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Springfield, VA – When I was a classroom teacher, I always spent considerable time discussing the future with my students.  Because most of them were in the final two years of high school, much of the discussion centered on options following their graduation.  The two schools in which I taught for nearly 30 years were similar in terms of demographics.  A large majority of the graduates were headed for some form of higher education, with only a few of my Physics students contemplating a different path.  Not everyone was interested in the standard 4 year college route; some, due to academic or financial issues, were preparing to enter a community college, but almost all professed a desire to continue their education.

The main thrust of my comments to the students was simple:  it matters far more what you are planning to study, than where you will be studying.  This thought was apparently counter-intuitive to most of the students.  The vast majority were focused on which universities to which they would apply, with the usual “first choice,” a “reach” school, and a safety “fall-back” choice in most plans.  Many of these choices were based on the reputation of the colleges, the location, the cost, the “coolness” of the school, and the “brag factor.”  Very few potential selections were based on what was actually being taught at that university.
In spite of blank looks, I persevered in trying to get the students to focus on life after their university studies:  “An important part of furthering your education is to pick up some skill set, that is, something that employers will pay you to do.  Somehow or other, you must be able to convince a future employer that hiring you will improve the bottom line of the company or, in the case of a non-profit or a government position, to enable that entity to achieve its goals or mission.”  I would then explain that most universities currently offer a wide variety of courses and majors.  Many of these areas of study are extremely interesting and personally rewarding to pursue.  The problem, of course, is that most employers are not interested in paying you because you are interesting.
One of my favorite examples of majors that typify “interesting, but relatively useless” is psychology.  Most psych courses definitely meet the “interesting” criterion, but the problem comes at the end of undergraduate studies when essentially all graduates with psychology degrees find a depressingly small number of job openings in that field.  In fact, the same happens for those who graduate with a Masters degree in psychology.  The best chance for employment in psychology is for those who endure 3-5 more years and who obtain a Ph.D. in the subject – and even then, there are very few positions available.
Conversely, those who study engineering or accounting courses during their undergraduate years have far greater employment opportunities upon graduation.  Often these job openings require a move to some other locale, but there are jobs available if one does not mind traveling to them.  Interestingly, other graduates with good employment prospects are English majors.  Apparently, there always is a need for someone who can write a coherent letter.

All of this “advice” was reinforced recently in an editorial in the weekly newspaper, Barron’s.   Their argument for American students to use their university years to pursue “practical studies” was based on the experiences of the nearly one million foreign students currently studying in the U.S.  The vast majority of these students, who almost universally are paying full price at our universities, are focused on science, business, technology, engineering and math at the undergraduate level, with large numbers in business, management and marketing at the graduate level.  And nearly all end up with excellent employment opportunities upon graduation.
I am not suggesting that everyone should go “the practical route.”  There is always a need in our society for liberal arts studies.  But in these areas of study, universities must ensure that graduates learn how to think critically with a premium on challenging courses with considerable reading and writing emphasizing analytical thinking.  
It is a tough world out there awaiting our youngsters as they head into “the real world.”  It certainly helps to have some skills to survive in it.

I thought you might like to know.
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