. But here’s what levels the playing field: Do you want it bad enough? If the C student works harder than the A student, then they may level the playing field. Like much else in life, it often comes down to drive and desire.

Which is why I want to tell you about Bill Buckley, a video game designer from California. From a very young age, Bill had two principal passions in life: art and video games. But while he played plenty of video games in the 1980s and ‘90s, he didn’t do a lot of art. “I was terrified to try art as a child,” he told me. “There was always that one kid in class who was amazing, and I was afraid to compete against him. So, I held myself back.”

Bill eventually went off to community college where he studied a core curriculum but left with no better understanding of what he wanted to do. He sat down with his father.

“If you could do one thing for the rest of your life, what would it be?” his father asked him.

Without hesitation, Bill said, “I love video games and I love art.”

“Great, do that,” said his father.

“I can’t do that,” protested Bill, who didn’t even know what that was.

“Figure it out.”

Bill tried to figure it out. He studied what it took to become a video game animator, and found that there were two pathways: one led through a computer science degree, the other through an animation degree. Learning computer science to then learn about animation seemed backward to Bill; so he sought out the best program for animation, and that led him to the University of California at Fullerton, whose animation program was started by Disney.

Sitting down with his new advisor, Bill got some sober news. “This degree [in entertainment arts and animation] is one of the most demanding you could have chosen,” he said. “You’re going to be up against those who have been drawing since kindergarten.” If the advisor’s intent was to push Bill away from the degree, it didn’t work. It probably should have worked, but according to Bill, he wanted a challenge and didn’t really care about the odds.

He spent the next several years learning art for the very first time in his life. He wasn’t the best, but he didn’t need to be the best. He needed to learn what he needed to learn, hone the skills he needed to hone, develop the talents that he needed to develop...and then figure it out.

“It was just sheer ignorance that made me go through with it,” Bill told me. “I knew it was going to be difficult, but I didn’t know how difficult, and that was probably for the best. I might not have stayed with it if I had known.”

Bill stuck with it and became a video game animator. But there’s more to Bill’s story than that. So much more, which I’ll finish later in the book. Let’s just say that it’s been a pretty good career for a guy who didn’t know anything about art when he started.

Go Find Your Dream

One thing I don’t want you to take away from this discussion is that I’m saying your passion or dream is wrong. Rather, what I’m saying is that it’s time to expand your horizons. It’s time to break out of your comfortable world and dare yourself to imagine a different dream. It’s important to understand how much your current dream or passion has been shaped by things really beyond your control. It might still be the right one for you, but you owe it to yourself to see if there’s something else out there you might like even better.

In the next chapter, you’ll meet a few young professionals whose career dreams and journeys illuminate much of what we’ve discussed so far. Their job experiences might expose you to dreams and career paths you may not have considered.
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DREAMS IN ACTION

It’s time for me to step back for a moment and let you hear from three professionals who are now in the working world. All of them started their journey going to college, although that’s where their paths diverged. I interviewed two of these former students, Quinn and Mark, for the first edition of the book and caught up with them seven years later to see how they were doing. The third, Alyson, is new to the second edition. Hopefully, you’ll see some of the ideas and suggestions presented in the last three chapters come alive in their stories.

The Moment He Realized His Dream

(Note: I first met Quinn when he was in his mid-20s, working as an electrical engineer at Chevron. We caught up seven years later when Quinn was 33, no longer a young professional, but a very successful engineer.)

Like a lot of young people, Quinn had dreams in junior high and early high school of becoming a professional athlete. He loved sports, particularly basketball, and figured it was the best path open to him.

“Unfortunately, I had two knee surgeries before the age of sixteen, which kind of wiped me out from pursuing that avenue,” he told me. Although it’s hard for any athlete to undergo those types of dream-ending injuries, it did force Quinn to look at what else he enjoyed. He was a good student and especially strong in math and sciences. He also loved tinkering with cars, train sets, and whatever he could take apart and put back together in his garage. But that was his only exposure to any sort of engineering. His father was an entrepreneurial restaurant manager, and his mother was a nurse—great jobs, but not exactly aligned with Quinn’s interests. Speaking of what he does now, Quinn said, “I had no idea what it was.”

It’s certainly possible that Quinn eventually may have happened upon engineering, given his math and science talents. But aside from his meddling in the garage, there was nothing in his world that pushed him in that direction. That started to change when Quinn began to take high school courses that applied book learning to actual engineering. As he told me:

“I learned about the engineering design process: How you go from identifying a problem to solving it. Then comes the actual designing and then constructing your solution. After that first course, I knew this was something I wanted to continue with. The program was fairly new, and our class size was really small at that time. In the next course I took, we got deeper into theory: why things work, why they’re designed a certain way, and how we can use them to solve even more problems.”

Quinn remembered this moment from high school when it all started to come together. “OK, this is why we study this, and this is why this works,” he said. It’s quite a moment for a young kid when the world starts making sense when the things that seem irrelevant and beyond his capabilities suddenly become comprehensible.

Quinn told me about a time when he met some real-life electrical engineers. One of them had gone to Quinn’s high school and was now introducing Quinn and his peers to engineers from the Institute of Electronics and Electrical Engineers (IEEE). The IEEE engineers let Quinn and his friends experiment with a Segway-type personal mover that they had built.

“They told us exactly how they came to design this, and I realized I understood what they were saying,” Quinn told me. “With the programming aspects, ordering parts, timeline, keeping schedule, all the things that I had learned. It was at that moment that I was hooked. I said to myself, ‘Electrical Engineering is what I want to do.’” After college, Quinn became an electrical engineer at Chevron, a job that took him all over the world: Australia, Kuwait, and Kazakhstan.

When I spoke with Quinn again in 2022, he told me how he had shifted from electrical engineering to operations – meaning that he was overseeing large-scale projects from a leadership level. Quinn explained that COVID-19 was responsible for his career shift. “We saw historic dips in many sectors as the oil price went negative,” said Quinn. “We had to refocus our energies on how we could work smarter and faster, with a new emphasis on digital.” An opportunity in Kazakhstan took Quinn halfway around the world, where he oversaw the development of the country’s energy infrastructure. “I was working with predominantly Kazakh and Russian teams,” said Quinn. “So, I had to learn Russian.”

Quinn’s schedule kept him in Kazakhstan for 28 days, after which he would return to Houston for 28 days. Then back. But because of the pandemic and quarantine restrictions, sometimes he was abroad for more than 50 days. It was a tough assignment, but one which Quinn marvels at. “It was definitely the most challenging job I’ve had, but I was working on one of the most complex facilities systems I’ve ever seen.” Not bad for a kid whose athletic dreams were canceled by a couple of knee surgeries.

This is Quinn’s advice for you:

“When I go back home, the first thing I tell students is it’s important to utilize all your resources and take advantage of all opportunities. Teachers, parents, counselors, coaches—they don’t want to see a student fail. I’ve never had the experience as a student where I’ve asked a question or asked for help where someone didn’t step up and assist me. Whether that’s an afterschool program or a tutoring resource, those are the avenues that are available to students, but nine times out of ten, students won’t raise their hand and say, “Hey, I don’t get this.” They would rather sit back and just let time pass or say this really isn’t for me. Don’t shy away from the challenges. Don’t worry if you’re not good in math and science; it’s something that you can work at if you put the time into it.

As a student, you never will have as much energy and passion as you do right now. When you’re a student, get involved in as many things as you can. Now is the time for you to see where you’ll be in ten to fifteen years. You must put in the work now so you can get where you want to be in the future.”

Looking back on this advice, I wouldn’t change anything. I think it’s spot on. But here’s some more advice from Quinn, speaking not as a young professional but as someone who is living his professional dreams:

“Every time I’m in front of students, I tell them not to accept problems. That’s the engineer in me. We solve problems. But the problems that we confront when we’re students often seem insurmountable. We think we must accept them. But a problem is just waiting for a solution. We shouldn’t be afraid of problems. We should look at ways to find solutions.”

If I can extrapolate from Quinn’s advice, I would say that the ability to think critically and creatively is something that you are never too young to learn. Just because you’re supposed to go about your education and career in a certain way doesn’t mean you have to. And it’s a skill that Quinn has used well beyond his days as an electrical engineer. His passion, his curiosity and his openness to learn have taken Quinn all over the world.

A Dream Nearly Thwarted

(Note: Seven years ago, Mark was a young engineer just starting his career at Lockheed Martin, helping build some of the most advanced jets in the world. Today, he’s still doing that, but in a different capacity than when he started.)

When Mark talked to a high school class, he usually had the same message: “When I was y’all’s age, I was not good at math, terrible at it, bad.” It isn’t something the students expect to hear, given that Mark works for Lockheed Martin, one of the world’s largest aerospace and defense companies.

Mark often finds himself in front of high school students as part of Lock-heed’s program Engineers in the Classroom. As the name implies, Lockheed engineers visit a classroom for a day, give a short talk, take students’ questions, and then conduct a hands-on demonstration. It gives engineers like Mark—the self-professed bad math students—an opportunity to speak honestly with students.

But Mark’s history as a bad math student is more than just a great line to deliver in front of a classroom. When I spoke with Mark, he emphasized his poor math skills again and again. Like many students who struggle with math, no one outside Mark’s family encouraged him to pursue a math-related career. Unlike many students in his situation, however, Mark’s family knew what he was capable of. He explained to me:

“I came from a family of engineers. My dad was an engineer; my granddad was an engineer; my great-granddad was an engineer; my uncle and my brother were all engineers. Everyone is an engineer, so it was never really a question of what I wanted to be. I always knew, and ever since I was old enough to walk around with a bucket of nails, I would help my dad out with stuff. So, it was just always in my DNA. But it was also challenging because I was the only one in my family who just wasn’t really gifted at math. I’m still not gifted! It just does not come naturally to me.”

Mark got extra help on his math courses after school, but it was always a struggle. He even began to doubt not whether he could become an engineer but whether he wanted to become an engineer. In other words, his poor math skills started to ruin Mark’s dream of following the family trade.

Although Mark didn’t fully understand it at the time, he was a visual and kinesthetic learner – which means that he learned best when he put the book down and picked up the tools. It was only then that math started to make sense. Mark told me he was doing things in eighth grade as part of practical engineering courses that he does now as a Lockheed engineer. “My dad, who was an engineer, was like, ‘What? You’re doing what in class?’”

Aside from his improved math skills, Mark also felt his self-confidence return. He had all but given up on his engineering dreams, but now he knew he was meant for the family business. “I really felt like I was some type of engineer,” he said. “It gave me a great sense of what it would be like twenty years down the road. Of course, Mark still needed to make the grades to realize his engineering dreams. He might have known how the math connected to the engineering, but if he couldn’t do the equations on the test, it wouldn’t mean very much. The difference was that now he knew he was going to be an engineer. He knew exactly what kind and how much math was involved. And he knew he could do it. So, when he had to return to the books, and the equations, and the tests, he did so with a rejuvenated spirit. Mark’s passion pushed him to study math harder than anyone in his family had ever had to study for it. And it worked.

“Today, I’m about as good as any other engineer, but that’s only because of brute force – hardcore studying every day,” he told me. “No one made me go to tutoring, but I had to because I knew I needed it.”

Mark graduated college in 2014 and immediately began work at Lockheed. His first job? He was a manufacturing engineer on the F-16 and F-22. The kid who wasn’t good at math ended up working on two of the best fighter planes in the U.S. military arsenal. Mark also joined Lockheed’s Engineering Leadership Development Program, an elite training course open to just twelve Lockheed engineers every year.

When we were talking over the phone, I could feel the excitement and passion in Mark’s voice. I asked him about it. Here’s what he told me:

“If I had a free ticket to any job in the world, I would still have picked this role. It makes me wonder why everyone else in the world doesn’t want to be an engineer. It’s jaw-dropping to think that anyone would do anything else, but thank God that people do. You need to feel that way about your job, no matter what it is. Lockheed is unique because it’s hard not to be proud of our products. They’re just kind of cool things. Even on my most boring day, I sit a couple hundred feet from one of the jets so I can go out there and check it out. Even as we’re talking on the phone, I’m looking out and watching a bunch of planes fly around.”

Seven years later, Mark has moved into program management. “I was always good at the technical stuff. My skill set was always geared towards looking at the bigger picture. If there’s a technical problem, we pull the resources to manage it.”

Recently, Mark was offered a position at Google that promised a lot more money. But Mark turned it down. “I’m 100% where I want to be,” he said, explaining his decision. He still gets the same excitement and fulfillment, knowing he is part of the aerospace industry, designing the next generation of jets.

And now that Mark is in more of a leadership role, he meets new hires all the time – young professionals just like him, fresh out of school and extremely nervous. “I try to have very candid conversations with all new hires,” he said. “I tell them that they’re going to be confused and feel like they’re in over their heads. But ask questions! No one is good at this when they start. At some level, no one knows what the hell they’re doing.”

Mark still works with Lockheed’s Engineers in the Classroom, although his advice to them has evolved a bit over the years. “For the older age kids, I tell them two things: First, look for an internship. It almost doesn’t matter what kind because half the purpose of getting an internship is looking for one,” Mark said. “By looking, you start to develop your network. You start to build professional relationships that so few students have. You start meeting and talking to real professionals, not other students, not teachers, and not parents.”

His other piece of advice? “Learn to code,” Mark said. “Man, I wish I had learned to code when I was a student.” In the course of his job, Mark realized the power of simple coding techniques. He would spend his evenings going through free online courses that taught him the basics. And just by learning the basics, Mark was able to stand above his peers in the eyes of his superiors. “They think I’m a coding wiz!” he said, laughing.

But Mark’s larger point is that if there is one skill that will serve one well throughout their entire career in today’s digital economy, it’s the ability to code. “There are so many free resources online,” he explained. “That’s all you need to get started.”

He continued, “Coding is about solving problems. It’s a skill no one expects you to have.

No matter what, learn it. If you learn one coding language, you can learn them all. If I can learn this skill, anyone can learn it.

Then Mark said something that I found very interesting: “I wish companies would get away from the four-year degree requirement,” he said. “If I could have spent half the time in college just honing my software skills, I would have been much further along.”

What Mark is getting at is that he wasted so much time learning things that he didn’t need to know to do his job. At the same time, he should have been learning other skills like coding – skills that are freely accessible to anyone with an internet connection. We’re going to get more into this fascinating insight Mark offered, but I wanted to highlight it now because this is the advice of someone who, by all standards, is crushing it. If Mark says you should learn to code, I’d take his word for it.

Putting College On Hold

Alyson didn’t have much choice when it came to college. “I was told by my parents where I was going,” she told me. “My brothers had gone to the University of Texas-Austin, and my father even purchased a condo to help save on room and board.”

At the same time, Alyson left high school without much of a passion or goal for her future career. “I had NO idea what I wanted to do,” she told me. The one bit of advice her father offered her that stuck with Alyson was that one has multiple careers, rarely just one. “So, I was told to pursue my interests,” she said, “which in practical terms meant I became a liberals arts major.”

After her first year, Alyson decided she needed to earn some extra money over the summer, so she got a job at a temp agency. She loved it.

Contract work is fun. I loved meeting people, talking, learning. I loved change. I got a new assignment every week. I got such fantastic feedback from my assignments, and I always had new work lined up. I was able to work weekends if I wanted. But the best part was getting exposed to all different industries: energy, wind turbines, waste-water solutions, financial services, and logistics in trucking. After that first summer, I knew I would find my passion using this strategy. That was the end goal.

There was just one problem. Alyson loved working far more than going to school. But that’s only a problem if one is stuck in a traditional way of thinking. If Alyson didn’t know what she wanted to do with her career, then what was she learning? Wouldn’t it make more sense to figure out what she wanted to do and then learn what she needed to be able to do it?

In any case, Alyson did the temping work for three summers in a row, even working when she was going to school. When her boyfriend, now husband, landed a job at a company, he convinced Alyson to apply for a position there instead of going back to the temp agency. Given Alyson’s now extensive work history and experience, she received an offer letter: $55,000 a year. Staring at this offer letter, Alyson knew she had to decide. Her senior year was starting, and she couldn’t do both. But by this point, Alyson had realized how much happier she was working than studying, especially since she wasn’t studying the things she needed to do the work.

She made her decision, an especially scary one for someone so young. She chose not to return to college and accepted the job. “I didn’t tell my father until later,” she said. “I figured it was better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”

The salary freed Alyson from the restraints she felt had been imposed on her by college. The offer letter was a validation that she could go her own way and be just fine. “I could live on this salary,” she told me, remembering her thoughts at the time. “I had never felt so whole and purposeful until that experience. Like hell would I go back to school!”

Alyson spent the next four years at the company, growing her network and learning the skills she needed to move up in the organization. Eventually, she chose to leave to work at a start-up with some of her former colleagues.

“I really wanted to work for them and bothered them constantly,” she said. “It was only after they gave me an offer that they told me they basically created a position especially for me.”

There was a catch. Alyson would be interfacing with clients at her new job, and her CEO felt it would be better if she got the degree she had put on hold. But by this point, Alyson was in a career she loved, with a company that valued her, so going back to school didn’t seem like a huge deal. “I am a partner,” she said. “I have equity. I just needed to check that college box.”

Alyson’s path isn’t for everyone. But at the same time, how many students stay in school just because they don’t know what they want to do? Instead, they could do what Alyson did and join the workforce, gain experience, perspective, and learn what they enjoy and what they don’t. Then, they can return to college to get those skills and education they need to continue their path.

“I recommend contract work to every young person that I meet,” said Alyson. “I was making contacts, getting exposure, and building relationships. I tested out working environments, different industries, and different cultures. I learned what I wanted and what I didn’t want. And I was in demand. I was getting text messages a year later from employers to work for them.”

I hope these experiences have provided insight into your own dreams so you can look at them from a slightly different perspective. Perhaps your dreams haven’t changed at all after reading about Quinn, Mark, or Alyson, or maybe they’ve changed significantly. Or maybe you’re more lost than ever! In whatever state you find your dreams, remember that if you analyze them honestly and smartly, then you’ll be able to answer the questions I posed at the beginning of this section. Perhaps you now understand that not every dream must follow the same journey, that you can get what you need by charting your own course, one that might go through college – or maybe not.


   5   

THE WORLD DOESN’T CARE ABOUT YOUR DREAMS

Most people don’t like talking about money. It’s an annoying conversation in the best of circumstances and humiliating in the worst. It’s unlikely that a commencement speaker will bring up planning for future financial wellbeing, and it’s often implied in their advice about “following your dreams” that the money will come. If you work hard and go confidently “in the direction of your dreams,” as Thoreau says, you will eventually make enough money to be happy.

This isn’t true.

The true cost of the “follow your dreams” cliché is playing out in homes across the United States. While it’s not unusual for students to get financial support from family during their college years, whether for tuition or living expenses, more and more college graduates discover that they can’t support themselves.

Accepting financial assistance from your parents or family members isn’t a mark of failure, either personally or professionally. Some graduates undoubtedly do it to save money despite having a good job that could pay the bills.

But many more who are financially dependent on their parents or family members are not there by choice. They didn’t make a conscious decision to rely on family for support, but they find themselves having completed college without acquiring the skills they need to pursue their dreams.

Make no mistake: financial distress is a dream killer and brings many of life’s hardest challenges. The good news is that a little bit of smart planning can insulate you from one of the biggest obstacles to financial independence and realizing your dreams.

The Cost Of Living On Your Own

Before you can decide whether the education and career path you’re starting down will earn you enough money to live comfortably, you have to define what it means to live comfortably. Your definition of comfort is personal and will undoubtedly be different from others, but here are a few baseline characteristics as a starting point:

1.You’re making more than you’re spending.

2.You can afford necessities like food, clothing, rent, utilities, insurance, and technology.

3.You can make your charitable contributions.

4.You have a little left over to either save for emergencies or spend on hobbies and other activities. (It’s a good idea to save!)

In this exercise, it’s helpful to have a general idea of what those “basic necessities” will cost. The Economic Policy Institute’s Family Budget Calculator tabulates average living expenses—housing, food, and health care—in U.S. cities. Here are a few as of Fall 2022:

•New York, NY: $56,718

•Boston, MA: $57,611

•Washington, DC: $52,549

•Atlanta, GA: $43,640

•Dallas, TX: $40,227

•Chicago, IL: $41,149

•Denver, CO: $45,554

•Los Angeles, CA: $48,891

•San Francisco, CA: $76,166

These are most certainly estimates. I stress this because EPI’s calculator uses “metro areas,” which means that the cost of living in, say, Manhattan or Long Beach is most certainly not $56,000 or $48,000, respectively. For instance, EPI estimates the average monthly rent in the New York metro area to be $1,760. In July 2022, CNBC reported that the average monthly rent for an apartment in Manhattan was just over $5,0001. You should expect similar discrepancies in housing costs between the EPI estimates and averages reported elsewhere for all the major cities listed.

Regardless, these figures will likely be out of date in just a few years. I offer them to help you appreciate that to live comfortably in nearly any major U.S. city, one needs an annual salary of roughly $50,000 to $80,000. Don’t be blindsided by the cost of living in your chosen city.

You should also know that EPI’s calculator doesn’t address the one expense that is crushing young professionals more than any other – student loans. Why? Because the average monthly student loan payment is nearly $400 a month—or $4,800 a year2.

You must know how much it costs to live comfortably before you decide what you will do with your life beyond high school or college.

If you miscalculate – or, worse, don’t calculate at all – you will find yourself in a terrible financial hole very quickly. Even if EPI’s yearly expenses in America’s major cities are slightly lower than they should be, they give you a good idea of what to expect.

Once you know how much it’s going to cost to live where you want or expect to live, you can get a general idea of how much you can expect to earn based on your major or chosen profession. According to the National Association of Colleges and Employers, here are a few average salaries for recent college graduates based on their majors3.

•Computer sciences: $75,900

•Engineering: $73,922

•Math and sciences: $66,760

•Social sciences: $61,173

•Business: $60,695

•Agriculture and natural resources: $57,807

•Communications: $55,455

•Humanities: $50,401

It’s not hard to see which majors give you a better shot at living comfortably, nor should it come as a surprise. None of this is a reason to give up your dreams for a career in the humanities, but you should go in with your eyes wide open. Don’t be blindsided by what the world pays employees with those majors or by the cost of living in certain cities.

As you progress through college, keep an eye on the living costs of your favorite cities as well as the average salaries of your chosen major. If you do this, you will be ahead of your peers. You won’t be surprised by the high cost of living in America’s major metropolitan centers or by the salary on your first offer letter. The lifestyle you see in social media – with young twenty-somethings living in spacious apartments, and spending a lot of money going out with their friends is rare.

Two factors will lead you into a financial ditch very quickly if you’re not careful: student loans and unemployment. Let’s dig deeper into both of these topics.

America’s Student Loan Crisis

Much of the current political discussion about student loans has very little to do with you, at least right now. The rising cost of college and the necessity for students to take out bigger and bigger loans is untenable in the long run. Something will have to give, eventually.

But let’s focus on how this affects you. As I’m sure you already know, college is expensive. In 2020-21, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, the average in-state tuition and fees at public four-year institutions were $9,400 (this amount is two to three times more for out-of-state students), at private nonprofit four-year institutions, average tuition and fees were $37,600, and at private for-profit four-year institutions, average tuition and fees were $18,200 in 2020-214. Average in-state tuition and fees at public two-year institutions were $3,900; at private nonprofit institutions, tuition and fees were $18,000; and at private for-profit institutions, tuition and fees were $15,800. These costs do not include housing, food, books, transportation, and other living expenses. The total cost of attendance varies by institution, but this just helps to put things into perspective.

For now and for the foreseeable future, the way many students help pay for college is with student loans, which are available to just about anyone who wants to go to college. The average public university student borrows $32,880 to attain a bachelor’s degree, according to the Education Data Initiative5. That’s money (plus interest), which you will have to pay back.

You may have heard political discussions about canceling student loan debt. This has happened in some limited capacity, but I wouldn’t put my financial future in the hands of politicians. Just assume that whatever you borrow to attain your degree, you WILL have to pay back.

Student loan debt isn’t inherently bad. It’s a way to finance your education, just like getting a loan to buy a car or a mortgage to buy a home. If you need student loans, take out as little as possible and graduate as soon as you can. The longer you stay in college, delaying your entry into the job market, the more debt you will accumulate and the more costly it becomes. People used to joke about students who were on a “five-year plan” because they weren’t smart or committed enough to finish in four years. It’s not a joke. Just 41% of students earn their bachelor’s degree in four years; most, 59%, require six years to earn their degree6. More expenses, more debt, and, let’s say, $50,000 per year in lost earnings makes two extra years in college very expensive. It could be easily argued that one needs to graduate as soon as they can.

An all-too-real scenario is the story of the liberal arts major who attends graduate school to receive a master’s in fine arts or creative writing. This student already took out loans for their four years as an undergraduate. They took out another loan for at least two more years. And yet, when they’re finally finished, they’ve accumulated a large amount of debt and discover that the salary base for a Master of Fine Arts degree with one year of experience is roughly $50,000. They may owe twice that in student loans. This is not a recipe for comfortable living after college; it’s a recipe for disaster.

Don’t get blindsided by student loans!

The Financial Bottom Line

In the first edition of Dream Differently, there was a section at the end of this chapter that explained the difficult job market facing college graduates. I removed that section because the job outlook for college graduates has never been brighter. According to a survey by the National Association of Colleges and Employers, released in April 2022, that found employers “plan to hire almost one-third (31.6%) more new college graduates from the Class of 2022 than they hired from the Class of 2021.”

Likewise, the employment rate for recent college graduates remains unchanged over the previous years. If anything, things have gotten better, according to the National Center for Education Statistics:

“Overall, the employment rate for 25- to 34-year-olds increased from 2010 to 2021. First, this rate increased from 73 percent in 2010 to 79 percent in 2019. It then dropped to 76 percent in 2021 but remained higher than in 2010. Compared with 2010, employment rates were higher in 2021, only for those with a bachelor’s or higher degree. For this group, the employment rate generally increased over the period (from 84 percent in 2010 to 86 percent in 2021), although there was no measurable difference between 2019 and 2021.”7

In a chapter that was mostly about bad news, this is all encouraging. The job market generally remains strong for young professionals and recent college graduates. We’re going to look at the specifics in the next chapter. After all, a strong job market doesn’t mean that there are jobs that satisfy your ambitions or dreams. And while the job market is strong, there are other economic headwinds that you will face when you enter the workforce. We will also discuss these later.

This chapter has been an attempt to open your eyes to some financial realities. You can live comfortably after college, pay off your student loan, and have a little bit extra for fun and savings. But at the same time, you also need to know what you’re getting into. Now it’s time to learn more about what kind of world you’ll be facing when you graduate. Remember the second question I posed in chapter one: Will you be ready for this rapidly evolving world ?

Let’s look at that world now.
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IT’S NOT YOUR PARENTS’ ECONOMY

On November 30, 2022, while most of America was returning to work following the Thanksgiving holiday, the world changed. This wasn’t one of those unheralded events whose magnitude is only understood years, sometimes decades after they happen. Even the Internet, whose reach into U.S. households grew substantially following Microsoft’s release of Windows 95 on August 24, 1995, and sold a million copies in four days, still required a few years for the economy and humans to appreciate its transformational nature. This world-changing event was the release of ChatGPT.

ChatGPT is the most impressive use of generative artificial intelligence (AI) in history – a fact that was evident in the many ways people used it, and it’s record-setting for the fastest-growing user base. The “soft launch” of ChatGPT, developed by OpenAI, allowed any user with an Internet connection to have “conversations” with a machine. In a week after its release, ChatGPT had one million users. Two months later, it had 100 million users. By April 2023, the ChatGPT website was generating 1.8 billion visitors per month. As its human developers intended, the more people who “talked to” the service, the smarter the service became. In just a few weeks, ChatGPT was writing computer code. It was writing short stories and songs. It was analyzing data sets and providing conclusions based on that data. In short, ChatGPT, an AI machine that was forever learning, was able to do complex tasks that, until that point, were only done (or done competently) by human beings.

In just a few short months, millions of jobs that had been performed by human beings were headed for obsolescence. A single ChatGPT-enabled computer could suddenly do the jobs that had once employed entire departments of large and small companies. We are only beginning to see the destructive possibilities and incredible opportunities of AI. We don’t know whether this transformation will be gradually or acutely destructive, but if you are a student today, the economy you will enter in a few short years could look radically different from the economy that I described in the first edition of this book.

Back then, my focus was on the merging of nearly every industry with the digital age. I used driverless vehicles as an example of companies adopting digital technology to produce the next generation of cars. Or digital companies, like Google’s Waymo, making automobiles. This convergence of technologies meant that those who wished to find profitable, fulfilling work also had to “converge” their skills. It wasn’t enough to learn how to write if you couldn’t code. It wasn’t enough to learn to code if you couldn’t write. And so on.

The days of clearly delineated industries and careers are fast becoming a thing of the past. There was a time when Ford just needed assembly line workers and engineers who knew everything about combustion engines. But now Ford needs electrical engineers, programmers, data analysts, technical writers, and futurists. These are the same people who are also highly sought after by companies like Google, Meta, and Uber. Lines are blurred. Career paths are not linear.

Transformation is all around us. In some way, every company is a tech- enabled company. Every company needs employees who know how to code, program, and innovate. From publishing to cars to furniture manufacturers, no industry functions without engineering skills, computer science, and data analytics.

What does this mean for you, someone who has grown up with this technological revolution and will be the first generation of young professionals who will have to navigate the world being disrupted by AI? Everything.

Here’s a historical analogy: Johannes Gutenberg invented the printing press around the year 1440. Like today, with AI, there wasn’t an industry that went unaffected by Gutenberg’s invention. It wasn’t just an easier way to print books. It was a revolutionary technology. Why? Because it launched revolutions, both political and religious. The Renaissance and the reemergence of art and science in Europe were initiated by the ease with which the printing press allowed ideas and works to spread across the continent. Martin Luther printed his “95 Theses” on a press, launching a centuries-long conflict that included the Reformation and the Age of Enlightenment.

Yes, AI is like that. It’s impossible to predict all the revolutions in store for humanity, and it’s beyond the scope of this book to attempt it. One can also find many different views on how AI will change not just the economy but the human experience. Some are pessimistic, envisioning a dystopian world not very different from many sci-fi novels and movies where people are dependent on machines. Others are more hopeful, seeing AI as what many of its developers see it: a highly competent tool that will assist human beings, not replace them. I am optimistic, even if the fears of the pessimists are entirely believable.

But even in the best-case scenario, thousands of jobs will cease to exist in a few short years because of AI. Companies will inevitably choose to buy a machine that can do the work of a thousand workers rather than pay a thousand workers to do the work of one machine. Unfortunately, many of the jobs that will soon be replaced are entry-level jobs that recent high school and college graduates need to start their careers. There is no reason for a PR firm to hire a college graduate to write press releases if AI can do it faster and cheaper. There is no reason for law firms to hire a paralegal (or young lawyers) to research case law when AI can do it faster and cheaper. There is no reason for a tech company like Google to hire a human coder when their own Bard (now Gemini) AI platform (released on March 21, 2023) can do it faster and cheaper. You get the idea. The breadth of tasks that AI can perform strikes across industries, threatening not just entry-level positions but even those positions higher up the corporate ladder. This is a seismic shift in our economy. Many higher-level jobs had the benefit of being relatively inoculated from technological disruptions.

Until now.

“I never thought I would be replaced in my job, ever, until ChatGPT,” said Adam Hughes, a software developer, in an interview with Insider. As the article noted, Hughes tested the Al’s ability to understand and create computer code. ChatGPT not only passed his tests; it essentially convinced him that he was obsolete – i.e., his skills no longer mattered in a world of AI. “I had an existential crisis right then and there,” he said. “A lot of the knowledge that I thought was special to me, that I had put seven years into, just became obsolete.”1

If coders are in danger, then what chance does anyone else have against AI?

A March 2023 study from Goldman Sachs found that upwards of 300 million jobs are at risk globally from generative AI. The report’s authors also found that two-thirds of all jobs will be impacted by AI, “while generative AI could substitute up to a quarter of current work,” reported Business Insider.2

These are scary numbers. They seem to imply that AI will be the 21st century’s equivalent of the Great Depression. Yet, the report also concluded that generative AI will increase annual global GDP by seven percent. For example, researchers at Microsoft conducted an experiment that showed coders who used ChatGPT as an assistant completed the assigned tasks 56 percent faster than those who were on their own.3 Does that mean that, eventually, human coders will be replaced? I don’t know, and no one else does either. I think the one thing it does mean is that coders will need to learn how to work with AI rather than simply try to work better than AI.

For the same reason that previous moments of immense creative destruction didn’t tank the economy, so too will AI lead to the creation of more jobs down the road. The journey to get to that day might be difficult, but the optimists believe we shouldn’t be afraid of that day arriving. Things will be better because the economy will learn to work with, not against, AI. Many of today’s entry-level jobs might cease to exist, but they will be replaced by many other entry-level jobs that demand the employee exhibit greater skills – skills that are more difficult to replicate by machines.

The bad news is that we can’t exactly predict what these jobs will look like, which means it’s very difficult to give precise suggestions on what you should focus on as you head into this new economy. But I believe to stand out in today’s economy, in a world that is about to be shaken because of generative AI, you need to know and be highly efficient with digital tools; you need to be conversant in the latest technology. But what makes this economy – your economy – different than the economy your parents entered? What are its main features? Its unique challenges?

It’s a big topic, but we’re going to look at three features of this new economy to help you understand what’s going on out there.

Data!

Digital data is something that has come of age exclusively with your generation. Digital data refers to all the information that is created by our use of digital devices.

For instance, every time you Google or Instagram, you’ve created digital data. Every time you watch YouTube, you’ve created data. Your smartphone right now is creating data—reams of data, which is amazing. The explosion of personal computing in the last quarter of the twentieth century, combined with the spectacular rise of the Internet, launched the new economy in the 1990s. For example, 1995 saw the start of Yahoo!, eBay, and Amazon; the first web browsers, Netscape Navigator and Internet Explorer; and Disney’s release of the movie Toy Story, the first completely computer-generated movie.

For today’s students, you’ve never known life without the Internet, but consider this: The world economy has changed more between your parents’ generation and your generation than anything we’ve seen since the invention of electricity. Think about that for a moment. The considerations, problems, and solutions with which your parents had to contend when they were your age are from another world. Yes, some problems and lessons are universal and don’t change. But so many of the skills necessary to compete and thrive in today’s economy weren’t important when your parents were in school.

It took about thirty years for the refrigerator to become a staple in every U.S. home, according to the Harvard Business Review. It took nearly sixty years for 100 percent of U.S. homes to have electricity. Other older technologies like the telephone and washing machine likewise became commonplace over several decades.

Compare those slow rates of adoption to the cell phone, which took only ten years to reach 90 percent of U.S. homes. That’s an astonishing rate of adoption, and it’s only getting faster. Take the smartphone, probably the most important piece of technology you own. The smartphone is the fastest adoption by U.S. households since television. According to Pew Research, 97% of U.S. adults own a cell phone – an astonishing statistic for any piece of technology4. And we don’t just see this in the United States. Globally, in both developed and developing nations, over 80% of the world's population owns a smartphone, according to a study from Deloitte. The study notes:

“...the fact that the modern smartphone was introduced just about a decade ago and has already reached penetration rates into the mid-80s (%)is comparably astounding. Also, while several years back, it would not have been surprising to see a vast disparity between countries in terms of smartphone penetration, we’ve seen the gap across the globe for smartphone penetration close considerably over the last few years. The average difference across most countries now amounts to roughly 10 percent or less.”5

Much like the immensity of our own physical universe, the effect this explosion of data has had on the economy is hard to appreciate. Yet one thing is certain: The digital data revolution has fundamentally transformed the way the economy works. In turn, this has affected how companies operate and the type of skills an employee needs to compete in this new world. It’s hard for younger generations to appreciate how unique this level of technological playing field is for the global economy. The idea that a kid in India has the same technological capacity as a kid in New York would have been unthinkable twenty years ago. Now, it’s a fact.

It also means that the student in India has (theoretically at least) the same computing power as the student in New York. In other words, the same tools that empower entrepreneurs to build their own companies from a single computer in their home are almost universal. We’re going to return to this idea later in the chapter, but data and the information revolution have given individuals more power than entire corporations had only a few decades ago. One person can indeed change the world – for good or evil.

The Great Destruction

The reality is that all this transformation has led to some unfortunate consequences. Economists refer to this as “creative destruction,” meaning that innovation and newer technologies render older technologies obsolete. Because of generative AI, we’re about to witness perhaps the greatest wave of creative destruction in the modern era. It’s not too far-fetched to assume that entire industries might vanish over the next decade as AI, like a steamroller, flattens old technology and ways of doing business.

In the first edition of Dream Differently, I marveled at the rise of ride-sharing companies like Lyft and Uber, which were then just starting to disrupt the taxi industry. Now, I ask students if they’ve ever actually been in a real taxi. Have you? Nothing against the traditional taxi, but you’re not missing much.

It’s not that the taxi companies couldn’t have used the same technology that Uber uses. But they thought that their industry was safe. They didn’t see the need to change, to adopt the newer technologies, because there was no reason to change. Then Uber came along, and suddenly, there was an existential threat to the taxi industry. That’s the thing about this new economy you’re about to enter: it loathes stagnation. From the beginning of history, companies have had to adapt to newer technologies and different customer demands. That hasn’t changed. What’s changed is how quickly this happens today. Yes, taxi companies and drivers have been displaced, but the net effect is that more people now earn their livings driving for Uber and Lyft than there were ever taxi drivers.

Let’s look at another industry that was feeling quite safe and secure in its dominance when the first edition came out seven years ago. The entertainment industry, specifically the television and movie industry, were once dominated by huge broadcasting companies and studios. Since 2010, the pay TV household penetration rate in the U.S. has dropped from 88 to 71 percent, and according to the latest data, one in three Americans were likely to cancel their cable TV subscription in 2022.6 The era of broadcast TV gave way to cable, which is now giving way to streaming. The trend is clear even if the majority of Americans still pay for a “cable” subscription – it’s all going to streaming. Maybe you have a dream of getting into “television,” but would you now choose to work at one of the big broadcasting companies? Perhaps – they’re still multi-billion businesses, and they’ll likely change with the times. But here’s a question: When was the last time you watched a television show on the day and the time it “aired”? If you’re struggling to remember, then perhaps you’d prefer to look at some newer content models that don’t rely on outmoded, legacy distribution channels, like broadcast television.

But it’s more than that. TikTok, YouTube, and other personal content creation sites have risen just as the power of the broadcasters has fallen. There are individual TikTokers and YouTubers who have a larger audience than many primetime shows on television – millions of viewers per video. As I indicated in the last section, the computing and data-sharing power of the individual in today’s economy is astounding.

But the point is that you have more power at your disposal than you can possibly imagine. Most people just use this power – if they use it at all – as a hobby to make videos or upload media for their friends. But you could do so much more with this if you learned how. You can challenge and compete against companies like NBC and Disney. There are dozens of individual content creators who garner more views per video than watch an entire season of a network television show. To be one of these creators is indeed hard – I’m not saying otherwise. What I am saying is that if you want to be “in television,” then it’s in your best interest to be where television is going – not where it’s been.

As a rule, you should always think carefully about joining an industry whose technology or mode of distribution has been surpassed by something better – usually, something digital. Don’t be blindsided by a dying industry.

A Lack of Skilled Workers

The final factor of this new economy is a result of the first two. Namely, it’s not just companies that struggle to keep up with the tremendous rate of change; it’s workers as well. There’s mounting evidence that the skills needed by the emerging workforce to compete in this new economy aren’t necessarily the skills that a lot of high school or college graduates possess.

A 2019 report from the American Action Forum concluded:

“A recent survey of employers found that about 83 percent of respondents are having difficulty finding suitable candidates to hire, and about 75 percent of those respondents believed a skill shortage existed in their applicant pools. Government data provide more evidence of a labor shortage. In the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ (BLS) April 20237 release of Job Openings and Labor Turnover, there were about 10.1 million job openings but about 6.1 million hires – a gap that has persisted since January 2015.”8

It’s a common complaint among many business owners that today’s graduates lack the requisite skills employers need the most. A 2020 study9 from the Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) surveyed nearly 500 employers to gauge what they considered the most important skills for a recent college graduate. The findings:

•Ability to work in teams

•Critical thinking

•Ability to analyze and interpret data

•Application of knowledge in real-world settings

•Digital literacy

It’s interesting to compare these sought-after skills with what employers told the same researchers in 2018. Back then, the sought-after skills included:

•Oral Communication

•Ability to work in teams

•Ethical judgment and decision-making

•Ability to work independently

•Critical thinking/analytical reasoning

Just by comparing these answers, separated by only two years, we can see how the changes we mentioned earlier in this chapter – the rise of digital data and the need to interpret it – have come to dominate what employers look for in new employees – and what they’re not getting.

In any job market, there have always been certain fundamental skills that one must possess to compete and succeed. And yet, many of those fundamentals have changed from when your parents were your age. The problem is that the change has occurred so swiftly, mirroring the spectacular adoption rate of newer technologies, that many students have been left behind because high schools and universities – or even community colleges and tech schools – haven’t been able to keep pace.

The question then becomes: How will you develop the skills employers want if you can’t be certain that schools will teach them?

The COVID-19 Economy

The COVID-19 pandemic changed the economy. In many ways, these changes were already apparent long before the pandemic hit but were accelerated by the global crisis. The biggest change is the rise of remote work – what a 2022 Bloomberg article termed the “Remote Revolution.” Essentially, when workers were sent home during the pandemic, many discovered that they didn’t want to go back to an office. Remote work has been on the rise for some time, but the pandemic drove home to millions of workers that they no longer wanted to drive home.

From the article:

“Workers who want to stay home have a powerful bargaining chip. Since firms are struggling to attract or retain employees, they’re under pressure to offer remote-work options. And the tight labor markets may persist after the pandemic, with the population growth rate at a record low.”10

What does this mean for you? Simply that your job search need not be tied to your geographic location. When distance ceases to matter, then you can conceivably work for anyone from anywhere. Now, there are limits to this new-found remote freedom that I don’t want to ignore. Some jobs must be done in an office or factory. But the idea that you must move to a certain city to be able to get a certain job is becoming a thing of the past – and that’s good for you. According to Bloomberg, more than four in ten listings for higher educated jobs at West Coast tech firms are outside the region – meaning, you don’t need to work in Silicon Valley to work for Silicon Valley.

Bringing this back to education, the pandemic saw a corresponding rise in remote education for higher learning. A National Center for Education Statistics survey found that:

“In fall 2020, some 75 percent (11.8 million) of all undergraduate students were enrolled in at least one distance education course, and 44 percent (7.0 million) of all undergraduate students exclusively took distance education courses. The number of undergraduate students enrolled in at least one distance education course was 97 percent higher in 2020 than prior to the pandemic in fall 2019 (11.8 million vs. 6.0 million). The number of undergraduate students exclusively enrolled in distance education courses was 186 percent higher in 2020 than in 2019 (7.0 million vs. 2.4 million)11.”

Remote learning isn’t for everyone – just as remote working isn’t for everyone. But it’s an option for students whose educational needs might require it. The freedom to acquire an education from anywhere is a tremendous asset for today’s students.

The Best of Times, The Worst of Times

In many ways, this is the most exciting time to be young and in school, preparing for your career. The possibilities are nearly endless for where you can work and what you can achieve. The new economy allows for this because all industries are converging into one. That’s a bit of an overstatement, but only a little. The point is that the skills you possess and acquire through education and experience can be used in many ways.

But of course, there’s bad news too. No one knows how and where AI will wreak its creative destruction, only that it is coming. This brings me to my last bit of advice before we get into specific skills that you should acquire to compete in the new economy. Simply learn all you can about generative AI. Learn what it does and what it will do. Learn how it might affect your dream industry or career. By learning these things, you have an edge on standing out when you’re face-to-face with a potential employer and they ask why they should hire you and not just let Gemini, ChatGPT, or another generative AI model do your job. To help you answer that question, I asked Gemini and ChatGPT. Here are the responses:

From Gemini

“There are many reasons why you should hire me rather than letting Gemini do this job. Here are a few:

•I am a human being with a unique set of skills and experiences. I have a deep understanding of the world and how it works, and I am able to apply this knowledge to solve problems and make decisions.

•I am creative and innovative. I am able to come up with new ideas and solutions that Gemini may not be able to think of.

•I am adaptable and flexible. I am able to adapt to new situations and challenges, and I am always willing to learn new things.

•I am reliable and trustworthy. I am committed to doing my best work, and I can be counted on to get the job done.

•Gemini is a large language model, also known as a conversational AI or chatbot trained to be informative and comprehensive. I am a large language model, but I am also a human being. I have the ability to think critically, to understand and respond to complex questions, and to work independently and as part of a team. I am also able to learn and grow over time, which means that I will continue to become more valuable to you as your company grows and changes.

•If you are looking for someone who can think for themselves, who can solve problems, and who can help you take your company to the next level, then I am the person for you. Hire me today, and let me show you what I can do.”

From ChatGPT

“While I am ChatGPT, an AI language model, I can provide several reasons why hiring a human instead of relying solely on AI like ChatGPT may be advantageous:

•Personalized Interaction: As a human, I can offer a level of empathy, emotional understanding, and personal touch that AI may not be able to provide. I can adapt my communication style and understand nuances better, resulting in a more engaging and tailored conversation.

•Contextual Understanding: I have the ability to draw from my extensive knowledge and experience to provide insights and solutions specific to your needs. I can understand the broader context, consider multiple perspectives, and offer practical advice accordingly.

•Critical Thinking and Creativity: While AI systems like ChatGPT are excellent at generating responses based on patterns and preexisting data, human thinking involves complex cognitive processes like critical thinking, reasoning, and creativity. These skills allow humans to approach problems from different angles and provide unique and innovative solutions.

•Complex Problem Solving: Human professionals have the ability to handle complex, multifaceted problems that may require a combination of analytical thinking, intuition, and domain expertise. They can navigate ambiguous situations, adapt to unforeseen challenges, and apply their knowledge effectively.

•Emotional Intelligence: Interpersonal skills, emotional intelligence, and social awareness are essential in many professional roles. Humans can pick up on emotional cues, build rapport, and establish trust more effectively than an AI. This is particularly important in fields like counseling, customer service, and leadership roles.

•Ethical Considerations: Humans can make ethical judgments and decisions based on values, principles, and moral considerations. AI systems like ChatGPT, on the other hand, operate based on pre-existing data and patterns, which may not always align with the most appropriate ethical choices.

•It's important to note that AI can augment and assist human professionals, making them more efficient and effective in their roles. The combination of human expertise and AI capabilities can often yield the best outcomes, leveraging the strengths of both.”

Welcome to a whole new world! This can be the best of times, or the worst of times. It’s up to you.
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WHERE TO FIND THE JOBS

When I spoke to Monet Clarke, she told me she was exactly where she expected to be professionally. “Since I was young, around 12, I was always working with computers.” “When I got older and started wondering what I should do, my mother, who was in telecom, suggested cybersecurity.”

Why cybersecurity?

Well, like most mothers, Monet’s knew what her child was good at, and she was good at computers. And being in telecom, she also had an insight into the emerging sector of cybersecurity that most other high-school students didn’t have. Monet certainly had never considered it. But Monet’s mother was forward-thinking and practical. Monet was good at computers; cybersecurity is an emerging field that obviously uses computers – a great fit!

This was in the late 2000s when cybersecurity was still a relatively new field. Fortunately, the University of Albany, where Monet went as an undergraduate, had just started a cybersecurity major. “I took Intro to Cybersecurity,” she said. “It was a lot of theoretical stuff, and I kept thinking, ‘I’m in a whole new world’.”

Very much so, and in more ways than one. Monet was also just one of two Black students majoring in cybersecurity. By the time she graduated – being in only the second cybersecurity class in the school’s history – more students of color had joined, but it was still a field predominantly comprised of White students. Looking back, though, Monet sees herself as a pioneer, not just blazing trails in a new industry but also for young Black females. “I think I inspired a few of my friends,” she said.

To graduate, Monet completed an internship at the Department of Homeland Security in its cybersecurity division. What surprised her the most was how applicable the lessons she had learned and the courses she had taken were to the work she was doing at DHS. The “theoretical” had met the “practical.” The experience seemed to promise an easy career path after graduation – only that’s not really what happened.

Monet struggled to find a job in cybersecurity after graduation. She was told she didn’t have the necessary experience. It’s a classic post-graduation catch- 22: How can you get the experience you need if you need experience to get a job? Monet decided to continue her education by earning a master’s degree in cybersecurity.

Everything worked out, and now Monet works in her dream field as a security analyst. She continues her education with more certifications since cybersecurity is a field that is constantly changing.

“I’m very happy with my work and personal life,” she told me. “I am so grateful. I have friends who are still trying to figure it out. Others are trying to put their degree to good use. I have a full-time job in my field. It’s a euphoric feeling when you actually get a job in a field.”

And the future looks bright. According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), employment for information security analysts (i.e., cybersecurity) “is projected to grow 35 percent through 2031, much faster than the average for all occupations.”1

Where are the jobs?

As you think more about the evolving economy and your place in it, it’s important to have a good idea of what jobs are in demand. Cybersecurity is just one such field, but there are many more.

Consider this for a moment: Despite the nearly two million college graduates put into the field every year, the U.S. still needs to import some eighty-five thousand foreign workers to fill our needs in the areas ranging from science to engineering. This means the U.S. education system simply doesn’t produce enough graduates with the skills employers need.

If you want to stand out in this new economy, look at what this country needs to import. No country, as a rule, imports what it doesn’t need or already has. At this point, it would be easy to say that the jobs with the most potential for growth – or least potential for going extinct – are those in STEM-related fields. But I’m not trying to persuade you to pursue those fields just because you can get a good job.

In fact, according to BLS, STEM-related jobs aren’t the only jobs with massive growth potential in the next decade. Here are the top 10:

•Nurse practitioners

•Wind turbine service technicians

•Ushers, lobby attendants, ticket takers

•Motion picture projectionists

•Cooks, restaurant

•Data scientists

•Athletes and sports competitors

•Information security analysts

•Statisticians

•Umpires, referees, and other sports officials2

It doesn’t matter if your dream profession isn’t on there. The reason I shared the list is to dispel the notion that all the fastest-growing jobs out there are on the cutting edge of the technological revolution.

At the same time, you’ll notice that “information security analysts” is on the list, the very profession that Monet chose to pursue. It just so happens that the median pay for this job is roughly $100,000, just behind Nurse Practitioners and Physicians Assistants (both roughly $120K). Do you think that Monet was smart in her choice of a dream career? I’d say yes.

You don’t need to pick one of the twenty fastest-growing professions to be smart about your career path. But you should at least research whether your preferred “dream career” is one that is considered growing or contracting. BLS has those stats, too. Here are the ten “Fastest declining professions”:

•Word processors and typists

•Parking enforcement workers

•Cutters and trimmers, hand

•Nuclear power reactor operators

•Print binding and finishing workers

•Watch and clock repairers

•Data entry keyers

•Telephone operators

•Switchboard operators, including answering service

•Electronic equipment installers and repairers, motor vehicles3

Is your dream job on that list? Probably not, although remember these are just the top ten. Don’t go blindly into a dream profession without first understanding its place in the economy: Is it growing or contracting? Is there a worker shortage or a surplus in that field? These answers are out there, and I want you to go search for them. In the process, you might find some previously unknown profession that is growing, pays well and interests you.

Circling back to STEM, there’s no getting around a simple fact: If you want to improve your employment chances as well as your earning potential, a career in STEM is one of your best options. Although there are few guarantees in life, you can increase your odds of success.

Building A Career Foundation, Continually

Let’s go back to Monet for a moment. At first glance, it might seem that her career path was obvious and straightforward—she first obtained an undergraduate degree in cybersecurity, and then she started her career. Only that’s not what happened. What happened was that after graduation, Monet bounced around a few jobs before deciding to return to school to earn a master’s degree. It all worked out in the end, but there was a period when it seemed like Monet would join the ranks of those millions of college graduates who realize that their degree doesn’t guarantee them a job. Even with an internship at the Department of Homeland Security, Monet still ran into the classic rejection from employers; “You need more experience.”

There are very few professions that don’t require continual education to maintain your relevance and expertise in the field. Some professions, such as Monet’s, will require additional certifications to maintain their place in the industry. Others, like medical professionals, must continually undergo training to ensure that they are proficient in their field of medicine.

But just because your profession doesn’t require these further educational or training requirements doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be continually improving your own skill set. It also doesn’t mean you shouldn’t be on top of the direction of your industry and know how others are faring in its ranks. As I explained in the previous chapter, changes to the economy – and to industries – happen extremely fast. Just because a profession seems to be growing when you start doesn’t mean it’ll stay that way your entire career.

I recall a conversation with a partner at a public relations firm. A few years ago, his firm was hiring a writer, someone who could produce press releases, op-eds, white papers, and other business-oriented material. It wasn’t an entry-level job by any means, but it also wasn’t something that a seasoned career writer would apply for. Being in public relations, this partner knew dozens of journalists.

“I couldn’t believe it,” he said. “Reporters I had been pitching for years, those in their 40s and 50s, were applying for this job. We were looking for someone a few years out of college, but these people had families and mortgages. Some begged me to take them.”

It’s a sad story because there are few worse moments in people’s careers than the moment when they realize they are becoming irrelevant. But the lesson of this story is that when these reporters joined journalism years, decades, earlier, there was no indication their profession would undergo tremendous upheaval during their career. When this story took place, newspapers and print media were dying – they’re almost entirely dead today. Online journalism had taken hold, and with it came a shift toward cheap (read: young) labor and a radically different labor force. The name of the game was content, content, content. Those who could push out content for $25,000 a year were more prized over those who had spent their careers building journalism skills. With subscriptions falling, media owners looked at the expendable on their employment rolls, and the result is that seasoned, excellent reporters suddenly didn’t have a job – or soon wouldn’t have.

That’s why these middle-aged reporters were applying for a job meant for a college graduate in their 20s. They had no choice. The economy had passed them by, and they were struggling to keep up.

Was there something that these reporters could have done? Perhaps. It’s not like the decline of print journalism and the rise of “click-bait” journalism happened overnight, and maybe they could have transitioned into a more relevant role earlier. But the story serves as a warning to all students looking ahead to their careers: Preparing for a career doesn’t end when your career begins. Don’t fall into the complacency trap, thinking you’ve learned all there is to learn. Never stop learning, and never stop developing your skills!

Someone who went into telecommunications twenty years ago did so about five years before there was even such a thing as an iPhone. And the idea that we could use our regular-sized watches as telephones was almost an impossible thought outside of a James Bond movie or a cartoon. Now, as we know, you can do more than take or place a phone call on your watch – much more.

Tremendous advances in technology are also disrupting established industries and economies. Remember the examples of the typewriter and the taxi industry? As a result, a lot of jobs we take for granted may simply be obsolete within the next ten years or fewer.

At the same time, technology is creating many new jobs and careers to replace the ones that are going away: remote health care specialists, neuroimplant technology and technicians, smart-home repair, and 3-D printer design specialists, to name a few.

One thing the rapid rate of technological progress does guarantee is a high degree of uncertainty. No one can really know what jobs, products, or industries technology will render obsolete. That uncertainty should inform the decisions you make about your educational and career path.

The Rise of the Gig Economy

It’s likely you or someone you know have done a few “gig” jobs. By this, I mean you have taken work with one of the many services that match a buyer with a deliverer, usually via a smartphone app. Uber, Lyft, Task Rabbit, and DoorDash, to name the most popular, are all businesses that rely on freelancers (or contract workers) to meet their customers’ needs. The best part, from the worker's perspective at least, is that most of these services allow them to work when they want. They aren’t “on the clock,” so to speak. This is how so many gig workers can hold multiple jobs at once.

To earn some extra cash to supplement your other income streams (or tuition), gig work is great. But it’s unlikely that you’ve considered gig work to be anything more than a “fill the gaps” type of job. Meaning that you aren’t going to college so that you can be an Uber driver (although plenty of people are quite happy being full-time Uber drivers). But the very concept of what constitutes “gig work” has expanded dramatically in recent years, expedited greatly by COVID-19. As offices closed and employees worked from home, something peculiar happened. A lot of workers realized that they had all they needed at home to do almost any job they wanted. Companies like ZipRecruiter, Upwork, and Toptal, to name a few, tapped into this “at-home” workforce, offering temporary work on a freelance basis.

As the Wall Street Journal reported in April 2023, even hospitals are using app-based technology to prioritize staffing:

“Some of the nation’s largest hospital systems, including Providence and Advocate Health, are using apps like ride-hailing technology to attract scarce nurses. An app from ShiftKey lets workers bid for shifts. Another app, Care- Rev, helps hospitals adjust pay to match supply, lowering rates for popular shifts and raising them to entice nurses to work overnight or holidays.”4

In other words, what started as “gig work” has transformed into a fully- fledged freelance workforce. As a recent study from MBO Partners found, between “2020 to 2022, the total number of independents [freelancers] grew 69%, and the number of full-time independents grew an equally impressive 59%, from 13.6 million in 2020 to 21.6 million in 2022.”5 According to another study, by 2027, 50.9 percent of the U.S. workforce will be made up of full-time freelancers6. The benefits of such work are obvious. It is easier than ever to connect those who have a need to those who can perform that need. Companies have learned that it’s a better use of their resources to pay someone on a freelance or per-project basis for many tasks than to keep a full-time worker, especially in an environment that requires speed and efficiency. At the same time, freelance workers can work when and how they want. As the MBO study’s authors put it, “Americans in greater numbers are opting for the flexibility, autonomy, control, and balance that working independently can provide.”

Freelance or gig work isn’t without some significant downsides. For starters, as a freelancer, you must scramble – a lot. To make a living doing it, you must have many contracts going at any one time. You’re always searching for the next project. You must be comfortable with the uncertainty that comes with this type of work. Another obvious dilemma is missing out on things that full-time employees get from their companies, like health insurance or retirement plans. As a freelancer, you won’t be entitled to either from a company, which means you’re either paying for insurance yourself or you’re on a family member’s insurance plan.

But here’s the benefit of freelance or gig work from the perspective of this book: You are in control. Many industries have seen a significant portion of their workforces migrate to freelance. Marketing, design, publishing, editing, photography, content creation, healthcare, event planning, and consulting are all jobs that offer steady work to the determined freelancer. You aren’t tied to a single employer; you aren’t limited by your geographic location; you aren’t asking someone for a week of vacation or a day off to go to the doctor. The freedom that comes with building a viable freelance career for many is more than enough to make up for the loss of a steady paycheck and all the strings attached to that paycheck.

As a freelancer, you will necessarily have to keep up with the rate of change occurring in your field. The speed with which technology changes how we work and what constitutes work is remarkable. Often, companies maintain the status quo while their competitors cruise past them. Consequentially, employees get stuck, and their jobs are put at risk. Everyone, from the CEO to managers, has an interest in doing things “as they’ve always been done” because those things are predictable. They have built processes and systems around those traditional ways; they have structured employee hours and benefits that coincide with the modus operandi of the company. All these factors combine to make a company resistant to change, and by extension, they make employees oblivious to change. If or when the crisis strikes and you find yourself out of a job, you will discover that you are years behind.

Freelancers, by the very nature of their work, must stay on top of the latest trends and changes in their industry. They are constantly pitching themselves as a short-term, easy answer to an immediate problem. They must know about the new ways of doing things. They have to be up to speed on the latest technology. As a freelancer, if you fall behind, you won’t be in demand. No one wants to hire a person who only knows the old ways. Freelancing demands that you stay current to stay relevant.

My suggestion for those who want to learn how to make a freelance career successful is simple: talk to people who are doing it. There’s a good chance you already know someone in your network who works as a freelancer or a contract worker. The better option is to find someone in your preferred field or industry and pick their brains a bit. It might be that they went off on their own only after working as a full-time salaried employee for many years. Those successful freelancers I know were able to build their contact list of former and future clients while working a full-time job. When they left, they maintained those relationships and were able to leverage them to start building a viable freelance or gig career.

This option isn’t for everyone. Clearly, there are jobs that simply require you to be a salaried employee. But if what you’ve read so far is attractive to you, particularly in how freelancers can manage the “work-life balance” thing so well, then by all means, you should consider it.

Go Where The Jobs Are

Assuming that you are interested in a more traditional approach to job-hunting, then you must know where—literally—those jobs are. That, along with a host of other factors, should play a role in whether you move to Albuquerque or Austin. There are several online lists that will tell you the “best cities for young professionals” or the “best cities for job opportunities.” There’s no need to go through any of those lists here for the simple reason that they all are written for the general public, and your life and career are exceedingly specific.

As we saw earlier, you will want to look at such things as average rental prices or home prices, state taxes, and other factors such as proximity to family and friends. But you should know that a lot of states are taking new and active roles in attracting certain professions and skill sets—and tailoring their educational institutions to foster them. We can look at tech industries as an example because where those jobs are might come as a surprise to you. As the Wall Street Journal reported in March 2022:

“Technology workers continue to flock to companies far away from Silicon Valley as fallout from the COVID-19 pandemic reshapes workplaces, labor markets and the economy, employers and industry analysts say.”

Net tech employment in both Texas and Florida last year grew twice as fast as it did in California, including new software engineers, app developers and other tech workers entering the market.

Key attractions include more affordable housing markets, a lower cost of living, quality schools and other available services. At the same time, the adoption of remote and hybrid work models at many companies has made tech jobs more portable.

“There’s been a boom in tech jobs, and it’s booming more outside California,” said Richard Florida, a professor at the University of Toronto’s School of Cities and Rotman School of Management.7

Maybe this news comes as a surprise to you, or maybe you already knew that California and the West Coast aren’t the meccas for tech jobs that they once were. Or maybe you have no interest in tech at all, in which case, look at this as a lesson: Be prepared to go anywhere for the work that matters to you. If you grew up imagining working at a tech company in Silicon Valley, well, that could still happen – but the job in Orlando, Fla., might be a better fit for you. Be flexible in your chosen profession and industry. Discover what you can about its growth potential, the skills necessary to perform well, the continuing education you will likely need to stay relevant, and the places in which people in this profession thrive. The answer to these inquiries may lead you far from where you started your journey, perhaps even abroad. But if the dream is worth living, then it’s worth the work to acquire it.
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DON’T BE A COMMODITY

“Who knows better the kind of talent we need than us?”

This is what Dennis Dio Parker said when I spoke to him for the second edition of this book. Dennis has had a long and illustrious 36+ year career at Toyota, where he continues to work. He is also the visionary behind FAME – or the Federation for Advanced Manufacturing Education. FAME is a program offered to high school graduates that provides students with an intensive academic and hands-on experience that prepares them for a career in the manufacturing industry or other technology-based pursuits.

The “us” in Dennis’ comment refers to the companies that participate in the FAME program, a diverse list of top corporations including Toyota, GE, Bosch, Hitachi, 3M, and Jack Daniels. Importantly, as Dennis told me, “FAME is a group of employers acting together with a single voice. This wasn’t developed by colleges; this program was developed by an employer for an employer, very specifically meeting employers’ needs.” As a result, colleges and universities that want to host a FAME program must first be chosen by employers and meet specific and rigorous criteria defined by the consortium of employers. In other words, FAME isn’t a college program, even if it is offered at colleges. It’s an employer program.

“I find it astonishing that what we’ve done in America, with manufacturing, is turn education over to someone else,” said Dennis. “Employers need to be choosing the people that are our future. Employers need to be choosing the people who are going to be most successful in our environment and then send them to their post-secondary educational program, not pick them from the limited few available at graduation.”

There are several “pathways” that a student can follow in FAME. One is an associate degree pathway known as the Advanced Manufacturing Technician (AMT) program. Discussing the vision behind AMT, Dennis was candid: “The goal is to graduate the global best entry-level technician in the world.” He referenced Germany and Switzerland as the gold standard in terms of technical education, a bar that the FAME AMT program intends to surpass.

“The goal is to graduate a student that is more work-ready than any other program in the world,” Dennis explained. “At FAME, we think in very concrete terms on ROI (Return on Investment) – we must consistently produce the best global technicians that give FAME employers a talent advantage.”

A Brookings Institute study encompassing nearly 800 technical program graduates on the FAME program in Kentucky showed whether the ROI was happening. Here are the key findings of the study:

“One year after completing a [FAME] program, FAME graduates' median earnings were $59,164 a year, compared with $36,379 for non-FAME participants. Three years after completion, FAME graduates were earning $89,360, compared with $41,085 for the non-FAME group. Five years after completion, FAME graduates were earning nearly $98,000, compared to roughly $52,783 for non-FAME participants – a difference of more than $45,000 a year.”1

More telling, perhaps, is Toyota’s own experience with its highly rigorous skilled hiring process for manufacturing plants. Among other activities, candidates must pass a comprehensive written test followed by a hands-on assessment. The pass rate just for these two steps for direct hires, those who have already been in the industry and have years of experience, was less than 50% when the FAME program started, and candidates only had to pass one out of four key sub-areas. During the first five years of the FAME Program, the pass rate for AMT graduates was 100%. It was also 100% for three of the four key sub-areas and 60% for the fourth.

So, how does FAME achieve these results? As Dennis said, “This program builds a whole person. A top-tier employee has many key characteristics beyond technical skills. The technical component covers all basic skill areas, but the Lean component teaches how to be an efficient and productive contributor, and the Professional Behaviors build a powerful soft skill capability. This whole-person focus is why we call it the Advanced Manufacturing Technician (a person) program and not the Advanced Manufacturing Technology (machines and systems) program.”

By combining on-the-job training, classroom education, and the teaching of “professional behaviors (soft skills),” FAME seeks to overcome the deficiencies of the modern college experience. While FAME is still very much a technical program, it is also one where students gain a profound sense of self and pride. “We build up a tremendous amount of identity – you are an AMT student,” said Dennis. “Students don’t want to lose that, and so they work harder to stay in the program. They’re required to wear FAME professional dress – collared shirt with buttons, tucked in, belt on, clean and groomed. Even their physical appearance is part of the pride.”

And along with that pride comes the real-world experience of actual work. “We put them to work right away with their sponsoring employer. Students work, and they learn at the same time. They’re being exposed to the working community while they’re also doing academic work. They will mature much more rapidly than their peers. We don’t leave them much spare time: 8+ hours a day, five days a week through five semesters. Yes, straight through summer – just like in the working world.”

FAME has another facet that sets it apart from the typical technical program. Rather than promote the message that technical/trades/skilled occupations are good alternatives to college, FAME makes them part of college and then leverages the college aspects of the program to empower the AMT student further. For example, the general education courses at Guilford Technical Community College in Greensboro, North Carolina, the FAME partner in the NCFAME-First in Flight chapter, focus on topics and work that are relevant to industry workers. They achieve the same academic rigor but are much more interesting, engaged, and relevant for the students. Following graduation, AMT students already have specific built-in pathways to additional education at both the bachelor's and master's degree levels that can be followed at the discretion of the student. So AMT students have a hop- on/hop-off pathway that allows them to work at a level that they love or to move to new levels to which they aspire. All of these pathways are also highly beneficial to employers, so they are motivated to support the pursuit of these by AMT students since every level achieved builds workforce capability. The FAME Career Pathway is, in essence, the proverbial life-long learning journey that so many workforce and educational professionals proclaim as the ideal employee and company development structure. It’s seldom achieved. FAME makes it available to every FAME employer and every FAME student.

What can a program like FAME do for you? No debt and a job waiting for you upon graduation. A knowledge base that was built not only from books but also from doing the work. And a learning path that will go as far as you wish to take it. Exactly what I’m urging you to do! When a student leaves FAME, they are the kind of employee that employers want because employers built the program. They are experienced, they are cutting-edge, and they are confident. They aren’t commodities; they are fully formed employees with a long career ahead of them, earning good pay and doing fulfilling, purposeful work.

I’m not promoting FAME because I think everyone should be a technician – although if you do want to go into manufacturing, then I strongly urge you to find a FAME program in your area. I’m promoting FAME because the program’s philosophy of education is one I strongly endorse: Education is not about earning a degree. Education is about helping you develop the skills to lead a productive life and have a fulfilling career.

We shouldn’t be surprised that the FAME program works as well as it does. What should surprise us is why more post-secondary education organizations don’t follow the FAME model. And if they aren’t following it, then it’s up to you to fill in those gaps.

The question is how.

Commodity vs. Specialty Product

You’ve probably heard the word “commodity”—an economic term for a product or good, usually a raw material or agricultural item that can be bought or sold. One of the defining characteristics of a commodity is that it doesn’t have quality differentiation in the market. For example, wheat is a commodity. The market sets the price, and Acme Agriculture’s bushel of wheat will sell to the market for the same price as ABC Agriculture’s wheat. In other words, wheat is wheat. That’s a commodity.

Don’t be a commodity.

What I mean is that simply having a college degree doesn’t set you apart. It may not even differentiate you from a high school graduate who has acquired more on-the-job experience than you. What you need to be able to do is differentiate yourself from the roughly two million people who graduate from college every year and millions of other people already in the workforce.

The economy has changed. The workforce has changed. More Americans have a college degree than ever before, not just because college is more accessible but also because they simply believe they need a degree. Many agricultural and manufacturing workers have been replaced with machines. The people who used to do these jobs must now compete for other jobs— and these jobs require more training and skills. As a result, the workforce, in general, is smarter than it used to be; even the lowest-wage jobs require skills that are more highly specialized than the lowest-wage jobs did fifty years ago.

Where I’m going with this discussion is that a college degree is not the differentiator it once was; employers are looking for skills. Without skills, you become a commodity. And just like with any commodity, employers will buy (that is, hire) the cheapest one.

Instead of being a commodity, one of tens of millions of potential employees with a college degree, you want to be a specialty product—a product uniquely different from its competitors. And it’s this unique difference that makes the specialty product more valuable than its competitors.

For instance, take a cell phone. There used to be few differences between telephones. Sure, businesses needed multiple lines and a “hold” feature (you probably have no idea what I’m talking about), but for the average consumer, a phone was a phone. Then smartphones hit the market, and suddenly, a phone wasn’t just a phone anymore. One could take pictures, while another allowed you to access the Internet. One was smaller and slimmer than the other.

Now, we’re at the point where internet access and HD cameras are the bare minimum features of your standard smartphone; if you’re in the cell phone business, you better be offering something more than that if you want to stand out. That’s because smartphones have become specialty products— each one is different than its competitors. That’s the point. Those differences are trying to entice the consumer to buy it.

And price plays a role as well. If you want an iPhone, you’ll pay the most money. If all you need is a mobile phone, then you can get a cheap one at a convenience store. But to say that the cheapest phone is the same as the best phone simply because they’re both phones is absurd.

There was a time when a college degree was enough of a competitive advantage. Those days are gone. If all you have is a college degree, then you’re a commodity—plain and simple. You need to have skills that make you a specialty product.

What Google Looks For

When I first wrote this section seven years ago, I said that “Google is a company that epitomizes the new economy, as a tech company that also has blurred the lines with other industries.” I believe this is still the case, so rather than go searching for a newer example, I’ve chosen to stick with the words of advice of Adam Swidler, who was a marketing manager at Google at the time we spoke. (As of Fall 2022, Adam was still at Google.) When we spoke, I asked him what Google looks for when hiring. What he said deserves to be quoted in full:

“Fundamentally, we are looking for people who are very strong in a set of cognitive analytic abilities as well as a set of creative, energetic, passion areas. Let me start first with the general cognitive ability stuff. We call our ideal candidates “smart creatives,” people that have grown up along with technology. They know that all the information’s available at their fingertips and that the recipe for success within Google is to create small teams of people that are passionate about a particular thing that lines up with management strategy and enables them to go and tackle that problem. There are thousands of these little teams at Google working on something, whether it’s a new feature for a particular product or a new product that we’re rolling out. We’re looking for people who can apply a rich set of analytic skills, especially to large quantities of data, and access that set of information to ask interesting questions about their task or problem.

We’re not necessarily looking for deep domain expertise in a particular area. We’re really looking for people who show an aptitude to pick up a new area quickly to think creatively about different approaches, especially different ways that technology could solve that particular problem. Then, we want them to have a mindset around testing and prototyping and getting things into the hands of the users as quickly as possible to get feedback from the users. We’re looking for people who can bring those types of tools together We’re going to want them to bring it to us in an environment that’s highly collaborative. We want people who want to share their idea with the team as soon as they get it.

We give candidates wonderful general cognitive tests. For instance: you’re an elevator design officer with a specific constraint in the building. Now tell me how you go about designing this elevator system. There’s no right answer. Rather, what we want to see is a creative intuition. We love to see how their minds work, how they tackle the problem of this elevator design with one quirky constraint.

Even though we stress collaboration, we’re also looking for candidates who tackle problems without being asked to. We love our employees to say, “I didn t know what to do, so I set up experiment A, experiment B, experiment C, and here’s how I measured the results; and here’s why I think this is the best course of action.” During interviews, we throw out these crazy problems and just sit back and let them puzzle through it.

We’re always looking for people who can also take a step back to see the bigger picture, to see opportunities. At Google in particular, there’s very little role relegation. You dont have to stay in your role. We want our employees to go outside their role and do what they think needs to be done, or at least go convince management that they should do what needs to be done.”

I think Adam’s answer perfectly captures the type of “professional skills” today’s graduates need to succeed, not just at Google but anywhere. You might be saying to yourself: “Well, that’s Google! I can’t work there.” Yes, Google is highly selective. But the reason I’ve stressed it so prominently is because it has become so much the archetype of the twenty-first-century company. In other words, if you possess the skills Google values, then you’ll thrive in nearly any environment.

The New Skills of the New Economy

I wanted you to read Adam’s words on their own before I supplied my own interpretation. You might read it very differently than I read it, and that’s okay. But now let’s compare notes. Here are the skills I heard when I listened to Adam talk:

Intra-preneurial Leadership: A lot of students think that the new economy is defined by mega-successful entrepreneurs like Mark Zuckerberg, Sara Blakey, Jeff Bezos, or Elon Musk. But not everyone has the desire or the ability to start their own business—and that’s a good thing. So, what defines an entrepreneur other than starting their own business? Leadership. The ability to tackle a specific problem and organize a team to find a solution. That’s what I heard Adam say when he spoke about “smart creatives.” The challenges facing any one company are more than any single person can solve. This is why it’s the person who can successfully lead a team from problem identification to solution who would be extremely valuable at any company.

Self-Management: The other big point I kept hearing Adam make was this idea that Google expects its employees to act independently. The reason Google has very little “role relegation” is that they don’t want people saying, “That isn’t my job.” They want their people to feel confident going after a problem, regardless if the problem is assigned to them. This attitude follows a trend in the new economy that has led companies toward a less hierarchical, flatter organizational structure. The focus has been taken off middle managers to manage their team and on to team members to think and act on their own. We shouldn’t underestimate the pressure this puts on the employee, nor should we underestimate the power today’s employees have, at least compared to the average employee twenty or thirty years ago. By power, I mean the ability to leverage their skills and placement so that management knows that trying to replace them would be more costly than meeting their requirements. But to use this power requires an ability to know how to manage oneself. You need to show your value as a production engine – the kind of employee who doesn’t need continual oversight. The workers who can’t self-manage will soon find themselves out of a job.

Data Analytics: The final thing I heard from Adam is the rising importance of being able to read and understand data. Clearly, this isn’t as exciting as the first two – and certainly requires more formal education. In the business world, the power and promise of digital data go under the term “Big Data.” It’s an amorphous phrase that does little to underscore just how important data analysis is and will be in the new economy. Every day, seemingly, businesses are finding ways to acquire, analyze, and apply data in stunningly new and useful ways. The technological tools we use to interpret these data are also improving every day. Some professions will require proficiency in data analytics as an entry-level benchmark, but I’m not talking about only those professions. I’m talking about every profession because every business relies on data to improve its functions, its production, and its people. In today’s economy, to succeed is to have a certain degree of “data literacy.” The next phase of innovative devices, products, and platforms will be founded on the creative interpretation of new (and old) data sets.

To tie concepts together, FAME, the program referenced earlier, builds what Adam called Intra-preneurial Leadership and Self-Management into the program, albeit under different terminology. The employers, keeping FAME on the cutting edge of innovation, are also developing an Industry 4.0 Introduction course that includes Big Data Analytics, to be included in the fifth semester of the program, as well as having just introduced a masters level follow-on degree that covers Big Data Analytics from the business side.

We could certainly grow this list, but we’ll start there. I want you to keep this list in mind as you consider your next educational step. To acquire these skills, you’ll have to get creative in your own education, but that’s the point. It’s your education. Take control of it. FAME wouldn’t be the success it is if regular colleges were already doing what it does. No, FAME is producing graduates with a competitive advantage. FAME graduates aren’t commodities.

You can’t be a passive participant. Even if you choose to go to college, you can’t simply cross off the requirements for your major and degree and think that you’re now ready to enter the workforce. You’re still a commodity. Instead, you must progress through these remaining educational years with a firm goal in mind: to become a specialty product. We’re going to get into how to do that in the next section. For now, it’s enough for you to understand that you must do it.
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DO YOU NEED COLLEGE?

I feel I was personally very guilty of this; you dont know what to do with your life, so you get a college degree; you dont know what you’re going to do with your college degree, so you get a graduate degree. In my case, it was law school, which is the classic thing one does when one has no idea what else to do. I dont have any big regrets, but if I had to do it over, I would try to think more about the future than I did at the time.

- Peter Thiel

Remember Alyson Cimino from chapter 4? While going to college, Alyson had found professional success and fulfillment working for a temp agency. The varied experiences gave her a different type of education than she was receiving at school and when a full-time opportunity arose, she left school to pursue it. More opportunities followed, as did more success until Alyson was asked to join a start-up begun by former colleagues. They wanted to hire Alyson...except there was one problem: They wanted Alyson to get her bachelor’s degree, the one she walked away from years earlier. The one she discovered she didn’t need to find professional (and personal) success.

They didn’t want Alyson to get the degree because she lacked the appropriate amount of education or knowledge. They knew Alyson had both. Rather, they asked her to get the degree because they were nervous about what clients might think working with a non-college-graduate. It was for optics.

They weren’t wrong at the time.

Today, attitudes toward college degrees are changing. Many employers are eliminating job degree requirements, but it remains true that many other employers and business colleagues have a more positive perception of college graduates than those without a degree. The strength of this correlation weakens over time, but for those just starting out in the workforce, the value of a college degree shouldn’t be underestimated.

Notice, however, that this is all about perception. Alyson’s partners knew she didn’t need a degree to do her job. She already had the appropriate skills. She had shown in her work history that she was diligent, disciplined, and driven. All they had to do was ask any one of her dozen or so previous employers.

This is critically important: For the career that Alyson had chosen, she had achieved the appropriate level of education outside of college. She had forged her own educational pathway and pursued it vigorously. Not going to college wasn’t an invitation to live life without responsibility or consequences – it was the right decision to live life the way Alyson wanted. But in the end, she was still asked to get the degree because that’s what some people expect. Alyson could have said no, but it was an opportunity she wanted to pursue. This is a great example of how education isn’t always sequential.

We’ll talk about all the arguments for why attaining a college degree is the right choice for many people. But is it the best choice for you? Even if you decide, ultimately, like Alyson did, that the college degree isn’t right for you, some future opportunities may require it. That shouldn’t discourage you one way or the other; it’s just a reminder that even our best intentions and most carefully laid plans often run up against unpredictable events in life.

What Do You Need?

In the years since the first edition of Dream Differently was published, my opinions on college have shifted. In the first edition, I was adamant: Even if the educational power of the college degree waned over the years, there was no debate about the practical power of the degree. College graduates had better employment prospects, and they had more earning potential. You should go to college, even if you weren’t quite sure why you were going.

Very little of the macroeconomic rationales for college have changed since then – but I anticipate this will change over the next few years as more opportunities to demonstrate skills will become common. There are two main reasons why my opinions have shifted. The first is summarized by Peter Thiel’s quote that I used to start this chapter. Peter is a co-founder of PayPal. He also invested early in Facebook, which was a good move. These days, Thiel works more on the funding side of start-ups and wears many hats: hedge-fund manager, venture capitalist, and author. Thiel did graduate from college – from Stanford with a bachelor’s degree in philosophy.

It’s a bit ironic, then, that Thiel created a program that encourages students to drop out of college. The Thiel Fellowship, which he launched in 2010, awards thirty college students under the age of twenty-two with $100,000 to drop out of school and pursue their entrepreneurial dreams. In addition to the money paid out over two years, the fellowship provides the winners with other resources and guidance.

After reading the first eight chapters of this book, it probably doesn’t surprise you to know that I completely agree with Thiel’s statement. Too many young people “don’t know what to do with [their] life, so [they] get a college degree.” They do what they think they’re supposed to, with no further thought as to why they’re doing it.

That’s a problem because, as you now know, college is an expensive way to discover yourself. And for the type of person who stands a chance of winning a Thiel Fellowship, perhaps college is a waste of time. But here’s something I want you to understand: College will be a waste of time for anyone who doesn’t “think more about the future,” as Thiel said he wishes he had done.

It should be clear to you by now that this book is intended to make you think deeper about your future career. It’s meant to make you question the shallow advice you’ve received about “following your dreams.” It’s meant to open your eyes to the reality of life that awaits you when you enter the adult world. As we saw earlier, it’s not very pretty – but it’s only a surprise for those who face the future without a thoughtful plan.

Is it necessary to get that college degree to achieve financial and personal success? Absolutely not! There are a growing number of young people for whom college wasn’t the right choice, at least right out of high school. They did the research, and they did the work, and they held off on college until they were a.) ready for it; or b.) realized they didn’t need it.

I’m not going to argue you should follow the statistics. I suggest you do what’s right for you. For many of you, that will mean pursuing a four-year college degree. But for some of you, that will mean achieving your educational goals in other ways. I want you to be able to do either with confidence and purpose.

Which brings me to the second reason I’ve changed my mind on the necessity of a college degree. The sheer number of alternative educational options that exist right now are simply too numerous and relevant to ignore. Previous generations have looked down on these alternatives because they have been traditionally considered options for students who couldn’t get into college. Times have changed. We’ll get into those options in a bit, but here, I want to highlight what could be considered the opposite of the Thiel Fellowship.

Mike Rowe was the long-time host of the wildly popular Dirty Jobs show on the Discovery Channel. The show put a spotlight on hundreds of unsung but critically important jobs that enable our modern society to function. What Rowe found during the show’s nine seasons was that the people who did these jobs weren’t “dead-enders” or drop-outs. Most of them were fiercely proud of the work they did, and rightly so. A lot of these jobs paid very well – especially since most didn’t require a college degree. What’s more, Rowe learned that many of these employers faced a critical labor shortage. It seemed that everyone was off trying to get a degree while six-figure-paying jobs were going unfilled. This led Rowe to start a scholarship program aimed at students in trade schools, today known as the Mike Rowe Works Foundation Scholarship1. Unlike the Thiel Fellowship, which wants students to drop out of college, Rowe’s scholarship wants to support and champion the trade schools that train the next generation of mechanics, electricians, builders, iron workers, and other professions so often overlooked.

For too long, students have been told that the only path toward success leads through a four-year college or university. Even if a student loves working with their hands, they have been conditioned to think that following that dream through a trade or vocational school is starting life as a failure. What I appreciate greatly about Rowe’s efforts is that he is trying to erase this unfair stigma. And the reason it has helped change my mind on the question of college is because if your dream is to be an electrician, you shouldn’t be told that it’s a bad dream. It’s a great dream – one that will lead to greater pay and more long-term employment security than many college graduates with massive student loan debt.

The point is that your dream doesn’t have to go through college. And that’s OK. If you do the due diligence of preparing yourself for the education you need, then you should go confidently toward those dreams.

Your Education Pathway

Let’s also state something very important: Even if you don’t go to college, you still must continue learning. What I’m arguing isn’t that education is unnecessary; rather, I’m telling you that you can achieve your educational goals without going to a four-year institution.

The reasons not to go to college might be apparent to you already, but I believe that you should start with the assumption that you will go to college. Even if you don’t go to college right away, it’s important to be prepared in case you eventually choose to go. Those statistics I mentioned earlier exist, and they’re a compelling rationale for college. When you make the decision to forgo college to pursue alternative educational paths, you must understand that you are also forgoing the benefits that come with a college degree. In a 2021 study, Pew Research summarized the benefits2:

•More Money: “In 2021, full-time workers ages 22 to 27 who held a bachelor’s degree, but no further education, made a median annual wage of $52,000, compared with $30,000 for full-time workers of the same age with a high school diploma and no degree.”

•Better Employment Prospects: “In February 2020, just before the COVID-19 outbreak began in the U.S., only 1.9% of college graduates ages 25 and older were unemployed, compared with 3.1% of workers who completed some college but not a four-year degree, and 3.7% of workers with only a high school diploma. By June 2020, after the pandemic hit, 6.8% of college grads, 10.8% of workers with some college, and 12.2% of high school grads were unemployed. By March 2022, the unemployment rate had nearly returned to pre-pandemic levels for college graduates (2%) while dropping to 3% among those with some college education but no four-year degree, and 4% among those with only a high school diploma.”

In the first edition, I quoted a different Pew Research study that concluded: “On virtually every measure of economic well-being and career attainment – from personal earnings to job satisfaction to the share employed full time – young college graduates are outperforming their peers with less education.”3 While this remains true today, I believe these data will change as more employers eliminate degree requirements for higher-paying jobs.

So, the task then isn’t to answer the question, “Why should I go to college?” The task is to answer: “Why shouldn’t I go to college?” I think we’ve already discussed why you would do this, but let’s summarize the points.

1.Cost: If you don’t know why you’re going to college, then those four years can become a very expensive (and unproductive) process of discovery for you. Better to earn than to spend.

2.Relevant Experience: Employers state, and studies confirm, that colleges aren’t doing a great job of preparing students for life after campus. Why would you go into debt for an education that doesn’t set you apart from anyone else with a four-year degree?

But these are generalized arguments against college. You need to do better than that. For thousands of students every year, college offers an educational plan, a pathway toward achieving their educational goals. Give up college, and you give up this prepared pathway. But you need your own pathway. How do you go about it? It looks something like this:

1.Talk to people in your dream profession: What did they do to get where they are? What kind of education did they acquire, and what kind did they need (not always the same thing)? It’s easier than ever with social media to reach out to many people to ask them about their careers. Seek out those who are doing what you want to do.

2.You still need to pay the bills: A lot of college students make ends meet by working while they go to school. It’s no different if you don’t go to school but are still learning. How will you pay the bills? Will your day job help you along your educational journey – or do you simply need something that allows you to eat? Again, it’s easier than ever to obtain work that aligns with whatever schedule you want to maintain. The “gig economy” is great for those ho are doing something else on the side. Just make sure you have something!

3.Experience over education: The one benefit that forgoing college will give you is the ability to acquire real work experience and all the skills and life lessons that come with that. While your peers are taking a few classes a week, maybe working as an Uber driver or server on the side, you could be forging actual work experience and building those relationships with employers and businesses that will last you a lifetime. Don’t waste this! Experience is the best form of education, as evidenced by the stories of those I’ve highlighted in these pages.

4.Non-four-year college education: Trade and vocational school, community college, associate-degree programs, certification programs – these are just a few of the educational options you could pursue. But, like college, it pays to spend some time finding out which one you need and which one is best for you. Not all are created equal (and many of them can be scams), so do your research and choose wisely. (More on this in the next section.)

Giving attention to these points will help you build your own education plan, the pathway toward achieving your career goals. The benefits are clear – you’ll almost certainly be working, earning money and getting critical experience – as are the negatives. It will be easy to stray from your goals. It’s up to you to stay focused and committed to the pathway you’ve chosen.

The Four-Year Alternatives

Even if you conclude that a four-year institution isn’t right for you, there are so many other options that mimic the educational pathway college provides. When I was beginning college, there were two main alternatives to the four- year institution: trade schools and community colleges. These still exist today, but they’ve been joined by attractive alternatives. Many universities and colleges have bolstered their online offerings, especially in the wake of COVID-19. Companies like Google, Toyota, and Amazon Web Services have created their own certifications and training programs.

Not so long ago, online universities were perceived in the same way as a trade school or community college— something inferior to the four-year institution. This has changed. Indeed, one of the greatest things to happen to higher education in the last twenty years has been the growing popularity and quality of the alternatives to four-year institutions. Competition is good for any market—but it’s been particularly good for higher education.

There are two important reasons for the emergence of these alternatives. First, higher education, especially accredited institutions that award bachelor’s degrees, produces an indispensable product. As we just saw, there is typically a significant difference between the earning power of a college graduate and a high school graduate. Far more than just a mark of accomplished learning, the four-year degree will open doors. For now, at least, an applicant with a degree gains access to jobs with salaries that are mostly unavailable to high school graduates. As I mentioned earlier, many companies are dropping degree requirements, so it’s an open question how long that advantage will continue.

Many employers have begun to question whether the four-year degree signifies someone who is ready for the challenges of the new economy. They wouldn’t think that if more universities updated their curricula to reflect the economy’s changing demands, Four-year alternatives have stepped into the gap to offer students a faster, more focused and specialized education. And this isn’t just for students who wish to learn a particular trade. After all, what is the motivation behind the Thiel Fellowship other than the growing notion that colleges and universities, in general, are failing to prepare their students for the twenty-first-century economy?

The hope is that the existence of these alternatives will pressure more universities and colleges to update their curricula and course offerings to better reflect the unique challenges of the new economy. We’ll see some examples of this in the next chapter, but in practice, this would involve a recognition that subjects cannot be entirely separate entities anymore. For instance, writing courses wouldn’t be confined to the English Department but would also be offered in the Math Department, tailored for those who enter a career in mathematics. As in the new economy, so in education: The convergence of industries requires a convergence of academic subjects.

The second reason the rise of online colleges has been a good thing is that colleges and universities are aware they provide an indispensable product that no one else does. And when one produces an indispensable product, one can charge a lot for it. This isn’t the only reason tuition rates have gone up dramatically in recent decades, but it’s certainly a big factor. With easily available student loans, there has been very little economic pressure against rising prices. This near monopoly presents students, particularly poorer ones, with a bad deal: to earn this indispensable product, you must take out loans and go into debt. Many students have decided that it’s not worth it.

That said, the traditional four-year institution remains the choice for most students. While many believe the U.S. higher education system is the best in the world, I appreciate how alternative models have provided competition and are driving change in the university system. Many traditional universities now offer extensive online courses and degrees, and we are fast approaching a time when an entirely online degree is perceived as indistinguishable from its campus-based counterparts.

This is why I would advise you to view your options as generations in the past have viewed them. If your career goals only require a two-year associate degree or one you can acquire online, then don’t waste money on a four-year institution. Just be sure that the path you choose and the skills you develop will prepare you to navigate the new economy for decades to come.

How To Choose Your Education

If you’ve decided that college is the right choice for you, the next question you need to answer is what school is best for you. If you’re already going through this process, then you’re aware of the multitude of resources to help you decide. I’m not going to get into the merits of one school over another or whether you should go to a state school over a private liberal arts school. Rather, I’m going to dispel some myths about where you go to school.

Myth #1: College Rankings Matter

The truth about college rankings should alleviate some of the pressure you might feel in choosing the right school: Unless you can attend an elite toptier college or university, don’t worry about rankings.

U.S. News and World Report’s annual college ranking almost always lists the same schools in their Top Twenty-Five. Within this elite tier, you’ll find the Ivy League schools and a handful of other institutions that compete with one another for every spot. It’s a big deal for these schools to move up in the rankings because it means that they’ll get more applications from the world’s best students, receive more grant funding, and keep their alumni happy. It’s also been a big deal when a school breaks into the Top Twenty-Five or leaves it.

Interestingly, even some of the most highly ranked schools have challenged the ranking’s validity and stopped participating in the process. Here’s what some university presidents and deans say about it:

“Overall, the methodology creates incentives that work against schools’ interest in attracting and retaining classes of students with a broadly diverse set of qualities and experiences and in supporting the widest possible array of career choices for their graduates—whether in the private sector, in public interest and government organizations, or in academia."

“ (Gillian Lester, Dean, Columbia Law School. Last ranking: #4)

“However, my concerns and the perspectives I have heard from others are more philosophical than methodological and rest on the principled belief that rankings cannot meaningfully reflect the high aspirations for educational excellence, graduate preparedness, and compassionate and equitable patient care that we strive to foster in our medical education programs."

(George Q. Daley, Dean of the Faculty of Medicine, Harvard Medical
School. Last ranking: #1)

“However, there are organizations that do not accurately represent the impact that a Stillman degree has on the community, the state, and the nation. Chief among these organizations is the U.S. News Best Colleges rankings, which do not accurately measure and portray the value of a Stillman College education, nor the tremendous investments and outlook for our future, as we reshape our liberal arts profile to align with emerging workforce trends, like cybersecurity and data analytics."

(Cynthia Warrick, President, Stillman College. Last ranking: #63)

Would you not go to the unranked Rhode Island School of Design because they chose not to participate in the ranking process? Their last ranking #22 in Best Undergraduate Teaching.

Here’s what you need to know. There is a group of schools that have established a global brand over decades or centuries that have tremendous market appeal. If you can go to one of these schools, then go. These are the Ivy League schools and places like MIT, Stanford, University of Chicago, Johns Hopkins, California Institute of Technology, Duke, Northwestern, Vanderbilt, Notre Dame, University of California, Berkeley, Georgetown University, University of Michigan, and Oxford University. Get your loans if you need them, and go. The reason I say this is because having a degree from one of these schools will help with future employers – in some cases, for the rest of your life. A Harvard graduate is a Harvard graduate forever, and most businesses would love to have a Harvard graduate. If a four-year degree opens doors, a degree from one of these schools opens gates to some of the most exclusive circles in the world. The quality of education at any of these schools is the best the world has to offer, no matter what your chosen major or profession.

The flip side is that these are also the most selective schools in the world, and it is exceedingly difficult to get accepted. These schools reject hundreds of valedictorians every year, so it’s no shame to be denied admission. But that leaves all the other students with a problem: should they go to the bestranked school that they can get into? No!

The simple truth is that few employers care about where you went to school unless you went to one of the elite schools. And they care less about it the older you get. By the time you’re thirty, no employer is going to hire you because of where you went to school. By then, it’s about your work experience and accomplishments.

Yes, but what about right out of college? Even right out of college, when all you have on your resume (or LinkedIn profile) is where you went to school, employers won’t give where you went to school more weight than your major and work history. Are there exceptions? Sure, of course, but they aren’t worth stressing about while you agonize over what school to attend.

Rather, your choice of school should be decided on three factors:

1.Cost: Don’t spend an extra $100,000 for the private or out-of-state school simply because it’s ranked 40th when you can just as easily attend a public state school for one-third of the price. Other things being equal, the benefits will not outweigh the costs to you after graduation. Likewise, if you’re offered financial aid, then you should consider it when making your decision.

2.Major: Far more important than a school’s ranking is its strength and reputation in certain subjects. If you want to pursue engineering, then you should focus your search on schools with strong engineering programs and forget its overall ranking. This should seem obvious, except that there are incredibly strong schools that don’t get a lot of media attention.

3.Alumni support: This is one area that most students won’t ever consider until they’ve graduated, but that’s a mistake. The built-in network one gains by being a graduate of a college or university will do just as much to open doors as the degree. Moreover, when I say “alumni support,” I include the relationships the institution has with certain companies and industries – usually made possible because of alumni. It is these relationships that can help a student receive invaluable work experience while still in college. Likewise, upon graduation, this alumni network will prove indispensable.

Myth #2: Where You Go Will Affect the Rest of Your Life

It’s hard to avoid the feeling when you’re applying to colleg that the decision you eventually make will be life-altering. It will be, and as perhaps your first life-altering decision, you are right to be concerned about it. But too many high school students despair if they don’t get into their first choice, as if somehow their lives are permanently changed for the worse.

Failing to get into your first choice of school is a good life lesson. You learn that you can’t have everything you want in life, and that’s okay. Let me put it this way: Almost no one in the adult world really thinks that their lives are worse because of where they didn’t go to school. As I said above, by age thirty, your life experiences and work history will matter far more than your alma mater.

More to the point, what you do at college matters more than where you go. If you use the three factors I mentioned above, then you should have a variety of options, none better or worse than the other. Of course, you can have your favorite, but if all you have is your favorite, then you’re not doing it right. Every school on your list will have its strengths and weaknesses: one will be more expensive, one will have the better marketing program, and one will have great relationships with quality companies. Sit down with your parents or school counselor to decide which one makes the most sense for you. Then make your decision and go for it.

Let’s talk about graduate school, too, for a moment. If you already know that you want or need an advanced degree, then you should factor that into your undergraduate application process. This means that employers will mostly care about your most recent school. If you go to graduate school, then that’s the school that most employers, patients, and clients will notice. This is important because you’ll likely be saddled with a lot of student loan debt after your studies, so it would be wise to save money on your undergraduate degree and work toward attending an advantageous graduate program.

The point is that you shouldn’t get discouraged. The most important thing about college isn’t where you go but what you learn.

Myth #3: Education Is Sequential

If you’ve ever been hiking, then you know it’s much easier to follow a path than to blaze one. Likewise, it’s so much easier to follow a set education path after high school that leads you to a satisfying career at the end. This used to be true, but times have changed. The sheer abundance of educational choices means that you don’t have to follow the well-worn path that the previous generation walked decades ago. To many, this is a frightening prospect. “You mean I need to make education decisions myself? ” Not necessarily. It’s more that you should stop thinking that education is a one-way street that has precise rest stops every few miles or so. Too many young people set their education on auto-drive after high school, assuming that by doing what most others have done, then they will be fine.

There are several factors that have opened the one-time rigid education pathway. First, the an abundance of alternative educational programs, whether it's online courses or trade schools. Second, the value of the four-year bachelor’s degree continues to diminish every year as more employers give more weight to applicants with more experience than education. And finally, the ability to work (or learn) from anywhere in the world means that your choices are no longer limited to what is available to you in your geographic area.

Remember, this book is meant to help you approach your education in the right way – with the right expectations, the right goals, and, hopefully, the right outcomes. My goal at the end of this final section of the book is to make sure you have a plan on how to make the most out of your educational years so that when you do enter that intimidating world economy, you’ll be ready.
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YOUR EDUCATION PATHWAY

How are you going to acquire the knowledge and skills you need after high school graduation? Whether you’ve decided to go to a traditional four-year college or not, the answer should be the same. It’s not enough to assume that you will learn what you need to know. College students make that mistake all too often. They believe if they follow the education pathway set out by the college (or their major), then they don’t need to worry about making their own choices. Those who have decided to forgo college don’t have this luxury; they know that they need to deliberately make education choices that get them closer to their dreams.

With that in mind, here’s the reality: Less than half of college freshmen graduate in four years. Fifty-eight percent will take six years. In fact, the U.S. Department of Education uses the “six-year” term as the standard to measure how successful colleges are at graduating their students1. If you earn your degree in four years – which was the standard not so long ago – congratulations! You’re well ahead of most of your peers. (You should be able to graduate in four years).

We’ve already seen that paying off your student loans is perhaps your biggest concern after graduation. Every semester you spend in college, you will likely add thousands of dollars to your student loan debt, which is why you want to spend as little time in college as you possibly can. We might laugh at those students who are on the “five- or six-year plan,” but it won’t be funny the moment those students get their first student loan bills.

I have a theory that we could radically improve the four-year college graduation rate across the country if students had to pay per class session. I’m not talking about a course; rather, I’m talking about paying for each scheduled class session you’re expected to attend in a given course, regardless of whether you attend the session. This “pay-as-you-go” system would vary depending on the institution, but you’d be looking at a cost of approximately $24.50 to $98.00 per class session.

This new payment system would likely have two effects. First, many students would simply drop out of college. They would conclude (wrongly) that what they pay for each course isn’t worth it. The other, better effect would be that those students who remain would want to get the most out of each class session they attend. They would look at their college experience as the accumulation of education, not as the price to pay for four years of fun. Each class session would have an immediate value attached to it, which would force students to look at courses as something they’re “buying” – not something they have to pass to get a degree.

Under this system, students would approach their studies in a far more economical way than they do currently. A student who knows the value of each class would choose the classes that are of the most value to them. What constitutes “value” to an individual student varies, of course. What’s valuable to an English major may not be as valuable to an engineering major.

But there’s more to planning your classes than just simply the matter of majors. Universities and colleges do a good job of guiding a student along a four-year path toward a degree in their major. As you’ll find, however, that’s not the entirety of the college experience. You will have the time and freedom to choose courses outside your major (and that’s where the “pay-as- you-go” system would prove most effective).

We don’t have a “pay-as-you-go” higher education system. It would be cumbersome and unrealistic. But I want you to look at your college life as if we did have this system. If you fully understand and appreciate the cost of each class, you will likely graduate in four years. You will also graduate with the necessary educational foundation to begin a successful career.

Four Years, 120 Credits

How do we begin calculating the cost per class session? It’s not nearly as hard as it might sound. Most four-year institutions require 120 credits to graduate with a bachelor’s degree. You usually get one credit for each hour you spend in class per week. For example, if you take four three-hour classes per week, then you’re taking twelve credits that semester. Each semester is about sixteen weeks, which means you take about 192 classes per semester.

Recall that I said that the average annual in-state tuition of a four-year public university was $9,400. That’s $4,700 per semester. It’s a simple matter of dividing that number by the number of classes in a semester. In this example, we have:

$4,700/192 (classes) = $In this analysis, the student pays $24.48 for every class session they take. Yours will differ, of course. For example, the average tuition of a four-year private nonprofit university is $37,600, and each semester costs $18,800. Therefore:

$18,800/192 (classes) = $97.91

When you calculate your number, I want you to memorize it. This is the money you are throwing away every time you choose to sleep in and skip class, goof off in class, or watch YouTube on your smartphone. It’s simple math. But I encourage you to do more than simply acknowledge the cost every time you attend (or don’t attend) class. Keep a tally in a simple spreadsheet and enter the cost every time you attend class. That way, you can see the cost of your college education start to add up. That number will start to get very big, very quickly – a constant reminder of the investment in your education.

Now, let’s dig a little deeper into those 120 credits. Most programs require you to take a rigid set of 36 to 60 credits for a given major. That represents between a third and a half of your overall credits. You should set that aside. While you’ll have some choices in how to spend those credits, you’re working within the rules of your department, and there won’t be much flexibility. Rather, the bigger concern is what you’re going to do with the rest of your credits.

A lot of colleges and universities, especially those with a liberal arts focus, will require that you satisfy certain general requirements, such as history, math, composition, or language. Like the requirements for your major, this is unavoidable. We’ll discuss in a moment the value of a liberal arts education, but for now, let’s just assume that you have about a third or so credits left. These are your so-called “elective” credits.

How you choose to spend these credits, which will cost you several thousand dollars, is what will set you apart from your peers. Most students attend college just to do what they need to do to graduate. They satisfy their major requirements but give little to no thought to the rest of their college coursework. They take elective courses that seem interesting but with no real reason or forethought. This is a waste of money and a missed opportunity.

Put a price tag on each class you attend. If you do that, then you won’t waste a class on something that won’t return value to you. For example, you might be a biology major with a curiosity about nineteenth-century English literature. There’s nothing wrong with that, but would you spend several thousand dollars on a course that satisfies a mere curiosity, especially when you could satisfy that curiosity with a whole host of inexpensive or free online resources?

On the other hand, let’s look at the same problem from the perspective of an English major. You should already know that your earning potential after graduation is about half of your engineering peers, so your objective should be to distinguish yourself from other English majors by acquiring as many marketable skills as possible. What about finance? Both financial institutions and media outlets are constantly looking for finance-literate writers. What about becoming a double major in English and finance? Regardless, you know where most people consume their media: on the Internet and digital devices. This fact alone should give you some guidance on what sort of elective courses to take: computer science, coding, or media marketing. Complement your major with useful knowledge; satisfy your intellectual curiosity in other ways.

You will never get those credits back. You will never get those four years back. The “cost-per-class” framework isn’t just dollars and cents—it’s a matter of how you spend one of your most precious resources: time. You can spend the rest of your life indulging in your curiosity about Charles Dickens or micro-organisms. But you won’t have the rest of your life to prepare for your post-college career. You have four years. Four years to prepare yourself for the employment challenges ahead. Remember the lesson from Chapter 8: Don’t be a Commodity. Do whatever you can to distinguish yourself from your peers.

The Great Course Convergence

As I’ve stated continually throughout this book, my intention isn’t to push you toward STEM. I encourage you to make the best-informed decision about college and a career that aligns with your goals and dreams. I hope that you’re thinking about those goals and dreams in a smarter way than you had previously, with an eye on practical matters like debt and expenses. Maybe you’ve decided to look into other fields because of what you’ve read, or maybe you’re just as committed to a specific career path, only a bit wiser and with more realistic expectations. Wherever you find yourself, there are certain skills and assets you should still acquire, no matter your major or career dreams. As we discussed in Chapter Eight, the “new skills of the new economy” are intrapreneurial leadership, self-management, and data analytics, but we didn’t really discuss how to acquire these skills. They can only truly be learned and mastered through work experience, but that doesn’t mean you can’t get a head start as a student.

You can begin to learn these skills by using your elective credits wisely. I want to stress that these skills are the same whether you’re a math or English major, whether you want to design jet engines or build the next TikTok. How can this be? Well, as we mentioned before, one feature of the new economy is the convergence of industries. For example, Ford is now also a tech company and Google – through Waymo – develops technology for autonomous vehicles. The same technologies are spreading through and changing nearly every industry on the planet, and one consequence of this is that workers use the same skills no matter where they work. A computer science graduate doesn’t have to work for Apple or Dell; they can work for basically any company that uses computer technologies—in other words, all of them.

Education should reflect this great convergence—only it doesn’t. Nearly every four-year university or college maintains separate departments (or even separate schools) for its main subjects: math, English, biology, computer science, engineering, etc. But this compartmentalization of subjects doesn’t reflect the new economy. In today’s biology labs, students should have a working knowledge of computer science. A math major who goes to work for a company as a data analyst should be able to articulate their findings in a clear, uncomplicated way to their non-mathematical bosses, which means they should know how to write. A computer science major with the next great idea for an app should know the basics of starting a business, even if that isn’t part of the course requirements for their major.

Is it starting to make sense? No matter your major or career goals, there are some skills relevant to the new economy that will not only serve you well after graduation but they’ll distinguish you from your peers. An English major who understands coding, a math major who can write, a computer science student who knows business finance—these are the cross-functional skills sets employers look for and the very things university departments don’t do a great job facilitating. In other words, as a math major, you won’t be required to learn to write a decent proposal. You won’t be graded on your understanding of accounting as a computer science major. None of your English professors will teach you how to design a website that takes advantage of the latest in digital media.

It’s up to you to learn these things. And I’m going to make it a bit easier for you. Here are three skills you should acquire in college, no matter your major or career focus.

Communication: If you can write well, you have a place in almost any company. The ability to write is fast becoming a lost art, although, ironically, we write more than ever these days. From our smartphones to our social media profiles to daily emails, we’re constantly writing. And yet, most of us do a terrible job of it. Worse, we’re allowed to graduate college without proving we can write competently. You must take it upon yourself to learn how to write. I’m not talking about creative writing or studying Shakespeare. I’m talking about taking English composition and other similar courses that will teach you how to be a more effective communicator. It is no overstatement to say that the one skill that will set you above your peers is your ability to write well. For this reason alone, you must learn to write.

Business Administration: Management, marketing, finance. These business essentials will serve you well no matter what profession you pursue because they will begin your education in two of the “new skills of the new economy” we discussed earlier: intrapreneurial leadership and self-management. Employers need people who know the basics of business. They need to know that you can handle a spreadsheet, manage a small team, and solve a problem without being told how to do it.

What’s more, many undergraduate business courses will put you into small teams to accomplish a certain task. This invaluable experience helps prepare you for the type of working environments you will find outside of school. The goal with this skill isn’t to master business administration; rather, it’s to help you familiarize yourself with what happens inside a business and why. The applicant who already knows this and can talk about it intelligently will stand out.

Computer Literacy: I use the word “literacy” as a catch-all because I’m actually talking about a lot of technical skills: coding, analytics, mathematics, computational thinking, and creative thinking. In general, everyone going into the new economy for the first time should know something about how computers work and function. I’m not saying that you have to be a master coder or computer programmer. Instead, you should be able to understand basic computer procedures and practices. You should know how our digital devices work and why we use them for specific tasks. Your basic computer science course will cover a lot of this, but I would encourage you to delve deeper in some specific aspect that relates well to your career aspirations. If you don’t have any idea what that would be, then you should ask your professor or someone who already works in your field. How are digital technologies changing the career you want to enter? If you can answer that question, then you should have a good idea of what area of computer science to focus on.

By no means do these three skills exhaust the opportunities to complement your major, but they give you a place to start. They should make you think more carefully about how you want to spend your “elective” time during your four years. You could even earn a double major or minor in fields to expand your knowledge and career prospects. There are few moments in life as satisfying as when your boss asks, “Can anyone do this?” And you say confidently, “Yes, I can do that.”

The Liberal Arts Question

In 1988, a book exploded on the higher education scene called The Closing of the American Mind, written by university professor Allan Bloom. The gist of the book, still in print, was Bloom’s contention that “higher education has failed democracy and impoverished the souls of today’s students.” Bloom lashed out at the moral relativism that had taken over the humanities departments of America’s leading universities. These “new age” professors brought with them modern works to replace the classics that comprised the Western canon. A professor of philosophy, Bloom championed the idea of the “liberally educated person.” As he wrote:

“A liberal education precisely helps students pose this question [“What is man?”] to themselves, to become aware that the answer is neither obvious nor simply unavailable and that there is no serious life in which this question is not a continuous concern. Despite all the efforts to pervert it, the question that every young person asks is, “Who am I?” the powerful urge to follow the Delphic command, “Know thyself,” which is born in each of us, means in the first place “What is man?” And in our chronic lack of certainty, this comes down to knowing the alternative answers and thinking about them. Liberal education provides access to these alternatives, many of which go against the grain of our nature or our times. The liberally educated person is one who is able to resist the easy and preferred answers, not because he is obstinate but because he knows others worthy of consideration.”

Bloom’s book still reverberates across higher education precisely because the battle he fought still rages today. Debates over the ideological preferences of universities in general, and faculty in particular, are a constant in the news. I have avoided this debate not because it isn’t important but because it detracts from our purpose. Indeed, Bloom would likely criticize what he would call my “utilitarian” approach to higher education. In his view, the four years one spends at college are a time for intense philosophical scrutiny of one’s place in the world, using as a guide the great texts of human history. To put it in another way, Bloom would argue that the study of these classical works prepares the young mind for a lifetime of critical thinking and learning – two traits that would serve one well in any profession.

I don’t disagree. By no means do I believe the study of the humanities to be anything less than a noble, worthwhile pursuit. But the idea that this is the only acceptable role of higher education is a relic of a bygone age. It may have made sense at the turn of the 20th century when fewer than two percent of elite Americans of traditional college age went to college. It doesn’t make sense today.

The purpose of college has changed because the number and type of students who now attend college has grown dramatically. For some of these students, the liberal arts are ideally suited to their goals and temperaments. However, most students go to college to develop knowledge and skills focused on a specific career path. It would be a disservice to these students to adhere to an old-fashioned view of college that prizes the liberal arts above all else.

My advice to you is simple: use your four years at college as wisely as you can. You have a lifetime to learn and pursue intellectual interests. There are many tools available to the lifelong student that weren’t available to students of Bloom’s time. I would encourage you to use them. By studying the liberal arts, you will discover a richness and depth to life that you can only glimpse today. You will learn to think critically and wisely. After all, Peter Thiel was a philosophy major.

Other Education Pathways

“All is well and good,” you say, “but didn’t you tell me in the last chapter that I shouldn’t feel forced to go to a four-year college?”

Yes, I did, but before we talk about other education pathways, remember that you are still a student. The next few years of your life, while they will be spent working, are nevertheless years in which you must obtain the necessary education to reach your dreams. Almost no one lands their dream job out of high school. Whether you’re in college or not, you need those years of work and education experience. Which is why I encourage you, should you forgo college, to look at these years as continuing your education because you aren’t where you want to be yet. You’re trying to get there.

With that in mind, I want to direct you to a part of the U.S. Department of Education’s (DoE’s) website, College Scorecard. The name is a bit deceiving, but the site does provide very good resources for students seeking an “alternative pathways to a career.”2

DoE’s College Scorecard isn’t the only resource available, but it provides a good run-down of the options for you as you navigate your own education pathway. Here are a few:

apprenticeship.gov: A site run by the Department of Labor, apprentice- ship.gov promotes the value of obtaining an apprenticeship as a career pathway. The site also provides great links to statistics and other resources showing that apprenticeships are growing in popularity, especially as more students are forgoing the traditional college route.

TrainingProviderResults.gov: This mouthful of a program is a U.S. Department of Labor project that helps users (for free) find training programs all over the country that will help them get high-quality training for their chosen profession.

CareerOneStop.gov: Another Labor Department site that is more of a clearinghouse for all sorts of employment-related information but provides a good one-stop website with information on apprenticeships, internships, certification programs, and licensing programs.

Additionally, you might want to consider free online courses. Once derided as cheap knockoffs to a college education, MOOCs (Massive open online courses) have come into their own as viable education options for students who aren’t necessarily looking to obtain a degree (although several universities offer online-only degrees). The better ones provide students with a structured learning environment given by a professional, complete with homework and outside learning. Mooc.org, Coursera.org, Udacity.com, and edX.org provide information on free online courses for nearly every subject. The value and quality of these courses varies (and you might want to invest a few dollars to pay for the better ones), but the growth of this college alternative – delivering education on demand – has been exponential over the years, and certainly since COVID-19. By one estimate, there are now 220 million learners using online education courses3.

Again, what you lose when you don’t go to college is that structured setting where your education pathway is provided. It’s up to you to do the research to figure out which of the many options and pathways available to you is the right one. As you can see, the options are nearly limitless. I also want to stress that the lessons I provided earlier in this chapter also apply to those who forgo college. All of this is available to you outside of college, but it does require a focused, concerted effort on your part to build your education over time.

There are skills you must have to compete successfully in this new economy. And these skills will change over time...so must you. My attempt with this chapter was to provide some guidance on how to acquire them, no matter what you choose as your education pathway. Just remember that these few years are ones you will never get back: choose carefully.
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EXPERIENCE

Regardless of where you are in life – high school, college, in the workforce, etc. – look at your resume right now. Assuming you have a resume to look at, I want you to identify which jobs or experiences would impress a future employer.

If you’re looking at your resume now and are suddenly experiencing a tremendous sense of inadequacy, don’t worry. Do get serious about finding jobs that an employer will find interesting, but don’t panic. That’s why you’re here anyway. Too often, students believe that listing any job on your resume is enough to show that you can do any other job. It’s not. How many resumes do you think a hiring manager sees from young applicants that list your typical “teenage” job? Thousands! You might have very good reasons for having taken that job, most especially the need to make money, but nothing about that typical teenage job is going to make you stand out with employers.

What will make you stand out are jobs that are in the employer’s industry. Or jobs that show you gained real-life experience doing something beyond what is expected of your average teenager. The other thing you should be careful to avoid is thinking that a college degree is going to make up for those lackluster jobs on your resume. Sure, you’ll stand out from those without the degree, but you won’t stand out from those who have actual work experience in the field – even if they don’t have a degree.

During the 2020 school year, according to the National Center for Education Statistics, 66 percent of part-time students worked 20 or more hours per week, and only 25 percent of full-time college students worked 20 or more hours per week.1 This is a problem because students who have significant work experience during college earn more after college than those who don’t. A 2019 study from Rutgers University found that “those who held a part-time or full-time job while going to school averaged post-college earnings up to $20,000 higher than classmates who did not work in college.”

The study continues:

“Accounting for age, gender, race, college major, grade point average, work history, and other variables, they found that students who worked for pay during college averaged higher earnings immediately after leaving school and up to 15 years later.”

For example, working students pursuing an associate degree and earning between $5,000 and $15,000 in their first year of college saw an average post-college earnings bump of $4,532. In other words, when they left the university – with or without a degree – they made an average of $4,532 more than their classmates who did not work in college.

Consistent with earlier research, the study finds that employment during college is sometimes a barrier to graduation. Working students were several percentage points less likely to receive a degree than non-working students. However, the study paints a complete picture of student work by examining its impact on future earnings using previously unavailable administrative data.

The researchers noted that a college degree still holds significant value. The study found that a degree by itself led to a post-college premium of $2,342 for an associate and $2,414 for a bachelor’s. However, the combination of a degree and work experience proved to be the best predictor of future earnings and labor market success.2

The most valuable experience you can get before you are working is at an internship. What’s more, the absolute best time to get this type of experience is before you graduate. Far too many recent college graduates wait until after they’ve thrown their caps in the air to start their internships. Better late than never, but nearly 40 percent of internships are unpaid. This is less than ideal because the moment you step off the college campus, you will have only a brief grace period before you start receiving student loan statements. When you step off campus, it’s far better to be stepping into your first paid job rather than into an unpaid internship.

An internship in college is the single best way to improve your job prospects after graduation. It also will give you the type of hands-on, real-life experience that employers value. My philosophy has always been that the earlier students can see subjects applied in a real-world work environment, the more serious and dedicated they will be about their studies. And the reverse is also true: Learning what you don’t like doing is just as important as learning what you do like. For example, if you thought you had a passion for biotechnology only to discover that you dislike your summer internship at a pharmaceutical lab, wouldn’t you want to know that before you graduated college?

But I’ll let you hear it from those same recent college graduates you met earlier – Quinn and Mark. As you’ll see, all three place a great deal of credit for their after-college successes on their college internships.

It’s Never Too Early

You might remember that Quinn was an electrical engineer for Chevron (he now works at Fervo Energy). He does the sort of things you probably wouldn’t expect from someone so young, like managing hundred-million-dollar projects around the globe. What you might not remember is that Quinn also worked for Chevron during his internships in college. He explains:

“The first summer after my freshman year [in college], I knew I wanted to get an internship somewhere. I wasn’t ready to go home just yet because I was still eager to learn and build upon my skill set. I knew the importance of internships going into college, and they talked about it throughout our freshman orientation. The message was: “This is something you should do.” My first industry internship with Chevron was in 2009, where I really learned about the engineering design process. These are the things you don’t learn in the classroom: how you conduct design research and how you get from point A, to B, and C.

For me, it was an exciting moment. I had already begun to bridge the gap between classroom theory and practical application, but now I saw the theories applied in an industry setting. Everything I had learned up to that point would be tested or validated through that summer internship. And Chevron treated us like a member of the team: we were ranked as employees and compared amongst our peers. We were dealing with real dollars and real Chevron capital.

After that first summer, Chevron offered me another internship after my sophomore year, in the summer of 2010. After that internship, I received my full-time offer before even starting my senior year. For me, that offer took a lot of pressure off my shoulders. Of course, my parents were patting themselves on the back! They were like, “Well, our job is done: He’s got a job before he even graduates!”

I hope you picked up on a few things from Quinn’s internship. First, I hope you saw that Quinn went into college knowing he wanted to get an internship as soon as possible. Far too many college students think that the internship is only after their sophomore year, or perhaps their junior year like it’s something to be checked off. “There! Did my internship. Done! Check the box!

Rather, Quinn formed a relationship with his future employers at Chevron. They worked with him, got to know him, and they saw his passion and commitment to the field. The only “job interview” Quinn ever had was for that first internship. Every other opportunity at Chevron was offered to him.

Second, I hope you noticed how Quinn mentioned an “industry setting.” What do you think he means by that? Just this: you learn how science works in the classroom and see the science come alive in the lab. But, really, what have you seen other than just a cool demonstration? What is marketable about this particular use of science? How can a company turn this piece of science into something useful? This is what Quinn meant by “industry setting.” He didn’t just see the science come alive; he saw the science at work, doing things that made a real difference in the lives of millions of people. And he learned all of this before he got his first Chevron paycheck.

Knocking On Doors Opens Them

You might recall that Mark, who’s an engineer for Lockheed Martin, often speaks to high school students about engineering. Part of Mark’s story is that he wasn’t all that gifted in math. It took Mark a lot of hard work to earn the grades that allowed him to pursue his dream of becoming an engineer. Obviously, this is a story that Mark loves to tell high schoolers, many of whom probably never considered an engineering career because they believed they were bad at math. When I asked Mark to give me an example of the sort of things he says to these high schoolers, he answered:

“I always start out by asking: “Who in here is fantastic at math?” Of course, usually only two people raise their hand, which lets me say: “Well, that doesn’t mean you can’t be an engineer If you take anything away from today, it’s known that you don’t have to be a genius, and you don t have to be perfect. If you get an engineering degree, you’ll probably always find a job. And you have to have an internship.” [Emphasis added]

An internship is the difference between a guy that engineers the feet on washing machines and the guy who is doing air combat analysis at Lockheed Martin, which is the difference between me and a couple of my friends. No internships: They got by, and they got their degree. But they weren’t knocking on doors. And one of my buddies, he’s literally doing the drawings for feet on washing machines. He’s not even doing the drawings; he’s looking at the drawings of the guys who do it. So, you’re the low man on the totem pole. Of course, it’s easier said than done. I knew that I wanted to get an internship in college, but I just couldn’t get one to save my life. I didn’t have the grades to get into the more competitive programs, and I just didn’t really know anyone who could help me find one. That’s kind of how Lockheed is: Almost no one gets in the door without knowing somebody.

I always knew I wanted to do something in aerospace because I have a lot of family that worked for Lockheed. It was a lucky deal, but in high school, everyone knew me as “[the] one who takes all those engineering classes.” This was my reputation in high school if you can believe it. So, when I was in college, a high school classmate called me out of the blue and said, “Hey, I know you used to study engineering in high school, didn’t you?” I said, “Yeah. I still do right now at the University of North Texas.

He says, “My sister works at Airbus Helicopters, and she’s looking for an intern.” I was like, “Throw my name in there!” Then it was all about her just putting me in touch. But the thing was, the internship was open to anyone, meaning that the people who applied had already graduated college; they already had engineering degrees! I didn t think I had much of a chance. That’s how I got my first internship. It just fell into my lap.”

Mark is being a little too humble. The Airbus internship, which would lead to a job at Lockheed Martin, didn’t just fall into his lap. He worked for it. He went after it. He approached college with a plan to get an internship.

If you’ve picked up on nothing else, I hope you’ve seen the importance of thinking ahead. Mark thought ahead and was open to any opportunity. But if Mark were like your average sophomore in college, he wouldn’t have jumped on the random opportunity his high school classmate offered him.

The other lesson from Mark’s internship story is to get creative. He struck out with several traditional internship programs. But that didn’t deter him. He kept after it until he found one. Don’t make the mistake of thinking this is a minor point. “Getting creative” in your career decisions, even before you have a career, is a major factor in realizing your dreams. You must approach your search for an internship with the same intensity you will approach your job search after college. As you have seen, that first internship can lead to your first job. But more than that, you will learn your first lesson about life in the new economy: Although there is always going to be someone better, smarter, or more well-connected than you are, you can compete with determination, discipline, and hard work.

Networking

Not many people like the person who openly and unapologetically maneuvers anyone and everyone they meet into talking shop – and helping them get ahead. As humans, we seem to have this inborn dislike for people who have no problem being blatant about their search for people who can help them. Even if – perhaps especially if – those tactics appear to work for them. Now, there’s a fine line between being a “schmoozer” and just being smart about searching for opportunities everywhere. I’m going to ask you to rid yourself of the natural aversion to sell yourself and talk to strangers. The fact remains that these two qualities are extremely important when finding that position, whether it’s an internship or an open position somewhere. Because here’s a little secret that the “schmoozer” knows: those people you ask for help want to help you. OK, maybe not everyone – there are selfish people out there. But most people you approach will be more than happy to look at your resume, put in a good word, or present you with an opportunity. It’s a true paradox in human nature: we’re hesitant to ask for help but very willing to give it.

Be humble, but be fearless.

If you remember Aaron Badowski from earlier, he struggled early in his career to find the right fit. An electrical engineer by education and training, Aaron found that his job at a construction firm didn’t really fulfill him as he hoped. In his search for something better, Aaron openly admitted he didn’t know what that could be. He just started networking and building relationships.

“I have lunch with someone every week,” he told me. “I ask straight out, ‘How do I get to work for you one day? How do I get to where you are?’”

This is an extremely effective way to network. Notice that Aaron didn’t ask them for a favor or a job. He asked for advice. The interviewee might respond with a job offer or opportunity elsewhere, but more likely, they will respond with the two things most of you don’t have: experience and wisdom. As a college student or high school graduate, the sooner you realize you have very little of either, the better off you’ll be. It’s our belief that we have experience and wisdom that makes us hesitant to ask others to share theirs. We seem to think that we should have it as if these two critically important and valuable traits just appear within us when we become adults. They don’t. They are developed.

As for Aaron, he’s quite unabashed about reaching out to anyone. “I just reach out to people on LinkedIn,” he told me.

Now, let’s return to Bill Buckley, the video game designer who started out studying art in school. Bill was quite blatant when I asked him about his own internship after college. “It didn’t really help me,” he said. What he means is that the internship didn’t suddenly lead to a great job that paid well. Bill still struggled, and so he returned to the person who helped him realize his passion for working in the video game industry: his father.

“I went back to my dad and said, ‘I have a degree. I have a portfolio. What do I do?’” Bill recounted to me. “My dad replied: ‘I want you to make a list of all the places, all the studios, that are out there looking for animators. Get their phone numbers. Go down the list, call everyone. The trick is to get someone to bite. Then you get someone for the morning and afternoon.”

Sound advice. Bill took it.

“I had a goal to hit four places a day,” he said. “I’d drop off my reel, then follow up. A lot of no’s. Then there was a maybe.”

The studio asked Bill to come in for an art test and an interview. He must’ve done well because he got a call back. The employer told him it was between Bill and “another guy.”

Bill responded: “What can I do?” The employer asked if he had experience with a certain type of software. Panic descended. Bill had always worked with the other software, but he told the employer he could do it.

“Great, can you start Monday?” Bill, elated but also scared, said he could. It was Friday.

“I used the last money I had in my account to buy a book teaching me how to use this software,” he told me. “Then I spent the whole weekend reading it and working on the software.”

The story has a successful conclusion. Bill did great in the new position. Today, he’s running his own video game studio.

The People Factor

Throughout your career, you’re going to have to work with other people. This might seem obvious to you, but it’s important to really consider how relationships and human interaction are inseparable from working. Many people will tell you that knowing how to work well with your peers, your team, and your bosses is the most important part of any job. It certainly is the most interesting. The reason I mention this now is because an internship brings you face-to-face with this major element of adult life: the reality of working side-by-side with others.

But that’s why the internship is an experience unlike any other you can have in college; the things you learn about yourself, the good and the bad, will shine a light on opportunities you never considered before. And, again, you will also learn what you’re not particularly good at—and this rarely has anything to do with knowledge or skills. Some people, no matter how hard they try, will never make good executives because they have no knack for managing people. You can read all you want about management styles and leading a team, but until you try it, you won’t know if you can do it. And that means getting out of the classroom when you’re still a student.

Many universities offer course credit for certain internships, while other majors require them. But if yours doesn’t, then it’s up to you to find one on your own. Your university should help you in your search. But don’t rely solely on your university to do the searching. It’s up to you to find the right experience for your passion. Universities and colleges do a good job of guiding their students competently through their four years, but they won’t hold your hand. You can’t simply sign up for the right courses, make good grades, and expect the job offers to start rolling in. Employers won’t come to you unless they know about you first.

And the best way for them to know about you? The internship.


   12   

THE THREE ANSWERS

I started this book with a story about a student who asked his trigonometry teacher a good question: “Why do we need to learn this?” Unfortunately, the teacher didn’t have a good answer.

We now know that you don’t learn trigonometry in case you want to become a high school math teacher. You learn trigonometry in case you want to become a mechanical engineer, an electrical engineer, a civil engineer, an architect, a drafter, a structural engineer, a pilot, an astronomer, a physicist, a communications engineer, a computer graphics artist, or a game developer. And this is to just name the most obvious jobs and careers that require trigonometry.

High school students rarely have the opportunity to connect their studies to real-world jobs. They have some vague notion that the reason they learn trigonometry is because that’s what an educated person should know. A mediocre math student, however, won’t work harder on their trig homework just because they want to be an “educated person.”

But they might work harder if they knew that trigonometry is an essential part of video game design. Even if they were unlikely to win any awards in mathematics, they would still want to learn exactly what they needed to know to become a game developer.

Right now, too many students do it backward. They don’t learn trigonometry because they want to do something that requires trig; they first see if they’re good at trig, and then they decide whether to do something with it. This method assumes that our innate talents should play the dominant role in deciding our career. But why should that be the case? Why should we limit our dreams only to those fields in which we have a natural talent?

You now know that you don’t have to. You will learn trig – or biology – or coding – or composition if your determination to achieve your dream is strong enough. You will learn your hardest subject because you know if you choose college, having a plan is the best way to leave college with a job. Even if you don’t know what you want to do, you now know the things that will help you find a job in almost any field after college. Study and learn those subjects for that reason. Learn something about computer science because most companies are turning into computer-focused, tech-enabled companies.

But the student’s question about trig isn’t the only one you heard from the first chapter. We can answer the other questions I asked now, too.

What Is Your Dream?

You know that whatever dream you have now might change after further investigation or study. You know that your dreams are limited by your experiences, and frankly, you simply don’t have enough experience to say that you know exactly what you want to do with the rest of your life. That is not to say that your dream must change, only that you must be open to changing it.

You know that your dream will change when you actively seek out the connections between school and career. Unless someone in your family builds jet engines, it’s unlikely you’ve ever thought of building jet engines for a living. But plenty of teenagers want to be pilots for a living. And now you know that even if you don’t become a pilot, you can still have a dream career in aviation. You can still be a part of those magnificent machines and the industry of flying them.

You know that whatever you’re good at in school doesn’t have to determine what you do after school. You know that as good as you are at a particular subject, you aren’t defined by or limited to those talents. You know that you cannot let your talents or lack of talent dictate your life. You know that being bad at a subject in middle or high school doesn’t mean you can’t pursue a career that uses that subject. You know that not every engineer who works at Lockheed Martin was an A-grade math student. You know that you need to be competent at a subject, which might require a lot of hard work and extra hours, but by no means do you need to be an expert at it.

You know that when you talk about your “dream,” you don’t mean a single job. You mean a career in a field or profession that allows you to change and adapt to the shifting demands of the economy – as well as your own preferences and career needs. But you know that when you pick the right dream for you, it will allow you to build a set of skills that should last a lifetime.

Will You Be Ready For This Rapidly Evolving World?

You now know that the financial realities of the world beyond adolescence hit you the day you leave high school. You know that the best way to prepare for that reality – to be in the best possible position to face that reality – is to start today. You now know financial distress is a dream killer. You understand that you aren’t too young to start preparing to be financially secure.

You also know that the world economy is not the one your parents entered when they left school. It won’t even be the one college seniors are entering today. The rise of digital data and technology means that the economy remakes itself every few years. But you also know that the trend is clear: in time, nearly every company will be a tech company. This tells you what sort of skills will be in demand. You know that you can’t predict the future, but you can certainly prepare for it.

You know that COVID-19 accelerated trends that were already apparent in the economy. Those trends – a greater emphasis on a diversified skill set, a move toward remote work that eliminates the importance of location, and more freedom as an applicant to search for jobs in any part of the world – have radically altered the corporate landscape, overturning decades-old assumptions about work-life balance, the power of employees over management, the power of management over employees, and the elasticity of one’s skill set that can be catered to fit several different jobs. Added to this, we have also seen the explosion of a gig-based economy, expanding moneymaking opportunities for almost anyone.

Above all, you know that when someone asks you this or something similar—what do you want to do?—you know what to say. You want to provide value. You know that a degree isn’t enough anymore – not because you need more schooling, but rather, you need more experience. You know that employers are frustrated with the quality of graduates leaving college because they are unprepared for the realities of the economy. Employers need someone who can do the job right away. And you know what skills are most likely to put you ahead of your peers. You know that the worst thing that you can be is a commodity.

How Will Your Education Help You Achieve Your Dream?

You know that the set path pursued by generations before you is no longer the only path toward a fulfilling career that pays well. This path – the four- year college degree – remains the one that may lead to greater job prospects and higher pay over the long term. But you also know that it’s not absolutely required to follow this path. You know that more employers are discovering every year that the applicant with the best experience and skills beats the one with the college degree.

You know that many high-school students are delaying (or opting out of) college for financial and practical reasons. You know that there are a multitude of less expensive alternatives to four-year college, from two-year associate degrees to trade school to online education to simply starting out in the workforce. You know that the quality of education these alternatives provide is far greater than what prior generations experienced. You know that by delaying or forgoing college, you must spend your hours compiling relevant work experience – those summer jobs you took in high school aren’t good enough.

You know that you must think of these years after high school as those when you embark on your “education path,” – and you know that your education doesn’t end with high school, with college, or ever. You know that it is easier than ever to use online resources to find the right course, the right certification, the right degree, and the right internship to advance your skills, knowledge base, and experience in the direction you want to go.

You know that you should choose a college for financial reasons as much as for quality reasons. You know that beyond the Top Twenty-Five schools, employers will care more about what you learned at college than where you went to college. You know that choosing the right college has less to do with how high the college is ranked than whether it will provide you with the right courses at the right price.

You know that you can spend four, five, or six years at college and graduate with a degree, but that doesn’t mean you’re ready. You know that college is expensive, but that you’re also buying something. You understand that every single class you attend (or don’t) costs money. You know that you want to get something for your money.

You also know that you can’t simply fulfill the requirements for your major. You know that even as industries are slowly converging, colleges still teach courses separately; that a math major won’t be required to learn composition, and an English major won’t be required to learn computer science. You know that this puts the responsibility on you to fill the gaps of your major; and that the critical skills you need to be valuable to employers are skills you can and should learn in your elective courses.

You know that for all that you learn in the classroom, nothing beats the experience of real life. You know that finding the right internship is the single best thing you can do during your college career to improve your job search after graduation. You’ve seen how the right internship – which you should get as soon as possible – leads to the right job. You’ve seen how the right work experience either confirms the path you’ve chosen or signals a course correction. You know that the best time to change your mind isn’t when the student loan bills start coming in, but before you’ve stepped off campus. In other words, you now know why you go to college.

You go to college to learn the skills and acquire the knowledge that will serve you for the rest of your life. You go to college to strengthen the innate talents and abilities you have, but they aren’t enough to set you apart from your peers. You go to college to differentiate yourself – to be more than just a college graduate. You go to college to learn what you need to know to live the life you want.

Finally, you know that the only “wrong” dream is the one left unexamined. So go examine your dream. Then go live it.
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