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INTRODUCTION

There is something of a panic surrounding college in this 
country right now. Tuition rates are skyrocketing as never 
before (and doing so at nearly twice the rate of normal inflation), 
outpacing the interest rates on many investments.1 Graduates 
have come to believe that college—done the traditional 
way—is their only way to a future, while simultaneously 
remaining aware of the fact that very few companies are 
hiring new grads. Most students and, more commonly, most 
parents, are lining up to pay far too much for college.

Part of the problem is how college is viewed. It is seen primarily 
as a birthright, not as an investment into a child’s future. It 
is seen as an experience and not as a stepping stone or a 
means to a predefined end. This, along with various myths, 
misconceptions, and marketing methods that are peddled 
to college students on a yearly basis, creates a scenario 
where families will blindly spend thousands of dollars for 
very little return.

What if you could do it another way?

What if you could pay far less than the retail price of college? 
What if you could do it in a quicker time frame than the standard 
four (or five) years typically spent in school? What if you 
could do it feeling very certain that you could translate that 
time and money into the career of your dreams or the career 
of your child’s dreams? What if you knew the investments 
you were making into your future or your child’s future 
would actually pay off?

That’s what this book is going to teach you. There are hidden 
loopholes to college education that you can exploit. There 
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are methods and means of completing an education much 
faster than the norm. And there are strategies that you can use 
to plot a course straight into a career that are not necessarily 
in line with the methods that are being taught.

You might experience some resistance when learning about 
these methods because the way to a college education has 
been so culturally embedded, but remember: the traditional 
way is just not working for most students. Most students and 
parents are struggling under piles of debt that they can never 
pay off. Parents are sacrificing retirement plans for college. 
For what? Often, it’s for drop-out students who come home 
to live on mom and dad’s couch rather than pursuing a 
productive career. There has to be a better way, one that 
successfully teaches children the skills they need to know 
to transition into adulthood while paving the way for a future. 

The cultural myths and marketing packages have instead 
produced a nation of “adultlescents” who are incapable of 
launching a future and who are waiting around, desperately, 
for companies to “create more jobs” that will save them. 
Unfortunately, companies aren’t in the business of creating 
jobs. They are in the business of creating money. Students 
have to learn how to create value for those companies or 
they aren’t going to make it.

This guide has several aims.

• To help students and parents avoid making big costly 
mistakes for little or no return on their investment.

• To help students get financially independent and stay 
financially independent by the age of 21.
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• To “do” college faster and cheaper, without losing any of 
the benefits of going to college.

• To go to college absolutely debt free, avoiding student 
loan debt entirely (which is a “killer” no matter how 
attractively it is packaged or how normal the prevailing 
culture makes it appear to be).

This will require commitment and a mindset shift from both 
students and parents.

Students, you will be required to: 

• Make adult decisions. This may mean making some 
calculated sacrifices. It may mean living at home during 
college so you don’t have to live at home after college—
even while all of your friends are partying and having 
a good time. It may mean working harder and devoting 
more focus to the task of college than most of your peers 
will willingly do.

• Have a plan and stick to it. The “traditional” college 
method encourages you to play and explore, to “find 
yourself,” and figure out what you want to do at your 
leisure. Unfortunately, finding yourself costs money. 
You’re going to have to make a decision and you’re going 
to have to stick with it. You’ll have a one-to-two-year period 
to decide during which you’ll be completing your basic 
course work. Any exploration you do will have to be paid 
exploration. This also means avoiding dead-end majors, 
no matter how passionate you may be about them. This 
guide will also teach you how to learn about your passions 
on your own time.
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• Recognize that you’re not on your own time or money. 
Someone other than you is paying for at least part of your 
college. That could be the government, it could be your 
parents, or it could be the college. You need to respect 
the time, money, and sacrifices that other people are 
investing in you and commit to taking college seriously. 
You must abandon your mentality of entitlement and 
adopt a realistic worldview very quickly.

• Cut time wasters like Internet time and television time 
in exchange for productive time that invests in your 
future. This is your payment, even if you don’t contribute 
a physical dime to the exercise. If you’re not willing to do 
this, do what most of the world does. Get a job that doesn’t 
require college, put in your eight hours a day for the bare 
minimum it takes to get by, come home, and watch all 
the TV you want. That way, you won’t saddle yourself or 
your parents with a huge student loan payment. You can 
always return to college later, when you’re feeling more 
serious about it. Contrary to myth, not all of these jobs 
are low-paying McJobs, though it is correct that you may 
not make as much money as your peers who do graduate 
from college. It all depends on which job you take and 
what job you’ll be doing. As for money, “how much you 
keep” translates into how much you have. If you take a 
ten-dollar-an-hour administrative assistant position with 
no college debt and support yourself in an inexpensive 
apartment so that you can invest ten percent towards your 
eventual financial freedom, you might position yourself 
very nicely. It’s all about having a plan and knowing what 
you’re willing to do and how you’re willing to live. Nothing, 
however, is free.
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Parents, you will be required to:

• Stop making college into a status symbol and stop 
attempting to keep up with the Joneses. If your child is 
honestly not ready for college then why would you pay 
$80,000 or more just to keep up appearances? Divorce 
your ego from your child’s future. This includes divorcing 
your ego from how and where your child goes to college. 
Don’t get caught up in competing with other parents.

• Being open-minded enough to see the fallacies in the 
college myths that would keep you from taking advantage 
of the fifteen cost-cutting methods and strategies that are 
presented in this book, or which would cause you to pressure 
your child away from those methods and strategies.

• For those who are very eager to see the children leave 
the nest, potentially hold out for just a few more years 
so that your child can leave the nest in the right time, as 
inexpensively as possible, without coming back to drive 
you crazy years later.

This guide requires far less from parents than from students 
because college is ultimately the student’s responsibility 
and the student’s choice. This guide addresses both parties 
because both parties are intimately involved in the process, 
but at the end of the day, the lives and futures that are being 
built belong to the students. They are the ones that will have 
to put in the work and the time to make their future a reality.

We begin by analyzing college itself, because debunking 
the myths about college and understanding what is really 
going on can help clear any lingering mental resistance 
about adopting the strategies that would help a student 
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complete college faster and cheaper. It is also useful as a 
foundation towards building the student’s life plan, which 
will help determine which strategy the student uses to build 
a future. Section 2 will discuss the old, broken methods that 
many people use to pay for college. It will address why they 
are broken and why you need to be wary of them. Section 3 
shares the fifteen cost-cutting strategies and loopholes that 
make up the true “meat” of this guide. Using these strat-
egies could enable you to slice your college costs in half 
and slice your college time from the average six years to a 
mere three years. Section 4 shares strategies for being suc-
cessful at college so that the result of the college adventure is 
graduation, not becoming another college dropout. Section 
5 discusses investing in your career, not necessarily your 
college education. They are not one and the same. Finally, 
the questionnaires in the back of this book will help you 
create a comprehensive plan by demonstrating how and why 
you should be planning a career, not a college education 
(which will allow you to support yourself). This is ultimately 
the crux of the matter and the goal of any college education.
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CHAPTER 1
MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE

You can only make wise decisions with good information.

Most people are doing college all wrong, and they are do-
ing college all wrong primarily because they have learned 
all of the wrong things about college. That makes sense: no 
matter how good you are at making decisions, if you have 
bad information, the results will still be bad. It’s akin to try-
ing to fix a Dodge with a General Motors repair manual. 
Even if you carefully study the manual from front to back 
and do everything it says, you’re still going to wind up with 
a car that doesn’t drive you where you want to go.

Let’s debunk the myths so you can start reading the correct 
repair manual.

The definition of a “good job” varies. For some students, 
“good” means high-paying. For others, “good” means pres-
tigious, something that can be bragged about over Thanks-
giving dinner in order to earn the approval of the family. 
Either way, college doesn’t guarantee either.

Fact: A college degree appropriate to the 
employer’s fi eld tells an employer that you 
might be employable enough to consider.

Myth 1 College guarantees you 
a “good” job.

CHAPTER 1: MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE
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In reality, employers aren’t that impressed with college 
graduates. Most employers believe that colleges are not 
adequately preparing students for jobs. Many employers 
have tried, to no avail, to convince colleges to train students 
for the workplace, something most colleges have shown little 
interest in doing.1

In reality, a college degree is just one of many factors that 
employers might evaluate. In reality, employers value job 
skills like communication, teamwork, and a positive attitude 
more so than the degree. Clear, professional communication 
skills in particular are lacking in new grads, which means, if 
you can develop those skills and actually demonstrate them 
to an employer, then you’ll put yourself ahead of the pack 
from day one.2

Employers also value experience, and while it may be diffi-
cult to get experience in a specific field because of the old 
“experience catch-22” (you know the one— the people hiring 
want experience, but you can’t get the experience without 
being hired!), it’s not at all difficult to get experience that 
helps you demonstrate soft skills like communication and 
teamwork. In fact, any job where you’re dealing with sales 
or customer service virtually demands both out of you. 
Consider taking these pre-entry level jobs while you’re still 
in college, with an eye towards both learning and demon-
strating those skills. You’ll make money, have something on 
your resume other than time in a lecture hall, and have skills 
which could help you negotiate an employment contract 
that is more beneficial to you (you could, for example, take 
your new qualifications back to your own company and try 
to get a promotion as part of your job search).

If this is the case, you might be forgiven for asking why so 
many employers insist upon a college degree.

CHAPTER 1: MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 9

Primarily, the college degree helps employers weed out 
candidates. A college degree proves that you can stay the 
course, that you can sit still and listen, and that you can do 
things that you don’t necessarily want to do (like sitting in 
a lecture hall for hours) to achieve a bigger goal. It also 
says that you can meet deadlines and that you are at least 
intelligent enough to absorb information long enough to 
use it to your advantage. That’s why college gets your foot 
in the door.3

However, this truth has led to a sub-myth about colleges 
and employers, one that is equally destructive. If the idea is 
to show these rather basic skills and to provide an excuse 
to weed out employees, well then, some people reason, it 
shouldn’t matter what degree you get. Therefore why not 
waste four years taking the history of theater, general studies, or 
underwater basket weaving, have a good time, and go dem-
onstrate these skills to an employer when the time comes?

CHAPTER 1: MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE
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Obviously this strategy doesn’t work because liberal arts 
graduates and graduates that took degrees that don’t 
correspond to jobs don’t do so well in the real world job 
market. They often end up underemployed, working the 
exact same jobs they would have worked had they never 
gone to college at all. Only now, those grads are unable 
to support themselves because they now have a $500 per 
month student loan payment on top of rent, utilities, and 
the like. The result? The underemployed grad moves back 
home. Some grads don’t even get lucky enough to be 
underemployed, as they are now “overqualified” thanks to 
their useless bachelor’s degree.

Employers do this to prevent coasters and people who are 
just sort of falling into their field. They want people who are 
actually interested in, say, human resources to come in and 
work in human resources. That means the human resources 
major is going to do better than the English major, even 
though the English major got that well-rounded liberal arts 
education that employers supposedly prize. The fact that 
you sat through a human resources degree says you have 
some nominal understanding of what goes on in a human 
resources department and you consciously chose to pursue 
those experiences, rather than landing on the idea that you 
could do human resources work after four to six years spent 
reading Hemingway. 

Therefore, you should plan every aspect of your college 
time around demonstrating your worth to future employers. 
Incidentally, this demonstration makes the cost-cutting 
methods in Section 3 make you look even more appealing, 
as in the following example: 
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Consider an employer who has two job applications on his 
desk. He has narrowed the applicants down from a field of 
fifty or sixty and now he must decide. He has interviewed 
both of them. He has asked them pointed questions about 
their college careers. Here are his choices.

Student A. His parents sent him to college. This took 
him six years.

He has no retirement savings plan. He earned a B average.

Student B. He paid his own way through college. This 
took him four years. He held a job and invested in an 
IRA or a Roth retirement savings program for all four 
years. He earned a C average.

From an employer’s standpoint, which is the low-risk 
employee? As an employer, I can tell you: student B. His 
grades are lower, but he got through faster. He did this 
under budget. He saved both time and money. These 
are characteristics that I want in an employee: a 
person who cuts corners and still fi nishes the job 
according to the requirements.4

In general, this commentary is true, but make sure that 
you’ve done some research into the field of your choice 
anyway. Some employers do routinely require minimum grade 
point averages to enter their fields. 
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Myth 2 College is primarily about 
learning how to do a job.

Myth #2 is closely related to Myth #1, but it’s still wholly 
separate. Divest yourself of this myth and you’ll divest yourself 
of many destructive ideas about what you “have to do” to 
prepare yourself for your future career. 

Fact: College only teaches people how to 
do a job in very specific circumstances. 

People majoring in engineering, computer programming, 
accounting or any derivative of these functions may actually 
learn skills that will help them on the job, like how to design 
a bridge or how to program in the latest programming lan-
guages. These outliers are why college is a must for people 
who want to enter these sorts of fields.

A four-year liberal arts major does not equip you with the skills 
you need for the world of work. A four-year major in market-
ing, however, simply teaches you a lot of marketing theory. It 
doesn’t teach you very much about how actual marketers go 
about getting their work done on a day-to-day basis. Many 
college classes are taught by individuals who have never 
actually worked in their fields. They instead got degrees in 
those fields and worked at teaching what they learned when 
they got their degrees. Worse, these course instructors are 
usually teaching assistants who are busy getting their own 
advanced degrees. Very few have ever been in a position 
where their decisions had to produce real revenue results 
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Myth 3
Sitting in a lecture hall is the 
best way or the only way to get 
a "good" education.

within a set budget, which is exactly the problem a real 
marketer runs into at work every single day. The marketing 
major might learn a formula or two for evaluating marketing 
methods, but they won’t know how to be marketers.

Furthermore, most employers have their own systems, 
processes, and ways of doing things. They don’t want you 
to come in assuming you know everything about marketing. 
They want you to shut up and learn how they do things. They 
may be open to your suggestions, but chances are your 
suggestions aren’t going to be nearly as brilliant as you 
think they are. In fact, if you want to learn real-world marketing, 
set up a website or a blog and then market it. That will teach 
you quite a bit more about doing the job of marketing than 
Marketing 101 will ever teach you.

That’s not to say that nothing you learn in college will help 
you on the job. Upper level classwork, for example, will 
teach you how to think critically about problems and to com-
municate about them in a more coherent way. College isn’t 
completely worthless; it’s just divorced from the workplace. 
This means that you can find ways to get an education a lot 
more cheaply without worrying about whether you are crip-
pling your ability to know how to do your future job. Most 
students describe their coursework as “irrelevant” to their 
jobs and given the opinion of employers about job-seeking 
students, it seems as though those employers agree.

CHAPTER 1: MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE
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Fact: A lecture is a dinosaur method carried over 
from the days before the printing press, still 

struggling to survive in a twenty-first century 
world that’s full of better resources. 

Once upon a time, an instructor might have one book. He’d 
stand there and read it to students and the students would 
essentially make copies of the book from the written word—
note taking.5 Unfortunately, old inefficiencies are easily 
passed through cultures: a person teaches as he was taught 
without examining the origin or the need for that teaching 
method, and the inefficiencies are perpetuated whether or 
not they make sense.

Lectures are incredibly inefficient and note taking can’t 
possibly handle everything. Here’s a simple math experiment 
run by Jeremy Schneider, author of Chalkbored. A lecturer 
can speak at 120 words per minute (wpm). A student can 
typically only take notes at 20 wpm, and that’s if they are 
very fast. Therefore, by its very nature, a lecture and note 
taking combination can only ever be about 16 percent 
efficient. If students are even going to have a hope of getting 
the most relevant information, the lecturer actually has to 
build in a bunch of useless information to give students time 
to jot down the important bits.6

Lectures are, in fact, so inefficient, that several prominent 
university professors are working hard to get rid of them. 
Arizona State physicist David Hestenes said: “The classes 
only seem to be working for about 10 percent of the students. 
And I maintain, and I think all of the evidence indicates, that 
these 10 percent are the students who would learn even without 
the instructor. They essentially learn it on their own.”7

CHAPTER 1: MYTHS ABOUT COLLEGE
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University of Maryland physicist Joe Redish agrees, noting: 
“With modern technology, if all there is, is lectures, we 
don’t need faculty to do it. Get 'em to do it once, put it on the 
web, and fire the faculty.”8 It is precisely this lack of need 
for faculty—or the fact that alternative methods would be 
a lot more work for faculty—that typically prevents any 
other method other than the lecture from being given 
serious consideration. 

So what is the best way to get an education? It’s self-edu-
cation, a way that most people turn their backs on because 
it looks too much like work. Reading and writing about a 
subject will teach you more about that subject than sitting in 
a lecture hall. When you read a book and you don’t under-
stand something, you can re-read it until you do or go find 
a supporting resource that helps you.9  You can’t do that in 
a lecture. Thanks to the Internet, you can find a video that 
shows you instead of tells you. You can’t do that in a lecture, 
either. If you wanted to, you could start a blog on the subject, 
become a recognized expert, and make money on it, all for 
taking the time to educate yourself on a subject.

In fact, all of these facts are the reasons why online education 
has proven itself to be more effective than traditional “lecture 
hall” education.10 The reason the college industry is not so 
eager to adopt the method and is working hard to discredit it 
is simply because it would derail what is essentially a pretty 
good deal:

The instructors employed by a 100 percent Internet-
based college would have to work a lot harder than 
they do now. They would have to grade a lot more papers 
for a lot more students. They would not be paid $50,000 
per year mainly to deliver nine hours of lectures a 
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week, thirty-five weeks a year—lectures they wrote 
twenty years ago.11

Don’t deceive yourself by thinking that you’ll be attending 
college so that you can sit in on a lecture run by a brilliant, 
famous college professor who is at the cutting edge of his 
research. Not at the undergraduate level, anyway. At the 
graduate level you might get that opportunity, as well as the 
opportunity to actually work on some of that research. At the 
undergraduate level you will primarily be taught by teach-
ing assistants—men and women who graduated from col-
lege just a few years before you and who are pursuing grad-
uate degrees now, and who are still trying to learn the field 
of study that they are teaching you. And graduate school is 
no less a lecture-intensive environment. There might be 
smaller classes and more discussion, but on the whole, it 
stills consists of a professor standing at the front of a class-
room teaching students.

In fact, you could all but give yourself a master’s level 
education in anything you want right now. Simply write to 
the departments of various universities and ask for 
the bibliography that they recommend to their graduate 
students. You’ll get several book lists to seek out and read. 
Subscribe to a few scholarly journals to stay on the cutting 
edge, or simply go to the local university library and ask 
for them. You’ll have all the education you’ll ever need on 
a subject. If you need to get into a private research library, 
just walk in and ask to see the Congressional Record. By 
federal law, they have to admit you. You can go look at the 
Congressional Record if you want to, but once you are inside, 
nobody will pay much attention to you. You’re welcome to 
go read whatever you want.12
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Myth 4 Most people graduate in 
four years.

Now, of course, this kind of education doesn’t give you the 
piece of paper that gives you the edge in the job market, 
which is why anyone still talks about going to college at all. 
It does, however, easily demonstrate that you don’t need to 
pack yourself into a lecture hall with one hundred other 
students to be talked at for an hour at a time.

Fact: Many people take at least six years to 
graduate, if they graduate at all, and rack 

up a larger and larger bill as they go.

There are several reasons for this. First, sometimes the 
colleges don’t offer enough openings in classes that 
students require for graduation, which means students 
have to wait another semester or another year to take them. 
They can’t necessarily take other courses required for 
graduation because most courses have prerequisites. If the 
class that’s full is the prerequisite class necessary to open 
up the next six classes that the student needs, that student 
is essentially out of luck. The student can waste some time 
with electives to keep the required number of hours if they 
can’t find anything else on their graduation plan.

Other students waste time changing majors or taking 
courses which interest them (as opposed to what they 
need), because the prevailing culture has encouraged 
students to think of the college experience as a grand period 
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of exploration of their passions. It’s a romantic view that 
doesn’t put you any closer to building a future. 

Of course, some students just flunk out or run out of money 
before they manage to get through all one hundred twenty 
hours of required coursework. Unfortunately, listing “some 
college” on a job application doesn’t impress most employers 
very much. Even if you ran out of money, the employer 
typically sees a quitter (or at least someone who didn’t 
plan well enough to succeed). Of course, six years of college 
doesn’t necessarily impress employers either, who will 
see it as an indication of wishy-washiness or wasted time 
whether or not the student was at fault.

Don’t think that student loans can necessarily carry you 
through all six years either. There are limits on student loans 
from the government. If you max them out, you can’t get any 
more, which could cut into future graduate or professional 
school plans (if you have them). Likewise, your college sav-
ings plan might be planned with four years in mind, but if 
you set out to do things the traditional way, you’re likely to 
run out of money before you finish.

Fortunately, the strategies in this book will teach you how to 
finish college in as little as three years, and certainly within 
four. Some students might even finish sooner. One way to 
finish more quickly, before you even delve into clever loop-
holes and cost savings measures, is to stop following the 
pack by taking summers off and to treat college as your job. 
That means you could add an additional twelve credits 
every summer, take some required coursework in classes 
that are far less likely to be full, and finish in a little under 
three years, assuming you take fifteen hours of course credits 
during each normal semester.13 This is why, at the beginning 
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Myth 5
The social development aspect 
of college is as important as 
the academics.

of this book, we warned you that beating the college game 
takes greater-than-usual commitment and maturity on the 
part of the student.

Fact: The social development aspect of 
college is mostly expensive playtime on 

mom and dad’s dime.

Employers don’t care about your social development, and 
you aren’t learning any social development skills at an all-
night college kegger that will help you build a future. Most 
of the extra-curricular activities at college are a similar 
waste of time that do absolutely nothing to build a career, 
even some of the activities that you’ll be told will look good 
on a resumé. That’s not to say all of those opportunities are 
unhelpful, just most of them. They amount to playtime and, 
unless managed very carefully or even eliminated, they do 
little more than contribute to the reasons why most people 
flunk out of school.

You’re kidding yourself if you think you’re meeting very 
many future business contacts at school. At big universities, 
few students know one another well. You typically make 
those contacts at graduate school or professional school. 
Group study sessions become very important in law school, 
but do absolutely nothing for you at the bachelor degree 
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Myth 6 Community colleges are 
for dumb kids.

level. Few students are even given any real interaction with 
professors, given the size of most lecture halls.

The truth is that college teaches very little about being an 
adult, or else very few people would have to move back 
home after finishing it. It is a hothouse environment that 
bears little resemblance to the real world, social inter-
actions included. The notion that high school graduates need 
this long period of exploration and play in an expensive, glitzy 
halfway house is a self-indulgent notion that would only have 
ever been produced under conditions of extreme and even 
artificial prosperity that simply no longer exist. The global 
economy is one of extreme competition, and it’s calling on 
each of us to wake up and grow up a lot earlier. It may sound 
harsh and it’s not a lot of fun to hear, but it’s certainly true.

Many parents are familiar with the strategy of sending their 
kids to community college for two years to finish their basic 
requirements in order to save money. However, many parents 
and students are afraid to do anything with this strategy 
because they have bought into the mindset that community 
colleges are places for the kids who can’t quite cut it.

Fact: Community college can save you 
time and money for an equivalent education. 

Some programs may actually give you a 
better future than a four-year college.
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Since you have learned up to this point how little colleges 
are actually doing to educate and prepare their students for 
life and work after college, you should be able to debunk 
this myth for yourself. Community colleges are merely 
less expensive ways to get the same credits which cover the 
first two years of every single college freshman’s and sopho-
more’s curriculum. 

In Chapter 4 we’ll discuss prestigious universities, what they 
actually mean for your future, and how to take advantage of 
them. For now, it is enough to point out that there is nothing 
wrong with attending a community college. In fact, some 
people build quite lucrative careers on associate degrees. 

For example, an associate's degree in radiologic technol-
ogy from a community college offers you everything you 
need to practice as a radiologic technologist, a career that of-
fers an annual median salary of $54,340 per year for the cost 
of about $4,000. Due to the fact that healthcare is nearly re-
cession-proof and typically faces shortages in support per-
sonnel, you have a higher chance of getting a job anywhere 
in the country that you choose to go to if you demonstrate 
competency. The U.S. Occupational Outlook Handbook says 
that this field is growing at a rate of 28 percent per year as of 
this writing.14 Another two-year program, the radiation ther-
apy program, will qualify you to become a radiation therapist 
with a median income of $74,980 per year in a profession 
that’s growing at 20 percent.15 

With that kind of income and some studious savings habits, 
you could grow and invest enough to set yourself up rather 
nicely for the rest of your life, all in two years and at a cost 
that you can recoup within a few months of work. This is why 
it’s so important to know where you’re going and to plan 
accordingly, before you start tackling college education.
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CHAPTER TWO
SHOULD YOU GO TO COLLEGE?

The statistics about college completion are ample indication 
that most students are not ready for college. Thirty percent 
of college students drop out after the first year. Fifty percent 
take seven years to graduate or never graduate at all. Nearly 
a million students are taking remedial courses in English 
and math.1 If you have to take a remedial course in basic 
English or math, then you are not ready for college. There 
are certainly cheaper ways to brush up on those skills.

If you’re not ready for college, don’t go. Get a job, enter a 
program that will get you some credits or cash for school 
later, enter the military, but don’t spend thousands of dollars 
to go to college. Being able to honestly evaluate your own 
readiness and being able to make a decision that does not 
waste time or money is a hallmark of the adult decision-
making process. It doesn’t matter what your friends are doing, 
what other families are doing, or what is normal. Your future 
is all that matters. Section 4 will talk more about plotting that 
future out and making the decision that is right for you. 

You may be tempted to feel defensive because it may sound 
as if these readiness factors are value judgments on you. 
You might feel as though you have to live up to these criteria, 
or you’ll disappoint your parents or look bad in front of 
your friends. Don’t fall into this trap. Give yourself an honest 
evaluation. You can work on your weak points and work with 
your strong points. That’s how successful people manage 
their lives, anyway.

For now, here are several factors to consider. 
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Do You Have Basic Academic Skills?

Do you know how to study? Can you learn by reading books? 
Are you a self-directed learner, or are you still waiting for 
everything to be spoon-fed to you? For that matter, are you 
in danger of needing remedial English or math? If you are in 
danger of needing remedial courses, then take high-school 
level English or math courses online, or study College 
Level Examination Program (CLEP) test requirements until 
you can pass the basic entry level courses in these disciplines. 
Remedial courses are essentially paid high school retakes that 
cost you far more than high school did.

You can even find a high school homeschool curriculum 
and follow it for less than the cost of a remedial course at 
college. You could hire a tutor for less. 

Of course, being capable enough to escape remedial 
coursework isn’t enough. Another way to tell if you have the 
academic skills that you need to succeed is to set out to learn 
something by simply going to the library and studying it. If 
you can be a self-directed learner, then you shouldn’t have 
any problems handling college level course work, especially 
upperclassman work which heralds the time when students 
must begin contributing to the conversation instead of 
simply regurgitating basic facts.

Are You Self-Disciplined?

Who gets you out of bed in the morning and gets you to 
school on time? Do your parents still have to wake you, or are 
you capable of doing that for yourself each and every day? If 
you are homeschooled, do your parents still have to tell you 
to do your lessons or do you get to work on your own power?
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Do you keep your own room clean? Do you do your own 
chores without being told? Have you held down a job while 
in high school? 

Self-discipline is the ability to put aside short-term pleasure 
for long-term gain. It also covers determination and “grit,” 
the ability to keep at it when the going gets tough. It is one of 
the more vital skills for holding down a job in the real world 
because most early, entry-level jobs that are open to students 
and new graduates just aren’t that pleasant or interesting, 
even if you’ve found the perfect career option for you.

Here is what college will ask of you: to know your own 
schedule, to show up on time to classes that you choose, and 
to do the work required for those classes, including studying 
that nobody assigns to you. Nobody will stand over you and 
tell you to do these things, and you will be left with the 
consequences if  you don’t take these actions. In 
addition, you will be asked to take classes that you don’t like 
and don’t want to take because they are required for your 
degree. You will be asked to sit through some classes that 
are painfully easy, doing assignments that make no sense 
(unless you can negotiate your way out of them or test your 
way out of them). If you plan on using any of the cost-savings 
strategies in this book, you might have to devote more time 
to studying and preparation than your friends will. If all of 
that makes you cringe, you’re not ready yet.

This is no joke. Studies have proven that self-discipline is an 
even greater indicator of academic success than intelligence.2 
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Do You Have Time Management Skills?

It is unlikely that classes will be your only responsibility 
during college, and you certainly won’t want to give up on 
having a social life altogether. You might maintain a job. You 
probably will want to spend at least a little bit of time with 
your family. It’s not that you can’t ever have fun in college. 
It’s more that you have to budget your time as carefully as 
you budget your money.

Rest assured that there will be many temptations and 
distractions, and there will be absolutely nobody around 
to tell you “no.” There will be clubs, parties, dates, games, 
and more activities than you can imagine. If you are 
particularly well-liked, there may be knocks on your door 
during study hour inviting you to this or that fun activity 
that’s guaranteed to go on for hours. Do you have what it 
takes to say, “I’ll catch up with you guys later. I have to finish 
up here first,” or will you be pulled along by peer pressure, 
afraid that you’ll lose out on friendships if you don’t fly after 
the group? Are you aware of how long it takes you to do 
things, and how much time you have to work with?

If you still struggle in this area, start working on it now. There 
are web apps and mobile phone apps that can help you. 
One great one is Kanban Flow (https://kanbanflow.com/), 
but everyone has their own methods. The method doesn’t 
matter nearly so much as the results of the method, and 
whether or not you can juggle all of your responsibilities 
effectively.

The Ability to Set Goals

Going to college should be an informed decision that 
is made because college fits into your clear goals. If you 
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haven’t nailed down those goals yet, the most you may be 
ready for is finishing the first two years of general course 
work at a local community college and working while you 
hash that out. This bears repeating: you need to know 
precisely what you are trying to accomplish by going 
to college. Going to college because “everybody goes to 
college” and you think that an expensive liberal arts degree 
will help you make a lot of money is an incredibly expensive 
mistake that sets you up for failure in the workplace later on. 

There are also a number of smaller goals that you’ll need to 
work towards while you are in college, whether it’s completing 
a series of courses to fulfill the requirements of your major 
or pursuing a summer internship with a large company. 

Self-assessment is also important to this readiness factor. 
There are students who think they’re going to go into 
accounting because it makes a lot of money, even though 
they have always hated math. They figure that it will be 
somehow different when they’re working with money or 
earning money for the exercise. You can’t set good goals 
unless you can make an honest, fair assessment of your own 
skills and interests. If you’re still not sure, do not go to college. 
There are cheaper ways to do that exploration. There are 
ways to do that exploration that you can get paid for. Do not 
spend $10,000 or more per year trying to figure it out. Go 
work for an accounting firm. You don’t have to be an 
accountant to do so. Go in as an assistant, or a file clerk or an 
intern. Volunteer to work for free if you have to. You’ll soon 
figure out if accounting is something that truly excites you, 
day after day. Go to college when you know what you want 
to do, when you’ve truly set a goal that you can get behind.
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Do You Recognize the Importance of the 
Opportunity?

Many college students fail because they treat college as 
something they are entitled to. To a degree, this is 
understandable. It is often packaged as the next step in a 
process that has been continuing without the student’s help 
for twelve years. Students aren’t really encouraged to think 
about the massive amounts of money involved, and they 
are taught by experience to believe that success is all but 
guaranteed. It is, after all, harder than ever to flunk out or 
even be held back in a public school environment. Public 
schools provide dribbles of information in bold print next 
to colored pictures, and parents are 
right there to make sure the homework 
gets done. An average teenager who 
figures college is no big deal and 
who gets distracted by no longer 
having to answer to a daily authority 
figure is simply being an average teen-
ager—but average teenagers are 
not ready for college.

If you are truly ready 
for college, you will 
understand the following:

• This may be your best 
and only chance to build 
a real future. At the least, 
blowing this opportunity 
means delaying your inde-
pendence and your ability 
to build a life.
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• This opportunity costs money. Readiness involves 
understanding just how much money. It also involves 
understanding that very little of that money is likely to 
be yours. If you have a grant, some of that money is the 
taxpayer’s. If your parents are paying, that’s your parent’s 
money. If you get a student loan, you’re still riding on 
taxpayer money. Unless you are working your own way 
through school, none of the money that’s sending you to 
school is yours, and you’re not really independent yet. 

• You can pay it back by being respectful of the opportunity 
and of those who are paying to make it happen for you. If 
you are paying 100 percent of the cost, then you should 
definitely feel ready to work hard for the opportunity 
you’re paying for. If not, you’re not managing your 
money wisely. If you’re not respectful of the opportunity, 
you’ll be better off putting that money into a secure 
investment vehicle.

• You have evaluated the opportunity and determined that 
this is your best solution out of all other possible solutions. 
You’re going for a specific reason with a specific goal in 
mind. You’ve thoughtfully ruled out an associate degree 
career, a trade school career, or going straight to full-
time work as a method of meeting your goals.

Those who advocate giving a college education to each and 
every qualified student might well rethink that advocacy if 
they were aware of how many flunk-outs happen just 
because students fritter away the opportunity. 

Do You Have Basic Life Management Skills?

At a minimum, you should know how to cook simple meals 
and clean up after yourself, do your own laundry, and pick 
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up your own space. Some students do not know how to do 
these things and it adds to their stress. 

Average students, for example, will just buy the meal plan 
instead of learning how to cook, but the meal plan is an 
incredibly bad deal for incredibly bad food. You can save 
$1,000 - $3,000 per year simply by avoiding the meal 
plan altogether. Ideally, you won’t be living on campus 
anyway because of the money to be saved with the off-
campus strategy. 

Even if you are living at home, you are now an adult, and 
you will have a happier existence if you can handle these 
tasks for yourself and help out around the house. Many of 
the clashes between parents and college-age students living 
at home are over the habits of these new “adults” who still 
expect their parents to pick up after them. Demonstrate 
your responsibility and your awareness of the amount of 
money that’s being spent on your behalf by taking care of 
yourself, just as you would in your own house or apartment.

One good online resource for developing these habits is Fly 
Lady (http://www.flylady.net/). While her advice and writing 
style might sound a little corny to teenagers, she will 
nevertheless teach you very good habits very quickly, to 
the point where you’ll be able to manage these basic life 
skills tasks in as little as fifteen to thirty minutes per day, 
which will help out from a time management perspective. 

If you’ve decided you are ready, it’s time to begin evaluating 
the financial burden of college.
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CHAPTER THREE
WHY COLLEGE COSTS SO MUCH

Why is the retail price of college so high? You need to know 
why people pay so much for college before you’ll feel 
comfortable adopting strategies that circumvent many of 
these costs. You’ll need to evaluate for yourself whether or 
not these reasons actually bring any value to you, your life, 
or your future.

Once you’ve made these evaluations, you’ll have a sense of 
what can be sacrificed to give you the desired education 
(or the open door to a good career), that you are trying to 
achieve by going to college.

According to Time Magazine, tuition has increased twice as 
fast as the overall cost of living and has also outpaced a special 
price index that colleges developed to defend themselves 
against accusations that prices were rising too high.1 

In short, the retail price of college tuition is outpacing the 
market, grossly inflated in the way that healthcare has become 
grossly inflated. (Of course, the moral of the book is to avoid 
the retail price of college in any way that you can.) Retail-
paying parents, as of this writing, will pay between $10,000 
and $40,000 per year to send their children to college.  In 
ten years, the tab is expected to rise still more. If college 
costs continue to rise at the pace they have, parents can 
expect to pay $30,000 to $70,000 per year if they choose to 
pay retail for college and ignore all of the cost-saving loop-
holes discussed in this book. Assuming their child finishes 
in four years, that’s an average of $100,000 ($250,000 in ten 
years). If the child finishes in the far more average six years, 
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that’s an education that costs $150,000. There are cheaper 
houses on the market! 

Forty years ago, a student could go to the same universities 
to the tune of $4,000 per year, which allowed many students 
to finance their own college educations with a bit of part-time 
work and a bit of parental help. Few students could make 
enough money to do the same today. For example, according 
to CNNMoney, the average cost of tuition per year at the Uni-
versity of Alabama campus in Tuscaloosa is $18,264, which 
includes in-state tuition, fees, room and board, and books.2

Many of the factors that are driving these costs are wholly 
artificial and have absolutely nothing to do with delivering 
a quality education. 

Building Mortgages and Upkeep

One of the things you are paying for when you pay college tu-
ition is the mortgages on the expensive buildings on cam-
pus. The push for bigger, better, and more expensive build-
ings began as Lyndon Johnson’s “Great Society” money 
began to flow freely into colleges and universities. Those 
buildings came with mortgages, loans, and increased util-
ity costs. Today, college presidents will generally admit that 
their predecessors over-extended themselves. Colleges 
started facing a financial crunch during the '70s as a direct 
result of this move, but they’d set the bar as well: bigger, 
better facilities had officially entered the college spending 
“arms race” that continues today between schools.3

You’re also paying for all of the personnel who work on 
those buildings, such as the maintenance staff, the construc-
tion crews, and sundry other designations. Before the advent 
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of the Internet, these facilities might have been necessary, 
but why fill all those buildings now? We’ve already covered 
all of the inadequacies of the lecture system. We already 
know that nothing about filling those buildings aids student 
learning in any of the ways that count. In truth, most colleg-
es could probably do their job with one-third of the build-
ings they actually have, and could cut costs by selling the 
remainder. None of them will, however, as there is always 
the fear that they won’t look as important or as valuable as 
the competitor university. 

You’re paying for books in the libraries—often millions of 
dollars of books that nobody ever reads. Go to a college 
library sometime. You’ll find it all but empty. Some of those 
library expenses come as a result of the new electronic 
age. The University of Pennsylvania, for example, pays over 
$50,000 for an electronic database of physics abstracts in 
which they’re charged for every hit.4 

When you are evaluating colleges and universities, you 
need to ask yourself how much you care to pay for building 
costs, especially if those buildings are serving as little more 
than empty “prestige” points and marketing packages. 

Inflated Professor Salaries and Perks

We’ve already hinted at how much professors earn com-
pared to the work they do. Now it’s time to explore this in 
much greater depth. Not only are professors paid to do 
perhaps six to fifteen lectures per week (many of which 
are farmed out to teaching assistants), but they are paid for 
reserach and their name recognition. Big-name professors 
are thought to draw top students. They also help universities 
draw federal research funds, which is just one of the many 
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ways that suckling at the government teat, so to speak, has 
raised the price of college educations.5

This means that colleges are actively competing for big-name 
professors and they’re willing to spend nearly anything 
to get them. Up to 100 percent salary increases, reduced 
teaching and administrative loads, and tuition cuts for their 
children are all too common perks of the profession. (This is 
yet another reason why an undergrad is unlikely to receive 
any face time from a big-name professor.) 

So, from the perspective of parents and students who are 
paying for the education, one must ask why would you pay 
more money for a big-name professor if you’re not going 
to receive the benefit of that professor’s knowledge? The 
research programs aren’t directly aiding undergraduate 
students in the pursuit of their education, either. In Chapter 
4, we’ll discuss whether the prestige of attending an Ivy 
League university carries over to your prospects for a job 
and how to game the system so that you can get that 
prestige without paying so much for it.

The College Cartel

Have you ever asked yourself why you can’t simply test out 
of all of your college requirements? After all, shouldn’t you 
be rewarded for your ability to learn the material yourself? 
Save for a very few cases, you’re not rewarded for learning 
by yourself. 

Have you ever wondered why, when the demand for college 
degrees is so high, that it hasn’t been met by an increased 
supply in colleges? In normal market forces, after all, someone 
would come along who would offer the same services more 
efficiently and less expensively. That doesn’t happen, however. 
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The answer is “accreditation,” a gatekeeper through which 
colleges, college professors, and administrators (who 
admittedly have a very sweet deal), hold on to that great 
deal with all of their might. The existing system basically 
determines whether anyone else gets to come in and play. 
Colleges must either do things the same old way or they’re 
denied accreditation. The same old way, of course, means 
big buildings, big libraries, big professor salaries, and 
students warming seats in lecture halls. Thus, it’s virtually 
impossible for new, cheaper colleges to be born; at the very 
least, those colleges face an uphill battle. And colleges that 
offer lowered tuition run the risk of being presented as low-
quality options for students who can’t do any better.6

The use of the word “cartel” isn’t just heavy irony or exaggeration. 
From 1989 to 1991, there was a two year federal anti-trust 
investigation because the big Ivy League colleges formed 
what was called the “Overlap Group.” These schools shared 
data on tuition policies and made several agreements. They 
would never grant aid on the basis of academic merit alone. 
They negotiated how much need-based financial aid they 
would offer to individual students, particularly if those 
students were accepted by two or more Ivy League schools. 
The idea was that they could raise their gross tuition to 
incredibly high levels without “scaring off talented low-
income students, [because] the wealthiest students would 
come no matter what, and might even be attracted by the 
high prices.”7

Though the group was dismantled, many of the policies 
remain due to what is known as the “Chivas Regal” effect. 
Ivy League colleges set their prices in relationship to one 
another, because a price drop at one college might make 
it appear to be of lower quality than one of the others. 
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Second-tier colleges and universities then set their prices 
in direct relationship to the Ivy League prices.8 Because 
there is so much fear associated with not getting a college 
education, the market continues to bear what are essential-
ly greed-based arbitrary price hikes based on little more 
than the college administration’s need to keep up with the 
Joneses.

Competition is Costly

Colleges engage in intense games of one-upmanship, 
believing that it will attract the best students, the best faculty, 
and the most money. The myth that college administrations 
consistently carry forward is that they should increase their 
quality by spending more money, instead of increasing 
efficiency or reducing costs in any way. They are often further 
pressured to do this by research foundations and alumni 
who often threaten to withhold funds at the slightest mention 
of any kinds of cuts.9 

While other industries have been forced to tighten their 
belts and look to leaner operational procedures in order to 
survive, colleges continue to spend indiscriminately.

College athletics contribute to the out-of-control costs at 
many schools, as well as being a source of competition 
between schools. If you think that professors’ salaries are 
out of control, you should see college football coaches, 
whose salaries have risen 650 percent in comparison to the 
average overpaid professor at just 32 percent. Ohio State’s 
Urban Meyer gets a private jet too! As it stands, the “Big Ten” 
for college athletics spend an average of $111,620 per 
athlete while spending just $18,406 per student on aca-
demics. Only about half of these programs ever bring in rev-
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enue for the school. 
The rest simply lose 
money.10 This doesn’t 
even take into con-
sideration the cost of 
building ever-bigger 
and more impressive 
stadiums, which run 
into the millions.

While it is true that 
many athletic programs bring in much more money than 
what they spend, many schools don’t put that money into 
the general fund. If you go to a school with a strong athletic 
program, do your research. Don’t choose a school where the 
athletic program is running in the red and being supported 
by additional tuition and fees from the school. Also, try to 
find a school where the money the school brings in from 
their games is being used to supplement the general fund 
of the college. There are colleges out there which use these 
monies to keep tuition costs down.

Government’s Good Intentions Paving the 
Proverbial Road to Hell

Many well-intentioned government programs have had 
the exact opposite effect that they were meant to have, an 
example of how things can look good and sound good on 
paper without actually working. These government policies 
have increased the demand for degrees without increasing the 
supply. They’ve also pumped money into college campuses 
that have then used that money inefficiently. Ironically, fewer 
low-income students are going to college than ever before, 
indicating that the program has backfired.11
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These programs also provide the active temptation to keep 
increasing costs. If a college knows that the government is 
going to foot the bill no matter what, and that many students 
aren’t immediately deterred from going to college by high 
prices, then they can raise their prices independent of 
market forces. 

After all, the clueless student simply signs a document 
for a huge loan at the beginning of each year without any 
real concept of how much they are borrowing. There is no 
guarantee they will have the ability to pay the loans off. By 
the time students realize the crushing nature of this debt, the 
college is already counting the money the government has 
pumped into the system. The college gets its grant money 
whether or not the student graduates, gets a job, or gets a 
good education. 

In fact, college degrees are not required for all work, or even 
work that pays well. Richard Vedder, an economics profes-
sor at the University of Ohio, points out that 12 percent of 
all mail carriers now have bachelor’s degrees, up from 3 
percent forty years ago. He asks a salient question, one that 
bears real consideration: “Do you really need a bachelor’s 
degree to deliver the mail?”12 The answer is, of course, that 
obtaining a bachelor’s degree has absolutely nothing to do 
with one’s ability to deliver the mail.

Endowments Go Largely Unused

An endowment is basically a charitable organization with 
just one beneficiary, namely the college or university to 
which it is attached.13 Large endowments are often big selling 
points for colleges and universities that are trying to impress 
parents. This is ironic because very little about those 
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endowments are actually used to benefit the students. In 
fact, colleges and universities typically spend just 5 percent 
of their endowments (or less!) on operating expenses.14 
Colleges and universities could lower tuition a great deal if 
they’d consider raising that spending just a percentage point 
or more, something they should ethically do, considering many 
endowments are actively growing. In fact, some universities 
have admitted that they could afford to have no one paying 
tuition while still increasing the size of their endowment.

Even universities that are considering cutting into their 
endowments more are generally looking to make “large 
capital expenditures” (translation: they want to build still 
more buildings), instead of cutting tuition.15

You can’t force a university to pay fairly or to stop charging 
tuition. You can, however, find every shortcut and cost-saving 
measure that you can to make sure they bleed you as little 
as possible. 
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CHAPTER FOUR
DOES A PRESTIGIOUS UNIVERSITY 

HELP YOU GET AHEAD?

Attending one of the top ten Ivy League universities may 
give you a tiny—a very tiny—edge in the marketplace. There 
are still a small handful of firms that will only consider 
applicants from Harvard or Stanford. The number is shrinking 
and an Ivy League education isn’t stacking up in terms of 
future success. The numbers are lining up and the picture 
that they present is that paying additional money for “prestige” 
is a bad idea. The notion that it’s a good idea comes from an 
era that has come and gone.

Ninety-eight percent of students aren’t in the running for the 
Ivies anyway, but may still wind up looking at factors like 
“prestige” (as if they matter). This chapter will clear up the 
prestige debate—and will show you how to take advantage 
of prestige if you really feel you must, all while shaving 
hundreds of thousands of dollars off of the average student’s 
“prestige sticker price.” 

Let’s start with the career outlook. First, there are the Fortune 
100 companies. The percentage of top executives at those 
companies that came from Ivy League schools dropped 
from 14 percent in 1980 to just 10 percent in 2001.1 So, even 
though everyone believes that prestige matters, it doesn’t 
appear to matter much. It might serve as a foot in the door, 
a slight edge, but job performance and accomplishment 
will matter more. That means that two years of excellence in 
your chosen career can quickly give you the edge against a 
recent graduate from Harvard.
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USA Today reports: “A study by Spencer Stuart, the executive 
search firm, shows that as of 2004, Harvard no longer owns 
the No. 1 ranking as the university attended by the most 
CEOs of Standard & Poor’s 500 companies (just under 4%). 
The school that caught up to it: the University of Wisconsin.”2

So if you can attend the University of Wisconsin and become 
the CEO of a Fortune 500 company, why would you pay nearly 
three times as much for an Ivy League university, especially 
knowing the role that these universities have played in making 
it more difficult for everyone to attend college?

Hopefully, your answer is, “I wouldn’t.”

However, perhaps you are targeting some of those companies 
that only hire prestigious graduates, in which case you still 
have plenty of cause to be concerned by prestige. Now it’s 
time to ask yourself a few questions. The first one is whether 
or not you need a bachelor's or a graduate degree. If you 
need a graduate degree, then the place where you’ve done 
your undergraduate work doesn’t matter a bit. You can get 
your undergraduate degree at Podunk U, offer a stellar 
performance, and then attend the graduate school of your 
choice. Your employers will care where you finished, not 
where you started.3

If you need a bachelor degree, then you can still do your 
first two years of course work at a less prestigious university 
or community college and then transfer to the college of 
your choice as a junior. Most colleges are engaged in a 
bidding war for students and will be all too happy to take 
you, especially now that you’ve demonstrated that you can 
handle college course work. Your resumé will reflect the 
fact that you graduated from the more prestigious school. 
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Again, nobody will care where you did your undergraduate 
course work. There are transfers like this even at the top 
twelve schools. If you want to target an Ivy League for the 
end of your education, you will have a better chance if you 
do your first two years at a state school. That still represents a 
large cut in the amount you will pay for your overall education.

There’s also a factor that is far more important than the 
school that you attend, and that is what you do with the time 
you have, how you spend your education, and whether you 
make the most of the opportunities that are available to you. 
As one writer put it, “Take a look at a resumé. Only ONE 
line is devoted to where you attended school, while the 
rest of it is filled in with what you did with your time at the 
university.”4

If anyone in your life is pressuring you to spend that extra 
money to go to the prestigious school, simply resist the 
pressure. Pursue the substance. Do not pursue a mirage of 
elitism that ultimately means very little. 

Besides, you want to put yourself in the position of trading 
up, not trading down. It looks just fine if you go to the University 
of Arkansas and transition to Harvard Law School. Now, it 
doesn’t look so great if you start at Harvard and wind up at 
the University of Arkansas. If you go to Princeton and flunk 
out or run out of money, you’re not only a college dropout, 
but a Princeton dropout. The fact that you ran out of money 
will be no excuse. Employers will want to know why you 
didn’t plan better and will wonder why you couldn’t cut it. 
If you go to the University of Wisconsin and stay the course, 
you’re a college graduate. 
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CHAPTER FIVE
CAREER COLLEGES

Career colleges are colleges that are meant to train you for 
a specific type of career. They are also a potential minefield. 
Some of them are not accredited, which means that your 
degree will essentially be worthless in the marketplace. 
Also, your credits won’t transfer to any accredited school. 
Many of them are three to four times more expensive than 
community colleges and they can often be as expensive as 
state schools.

Some are much better. They are accredited and they even 
have relationships with area employers. Some of them are 
taught by individuals who have actually worked in the fields 
they’re trying to train students for. Students of business at 
Michigan’s Baker College, for example, might get such real 
world experience as writing a business plan for an actual 
retail chain store or coffee shop. That’s direct experience 
that can be transferred onto a resume.

Career colleges often graduate students faster than 
traditional colleges, but many of them still award 
associate degrees at highly inflated prices. Therefore, 
there are several questions you need to ask yourself before 
taking the “bargain” of a career college.

First, is the college accredited? If not, move on. It’s a scam 
and it won’t help you get hired. However, you can’t just 
look at the college’s website or talk to their admissions 
professionals to find out. Some of these colleges actually 
create institutions to give them “accreditation.” Instead, you 
need to look up the college in one of two databases: the U.S. 
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Department of Education (http://www.ope.ed.gov/accredi-
tation/) or the Council for Higher Education (http://www.
chea.org/search/).

Second, are the admissions professionals using high-pressure 
sales tactics to get you enrolled? If so, move on. This is an 
education, not a packaged product that you’re going to buy 
to make you feel better.

Third, is there a similar accredited degree program at a local 
community college for less? If you can pay $4,000 to get an 
associate degree, then do not go to a career college and 
pay $30,000 for the same degree. That’s just madness. 

Fourth, what’s the job placement rate for graduates? How 
many of them wind up going into the fields they train for?

Call area employers who are dealing with the field you are 
interested in. Tell them about the college you are considering 
and ask if any of their employees graduated from that 
location, or if they would ever consider a candidate with a 
degree with that location. It’s a valuable exercise anyway, 
since if you take the time to find out the name of the person 
who is helping you and if you take the time to send a thank-
you card, you can begin building valuable relationships 
with those employers before you come knocking on their 
door asking for a job.

Make sure the college is accredited for the program you 
wish to attend, as well. Physical therapists and occupational 
therapists, for example, need programs that are accredited 
in order to take the exams to get the certifications. Some 
graduates have paid a lot of money only to find they can’t 
actually work in the field that they have trained for, even 
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though the school itself was accredited. This is a tragic 
situation, so do your research.

Look at their marketing techniques. If they use spam, pop-up 
ads, or other questionable techniques, they probably aren’t 
a legitimate school. Be wary of schools that are marketed as 
“offers” by third parties, as well.

These types of “colleges” are all but exploding out of the 
woodwork. The scam versions are called “diploma mills.” 
The Federal Trade Commission has issued an alert (http://
www.ftc.gov/bcp/edu/pubs/consumer/alerts/alt149.shtm) 
about this scam and has issued some additional warning 
signs to watch out for.
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CHAPTER SIX
THE PROBLEM WITH 

STUDENT LOANS

It seems so easy. Simply sign a promissory note before 
school starts. You could even receive a relatively large check 
to pay for…well, whatever you want, though ostensibly it’s 
for living expenses and books. 

Student loans have been slickly packaged as an easy solution 
to the college cost problem. In addition to federal student 
loans are parent PLUS loans and private bank-granted student 
loans. The result at graduation is loan payments of $400-
$600 per month, payments that take a high percentage of 
the income that students receive from their new jobs. 

Government loans continue to encourage adults not to think 
much about the debt they are racking up. There are deferment 
plans, forbearances, and income sensitive repayment plans. 
It is easy for the average short-sighted American to get 
fixated on the monthly payment without recognizing or 
considering that their total debt load may be rising every 
year as the interest simply gets added to the total. 

This scenario has led to an average debt of $26,000 per 
student and a grand total of $1 trillion for the nation as a 
whole.1 Some students face debts of up to $100,000, complete 
with $900 per month payments. “Education Department 
data shows that payments are being made on just 38 percent 
of the balance of student loans, down from 46 percent five 
years ago. The balances are unpaid because borrowers are 
still in school, have postponed payments or have stopped 
paying altogether.”2 
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There is no guarantee that you will get a job that will make it 
possible for you to meet these kinds of financial obligations. 
If you find yourself getting your loans forgiven through a 
disability case, you’ll find yourself with a different kind of 
debt, as the IRS will require you to report every bit of that 
money as income. That means just as you are facing a 
severe reduction of income, IRS accounting methods will 
show you making hundreds of thousands of dollars more 
than you actually did.

Student loans cannot be escaped through bankruptcy, 
except for those few exceptions which prove undue 
hardship. Failing to pay your loans can leave you ineligible 
for a mortgage, facing collection agency calls, getting your 
tax refunds taken from you, and getting your wages 
garnished. If the debt manages to follow you into your old 
age, you’ll find the government is perfectly capable of 
assessing some of the debt against your social security or 
pension. Students are encouraged to avoid thinking about 
the consequences of student debt, but those are average 
students who are going about things the wrong way. You 
need to think about graduating without any debt at all.

If you must take out debt because there really is no other 
way for you, then you need to be smart about it. Borrow 
against tuition only. Get a part-time job to pay for room and 
board, or live with mom and dad. Of course you’re eager to 
get out into the perceived freedom of living on your own, 
but the short-term sacrifice of living with your parents for 
two to four more years will offer you a lifetime of freedom. 
The short-sighted action of borrowing to live in the dorm 
will offer you nothing more than debt slavery. You should, 
of course, use every other cost-cutting measure at your 
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disposal as well. Then you should aggressively pay off the 
debt as soon as you possibly can, before it becomes an 
unmanageable burden on your life. 

Done correctly, you can get through college with no debt 
at all, which is the ultimate goal. However, at the least, you 
should not rely on debt as a strategy. You should know 
exactly what you’re doing when you sign on the bottom line. 
If you’re still in high school, start working now. Commit to 
saving 90 percent of those paychecks towards helping out 
with your own college costs. (Keep 10 percent for fun or 
you’re going to rebel and end up spending more than you 
planned. It’s a strategy that even millionaires advocate).3 

If you work twenty hours a week through four years of high 
school at minimum wage and save 90 percent of your after-
tax income, you’ll have earned $22,672 towards your own 
education, enough to all but replace the average college 
debt of the average student. Put it into an IRA and you’ll get 
to enjoy it tax free if you withdraw it to pay for your education.

You’ll also have employment on your resumé, which matters 
more than any club or association. Choose the right 
employment and you’ll have contacts that you can work 
with to get your after-graduation job. Keep that employment 
or transfer it to the city with your new school, and you’ll be 
able to continue offsetting costs. Work, not debt, is the way 
to finance a college education. Your grades will not suffer, 
at least, no more than students who spend twenty hours a 
week drunk, watching football, and attending parties.
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
THE PROBLEM WITH WORK-STUDY

Work-study is another financial aid trap that you’re likely to 
fall into if you listen to college financial advisors. A work-
study program is vastly inferior to a work program. It is a 
federal program that puts students to work for the school. 
Students may work for a maximum of ten hours per week 
and the wages are set at minimum wage, no matter what 
kind of work that you do. Many students are put to work doing 
office tasks or clerical tasks. This means you’re losing money.

A part-time clerical job outside of campus will pay up to 
$2.75 more per hour above the minimum wage and will offer you 
twenty hours (or more) per week. You can do what you want 
with the money, which means you can apply it to cheaper 
housing or food. The college work-study program requires 
you to spend the money on college, which means that it 
could wind up paying for overpriced dorms and food plans 
when you could really get a better deal elsewhere. 

Employers do consider work-study as experience, but it 
won’t have the strength that an outside job will. That is because 
employers are well aware that the university “had” to hire 
you as part of a federal program. An outside employer, by 
contrast, would hire you because he or she saw some merit 
in your work or skills. In fact, if you can type and run a basic 
MS Office suite, you can walk into just about any temporary 
agency in the nation and find yourself working for major 
companies who might not have considered you otherwise. 
Students who do a good job with those companies can find 
themselves looking at a real job offer. 
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If you don’t get clerical work, you could find yourself working a 
job that does absolutely nothing to enhance your resumé, 
such as cafeteria dishwasher, janitorial assistant, or campus 
telemarketer.1 While all work is honorable and a worthy 
effort, there is no guarantee that these tasks will be good 
fits for your skills—which means you could, again, be cheating 
yourself out of higher paying jobs. At the very least, working 
similar jobs in the private sector will give you some net-
working advantages and enable you to work more than 
ten hours a week. While you’re allowed to voice your job 
preferences, you don’t get to choose. If you work outside of 
the school, you at least get to choose the job that you take.

As another option, you can work at something with flexible 
hours that doesn’t put a ceiling on your income, like 
commission-only sales. There is no sales job that can’t 
be mastered by studying the appropriate skills, actually 
working on the activities of sales throughout the sales day, 
and staying organized.

You can also get a “non-job,” one that pays you to sit there 
but doesn’t care if you read or study. This can include late 
night customer service, working the graveyard shift at a 
mortuary, or even working the front desk of a small, family-
owned hotel or motel.2 Getting the right “non-job” could allow 
you to work forty hours per week while going to school. It’s 
not ideal, but if you do it correctly, it’s a situation that you’ll 
only be dealing with for about three years. If you attend 
college online, you could theoretically do college and your 
non-job at the same time, or work your college around your 
work schedule. All of these are better deals than federal 
work-study.
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
SCHOLARSHIPS AND GRANTS

Scholarships are available, and even some unique 
scholarships are out there, if you qualify. If at all possible, 
you’ll want to begin in your junior year of high school 
searching these scholarships out, studying the criteria for 
them, and practicing on any essays you’ll need to write for 
them. There are also grants available, which you don’t have 
to pay back. If you can get one, you can certainly factor it into 
your overall planning. But grants are becoming rarer and 
harder to get. The funding for many federal and state grants 
has been restricted and several types have been discon-
tinued altogether. The Pell Grant (which requires your fam-
ily to have an income of less than $20,000 to qualify for the 
largest amount available, and then sliding income scales for 
the smaller grants until a family threshold of $45,000 makes 
it unavailable to a student), is the grant typically sought out by 
most students. 

State grant programs are curtailing their awards as well. 
Shrinking state budgets cannot keep up with the rising 
costs of college attendance. Gone are the days of a grant 
providing 100 percent of the attendance costs of college, 
so even if you qualify for one, you’ll still have to make up 
the difference with other means. Don’t assume that you’ll be 
able to rely on grants entirely to pay for your college.1

Scholarships are much the same. There are millions of students 
competing for a small number of scholarships. While one 
could say that many scholarships are essentially a discount 
meant to entice students to attend a particular college, 
there are many private scholarships that are based on other 
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factors—course of study, memberships, ethnic background, 
athletic ability, or academic merit, among other qualifications. 

Be as wise with scholarships as you are about reining 
in tuition costs. A scholarship to a high-cost school is 
worthless if it winds up costing you more to go to school 
than if you opted to forego the scholarship and attend a local 
college. Don’t make the mistake of buying college “on sale” 
only to pay more in the end. Saving money is better than 
getting a discount. Saving money and getting a discount is 
pretty good too.

You need to work these with all the commitment you’d bring 
to any other facet of life. This is a viable way that you can 
contribute to the cost of your own college, independent of 
what your parents buy for you. This isn’t about simply filling 
out the college’s financial aid forms. This means researching 
and utilizing the following resources:

• A FastWeb search at www.fastweb.com (FastWeb is a 
scholarship search engine. It will provide you with scholarship 
information based on criteria and information you enter 
in your profile. Many of the small, obscure scholarships are 
listed with FastWeb.)

• A copy of The Ultimate Scholarship Book (this is an annual 
publication, so look for the correct year).

• Scholarships, Grants, and Prizes (again, an annual publication, 
so look for the right year).

• Your high school counselor, if you’re in a public or private 
high school. Many of them are aware of scholarships that 
are available. However, please learn to be discerning 
with the information you’re provided and the direction 
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you are being pushed. Many counselors want students 
to “feel good about themselves” and encourage them 
toward careers that are essentially ludicrous. (College 
counselors do the same. When my husband went back 
to college, the career counselor kept trying to steer him 
into being a safari guide based on admissions testing 
they had done. He was a grown man with a wife and three 
children, and they thought he should spend the money 
to study to be a safari guide. You really have to wonder 
what world these people live in.) All that to say whether 
in career choice or in procuring the funding for your 
education, you are in the driver’s seat and you make the 
final decision on how best to plan and pay for your future. 
Don’t squander that choice.

Find everything you might possibly qualify for. I was adopted 
from Beirut, Lebanon, by a military family, and when my 
daughter began her scholarship search, she found an 
obscure one for children of Arabic lineage going into the 
field of journalism (her major). Very few students were 
competing for that one. It wasn’t a large amount, but it was 
enough to pay for her books for a few years. 

Don’t forget associations or memberships your parents may 
belong to. For instance, the Daughters of the American Rev-
olution organization gives out scholarships to qualified 
member dependents. Or, your parents’ employer or the 
union they belong to might have a tuition assistance program 
that their dependents can utilize. Check into everything and 
don’t discount anything that might be a source to help you 
fund your education.

Apply. Write the essays. Meet the deadlines. Get a calendar 
and get organized. A thousand dollars here and five hundred 
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dollars there does add up, and if one to five hours of work 
per application produces results on two or three of them, 
you can outdo a full-time job. No, it won’t be very easy. You’ll 
have to give up quite a bit of video game time, television 
time, and web surfing time. On the other hand, you’ll have a 
lot more time later than your peers, who may need three jobs 
just to meet the minimum payments on their student loans.

You might also invest in books that teach you how to write 
the essays that scholarship committees wish to see, which 
can give you an edge over students who won’t bother to do 
this research.

Of course, there is always a chance that you will be offered 
one of the very rare “full-ride” scholarships to attend college, 
such as the National Merit Scholarship. If so, great! Go to 
college and make very sure that you don’t lose the scholarship. 
You won’t need the strategies in this book. 

However, don’t start out counting on that. A National Merit 
Scholarship is hard to come by since it's based on being 
in the top percentile on teh Preliminary SAT (PSAT). Notifi-
cation that you’re a recipient of a Merit Scholarship should 
come as a welcome surprise for you. You can use some of 
the money you’ve either saved or accumulated for other 
things, like buying a car, starting a household, or putting a 
down payment on a home. You’ll still have reason to welcome 
the frugality and sense that you’ve developed to this point. 
These are character traits that will serve you well in every area 
of your life.
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CHAPTER 9 
YOUR ABILITY TO NEGOTIATE 
AND ASK QUESTIONS MATTERS

This next section of the book will list several cost-cutting 
strategies. Much will depend on the degree you’re seeking, 
your own abilities, and your own needs. It will also depend 
on how much the colleges you are targeting are willing to 
work with you. This depends on your ability to negotiate, 
communicate, and ask questions. You and your parents will 
need to have discussions with academic advisors and financial 
aid advisors. You will need to write some letters and gather 
some documents. You will need to seek information rather 
than just assuming each of the college strategies will work 
well for you.

For example, you should not just assume that your credits 
will transfer when you go to a less expensive college or 
university for your first two years. Instead, you will need to 
ask which credits will transfer. Get the answer you receive in 
writing. You want documentation of what you’re told. Col-
leges will transfer credits, but that doesn’t mean they enjoy 
it. They prefer to make you retake the course so you have 
to pay more money. Some have residency requirements, 
which means a certain number of credits will need to be 
taken at that college or university in order for the student to 
graduate. You’ll need to undergo the same process for any 
CLEP (College Level Examination Program), AP (Advanced 
Placement), or other exam credit that you want to take.

Some schools offer their own testing out procedures as well, 
ones that aren’t related to the more standardized testing out 
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exams. The information on how to meet these requirements 
is not published nor freely available. This is not something 
you can simply go in and ask your counselor, and will likely 
need to enter into a complex negotiation with your academic 
advisor. You might even suffer the run around a few times 
while you do this. You’ll be sent to test one day only to find 
the professor who was supposed to give you the test myste-
riously missing. Or the test will be missing. Or you’ll need 
to go halfway across campus only to find, mysteriously, that 
the people halfway across campus have never heard of the 
test. Many times campuses run on the most extreme 
inefficiency, with the right hand not knowing what the left 
hand is doing.

The same can be true for life experience and professional 
work credits. Each of these options costs you less, but the 
college would like to drain more money from you. Get 
everything you can in writing. Be patient and persistent. Go 
to the dean if you have to. Go to the president if that doesn’t 
work. Don’t take “no” for an answer. Better yet, get all of your 
options in writing and all of the promises about these credits 
in writing before you enroll. This can back you up when you 
go to appeal the unfair treatment or the end-run results.

If you’re trying to adjust an award package such as a scholar-
ship, discount or grant, then you’ll need to politely negotiate 
with the financial aid department, especially if your second or 
third choice school is offering you a better bargain. There’s a 
right way to go about this and a wrong way to go about this.

“Reframe the conversation. If School #1 offered you $10,000 and 
School #2 offered you $20,000, don’t wave the competing offer 
in the face of School #1. Instead, focus on dollar amounts 
so you’re not bringing another school into the conversation. 
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‘Typically the notion of haggling is not well-received,’ says Don 
Fraiser, Director of Education and Training at the National 
Association for College Admissions Counseling. ‘If you say: 
“I want to go here, could you offer me X amount of dollars,” 
that’s the kind of conversation they’re more willing to engage 
in.’…There’s no harm in calling a college and asking them if 
there’s anything more they can do. However, the key is to be 
polite about it and lose all visions of a $15,000 adjustment.”1

Some schools won’t change aid packages at all unless there 
has been some change in your family’s financial situation, 
but you won’t get anything unless you ask. 

You might also have to ask about distance-learning pro-
grams at the college of your choice, alternative credit meth-
ods, and other ways to achieve your objectives, because 
again, it won’t always be published and admissions officers 
will not necessarily be lining up to share the information with 
you. In fact, many of these loopholes only work because so 
few people know about them or because so few people ac-
tually take advantage of them. For example, many people 
know about CLEP but few people take the exams as they 
believe it defeats the purpose of a quality college educa-
tion. They believe for some reason that it will look sub-stan-
dard to actively study a topic on one’s own and test out of it, 
an irony considering the direct opposite is true.

Colleges and universities aren’t the only sources of negotiations 
either. If you’re hoping to get an employer-financed tuition 
package, you might have to do some negotiating as well, 
especially if isn’t a pre-offered, pre-arranged perk of em-
ployment. You may have to sell the employer on the pro-
gram that you want to pursue, as they may be willing to pay 
only for certain programs or certain areas of study that they 

CHAPTER 9: YOUR ABILITY TO NEGOTIATE AND ASK QUESTIONS MATTERS



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES66

feel are job related. In fact, this negotiation may need to be 
made at the time the job offer is given as part of the benefits 
package that you wish to receive (a scary prospect for new 
hires going into more professional jobs). McJobs, after all, 
typically tell you how much you’ll make and which benefits 
will be offered. Professional jobs let you negotiate a pack-
age. 

You might also have to write a letter to your employer that 
clearly outlines the benefits that they will receive by financing 
part of your college education. This entails more writing, 
more communication, and more questions on your part, but 
it's well worth the effort.

Finally there are the negotiations that will take place between 
yourself and your family. You will need to pick the best strategies, 
and mix and match. If your family isn’t sold on CLEP, for 
example, and you can’t pay the testing fees yourself, you’ll 
have to demonstrate the benefits to you (and them) financially 
and in terms of what it will do for your future career. 

You’ll have to wisely choose the best mix of options for you 
and your strengths so that you come out of your education 
without wasting any time or any money whatsoever. You’ll 
even have to negotiate with yourself, as many of the 
strategies will require a lot out of you in terms of time, work, 
and commitment. They are cost-effective ways to attend 
college, but none of them are precisely easy. If they were 
easy, everyone would do them. 

But what does everyone do? They sign off on $26,000 worth 
of loans (or more) and take six years to complete their 
education, if they complete it at all. Remember that when 
your heart plummets in anticipation of how difficult some 
cost-cutting measures may seem to you! 
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As Dave Ramsey, author of The Total Money Makeover and 
Financial Peace University is known to say often: “If you will 
live like no one else, later you can live like no one else.” It 
means that if you’re willing to do the things that nobody 
else is willing to do for a short period of time, then you can 
have unparalleled peace, prosperity, and success for a long 
period of time while everyone else around you is dealing 
with the consequences of their short-sighted thinking. Win-
ning the college game is definitely a case of becoming the 
proverbial “ant” in the “ant and grasshopper” story.
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CHAPTER TEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 1: 
GO TO COLLEGE ONLINE

Distance learning and online learning offer some major 
benefits over attending college in person, if you can find 
the right program. This is certainly one of the best options 
for any liberal arts major and for many majors in certain 
business programs as well. You’d be hard pressed to find 
these programs in engineering or some of the sciences, but 
those programs are the ones that typically demand the college 
face time due to lab requirements and can lead directly 
to careers. 

The first advantage to distance learning is that you can live 
at home while you take your college courses and do so 
without the normal distractions of college life. If you live at 
home, you could take eighteen credit hours per semester, 
plus twelve credit hours in the summers, and finish the 
entire program in two and a half years. 

Congratulations, you’re now ready to get a job faster than 
any of your peers. You could also get a full-time job while 
working on your distance learning program. It won’t be 
nearly as difficult as it would be if you were sitting in lec-
ture halls the entire time. That’s because you will work on 
your own schedule at your own pace, making it easier to fit 
around a twenty hour, thirty hour, or forty hour per week 
job. 

You might even be able to get an unskilled job at a company 
of your choice in your field and then bring your shiny new 
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degree to your boss two and a half years later, after you’ve 
already proven you’re trustworthy and have shown that you 
can be an asset. Hiring is expensive. Your company is probably 
going to be more than happy to give you a transfer and a 
promotion, using what they’ve invested in you, if they have 
those sorts of positions available. 

You may not be able to do this at a telemarketing firm or 
fast-food restaurant, but if you can get a job filing papers 
at a major marketing firm, they will likely sit up and take 
notice when you bring them your completed marketing 
degree. Under such circumstances, you could even choose 
to move out on your own without running the risk that you’d 
have to move back home later like one of the zombie-ranks 
of the recently graduated unemployed. At the very least, 
you’ll have a job while you search for a new, better job, 
which always puts you in a stronger position than seeking a 
job from the ranks of the unemployed.

As mentioned, you can also buckle down and work to get 
that degree more quickly. Online college and distance 
learning requires you to do three things: read, write papers, 
and take exams. You might also have to write “mini-papers” 
and answer questions on forums or message boards to 
show that you’re still awake and paying attention. This might 
seem silly as sometimes mediocre professors essentially 
require all the students in their online classes to repeat the 
same answers over and over again. Do it anyway. Commit 
to fulfilling the requirements, no matter how silly. The Uni-
versity of Maryland University College, for example, makes 
students take an information technology course which de-
mands that students demonstrate proficiency with Google 
searches. One could question how a student ever found out 
about their program without using a search engine in the 
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first place, but it’s better to simply make the searches and 
copy/paste the results.

You can often take your exams in your local area even if you 
are attending online college halfway around the world. You 
simply go to the testing center at the local college near you 
and ask them to “proctor” your distance exams. You’d pay a 
small proctoring fee (around $50) to have them watch you 
and guarantee that you’re not cheating. The school of your 
choice sends your exams to the proctor. Or you can take a 
mini-vacation to the school to take your exams. It’s up to you, 
but it’s still cheaper than traditional college.

Finally, distance learning is absolutely less expensive than 
physical learning. Many programs charge far less per credit 
hour for the distance option, which is why some programs 
don’t want to advertise their distance option. Fortunately 
you can find the programs anyway. It’s not that hard! There are 
now so many of them that you’ll find plenty to choose from.

Where to Find Distance Learning Programs

There are three excellent resources for locating distance 
learning and online programs. They are:

• www.a2zcolleges.com, which also lists graduate programs 
and community college programs

• http://www.guidetoonlineschools.com/online-schools, 
which lists whether or not the schools are for-profit or 
non-profit and gives a rough idea of the annual tuition for 
the program

• http://www.stateonlinedegrees.com/, which offers a list 
of online degrees at state universities. Clicking on any of 
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the states offers a list of the degrees they offer for online 
or distance learners, making it an invaluable resource 
for students seeking a particular degree.

Do not assume that because a school offers a program to 
its traditional students that it will offer the same program 
to online students. The offerings can be somewhat limited, 
which means that you will need to search for the program 
you are looking for. If you can’t find that program, and the 
program is a vital part of your life and career plan, then you 
will need to find another solution.

You will also want to call each school’s distance learning 
department to verify that each program is still there. Do not 
rely wholly on an online database to tell you what is avail-
able, as they may be outdated or inaccurate. Always follow 
up with a phone call and a request for a catalog. 

What to Look for In Distance Learning Programs

The best distance learning programs share several 
characteristics. First, they offer a wide variety of majors, 
including non-liberal arts degrees. One such example is 
Athabasca University, an accredited Canadian university 
serving over 30,000 students.1 Athabasca even offers a 
Bachelor of Science degree. While it’s a general science 
degree, it’s enough to get you into a graduate program in 
any scientific discipline that you might want to achieve. At 
$227 per credit hour, you could finish quickly and cheaply, 
saving much of your money for the graduate program of 
your choice. 

You also want to look for a program that’s trusted. For 
example, University of Maryland University College founded 
their distance learning program in 1947. It wasn’t online of 
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course, it was “correspondence,” but it was one of the first 
programs to work very closely with the military. It has special 
programs in place for military students to this day. It doesn’t 
offer as comprehensive a course listing as Athabasca, but it 
serves some 90,000 students and keeps adding more all the 
time, including a course in cyber security. UMUC is more 
expensive, at $250 to $500 per credit hour (depending upon 
the student’s residency status), but it does serve as a good 
example of a trusted program.

You want a college that offers full degrees, not just the 
occasional distance-learning coursework, as some colleg-
es do. This is becoming more common as distance learning 
and online learning are growing more accessible. Colleges 
are starting to bend to the inevitable and cave into the de-
mand of the students who want to do coursework outside of 
the normal university environment.

Finally, make sure you choose a program that has the same 
cost for in-state and out-of-state students or one where the 
difference is minimal. (Remember, colleges and universi-
ties generally charge more for out-of-state students than in-
state ones.) You want to avoid programs that charge distance 
students exactly what they charge on-campus students. 
You’re not going to be using the facilities, so you don’t want 
to pay for them! Paying full price utterly defeats the pur-
pose of the exercise.

The list of online colleges, their costs, and the programs 
they offer will change year by year. Use the resources that 
have already been listed as a starting point. An attempt to 
provide a comprehensive list on the best buys and bargains 
would really be outdated within a year. These programs are 
changing as fast as the online world does, all in an attempt 
to out-compete one another. Do your research!
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 2: 

GET CREDIT FOR WORK EXPERIENCE

If you’ve already gone to work or you’re planning to work 
through your high school years, then you should know that, 
performed correctly, you could potentially get anywhere from 
one to twenty-three credit-hours for your prior work experi-
ence. However, this is not an automatic practice, and it will 
require some work on your part. 

One of the ways that institutions give you credit for “prior 
learning” (which is what they call it) is through examination, 
which is covered extensively in Cost-Cutting Measure #6, 
Credit by Examination. The second way is by recognizing 
courses or seminars that employers might have sent you to 
as part of their own training process. A third way which 
institutions do this is by a process known as portfolio 
assessment. You create a portfolio that demonstrates what 
you’ve done and what you’ve learned as a result of doing 
it, and academic advisors evaluate the portfolio. They then 
recommend a number of credits for the portfolio.

Prior learning isn’t anything new. It has its roots in the GI bill. 
It was originally for WWII vets who could earn credits for their 
military training1; however, colleges and universities have 
worked hard to keep this option under the radar. There are 
two reasons for this. First, diploma mills have been known 
to take cash for credits, basically encouraging applicants 
to sort of leaf through their catalogs and declare what their 
work has corresponded to. This is often known as “life experience” 
credit, and is so highly suspect that mainstream colleges and 
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universities have been slow to adopt prior learning and 
work experience credits as a result.

The other reason, of course, is that prior learning takes money 
out of the pockets of traditional colleges and universities. It 
also undermines the entire premise of traditional college 
education which says you need a faculty member to talk at you 
in a lecture hall for hours on end in order to effectively learn.

ACE and CAEL, Major Players in Prior Learning

The two big players in prior learning are the American 
Council on Education (ACE) and the Council for Adult and 
Experiential Learning (CAEL). These institutions develop 
standards for universities that use prior learning credits. 
When you’re evaluating schools with prior learning credits, 
you’ll want to make sure their programs are affiliated with 
one of these two programs. There are other programs, but 
most colleges and universities neither accept them nor respect 
them, and that means your prior learning credits may not 
transfer (if transferring is part of your overall strategy). 

One other program, Kaplan’s KNEXT, is slowly growing 
a relationship with partner schools for their portfolio 
assessment service. If you are attending one of their partner 
schools, their service can generate many more credits than 
most portfolio review programs. Unfortunately, KNEXT 
primarily works with for-profit universities, which makes it 
much shadier than your other options.

The Prior Learning Push

This is a good time to get prior learning credit because 
there’s now a big push to get it into the mainstream. The 
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entire nation is undergoing an initiative to get people to 
finish their college education and this has led to changes 
in the laws. In Colorado, Governor John Hickenlooper 
signed a bill that required all of Colorado’s public insti-
tutions to adopt policies for honoring prior learning cred-
its. The Obama administration has made this kind of option 
a requirement for community colleges that want to re-
ceive any of the Department of Labor’s $2 million in grant 
money.2 That means you can expect these programs to get 
easier and easier to use and learn about.

It’s even going so mainstream that Walmart is joining forces 
with American Public University, an accredited for-profit 
college. They are working to develop a credit review process 
to evaluate every single job classification at Walmart. If they 
succeed and the program is a success, you will be able to 
work at Walmart and potentially earn prior learning credit for 
the experience.3 This is less a suggestion to work at Walmart 
and attend American Public University and more a note that 
prior learning can potentially be applied to anything, from 
setting up a blog to doing volunteer work. Don’t simply 
assume that you don’t have anything interesting to put into 
a portfolio.

Think of it this way. If you can get even one credit hour for 
putting together a portfolio, you have shaved that much time 
off your college education. You’ve saved anywhere from 
$150 per credit hour to $600 per credit hour, depending upon 
which university you eventually attend. It’s not a huge savings, 
but it allows you to get your college education finished 
more quickly. In America’s Cheapest Colleges, author Gary 
North tells about a student who managed to complete his 
entire degree on nothing but portfolio assessments and 
exams by choosing the right place and buckling down. He 
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finished in six months for a grand total of $5,000. Do not 
discount any cost-saving method or time-saving method 
that might be available to you.

How to Create Your Portfolio

Every university will have slightly different procedures for 
portfolios and there are some portfolio programs worth 
exploring. At a minimum, however, your portfolio may contain 
any or all of the following:

• Resumés

• Work samples

• Awards

• Reference letters

• Photos and videos

• Certificates

• Newspaper articles or magazine clippings

• Job descriptions

• Articles that you have written demonstrating your knowl-
edge of the topic

Many of the institutions that offer prior-learning assessments 
also ask you to take a course which teaches you how to put 
your portfolio together before submitting the portfolio for 
evaluation. This is to your advantage, as it gives you the best 
chance for success while simultaneously giving you a new 
college credit.4
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Success with this tactic is all about approaching your portfolio 
in the right way.

“The preparation of the portfolio is a great deal of work, 
not to be confused with a simple request. The portfolio 
process is a reflective process requiring students to 
articulate what they know, and prove they know it in 
writing. One has to describe the sources of learning and 
provide logic and background supporting materials.”5

There are also two programs that you can simply take 
advantage of without having to grapple with guessing 
games. One is a CAEL-sponsored program that’s located at 
LearningCounts.org (http://www.LearningCounts.org). For 
$500, you can take a three-credit course that will at least 
serve as an elective course. You can pay $150 to take a 
portfolio building course that doesn’t give you any college 
credit at all. Either way, you’ll spend time learning exactly 
how to put a prior-learning portfolio together. You can then 
pay $250 to have a faculty assessor evaluate the entire port-
folio and you’ll gain one to six more credits for this exercise. 
This means for the cost of $750 you could replace almost 
an entire semester of course work (assuming you got all 
six credits for your PLA). Even if you only got three credits, 
you’ll have half a semester handled, all without sitting in a 
classroom and less than the price of tuition.

If you take the CAEL route, you’ll get the most mileage out 
of it by visiting www.learningcounts.org/colleges/pages/
participating-institutions.aspx to see which colleges have 
already agreed to accept CAEL’s credit recommendations. 
This can help you decide where you’ll transfer those credits 
to, and will help you decide which colleges and universities 
to target during your overall higher-education strategy.
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Kaplan KNext costs $999 for a six-to-twelve week portfolio 
development course. However, if you plan on using one of 
the affiliated universities (as of this writing there are only 
three of them), then you can get up to fifteen credits. These 
credits are unlikely to transfer anywhere else, however, so 
this is not as good of a deal as CAEL (even though CAEL 
offers fewer credits overall).

Taking Courses with Your Company

If your company offered any training, seminars, or special 
classwork, then you’ll want to check if any of it was certified 
by ACE. If it was, you can generally get college credit for 
it. Sometimes this credit can be substantial. For example, 
restaurant managers who go to McDonald’s “Hamburger U” 
can get up to twenty-three credits towards an associate degree 
in retail management. That’s a fourth of the coursework for 
an associate degree, already completed.

Your results may not be as dramatic, of course, but it’s worth 
asking your employer. You might also ask if anything that 
you haven’t taken is available to you. It’s usually cheaper to 
go to an employer’s seminar than to college. It could open 
up new opportunities at work, as well as saving you money on 
college credits. This is what one might call a win-win scenario.

The Superstar of Prior Learning Credits 

The current superstar of prior-learning credits is New Jersey’s 
Thomas Edison University. They take prior examination 
credits, they do portfolio assessments, and they take ACE 
and military credits. They pay attention to licenses and 
certifications that you might have received through the 
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course of your work, and they also win the transfer game. 
They’ll support up to eighty credits from a community 
college and up to one hundred twenty credits from a four 
year college. They give you an academic evaluation upon 
enrollment so you know exactly what you need to do in order 
to graduate—what to take and what will transfer. The cost is 
$5,000 - $9,000 per year, depending upon residency.

Thomas Edison may not offer every class that you need for 
your major through their distance learning program, but you 
can get around that. All you need to do is find another college 
or university that does offer that class as a distance option. 
Take it and transfer the credit to Thomas Edison. This is why 
the four year university, 120 credit transfer capability exists, 
to allow for this distance learning option.

Consider this scenario: you work part-time during your last 
two years of high school while getting an associate degree 
under an early enrollment program. You now have sixty 
credits from a community college and some work experience. 
You then put together a portfolio based upon your work 
experience and gain six more credits. You study the exam 
guides and test out of another thirty credits. You have twenty-
four credits left (or one year of school), that you can now 
take on Thomas Edison’s distance learning program. 

If you are an out-of-state student, you can do this full-time 
for $8,111. Congratulations, you’re now done with college. 
If you’re an in-state student, you’ll pay $5,508 for the whole 
year. Congratulations, you now have a bachelor degree. You 
did it in one year after your high school graduation. You did 
it easier and cheaper, and if you saved your money while 
you were working, likely with no debt. Since you took your 
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courses online, you were also able to keep your job and 
your resume now looks pretty great too. You probably won’t 
have to move back home after graduation. 

This is just one of many ways that you can mix and match 
strategies to win the college game.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 3: 

EARLY ENROLLMENT

There are programs that allow you to essentially attend high 
school and college at exactly the same time. You come away 
with both a diploma and an associate degree. Some of these 
require you to pay tuition, some of them don’t. Some of them 
at least reduce the tuition, and all of them are less expensive 
than two years of college at a four year university, and all 
of them save time. You can also do this at a four year uni-
versity, where you will sometimes earn your first two years 
of college credit without necessarily earning an associate 
degree. The associate degree, however, is probably the 
better option for a variety of reasons—it’s less expensive 
and you come away from the experience with some form of 
degree, which can help you get ahead in other ways while 
you pursue your bachelor's degree. 

Finding these programs requires some detective work. 
Sometimes you’ll need to go straight to the website of a local 
community college to learn the requirements. Sometimes 
there will be formal programs in your city, state, or local 
area that support this type of learning. Look for programs 
with the following names:

• Dual enrollment

• Early admission

• Early enrollment

• Early college
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• Post-secondary enrollment options

If you live in Washington state, you have the best program of 
all, Running Start. If you qualify, you’ll be able to take advan-
tage of this program entirely tuition free. There are several 
programs for low-income students or districts that either 
give tuition-free early enrollment or drastically reduced 
early enrollment. 

These programs are often open to homeschooled students 
as well. Of course, once you go to community college you 
are, technically, no longer homeschooling. On the other 
hand, however, you were going to eventually stop home-
schooling and go to college anyway. You can strengthen 
your college admissions as a homeschooler by taking this 
option, since you’ll now have an official transcript to use that 
you wouldn’t have had otherwise. You’ll also have demon-
strated your ability to make it in college level courses. 

One good resource for finding these programs is www.
earlycolleges.org. They will give you a state-by-state list 
of many of the programs that are available throughout the 
country. You can find the program closest to you.

You have to maintain a “B” average to get into most programs 
and you may also need to get a referral from your public school 
district, regardless of whether you’ve attended school 
in that district or not. Some programs require you to take 
placement courses. Some may even require you to take the 
ACT or SAT early. You need to check all of this with the college 
that you’re targeting.

If you’re not already a junior in high school (the most common 
time to take advantage of these programs), then you have 
a powerful incentive to raise your grades now so that you 
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can actually get into these programs. They’ll typically save 
you $10,000 to $20,000, and they’ll certainly save you time. At-
tending community college during your high school years 
is certainly more prestigious than doing so after high school 
graduation, for those who are worried about such things.

This provides another powerful advantage as well. For 
example, you will graduate high school and turn eighteen 
with an associate degree, which means you’ll qualify for 
better jobs and salaries than most high school graduates. 
That means you could potentially start your life at eighteen 
the way so few students do and work while attending college 
online. It is a rare eighteen-year-old who can support himself 
or herself. 
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If you are desperate to move out of the house and don’t want 
to live with mom and dad while attending college, then this 
is a good, responsible cost-saving option. You can usually 
work towards an associate in the degree of your choice. If 
you are planning on attending a four year university later 
on, you’ll want something general that knocks out all of the 
basic courses that most universities require (English com-
position, world and American history, basic math courses, 
and so on). If you want to begin a career right away, you 
could choose a lucrative career program and be on your 
way. Or you could put yourself in that lucrative career by 
combining what credits do transfer with examination and 
life experience credit to finish out your four year degree. 
Again, mixing and matching these options in a way that best 
suits your needs is certainly the way to go.

Furthermore, combining your high school education with 
the beginnings of your college education serves as a 
powerful indicator that you can handle college course 
work. You’ll be better positioned to succeed than most of 
your clueless peers. 

One four-year college starts admitting students in tenth 
grade as a matter of course, but it’s no bargain. Bard 
College at Science Rock may sound like a dual admission 
program, but it’s a dual admission program with a $44,000 
per year price tag, no better than the Ivy Leagues. This will 
save you time, but not money. You’re better off getting 
the associate degree. Some early enrollment or early 
admissions programs will in fact not be dual enrollment 
programs. They will be programs like this, literally a way 
to get into college early. That’s not necessarily what you’re 
looking for. 
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Not all states allow you to take this option. However, there 
are still options available for you to earn college credit 
while in high school, which are discussed in later chapters.

One argument against the dual-enrollment approach is that 
it means that you are officially beginning your college career, 
which means you will no longer be a freshman when you 
leave the program. You’ll be a junior. The argument goes 
that this will cut you out of some scholarships. However, 
we’ve already covered the need to research the scholarship 
programs and not accept one simply because it is offered 
to you. If it will cost you as much or more money to attend 
a university even with a scholarship when another school 
would be cheaper, then accepting that scholarship doesn’t 
make sense. 

As for the private scholarships (the ones that you have to 
find, apply to, and write essays for on your own), there are 
plenty of those for students at every phase of the academ-
ic process. The free-ride scholarships that these detrac-
tors are talking about (such as the National Merit scholar-
ship) are rare and unpredictable. Depending on them is a 
high-risk gamble that most students shouldn’t make. If you 
haven’t been the wonder kid with a 4.0+ GPA all during 
school, above 30 on the ACTs, a PSAT/NMSQT well into the 
200s, and lots of community service and extracurricular activi-
ties, your chances of even qualifying for semi-finalist level 
are nil. Less than 1 percent of the applicants make it to this 
stage.

Wouldn’t you rather be able to cut costs and know what you 
have to pay for after you’ve made the cuts, and then plan 
accordingly? It’s certainly the most logical strategy to take.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 4:

DO IT FASTER

You may be wondering why this book has placed such an 
emphasis on doing college more quickly as a way to cut 
costs. Since it’s come up again and again, now is a good time 
to examine why it is important to do college just as fast as 
you can.

The first reason, of course, is that you’re trying to avoid the 
expensive quagmire that comes from extending your 
education over the course of five years, six years, or more. 
If you are a typical student, you’re extending each of these 
years with student aid, no matter what you are taking. For the 
typical student, this means taking out loans. It also means 
taking at least twelve credit hours per semester since that 
is what colleges and lenders usually require from students 
in order to maintain their student loans. In addition, some 
or all of these credits may have little to do with the degree 
you’re pursuing and may only be buying you time until the 
course you need becomes available.

Each semester of college costs approximately $5,000 to 
$8,000 for state schools, $10,000 to $15,000 for private 
schools and around $30,000 for Ivy League schools. Extra 
years add up fast, as does the debt the student will have to 
pay off eventually.

Extra years also represent lost income. Even if you are working 
through college, each year that you spend in school still 
deprives you of the income that could come from a better 
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job. Let’s say that you’re earning $16,000 per year as an 
unskilled service worker while going through college. After 
college, you qualify for an entry-level position at $29,000 
per year. That’s still not a princely sum or anything, but the 
$13,000 difference is still a large chunk of money.

Now add that $13,000 difference to the cost of one year’s 
education in college (understanding that the full cost is what 
the typical student takes out in loans. When those figures 
are totaled, a student at a state school will lose $21,000 per 
year. At a private school, the student will lose $33,000 per 
year, and at the Ivy League school, the student will lose 
$39,000 per year.

Any of these figures represents the down payment on owning 
your own home, owning your own business, a trip around 
the world, growing a sizable investment, or any number of 
more worthy pursuits than sitting in lecture halls. How many 
people would be overjoyed to win $21,000 in the lottery? 
How about $42,000? How about $63,000? Yet people don’t 
think about lost income and debt. They don’t think about 
the impact on their future net worth, which matters as much, 
if not more, than the flow of income that the student will 
eventually receive. Net worth isn’t handed out in a check, so 
most people don’t give it a second thought. 

You should.

If the typical student lives in the dorms and takes the meal 
plans, of course he or she loses even more. Dorms and meal 
plans can add $5,000 to $10,000 to the final price tag of the 
college bill, per semester. 

If you are an adult going back to school in order to switch 
careers, the benefits are even more obvious. Chances are 
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you don’t have a lot of time or money to dedicate to the 
enterprise. Finishing quickly lets you get back to work.

Some colleges are catching on to fast degree completion as 
part of the nationwide degree completion initiative. Not all 
colleges want students to stretch out their college careers. 
Some have created programs to encourage students to fin-
ish faster. Hartwick College in New York is adding an addi-
tional 25 percent discount for any student who can complete 
the requirements for a bachelor's degree in three years. (At 
$35,000 to $50,000 per year, Hartwick isn’t exactly a bar-
gain. It’s mentioned here simply as an example that minds 
are changing about the amount of time it takes to complete 
school.) Bates College and Judson College have always of-
fered three-year degree programs. They’re under-utilized, 
but they are there.

Wesleyan University in Connecticut and Minnesota State 
University will be making special three-year degree 
programs available in 2013. Missouri’s university system 
has similar programs under consideration right now.1 
University of North Carolina at Greensboro, Manchester 
College in Indiana, and Ball State have added accelerated 
degree programs too, as have Grace College and Seminary, 
Baldwin-Wallace College, American University, Rhode 
Island College, Southern New Hampshire University, Lesley 
University, and St. Johns University, just to name a few.2 Many 
of these programs come with revised curriculums that trim 
the fat from the four-year program.

As Michael Roth of Wesleyan University pointed out: “Four 
years is just a habit. It isn’t some magical number.”3 Four 
years was an arbitrary number programmed into us by the 
public school system because it was convenient to group 
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students that way. It was a way to allocate and chop up 
resources, not because four years is particularly meaningful.

You might be surprised to learn that this tactic isn’t catching on 
among all students. Why? Reports say it is because students 
want the “experience” of attending college. They want to 
“enjoy their youth.” They’re being encouraged to party and 
explore on other people’s dimes, to take electives, change 
majors on a whim, and otherwise play around.4 You, however, 
have already made a decision to be smarter and more 
responsible than that, and you’ve already kicked the myth 
that you need campus life to the curb. After all, your city 
has clubs too. It has fine restaurants that you can visit when 
you have the money to visit them. It’s hard to imagine what 
campus life truly offers that can’t be found anywhere else, 
other than a hothouse atmosphere where students can feel 
like they are accomplishing things without having to really 
prove them in the workplace. People call college “the best 
four years of their life.” Well of course! The chance to play 
at being an adult without having to take on adult responsibilities 
certainly does represent a siren’s call that immature students 
are hard-pressed to resist. Meanwhile, colleges and universities 
rake in the cash at the expense of the students’ futures.

Of course, efforts to move more quickly through college can 
put you under more pressure than simply sliding through 
at that slower pace. You’ll have to work harder and study 
harder. Many students attempt these accelerated programs 
only to drop out because they aren’t committed enough. 
It cuts into television time, Internet time, and socialization 
time. It requires them to budget their daily available hours. 
They aren’t asking themselves the hard questions, like: 
Would you rather have an extra hour to watch dancing cat 
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videos on YouTube or a viable future with little-to-no-debt? 
Wouldn’t you like a better chance at getting a job and having 
a future where you won’t have to live with mom and dad well 
into your thirties?

Of course, this book has already demonstrated the ways 
that students can earn degrees faster without any special 
accelerated degree programs. In some cases, doing it 
yourself may be cheaper, especially in comparison to 
tuition at some of the expensive private colleges that seem 
to be on the cutting edge of creating and marketing these 
programs. However, if you can find a way to combine test 
credit and transfer credit with an accelerated degree 
program, you could not only finish more quickly, but save 
even more money. Therefore, if you find an accelerated de-
gree program that you are interested in, it will be worth the 
time it takes to evaluate their transfer policies, to call them 
and ask questions, and to find out what sorts of alternative 
credits they accept.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 5: 

TAKE AP COURSES

If dual-enrollment programs don’t appeal to you, if your 
parents don’t feel you’re ready, or if there is no way to 
manage transportation to the local community college, then 
advanced placement courses (AP) offer you another way to 
essentially “take college” while in high school. AP usually 
works like this: a college offers an AP course. You spend a 
year in high school taking the course, and then you take an 
exam. If you pass the exam, you have essentially tested out 
of a year of college in that subject. That means that testing 
out of ten AP courses could save you two years of college 
time for the cost of about $700 for the entire exercise.1

Some states even help you out by covering the costs for you. 
As of 2012, for example, Indiana is still covering the cost of 
math and science AP exams to encourage students to take 
those classes.2

The AP offerings are broad. You can use AP to test out of all 
of the following subjects:

• Art history

• Biology

• Calculus AB

• Calculus BC

• Chemistry

• Chinese language and culture

• Computer science A
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• Macroeconomics

• Microeconomics

• English language

• English literature

• Environmental science

• European history

• French language and culture

• German language and culture

• Comparative government and politics

• U.S. government and politics

• Human geography

• Italian language and culture

• Latin

• Music theory

• Physics B

• Physics C

• Psychology

• Spanish language

• Spanish literature and culture

• Statistics

• Studio art

• U.S. history

• World history

As you can see, this covers most of the core requirement 
courses for most degrees. It also covers many or all of the 
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electives that you might need to complete a college 
degree. This is even better than transfer credits in some 
cases. That is because the AP exams show up on your 
college transcripts and are accepted nearly anywhere. Of 
course, you should never take that on faith. Call the col-
leges of your choice and ask whether or not they honor AP 
credit, and if there are any AP exams that they don’t honor. 
If the college doesn’t honor these credits, look for an-
other college. It’s best to work with colleges that are going 
to honor your desire for self-directed learning.

During your AP exam, you can also designate three univer-
sities that you would like to receive your scores. If you’re 
basically replacing two years of college this way, you can 
simply fill out the universities of choice for your junior and 
senior year of college. You get three of these for free. You’ll 
have to pay to have test scores sent elsewhere. It pays to go 
into your test with a clear knowledge of the three schools 
that you’d like to attend. College planning really does start 
in your freshman year of high school! If you’ve been taking 
the time to evaluate schools and taking the time to develop 
a strategy, this should really be no problem at all.

You can even take AP exams without enrolling in AP courses. 
These options exist because some high schools don’t offer AP 
courses and because AP has kept options open for home-
schooled students, as well. You can even get into AP courses 
that your high school doesn’t offer, as few high schools offer 
all of them. The procedure is very easy. First, compile a list 
of the exams that you wish to take. Next, call AP Services. 
The number is 888-225-5427. You’ll ask for the names and 
numbers of AP coordinators in your area. Ask them for a list 
of schools willing to administer tests to homeschooled 
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students or students from schools that do not offer AP 
courses. There will typically be at least one school nearby. 
If not, you may be in for a bit of a drive. That tank of gas will 
be well worth the money that you’ll save in college tuition, 
however. You may even have to go to multiple schools for 
multiple tests. Again, it’s well worth the drive and the time 
that you’re spending. Next, call the coordinators and register. 

Once you’ve registered, the school’s AP coordinator will 
handle everything else. It’s the coordinator’s job to order 
the materials, and to tell you when and where to appear. The 
AP coordinator is also responsible for collecting the fees. 
They won’t send you the tests since they don’t want to give 
you a chance to look at them or tamper with them.

Take the time you have before the testing date to study. If 
you’ve taken the classes and have learned the materials, 
you should be in reasonable shape. If not, you can go to 
Amazon.com and order AP textbooks. A paperback copy of 
Barron’s AP United States History will cost you a whopping 
$12.95, for example. It is four hundred eighty pages long. If 
you commit to reading just twenty-four pages per day, you 
will be ready to test in four weeks if you take two days off. If 
you commit to a seven day per week reading schedule, you 
can be ready in two weeks. There are twenty-three exams 
that have nothing to do with foreign language. You could 
have them all done in twelve weeks on a two-week reading 
schedule, but you don’t really have to take them all, because 
not all of them will fit into your eventual degree. You’ll just 
need to research which ones will fit into your eventual de-
gree. You don’t want to waste time and money overlapping 
credits, after all.
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You could then choose one foreign language that you’ve had 
some reasonable exposure to throughout your school years 
and add another two weeks to that study guide. If you were 
taking twenty-four exams, you could be done in fourteen 
to twenty-eight weeks. Congratulations, you’ve just finished 
two years of college (or more), in less than seven months, 
and each exam only cost you $87. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 6: 
CREDIT BY EXAMINATION

Closely related to the AP exam method are other kinds of 
examination credits. There are basically three kinds of 
additional exam credits that you could be taking advantage 
of. They are:

• CLEP

• DSST

• In-house testing programs offered by individual colleg-
es and universities, which will go by different names and 
acronyms.

CLEP

CLEP offers thirty-three different exams for students to test 
out of, in five different subject areas: history and social science, 
composition and literature, science and mathematics, busi-
ness, and world languages. Most correspond to one semester 
courses. Some correspond to one-to-two-year courses. The 
cap for CLEP credit is twelve credits per exam. The amount 
of credit can also vary somewhat by college. Almost all of 
them target the first two years of college. The exams are:

• American Government

• History of the United States 1: Early Colonization to 1877

• History of the United States 2: 1865 to the Present

• Human Growth and Development

• Introduction to Educational Psychology
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• Introductory Psychology

• Introductory Sociology

• Principles of Macroeconomics

• Principles of Microeconomics

• Social Sciences and History

• Western Civilization I: Ancient to Near East in 1648

• Western Civilization 2: 1648 to the Present

• American Literature

• Analyzing and Interpreting Literature

• College Composition

• College Composition Modular

• English Literature

• Humanities

• Biology

• Calculus

• Chemistry

• College Algebra

• College Mathematics

• Natural Sciences

• Pre-calculus

• Financial Accounting

• Information Systems and Computer Applications

• Introductory Business Law

• Principles of Management

• Principles of Marketing
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• French (Levels 1 and 2)

• Spanish (Levels 1 and 2)

• German (Levels 1 and 2)

Before you just start randomly taking exams, of course, you 
need to do the research. Not all universities accept CLEP 
credit. Visit http://clep.collegeboard.org/exam/ to run a 
search on the colleges and universities of your choice. The 
website will return information on exactly which CLEP credits 
the college accepts. It will also alert you to the presence of 
nearby CLEP testing centers, if you are searching colleges 
that are close to home.

There are also additional questions that you should ask. 
For example, some colleges and universities will require 
additional tests and lab work before granting CLEP credit. 
Some will require you to validate your CLEP credit by 
taking upperclassman classes in the same subject area, 
which could set you back if you’re not taking those courses 
for your major. You will also need to know if you are required 
to take the essay portion of the exam before you register, as 
the essay portions need to be special ordered. The required 
minimum scores vary from college to college as well.1 

CLEP is best taken before you ever enter college. It gets 
harder when you’ve already begun taking courses because 
some colleges will prohibit you from taking CLEP credit for 
courses that you’ve already attempted, or courses that are 
close to CLEP courses, or courses that you’ve already tried 
and failed. Essentially, stepping through the doors to take 
college classes starts shutting down your CLEP options. If 
you’re going to take this option, then you’re going to need 
to take advantage of them immediately, even before dual-
enrollment or in place of dual-enrollment.
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You can find CLEP test centers by visiting http://clep.
collegeboard.org/search/test-centers. You’ll need to contact 
the testing center directly so that you can register for the 
exams. Each testing center may have additional service 
fees on top of the cost of taking the exam. Colleges may 
also charge an administration fee. However, the core cost of 
a CLEP exam is comparable to that of an AP exam: around 
$80 at the time of this writing. That makes testing out of two 
years of college incredibly inexpensive. You could do it for 
$800-$1000 without even batting an eyelash. 

Studying is easy too. CLEP itself publishes PDF versions of 
their study guides which are available for just $10 per guide 
right on the CLEP website. You can also find free study 
guides at http://www.free-clep-prep.com/clep-exams.html. 
The local library always carries CLEP study guides as well. 
Any one of them can usually be ordered through interli-
brary loan if your local library is missing one of the guides 
that you need to have.

In short, everything you need for these tests is available to 
you and you can study them on roughly the same schedule 
that one might apply to the AP study guides. There are 
practice tests as well, just to help you make the most of your 
time and money.

DSST

The DANTES Subject Standardized Tests (DSST) is very 
similar to CLEP. There used to be a version for military test 
takers called DANTES. Now, DANTES funds DSST exams for 
eligible members of the military and their spouses, though 
they don’t fund retests. Members of the military have some-
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times even taken DSST exams during the course of their 
military service without necessarily realizing it. 

Like CLEP, it’s important to do a search to see if the universi-
ties that you are targeting accept DSST credit. You can find 
this database at: http://getcollegecredit.com/institutions/
search/. You’ll want to call to make sure that they award 
credit for all the exams you want to take.

DSST can be particularly good for prior learning credits as 
the DSST exams cover some subjects that you might have 
learned about during the course of a career or during career 
training. Some schools prefer this to portfolio assessment.

The available DSST exam subjects are:

• Fundamentals of College Algebra

• Principles of Statistics

• Substance Abuse

• Criminal Justice

• Art of the Western World

• Western Europe since 1945

• Introduction to the Modern Middle East

• Human/Cultural Geography

• Rise and Fall of the Soviet Union

• A History of the Vietnam War

• The Civil War and Reconstruction

• Foundations of Education

• Life-Span Developmental Psychology

• General Anthropology
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• Introduction to Law Enforcement

• Fundamentals of Counseling

• Ethics in America

• Introduction to World Religions

• Principles of Public Speaking

• Introduction to Computing

• Personal Finance

• Management of Information Systems

• Principles of Finance

• Principles of Financial Accounting

• Human Resource Management

• Organizational Behavior

• Principles of Supervision

• Business Law II

• Introduction to Business

• Money and Banking

• Business Mathematics

• Business Ethics and Society

• Here’s To Your Health

• Astronomy

• Environment and Humanities

• Principles of Physical Science I

• Physical Geology

• Technical Writing
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As with CLEP credit, you will need to contact the testing 
center to schedule your DSST exam. You’ll find them on the 
same search form that you found the colleges that accepted 
the credit. DSST fees are comparable to CLEP fees at $80 
per test (as of this writing). You can get study guides for $15 
to $25 per guide. There are some guides that are more 
expensive, but it’s not necessary to pay more to get exactly 
the same information. The Wise Owl Guides, in particular, 
are both well-rated and affordable.
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 7:

LIVE OFF CAMPUS, SHOP, 
AND COOK

On-campus housing and meal plans are an overpriced racket. 
Don’t wax poetic about the “experience” of dorm living. 
The experience comes with a host of distractions, from 
roommates who you barely know and who were assigned 
via a lottery, to drunken parties filling the halls with the kind 
of noise that makes them less than conducive to studying. 

Consider this: the average housing fees at a simple state 
university range from $5,000 - $13,000 per semester, almost 
as much as the cost of tuition. This doesn’t cover any food 
that you might buy. It covers housing and utilities, including 
water, electric, gas, and Internet use. You don’t even get 
year-round housing for this. If there is no summer semester 
or if you aren’t taking classes, you have to move right back 
out of the dorm every year, returning home to your parents. 
$5,500 for four months means you’re paying an all-utilities 
paid rent of $1,375 per month. At $13,000 per semester, 
you’re paying $3,250 per month. That may not provide much 
sticker shock to very wealthy students. Lower and middle 
class students already know there are cheaper ways to do 
this.

It’s just you. The market rent in your area depends on where 
you are living, but in most areas of the country, you can get 
a studio apartment for $300 to $700 per month and a one-
bedroom apartment for $400 to $800 per month, if you are 
frugal and avoid the hip, trendy, downtown apartments. 
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Someday, if you want to live in a hip, trendy loft, you can do 
so. You’ll be making the kind of money that will allow you to 
make those choices. In the meantime, you’ve got what your 
parents can pay and what you can pay if you don’t want to 
take out loans.

Now, your parents may feel that it’s important for you to take 
the intermediate step to independence by living in a dorm. 
The Resident Advisor (RA) can provide some nominal 
supervision and counseling. They may feel leery about 
sending you to a strange city to take an apartment all on 
your own. If that’s the case and they’re willing to pay for it, 
this chapter isn’t necessarily for you. Most families, however, 
will want to save the costs and at the very least, you and 
your parents should be aware of the costs.

So, back to housing. Let’s say that you’re attending a state 
university. The lowest price housing plan is the $5,500 per 
semester plan or rent at $1,375 per month. You turn around 
and find a nice studio apartment or one-bedroom apartment 
for $400 per month. Gas and water may be included in your 
lease. You’ve got to contend with electricity costs. Electric 
bills for one person in a studio or one-bedroom apartment 
will range from $50 to $200, depending on how much you 
run the heat and air conditioner. We’ll use $175 to budget. 
Now you’re paying $575 per month for your housing. If you 
have to pay for water, you’re looking at approximately $35 
to $50 for one person, depending on the rates. Total: $625, 
half the cost of the college plan. And you can live there all 
year round without going back home, without a roommate, 
while saving $750 per month. 

In four months, the savings really adds up: you’ll save $3,000 
or $6,000 per school year. That is, again, a substantial chunk 
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of change. Savings for all four years, if you take that long: 
$24,000. For six years: $36,000. If you’re smart, of course, 
and do it in two to three years, you’ll still save $12,000 to 
$18,000. Feel like orchestrating your own “lottery win” yet?

What about the meal plan? The average cost of each meal 
on a college meal plan is $7 to $11 per meal. That is the equivalent 
of eating out for every single meal, every single night and 
day. It is a budget of $231 per week or $924 per month, all 
for one person. At a budget of $924 per month, you could 
feed a family of four and throw in all of your cleaning supplies, 
toiletries, and personal effects besides. If you know how to 
cook, buying healthy meals for one person could cost as 
little as $50 to $100 per week, or $200 to $400 per month. 
That kind of budget would even leave you enough money 
for one to two meals out every single week. You will not have 
to eat badly on that amount of money. In fact, you can eat 
quite well. You stand to save an additional $524 per month, 
or $4,716 per college year. Again, you can do a lot with that 
kind of money, especially when multiplied over the course 
of several years.

Aside from the expense, there is the issue of the “Freshman 
15,” referring to the ten to fifteen pounds that most college 
students gain in their first year of school. The food that’s be-
ing offered on the college meal plan is rarely healthy. It’s 
fried, processed, salted, fatty, and sugary. There’s a reason 
why most college students gain weight. By choosing your 
own food and cooking for yourself, you can maintain a light, 
healthy diet. 

All of this assumes that you are in a hurry to move out right 
away. If you want to maximize savings even more and you 
do not want to work to pay for room and board while you’re 
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in college, then consider living at home unless your parents 
strenuously object. Many parents will be all too happy to 
save the money.

Some colleges demand that their college freshmen, at least, 
live on campus. Therefore, testing out of your freshman year, 
using transfer credits from schools without such policies, or 
dual-enrollment saves you from this added expense as well. 
The theory is that living on campus will help the freshman 
acclimate better and keep them from being distracted by the 
responsibilities of maintaining a household. It completely 
overlooks the distractions of dorm life, or it just puts a policy 
hook in place that ensures that the college can squeeze a 
little bit more money out of you and your family. 
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 8: 

BECOME AN IN-STATE STUDENT

It’s certainly no mystery that most colleges charge out-of-
state students extra. The loophole you are looking for is a 
way to become an in-state student for the school and college 
of your choice. Only a few states don’t make these distinctions: 
schools in states that offer in-state tuition to illegal aliens. 
Federal law says that they have to offer the same rates to 
everyone, which means that they’ve essentially eliminated 
out-of-state tuition. Those states are, as of this writing: Rhode 
Island, Illinois, Kansas, Nebraska, New Mexico, New York, 
Oklahoma, Washington, Wisconsin, and Maryland. This will 
only apply to state-run universities. Check the tuition rates 
for the schools within these states before enrolling, however, 
as laws can change quickly.

Distance learning can make the “in-state” or “out-of-state” 
problem trickier. Some schools impose different tuitions for 
distance learners, some do not. Obviously, a better deal is 
going to be the school that doesn’t make a distinction unless 
you are an in-state student.

Establishing residency is actually very easy, however, if 
you’re willing to wait and be patient. In order to do so, you 
would need to move to the state before going to school 
there. Get an apartment or move in with a relative. Now you 
have an in-state address.

Get a job. Because you’re not a student yet, you may get better 
offers or offers that wouldn’t come about if you have the 
“student” designation tied to you. You’ll need to either earn 
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money to support yourself or earn money to save for college. 
You can use the money to test out of courses too. In the 
meantime, you’re growing your resumé and growing your 
contacts, ensuring that you’ll have an income for the rest 
of your college time, which is a vital step in attending 
college debt free.

Get an in-state driver’s license with your address on it. Wait 
six months to one year (the exact amount of time depends 
upon the school and the state), then apply to the school of 
your choice. You’ll have everything you need to prove 
residency.1 You can always take the time to study for and 
take CLEP exams (or other exams) that will take care of any 
test credit, particularly if you weren’t able to take advantage 
of any other methods for wiping out your freshman and 
sophomore year during your high school years.

Yes, there will be people in your family who are worried 
about the choices you’re making and the path you’re taking 
to acquire a college education. There will be well-meaning 
relatives who will worry that you will never actually go to 
college, or that you’re not ready to live in a strange city. It 
doesn’t matter. In truth, students who take a year off to work 
typically do better in college because: 1) they’ve learned 
the value of money, and 2) they’ve learned that an unskilled 
job won’t take them very far. They’re more motivated than 
the students who are there to play and explore. You can cite 
this reality to any relative who gives you a hard time, or you 
can simply go do what you need to do, knowing that you’re 
taking the steps that you’ve determined are right for you 
and your future. 
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 9: 

TRANSFER AS A JUNIOR

Many people know at least a little bit about the cost savings 
that can be realized by starting school at a less expensive 
college or university, and then transferring to a more pres-
tigious college or university in the junior year. Most often 
this maneuver is performed by community college students 
wishing to enter state university. However, it can also be 
performed between students at four-year universities who 
wish to transfer up to more prestigious, selective schools.

What isn’t well known are the strategies for actually 
making this move a success. It’s easy to assume that 
simply attending two years of community college will knock 
out your freshman and sophomore years. In reality, many 
students go only to find that their hard-won credits do not 
translate to core requirements or major requirements. 
Instead, they are shuffled off onto the elective requirements. 
A student may wind up with sixty elective credits. They 
might have actually needed six. They wind up fifty-four 
credits behind instead of sixty credits ahead. Therefore, the 
secret is all about making sure the credits transfer.

It’s not that the credits don’t transfer. As long as both schools 
are accredited they virtually have to, otherwise the accred-
itation system falls apart. Failing to accept the credits 
essentially sends the message that the accreditation board 
isn’t policing its own standards.1 The entire racket depends 
upon the accreditation procedure, so that’s not the direction 
colleges want to go.
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It is more that the credits do not necessarily transfer well. 
After all, colleges and universities are not eager to give 
away money to other schools, which is no doubt how some 
of them see the transfer process. Some may be genuinely 
concerned about the academic value of those courses. The 
following loopholes should help you navigate the process 
with far less time and expense. Of course, we have already 
covered the fact that you should be calling both schools before 
taking any transfer credit for granted and before enrolling 
in any courses. You need to know what will and won’t be 
accepted before you waste your time and money.

Talk to Academic Advisors at Both Schools

Every part of the transfer strategy relies upon you knowing 
your final destination before attempting to enroll. 

Many students don’t know what college they’ll end up 
going to. Thus, they make the mistake of talking only to their 
academic advisor at the community college. The academic 
advisor may simply be misinformed, or the academic advisor 
may have a job to do—namely, ensuring that you enroll in 
that community college, giving it your money for a time 
instead of your destination school. Therefore, it is possible 
to get inaccurate information about the usefulness of transfer 
credit from this single source.

Meanwhile, most four-year universities do have special 
transfer advisors. It’s their job to evaluate transcripts so that 
students know what they will need to take in order to graduate. 
Contact the transfer advisor at the new school too. By the 
time you are done having this conversation with both 
individuals, you should know exactly which credits will 
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transfer to your destination school.2 If they won’t take 
everything the community college offers for a particular 
course of study, don’t take everything. See if you can’t use 
CLEP or DSST credit instead, or consider another destination 
school, one who will be friendlier to the course of study you 
wish to take.

Take the Right Courses and Maintain the Right 
Grades

Avoid common transfer problems by taking the right classes. 
Sometimes the destination university will avoid transferring 
credits because they skipped certain prerequisites for 
example. This often happens in science courses. It rarely 
happens in the core humanities courses. For the 
core humanities courses, you need to make sure you’re 
not taking something that the four-year college will see as 
a remedial course. English composition is a requirement at 
every college. “Introduction to the English Language” or 
something similar may serve as a remedial course instead.

In additional, technical or vocational credits rarely transfer 
well. If you are looking for an associate degree career, just 
get the associate degree and go to work. There’s no shame 
in that and, as discussed previously, you may do quite well. 
But do not be surprised if these credits don’t transfer to a 
four-year university. (On the other hand, in the case of an 
associate degree career choice, there’s really no need to 
spend additional money at the four-year university either.)

You will need to watch the number of course hours that 
you’re taking for each class. A one-hour course will never 
fulfill a three-hour credit. The “hours” system was actually 
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born of the lecture system—it refers to the number of hours 
spent in a lecture hall each week. The system has carried 
over online as an approximation.3

You also need to pay attention to your grades. Credits typically 
transfer if you have a “B” average or above. However, if your 
grade is a “C,” it may not. Colleges have the right to refuse 
to transfer credits on grades that they consider too low. 
After all, if the college being transferred to is the name on 
your eventual diploma, it’s their academic integrity at stake. 
Graduating you in the field of journalism for instance, without 
you knowing what an AP style book is or without you having 
an inkling of how to use InDesign, would make employers 
look askance at hiring any future graduates of journalism 
from that school. 

Prepare a Transfer Package

One way that you could smooth the road between yourself 
and full transfer credit acceptance would be to do a little 
extra work. Most students simply drop off their transcripts, 
assuming all will be well. You will need to be smart and take 
it a step further.

A transfer package is a packet of information that you will 
create to help the academic evaluators see the equivalency 
that they might not see through a casual read of your transcript. 
You would need to include the following for each class you 
intend to transfer:

• Copies of the course syllabus for each course you are 
attempting to transfer.

• Copies of the relevant college catalog pages. Highlight 
the courses you took.
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• Letters of recommendation. This can be from a former 
professor or from an academic advisor.

• The letter from the official accreditation agency which 
states that the school, and thus the courses that you took, 
were accredited.

This strategy can help you overcome transfer difficulties 
that arise as a result of naming conventions or other 
avoidable issues.4

Look for Articulation Agreements

Articulation agreements smooth the process of acceptance 
considerably. An articulation agreement is a formal agree-
ment between two colleges. Not only will the agreement state 
that the colleges will accept one another’s transfer credits, 
but the agreements also clearly outline which colleges 
accept which transfer credits.

You will typically find these agreements between colleges 
that are in the same town or at the very least, the same state 
as one another. For instance, Shelton State Community 
College in Tuscaloosa is located in the same town as the 
University of Alabama. Let’s call Shelton State a “seeder” 
school. The administration there knows that most all the 
students attending Shelton State hope to eventually make it 
to the University of Alabama campus. Shelton State and UA 
have a pre-arrangement on acceptable classes and student 
transfers, and Shelton State advisors are quite knowledgeable 
about the courses, credit hours, and grades that will transfer 
to UA. However, you wouldn’t expect Shelton State (out of 
Alabama) and Mississippi State University to have this same 
arrangement. If you want to attend a community college to 
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offset expenses, seriously consider attending one in the 
town of the university you hope to finish out your education 
with, or the state that the college is located in. (This is why 
preplanning and mapping out your educational strategy 
beforehand is so important.)

Don’t attend community college in your home state if you’re 
planning to transfer out of state. Pick up and move the entire 
package to the state holding the college or university that 
you’ve chosen for your final two years. Work on becoming an 
in-state student and attend an in-state community college that 
articulates with the school of your choice. This will smooth the 
process dramatically while combining cost-cutting strategies. 

Sometimes, the agreements are so tightly clad that you’ll 
even receive transfer guides which tell you exactly which 
credits from one school correspond to which requirements 
at another. This is the situation at Arizona Community College. 
It has articulation agreements with the University of Arizona, 
Arizona State, and Northern Arizona University. The transfer 
guide is vastly useful in helping students make a viable plan.5

Dual-Enrollment Done Differently

Some articulation agreements are so strong that they actually 
allow students to enroll simultaneously in a community college 
and a four-year university. Essentially, they must be accepted 
at both colleges. They may then take coursework from either. 
The tuition is then based on the college where they took the 
coursework. That means that the student can usually knock 
out core requirements and do so without any fear that they 
are going to lose time or money. They also might get to 
knock out some major requirements at the same time. They 
get the benefit of the facilities at both locations. Usually 
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students can either choose to finish their associate degree 
and then move on into university courses, or they can just 
follow the direct-transfer route to get their credits imme-
diately transferred.6 Either route honors the work that the 
student has already done. 

Oregon is one state where you’ll find a lot of this. The Uni-
versity of Oregon has dual-enrollment agreements with 
Lane Community College and Southwest Oregon Com-
munity College. Western Oregon University has this kind 
of agreement with Cheneketa Community College. For the 
greatest variety of choice, however, pick the true winner: 
Portland Community College. It has dual-enrollment agree-
ments with Portland State, Oregon State, Oregon Institute of 
Technology, Concordia University, Western Governor’s Uni-
versity, Marylhurst University and Lenfield College.7
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 10: 

TAKE ADVANTAGE OF COLLEGE 
SAVINGS PLANS

No matter which cost-savings strategies you use, there is little 
doubt that the way to insure that you get to college debt free 
is to make sure you have saved some money before you get 
there. It is also good to take as much burden off of your parents 
as possible. Many parents are making the decision between 
saving for college and saving for retirement. However, most 
financial planners insist that parents avoid sacrificing their 
retirement for college planning purposes. Some families, of 
course, are currently in no position to save for either. 

It’s nice when parents can pitch in. However, at the end of 
the day, it’s your future. It’s up to you to make the most of 
whatever time you have left to save for college. Even $800, 
earned over a summer, can help you pay for books, so don’t 
discount the power of this savings strategy. $800 can pay for 
ten CLEP tests too.

Taking advantage of college savings means putting them in 
the right place and doing things the right way. If you only 
have a year or so, then a conventional savings account is 
probably fine. You already know you’re not going to get 
much return on that investment and the tax concerns will 
be negligible. If you have at least two years, however, you’re 
going to want to invest in a 529 plan.

529 plans shield you from federal taxes so long as they are 
used on education expenses at an accredited institution. It 
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is recommended that you get a 529 savings plan and not a 
529 pre-paid tuition plan. The state pre-paid tuition plans 
are fraught with problems, namely being underfunded. 

Of 18 states with these plans, just five offer an uncon-
ditional guarantee. And more than half of these states 
have plans that are underfunded…Illinois’ pre-paid 
option, for example, had a $559 million shortfall as of 
June 2011. South Carolina has a shortfall of about $35 
million. The states’ latest actuarial reports suggest the 
plan’s assets could be depleted by as soon as 2021 and 
2019 respectively.1

In the meantime, 529 savings plans give you real benefits. 
Not only are they protected from federal taxes, but they are 
protected from state taxes in some states as well. You don’t 
have to become an investment expert to use them, as they 
are managed by trained financial planners whose job it is to 
ensure that you get the maximum return for your money. You 
can invest up to $300,000 without penalty—and by the time 
you’ve saved $300,000 you can probably stop. You could 
go to college and graduate school several times over for 
that amount. 

Take Advantage of Appropriate Tax Credits

According to CNN Money, tax credits are almost as good as 
grants.2 By working and contributing to your own college 
costs you’ll be able to take advantage of two of them.

The first is the American Opportunity Tax Credit. This is 
a tax credit of up to $2,500 of the cost of tuition, fees, and 
course materials that are paid during the taxable year. 
It’s 40 percent refundable, which means that you can get 
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money back even if you paid no taxes. Yes, this is politically 
controversial, but we’re not concerned with that right now. 
The law is the law, so you might as well take advantage of it. 
Give back to the nation when you’re a productive, working 
member of society, which is the intent of the credit in the 
first place. And reinvest that 40 percent into your education, 
which is also the intent of the credit.

The other credit is the Lifetime Learning Credit. This credit 
is a $2,000 credit on tuition, fees, and course materials. This 
one is non-refundable, so you get nothing back, even if it 
reduces your taxes to zero. 

Avoid Spending “Plans”

There is a fad in college savings. These are called “college 
spending plans” that give you rebates to a college account if 
you simply spend money with certain merchants. The most 
famous ones are Upromise and Baby Mint.

Now, of course there’s nothing wrong with getting a little 
rebate to spend on college if you happen to shop with some 
of these merchants anyway. Earning a few dollars for 
college while you get your gas isn’t a bad thing. The bad 
thing is the idea that you can spend your way to wealth or 
savings, which you can’t. The purpose of these programs is 
to encourage you to spend more money, money that could 
have been put into a 529 plan far more profitably.

Besides, each merchant has individual terms and conditions. 
Often, you’ll spend with a Upromise merchant thinking 
you’re going to get a 5 percent rebate on whatever you 
spend. First, a 5 percent rebate isn’t much. You’d have to 
spend $500 even to get $15 back. Second, many merchants 
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start playing mind games with the program. They’ll give you 
a rebate, but only if you spend money on certain products at 
certain times. A reading of the fine print may even show that 
these are products that few people want or need. What’s the 
end result? The end result is that you may spend thousands and 
thousands of dollars with these merchants and get nothing 
but a bunch of extra junk to show for your efforts. 

The second pitfall is that both Upromise and Baby Mint, the 
major providers, are affiliated with credit card companies. 
They are trying to sell you debt before you have a job in 
an attempt to build your brand loyalty to Visa, Master Card, 
and Discover. The tactic of pushing credit cards has grown 
so pervasive that it’s become an epidemic across college 
campuses. Credit card debt is the second most common 
way for students to graduate college buried in a mountain 
of bills they cannot afford to repay.

Signing up with a credit card to take advantage of “points” 
and “rebates” is one of the most unwise things you could 
ever do to mess up your future. As financial teacher and ex-
pert Dave Ramsey routinely says: “Yeah, right!” 

Brownie points. Free hats. Airline miles.

It seems like every time you turn around, the credit card 
companies are thinking of new ways to bait you into 
signing up for their cards. According to MSNBC, the 
average household that carries credit card debt has a 
balance of $2,000. If you sign up for an 18% credit card 
and pay $50 per month on it, you will pay $1,002 of 
interest in addition to the $2,000 of debt! You just spent 
$3,002 for a $15 hat you’ll probably never wear!3
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For that matter, as long as you are earning your own money 
and embarking on adult life, you might as well learn 
financial literacy now, and not twenty years from now when 
you’re staring down the barrel of a foreclosure or a financial 
lawsuit. Take a course like Dave Ramsey’s Financial Peace 
University, or spend $10 to get a copy of his Total Money 
Makeover. There are other books that teach financial literacy, 
but these adopt the discipline of getting and staying debt 
free for the rest of your life. Since you’re already doing your 
best to go to college debt free, this is a good habit to carry 
into other areas of your life as well.

CHAPTER 19: COST-CUTTING MEASURE 10: COLLEGE SAVINGS PLANS



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES128

CHAPTER 19: COST-CUTTING MEASURE 10: COLLEGE SAVINGS PLANS



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 129

CHAPTER TWENTY
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 11: 

FIND AN EMPLOYER WHO 
PAYS TUITION

You may have noticed that it’s much easier to use loopholes 
on lower, general education course work than on upper, 
specialized course work, save for the advice to attend college 
online. Fortunately there are still ways to get assistance for 
upper division work. In fact, employer assistance is one of 
those programs that only really works for upper division 
work. Few employers will pay tuition assistance for core 
requirement courses because the investment doesn’t pay 
off for them. Upper division tuition payments increase 
your loyalty to the company and companies know that 
the investment is more likely to pay off in the form of a 
qualified employee. It also works for appropriate levels of 
graduate work.

These programs are more available than you might imagine. 
According to US News, at least half of all American workers 
get some sort of educational benefit from their jobs. Fifteen 
percent of American workers even have employers who 
will pay for almost any course.1 Of course, you are likely to 
get better luck from larger companies than smaller ones. 
This doesn’t mean you have to have won a suit-and-tie job 
already, however. Starbucks and the Quicktrip line of 
convenience stores, for example, offer tuition reimbursement 
to part-time employees. The reimbursement amount isn’t a 
lot (with Starbucks it’s up to $1000, and with Quicktrip it’s 
$2,000), but it still reduces the amount that you must come up 
with to fund your own education by a considerable percentage.2
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Some employers will even give you time off to pursue your 
education once they’ve agreed to fund it. It’s usually easier 
to get them to pay for distance learning, however, for obvious 
reasons—it takes place on your time, not theirs.

Be aware that most companies will have requirements from 
you in return. Many will ask you to sign a contract that says 
you will remain at the company a certain period of time 
after completing your education, sometimes up to three 
years. This time commitment is also something that you can 
offer to convince employers to take the plunge on funding 
your education. 

Every employer will require a certain grade performance 
from you. Your education costs are often repaid as a 
reimbursement, which simply means you have to front the 
money for the classes but your employer will repay you the 
cost of them. Some employers will deduct the amount from 
your paycheck to issue a check to the school, and then 
reimburse you through your paycheck later. However, this 
isn’t always the case. Some of them will simply write a check 
directly to the school.

Don’t assume your employer won’t pay just because you 
can’t find any such benefit clearly outlined in your employee 
handbook. Sometimes you might just have to activate this 
benefit by writing a formal request. The request should cover 
what you want reimbursed, how it will benefit the employer, 
and what you are willing to do to get it. You might also remind 
employers of the tax benefits that they will receive for helping 
you out.

As of 2011, the federal tax code allowed employers to pay as 
much as $5,250 a year in tuition assistance to its employees 
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without the employee having to claim that money on their 
tax return. Sometimes even amounts over $5,250 are not 
taxable. See IRS publication 970 for details. (http://www.irs.
gov/pub/irs-pdf/p970.pdf)

Be aware that in order to take advantage of programs like 
this, you will typically need to stay with one employer for a 
longer period of time than most high school students seem 
willing to handle. It’s rarely shorter than one year. It can 
be as long as two or three years. This is just another 
reason why picking an employer and sticking with them 
is a big part of your money-saving strategy. It helps you in 
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so many different ways and brings incalculable benefits 
both now and in the future. You also have a better chance 
of breaking out of a minimum wage job while you’re still 
in school if you stick with one employer for the duration of 
your educational experiences. 

Of course, not all employers make it easy. Some employers 
seem to bend over backwards to create an environment 
where nobody stays with them for very long. This is very 
common in food service and retail jobs. This is life, get used 
to it. No one promised that it would be easy or fair.

Do your best to make yourself indispensable. Go the extra 
mile in whatever you’re asked to do. Be careful with the 
friendships that you form on the job. Many times the 
employees are locked into mind games and politics that 
can get you into trouble. They’re also often locked into a 
perpetual state of negativity that can cause you to become 
dissatisfied with your job. They will encourage you to join 
them in their attitude of mediocrity, doing the bare minimum 
and no more. That’s not the kind of mindset you are going to 
need to build a future. 

Try to make friends with those in management or with those 
who are as committed to success as you are. Make a habit of 
this now because by the time someone gets to management, 
they’ve committed to the job and the company. They’ve 
generally let go of all the negativity or are at least intelligent 
enough to keep it to themselves. If you want a better job, 
associate with people who hold the position or life that you 
want to hold. It really is as simple as that. 

Once an employer has agreed to your request to help fund 
part of your education, you will want to make sure that you 
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fully understand the terms and conditions of the agreement. 
You need to know the following key points:

• Exactly how will the money be handled? Who will be 
paid and how? How will the reimbursement be handled 
and when?

• What sort of documentation will you need to supply to 
your employer and when is it due?

• What is your required GPA?

• How much time off, if any, will be granted to you for 
educational purposes?

• What happens if you don’t meet the required GPA?

• What happens if you must leave the program for 
unexpected or emergency reasons?

• How long will you be expected to remain with the company 
in exchange for the benefits? What happens if you can’t 
stay with the company for reasons beyond your control?

• What future performance or obligations will you be ex-
pected to maintain in order to get your reimbursement? 
Will you have to meet certain metrics or generate a 
certain level of revenue for the company?

Fully understanding the terms of this benefit is the key 
to ensuring the process is smooth for both you and your 
employer. Ask questions about anything that you’re unsure 
about or don’t fully understand. Actually, ask questions 
about anything that may not have been covered, as well. 
Ambiguity can get you into trouble later.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 12: 

ENTER PROGRAMS THAT GIVE YOU 
JOB EXPERIENCES, CREDITS, OR 

TUITION MONEY

There are a variety of programs that can help you get 
through college debt free by giving you tuition or credits. 
They also bring the added benefit of job experience that 
directly translates to a resume or a career path.

Again, it is well recognized that any government program 
or the notion of participation in any government program 
brings with it a degree of controversy. However, the 
purpose of this book isn’t to debate these programs, 
other than to point out pitfalls associated with loans and 
work-study programs. 

It’s also recognized that some of these programs won’t 
necessarily beat a traditional job in terms of the money 
that’s earned, depending upon what job you are currently 
working. However, many of them can still be very valuable. 
First, quite a few of them will allow you to work on a level 
that is much, much higher than many of the jobs you qualify 
for pre-graduation. This work experience will be very 
valuable to future high-level employers. Second, because 
quite a few programs make money a non-issue (they give 
you a stipend, a place to live, and the college benefit), it’s 
almost like going to a dorm and living on a meal plan, 
except that you’re not paying for it in anything other than 
work. Both of these are excellent reasons to give these 
programs some real consideration. 
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It is true that when the job market is tight, you might have a 
hard time finding employment. That’s simple reality. However, 
you can often find all the employment you’ll ever need or 
want by being willing to do things that others are unwilling 
to do. However, if you’re having trouble getting a job, these 
programs are available to you. Some, like the military, can 
be a source of potential career options for a lifetime to come.

A word of caution—many of these programs are highly 
competitive. You can’t just walk in and expect to be accepted 
into them. They will rely on excellent performance during 
your high school years, an ability to articulate and interview 
well, the ability to plan in advance, and your ability to write 
a resumé and apply for the programs in an impressive way. 
There are no guarantees for any of these programs. They 
are, however, options worth exploring. They are also goals 
worth aiming for. There’s no reason not to incorporate some 
of these options as a “Plan A,” so long as you also have a 
“Plan B” to accompany them. 

The Student Conservation Association

If you intend to create a career in natural resources, 
environmental science, or conservation, then you could 
benefit from an internship with the Student Conservation 
Association. These internships are open to students 
between the ages of 18-21 (older students can apply for 
field leader positions). 

If you are willing to pay tuition for them, the program gives 
you twelve undergraduate credits at Colorado State 
University’s Department of Natural Resources, Recreation, 
and Tourism. However, you could wind up paying for the 
tuition by virtue of being part of the program, as it leaves 
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you eligible for an award of $1,132 to $5,350 (depending 
upon the length of your internship), to be used on education 
expenses. You might even wind up with quite a bit left over 
to spend on other programs.

Some programs pay for food. You also get housing at no cost 
in most of these programs. All internships come with at least 
a $75 per week living allowance which, when your food, 
utilities, and housing are all paid for, should take you quite 
far. All of the programs offer accident insurance and long-term 
internships even come with your own health insurance. 

Work duties vary, but all give you real skills. Interns could 
wind up treating invasive species, working with endangered 
birds, treating plant diseases, or assisting with the visitor 
centers at various locations. All of these provide soft skills, 
hard skills, and real-world work experiences that you can 
take to an employer. They can also give you clarity about 
whether you want to work in conservation before you start 
spending money on upper division work related to this ma-
jor. Being absolutely sure about your major and avoiding 
changes mid-stream in your education is a big key to saving 
money on college. This alone is an important part of the 
benefit of this or any similar program.

Americorps

Americorps actually consists of two programs: Americorps 
Volunteers in Service to America (VISTA) and the National 
Civilian Community Corps (NCCC). These are essentially 
paid volunteer opportunities that allow participants to help 
others while getting paid modest sums.

NCCC is only for students between the ages of eighteen 
and twenty-four. One way to take advantage of NCCC might 
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be to finish your freshmen and sophomore college commitment 
through any of the cost-savings means available to you. 
Then, if you do not have a job and you do not have a way to 
pay for your upperclassman work without going into debt, 
think about committing to a ten month NCCC program. At 
the end of the program, think about applying for a second 
year. You will have all or most of the cost of upper class tuition 
at a state university dealt with by the time you’ve put in 
twenty months of service.

Here’s how it works. Students go to one of five campuses 
across the country, located in:

• Denver, Colorado

• Sacramento, California

• Perry Point, Maryland

• Vicksburg, Mississippi

• Vinton, Iowa

Students will then be assigned to projects that assist any 
number of organizations: secular non-profits, faith-based 
non-profits, municipal governments, state governments, 
national parks, state parks, and even Indian tribes. These 
service-based projects cover multiple areas including natural 
disaster relief, infrastructure improvement, environmental 
stewardship and conservation, energy conservation, urban 
development, and rural development. This means there is 
a lot of opportunity for both personal development and career 
development, and in most cases you’re going to find yourself 
doing worthwhile work that makes a difference for others.

NCCC members get a living allowance of about $200 every 
week, housing, meals, medical insurance, and up to $400 
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per month for childcare services. This will keep you eating 
and out of your parents’ house, but the reward for college 
comes at the end of your service. You’ll get a $5,550 Segal 
Americorps Education Award at the end of your service. 

Americorps VISTA is for any age group and it functions more 
like a job. All of the VISTA jobs are geared towards fighting 
poverty. This is full-time service for one year. You could be 
working for non-profits or you could be working for local 
government agencies. VISTA programs are designed to fight 
illiteracy, improve health services, create businesses, and 
strengthen communities. Here, you can either get the Segal 
Americorps Education Award of $5,550 or you can get a 
$1,500 end-of-service stipend. You’ll also get a leg up on 
getting a job, as you’ll be given one year of “non-competitive” 
status for federal government jobs. Simply put, that means 
the government will consider your resumé over the resu-
méof someone who has never worked for the government 
before, just as if you were a tenured government employee. 
You could get an advantage finding public jobs, since you’ll 
be given access to the VISTA and VISTA alumni network, which 
means you’ll essentially have a way to introduce yourself 
to people working at companies you might want to target. 
These people might help you get employed.

If you had visions of making a career out of non-profit service 
or charity work anyway, this is a very good place to start 
since you’ll get firsthand experience doing just that. You 
might end up working for agencies that will be interested 
in hiring you later.

You could either enter VISTA between your underclassman 
and upperclassman years as before, or you could do VISTA 
after school if you absolutely had to take out some loans 
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to finish up. Two years of VISTA could pay off the loans. If 
you didn’t need help getting your bachelor's degree, VIS-
TA could give you a big head start on graduate tuition. You 
could, however, work VISTA after graduation if finding a job 
is a problem, then transition to a better paying job when the 
tenure is done. Start looking four to six months in advance 
of your release date and be sure to indicate your true avail-
ability date when dealing with employers. It’s certainly 
better than returning to your parents’ basement while you 
look for work!

ROTC

The Reserve Officer’s Training Corps is a program that all 
four branches of the military offer (the Marines and Navy 
both operate out of the Navy ROTC program). Each program 
offers you the ability to get tuition assistance (and sometimes 
full scholarships and stipends), in exchange for fulfilling 
a service obligation at the end of your college years. The 
service obligation typically involves both active duty time 
and reserve duty time, and you would begin your military 
career as an officer, at a higher pay grade, and with more 
authority and responsibility.

Obviously this program is best for students who are at least 
open to the possibility of a military career. The military 
offers great career training, but there can be issues when it 
comes time to transition to the private sector. You will need 
to carefully consider your military career in light of your fu-
ture civilian career, unless you plan to devote your life to 
military duty and retire from service.

In the meantime, ROTC training doesn’t interfere with 
college. Meetings occur weekly, usually on campus. Stu-
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dents are required to wear uniforms and go through training 
exercises. The rest of your time is your own until you gradu-
ate and begin to serve. 

You’ll need to be sure that the college or university of your 
choice offers a ROTC program. They are not available on 
all campuses.

Military Enlistment

If you don’t want to 
make a full career of 
the military, enlist for a 
shorter period of time. 
You’ll be paid for your 
service and you’ll be 
able to take advantage 
of the GI bill. The GI 
bill is available to any-
one who has served 
for at least ninety days 
and who was not dis-
honorably discharged. 
However, the benefit 
depends on length of service. If you want to get 100 percent 
of the bill’s benefit, join for three years.

If you can get the full GI bill, you may be able to afford to do 
your upper class work at many of the more prestigious, 
private, or expensive universities. As of this writing, the 
benefit allows for up to $17,500 per year. It covers tuition 
and fees, which are paid directly to the school, along with a 
housing allowance, which is paid directly to you. You’ll also 
receive a book and supply stipend.
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You may also get enlistment bonuses or other benefits, but 
be careful. Enlistment bonuses are often offered on unpopular or 
extremely hazardous M.O.S. choices (military occupational 
specialty—the job you’ll do). When you enlist, you don’t ac-
tually get full freedom to decide your M.O.S., but you can 
certainly express preferences. Try to express preferences 
that will aid you in your future career.

Obviously, any contemplation of military service, especially 
enlisted services, needs to be calculated with a careful risk-
benefit analysis. Being in the military is preparing you to 
defend your country. If there is a war, you could be 
called. There’s always the possibility that you won’t come 
home, that you’ll come home injured or disabled, or that 
you’ll come home with severe mental problems. If you’re a 
woman, you should give it even more thought—not because 
you’re not capable, but because there is not a lot of support 
for military women who face certain kinds of trauma while 
serving. 

This is not to discourage you from military service. It’s an 
honorable way to serve others and to secure your future, 
should all go well. What’s intended is more a call to 
realistically evaluate the option. It’s a call to do your own 
soul searching. Not everyone is physically, mentally, or 
emotionally fit for military service. Not everyone will get 
up and walk off into a bright future, no matter what the 
benefits. This guide, however, is all about presenting the 
options available to you, helping you understand them, and 
helping you strategically choose the combination that’s 
going to guide you to the life of your choice. Military service 
can play a role in those strategies.
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Peace Corps

Peace Corps service is a great way to earn money for 
graduate school. You generally won’t even be qualified for 
Peace Corps programs until you’ve gotten your bachelor's 
degree. The Peace Corps offers two separate programs for 
graduate students. The first is the Master’s International 
program. This program actually helps students earn their 
master's degree while they’re participating in Peace Corps 
service. Often they’ll do one year of class time and then 
two years in the field with the Peace Corps. If you take 
advantage of this program, you may also be eligible for 
tuition waivers, scholarships, teaching assistantships, and 
research assistantships. 

The other program is the Paul D. Coverdell Fellows 
program, which offers graduate students tuition reduction, 
scholarships, and stipends. 

To take advantage of either program you’ll need to visit http://
bit.ly/peacecorp in order to search which graduate schools 
will work with the programs. You’ll need to do this before 
you commit to Peace Corps service so you’ll know what you’re 
getting into.

There are many other benefits to the two-year Peace Corps 
stint. You’ll be helping others while traveling the world for 
free. You’ll get a much broader perspective on different 
cultures and life. You’ll gather advanced job skills that will 
be very attractive to employers. You’ll get housing, a living 
allowance, health insurance, and vacation time. When you’re 
done with the program, you’ll get a $7,425 transition bonus 
which will be very useful to help pay for graduate school 
or to support you while you transition to a regular full-time 
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job. You’ll also get three years of non-compete status for 
government jobs, which gives you a boost in navigating the 
job market.

If you’re thinking about taking this route, take the time to 
investigate Peace Corps programs so that you will be aware 
of what is available to you and, more importantly, which majors 
they will want to see in order to take advantage of them. 
Make sure these are good fits for your overall life plan before 
relying on this strategy to pay for your graduate level work.

Teach for America

You might assume that Teach for America is only open to 
education graduates who have obtained their master's of 
arts degree. You’d be incorrect, however. Teach for America 
is open to anyone with a bachelor’s degree, and who has a 
2.5 to a 4.0 GPA and is willing to teach. The program does 
look for other qualities though, like leadership, communica-
tion, energy, and enthusiasm. Obviously, the higher your 
GPA, the better your chances to enter the program. This is 
actually one of the most competitive programs to get into. 
This may be because Teach for America is a huge stepping 
stone if you want to move on to bigger and better things. It 
positions you for work and future education opportunities 
that you might never have had or even considered other-
wise.

For example, if you want to find a way into Harvard Law 
School, this could be a surprising milestone on your path. It 
could also be a milestone for individuals who want to work for 
some really big name companies, ones like Google, Credit 
Suisse, Goldman Sachs, and GE. Therefore, you might strate-
gically enroll yourself in teacher training whether or not you 
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intend to become a full-time teacher for the rest of your life.

Here’s how it works. Teachers agree to teach in low-income 
or under-served areas where there are severe teacher 
shortages. They aren’t just volunteering, however. They are 
working full time for two years and they are earning salaries 
of $31,000 to $51,000 per year. Considering many entry-
level jobs don’t offer much more than $20,000 per year, this 
is not a bad deal. You’d also be eligible for health insurance 
and retirement benefits.

When your two years is up, you’ll be eligible for $1,000 to 
$6,000 in grant money or no-interest loans to relocate. Now, 
of course, it would be better for you to pass on the loans if 
you can. However, if you must take out debt, zero-interest 
debt is pretty much as good as it gets. Not even student loans 
offer zero interest, so if you need to take out a small loan to 
help you with graduate school or professional school, this is 
certainly a far better option than taking out a student loan.

Furthermore, you’ll get a $10,700 Americorps education 
award that works just like the other Americorps awards. 
This will certainly pay for a year of law school, for example. 
It will also help you out if you have some student loans—you 
could have them paid off before you continued.

The graduate school partnerships and business partnerships 
that Teach for America have made are nothing short of 
impressive. Some of these companies and schools have two 
year deferments (which means you can apply for a job with 
them and with Teach for America simultaneously), and 
the job will still be waiting for you if you get accepted at 
both programs. 
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This also indicates that they are impressed by Teach for 
America’s rigorous standards and are impressed by 
graduates who can get in. Some of the graduate schools 
and law schools also make huge fellowships available to 
competitive Teach for America participants. Loyola 
University Chicago School of Law has one $15,000 fellow-
ship distributed over three years for one Teach for America 
participant. A substantial tuition assistance award of $4,725 
is available for two more Teach for America students. 

The Carnegie Mellon school of Public Policy management 
offers a $12,000 annual scholarship to all Teach for America 
alumni enrolled in a master program. $12,000 doesn’t cover 
the total tuition to be sure, but it will certainly reduce costs 
dramatically. If you want the prestige, here it is in spades. 
You could apply to several different programs to make sure 
you get one of these benefits. 

The partnerships span several arenas, including business 
and finance, education, law, dentistry, policy, science, and 
social services. You can explore each program in depth by 
visiting  http://bit.ly/teachforamerica2.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 13: 

MAKE COLLEGES COMPETE FOR 
YOUR BUSINESS

College isn’t the same as public school. It’s not some 
mystical special thing bestowing its approval on you either, 
though there are certainly plenty of marketing efforts out 
there designed to make you think just that. A college is a 
business. It is selling you a product. Therefore, you need to 
act like a smart consumer.

Do not get fixated on one school. Many of you might know 
your top three schools as your final destination schools, and 
you might even plan to attend them by moving to the state 
they are in, establishing residency, and attending community 
colleges with articulation agreements. You should at least 
apply at three to five schools. Forbes recommends applying to 
at least six schools.1 This even goes for community colleges.

Ideally, you’ll research each college before applying. Even 
more ideally, you’ll try to get an opportunity to at least visit 
some or all of your picks beforehand, just because going 
without a visit is still choosing blind. You may be choosing by 
the numbers, but it’s still a blind choice until you get there.

You’re not doing this to try to leverage schools into giving you 
a better deal, though of course you can always ask. You’re 
doing this to find your best deal. You won’t know what those 
deals are until you’re holding acceptance and offer letters. 
You want to be able to make a comparative study of:
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• Tuition rates

• Transfer credit, CLEP, AP and other acceptance arrangements

• Grants or scholarships that you are being offered 

• Available programs and opportunities

• Housing policies and off-campus housing costs if you 
won’t be living at home

It will take all of this information to get a sense of the real 
cost of attending any particular college. Actual costs might 
appear lower at one university, but might be higher in other, 
hidden ways. You’ll want to take that into account. When you 
have only one offer, there is only one basis for comparison. 
It might be a deal you can afford, but is it the best deal you 
can get? 

Be careful about college tours. Admissions advisors and 
student admission ambassadors are very good at making 
you feel like you’ve found your new best friends. You’ll 
never see those people again when you actually attend the 
college, and the college could wind up being a horrible 
choice for you when the chips are down. Don’t listen to any 
of the marketing points, either. Most of them have nothing to 
do with your actual goals. Small class sizes and an 
intimate discussion setting in a classic liberal arts education 
environment sounds like a dream come true, until you realize 
it translates into tuition costs of $16,000 per year, a degree 
which doesn’t translate into a job, and a small town location 
that makes it insanely difficult to get to the big name intern-
ships. Those brochures and catalogs are designed as mar-
keting tools, and universities are absolute masters at mak-
ing their school seem like some sort of wonderland. Keep 
your eyes on the prize.
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Many students don’t do their research. They apply based 
on whatever seems comfortable or affordable, or they go 
where their buddy is going, or where their parents went, 
without even thinking it through.2 

You can even apply to multiple colleges at the same time. 
Many colleges now participate in Common App, a common 
undergraduate application that applies across all partici-
pating schools. It will save you paperwork (at the very least) 
and time. You can find it online at https://www.commonapp.
org/.

Applying costs money, but the application fees are not that 
punitive. Usually the fees can be as low as $35 or as high 
as $75. It’s better to pay a small amount now, in multiple 
application fees, than it is to pay a big amount later in lost 
savings, overpriced tuition, or hidden costs.

Ideally, any phone calls about community college transfer 
credit, AP transfer credit, CLEP transfer credit or DSST will 
be made, and you'll fully understand what's available to 
you before you ever shell out the money for the application 
fees. You will know, for example, that school number one 
has lower tuition costs, but will only give you ten hours of 
elective credit for your two years of dual-enrollment at com-
munity college during high school, whereas school number 
two (with the higher tuition), will give you credit for all two 
years, saving you far more money. These are the kinds of 
calculations that you’re going to need to do. 

At the end of this book, you will find two worksheets: the 
strategy worksheet and the college comparison worksheet. 
Some of the research does overlap for both. The strategy 
worksheet is meant to help you determine how you will pay 
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for college debt free. It helps you assess things like the pro-
grams you want to take, your eventual career plans, and the 
combinations of CLEP, DSST, AP, and transfer school credit 
that you’re going to attempt in order to knock down the costs 
of college attendance, along with all the other cost-savings 
methods. The college comparison worksheet will help you 
dig into the real costs of attending any given school. 

You should also evaluate the area that the school is located 
in, unless you are going to be engaged in a pure distance 
education strategy. Here are some of the factors you might 
consider:

• Market rent for studio and one-bedroom apartments in 
safe areas of town

• Public transportation if you do not own a car, and/or 
options for walking and biking to and from campus, as 
well as living options

• Major employers and industries in the area

• Job availability. If it is a very small college town, you will 
have reduced job availability. You will often find yourself 
competing with other students for the exact same jobs. 
Big cities will have far more jobs for you to choose from, 
as well as more local internships and opportunities. 

• Small town versus the big city matters for more than jobs. 
If you are a small-town personality, the big city life will 
drive you insane. If you are a big-city personality, small 
town life will drive you insane. You may not know which 
you are unless you’ve had the opportunity to live in both 
of them. Mid-range cities are havens for box stores and 
chain restaurants, and aren’t particularly unique. You’ll 
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either care or you won’t. If you care, you’ll care a lot. If 
you don’t care there’s no advantage either way.

• The need to establish residency

• Whether or not you will be able to live at home or close 
to home

If you are evaluating a pure distance education, then you will 
not have to evaluate the area of course, but you will need to 
know whether or not the school has the program you need. 
If the school is far away, you’ll need to find out if proctoring 
options are available for exams. If not, you will need to fac-
tor in the costs of traveling to and from the school each se-
mester to take your exams. You will need to make the same 
cost analysis for distance schools as you do for a physical 
school that you wish to attend.

You can also evaluate extracurricular activities, whether or 
not the college has religious convictions (and whether or 
not it matters that it does), academic competitiveness, class 
size, and the availability of certain programs (such as study-
abroad programs, weekend adventure programs, or the like). 
But cost, speed, and ease of graduation should always be at 
the forefront of your mind.3

Getting acceptance letters doesn’t obligate you to anything. 
You are not obligated until you enroll, so there is nothing to 
be lost by comparison shopping. It is, however, polite to 
phone admissions offices to let them know you won’t be 
attending so they can give the spot to someone else, 
especially if you are looking at highly selective colleges. 

Once you’ve enrolled, try not to change your mind. Multiple 
transfers will cost you time and money, and defeat nearly 
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all of the cost-savings measures that we’ve discussed in 
this book. Remember, it is only for one to three years. Then 
you’re off to something bigger and better—your career. 

Of course, you can avoid the problem entirely by knowing 
what you want and understanding which schools fit what 
you want. You’ll be able to make a decision knowing that it’s 
going to give you what you need in terms of majors, work, 
internship opportunities, and even lifestyle factors. If you’re 
not sure and you’re floundering about your major, then 
delay going to college entirely for a year or so. Work, go to 
an Americorps program, or study to test out of a few more 
courses. The college will still be there, you’ll be more finan-
cially stable than ever to go, and you’ll have a better idea of 
who you are and what you want out of life so that college can 
be a real part of helping you reach that goal.

Put another way, getting a degree in engineering only to 
discover that you hate engineering and everything about 
it, is a bad start to your career. If you had filed some papers 
at an engineering firm for a year and taken the time to talk 
to engineers about what they did all day long, then you 
would have had a better concept of what pursuing that line 
of work entailed.

Time is the one commodity we can’t get more of. Once it’s 
gone, it’s gone. Make sure you’re making the choices that 
utilize the time allotted to you in this life to the maximum extent.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
COST-SAVING STRATEGY 14: 

INVESTIGATE GOING TO 
COLLEGE OVERSEAS

Many overseas schools represent excellent bargains. You 
might think that overseas study would only be for the very 
rich. In truth, you can save both time and money by targeting 
top overseas schools.

If you’re going to use this approach, then you won’t necessarily 
need to worry about testing out of or taking your core credits. 
That’s because many colleges overseas eschew the notion 
of a core class credit offering altogether. Take England, for 
example. England has three-year programs. You declare 
your major when you apply for admissions and you stick to 
it until you’re done. If you try to change your major, you’ll 
actually have to re-apply to the college. This means that you 
can deal with a focused study program in the discipline of 
your choice. 

Some of these programs represent anywhere from a 25 per-
cent to a 50 percent discount over the tuition price for top 
private universities here in the United States. That means 
that you can get an Ivy League education for a public school 
price. The price is often comparable to the out-of-state rate 
for public universities in America.1

Some overseas universities don’t even charge tuition:

Some highly ranked universities in Scandinavia, for ex-
ample, charge no tuition at all. And a growing number of 
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comparatively low-priced colleges around the world, 
including the University of Hong Kong, some of the 
top Korean universities, and the University of Amster-
dam, are offering bachelor’s programs in English.2

This doesn’t mean they’re offering a degree in English. 
Rather, it means the professors are lecturing in English. If 
you are willing and able to learn a foreign language well 
enough to immerse yourself in foreign language lectures, 
then the price tag can be even lower, simply because you 
won’t have to limit yourself to universities which offer special 
programs in English to attract American students.

When you do this, watch the exchange rates on the dollar. 
For example, Canadian universities used to be a fantastic 
deal because the Canadian dollar was weaker than the 
American dollar. Now the two currencies are neck and neck 
for value, which means that Canadian universities aren’t 
quite the bargain they used to be.3

You also want to watch out for the living expenses you’ll 
incur. While these colleges may have cheaper tuition or 
even free tuition, the living expenses can be somewhat 
steep in some places. In other places, a very small monthly 
amount goes a very long way. You’ll also want to factor in air 
fare and other expenses.

Taking advantage of college overseas will mean more 
planning and paperwork on your part. You will probably 
have to get a visa and you’ll certainly need to get a passport. 
You might need to schedule phone calls at 3:00 a.m. to catch 
admissions officers when they’re available. You’ll want to 
get very familiar with international time zones and conversion 
tools that will help you navigate the process.
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You’ll also want to be sure that you choose a university that 
is well known to American employers, otherwise those em-
ployers may be disinclined to accept the degree. The flip 
side of this is employers with international offices (or even 
foreign employers), will be more than happy to recruit you. 
Companies that do business all over the world will also look 
favorably on a globalized college strategy. 

Obviously, if travel and seeing the world are part of your 
goals and you can afford to take this tactic, it represents a 
great cost savings method. It can also help you save a ton on 
professional school. 

CHAPTER 23: COST-SAVING STRATEGY 14: GOING TO COLLEGE OVERSEAS



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES156

CHAPTER 23: COST-SAVING STRATEGY 14: GOING TO COLLEGE OVERSEAS



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 157

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 
COST-CUTTING MEASURE 15: 

ATTEND A TUITION-FREE 
COLLEGE OR WORK COLLEGE

Tuition-free colleges and work colleges will not be for 
everyone. Many are small, private colleges with few course 
offerings. However, most of those course offerings will 
provide a good foundation for graduate school. Some of the 
programs are only for certain areas of study. The exceptions 
are the University of Washington and Washington State 
University, which offer extremely generous grant programs 
to in-state students, often enough to help them forego loans. 
Out-of-state students are more typically offered scholarship-
based discounts instead.

You will need to be a competitive student in order for these 
schools to be an option for you. As more and more people 
hear about tuition-free colleges, you can expect their admis-
sions offices to be absolutely inundated with applications, if 
they are not already. That means they can afford to be as se-
lective as an Ivy League school, if not more so. After all, they 
are proposing to cover the full cost of a college education, 
one way or another. The unspoken cost-savings strategy is 
to get your grades up and keep them up. It’s not necessary 
to have a 4.0 GPA to be competitive, but staying between a 
3.5 and a 4.0 will increase your chances of success dramati-
cally with each and every cost-savings strategy.

The first option is College of the Ozarks. This is a small, 
private Presbyterian liberal arts academy in a small town 
in Missouri. They believe in “Hard Work U,” so they offer a 
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tuition-free work education program. This is not to be con-
fused with federal work study. In this program, students 
work fifteen hours each week and commit to two, forty-hour 
weeks per year. This covers part of their tuition. College of 
the Ozarks then offers a cost-of-education scholarship to 
cover the costs of anything that grants and private schol-
arships don’t. College of the Ozarks participates in federal 
grant programs, but they do not participate in federal stu-
dent loan programs. They believe in staying debt free. For 
those who want to live on campus and who cannot pay for 
the privilege of doing so (and given that housing availabil-
ity can be very tight in a small town), there are also sum-
mer work scholarships which help students save for room 
and board.

You could do worse than attending this program. The small 
class size and education is very good, and the program is, 
again, tuition free. They do have some science-based 
programs, like biology. However, you’re not going to be 
able to go there to get a degree in marketing or human 
resources. They don’t have specialized degrees like cyber 
security or even engineering. This is why it is not a good 
program for everyone. If one of the forty-one degree 
programs or any of the pre-professional programs that they 
offer fits into your career plans and you can get accepted 
into their program, then you’re in good shape. If not, you’ll 
need to look at other options.

Another tuition-free option is Alice Lloyd College. This is a 
small, private college deep in Appalachia. They make no 
bones about existing to serve students “on the mountain,” 
and due to this mentality, it seems like anyone who is not 
from that area would feel vastly uncomfortable there, in 
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addition to not qualifying for the tuition-free program. There 
are also only nine majors offered at Alice Lloyd. If they don’t 
fit into your career plans, again, you’re out of luck. However, 
if you are from one of the one hundred eight central 
Appalachian counties that Alice Lloyd serves, you have the 
benefit of a guaranteed tuition policy which demands that 
you receive a combination of grants, scholarships, and student 
work programs which will allow you to graduate debt free. 

Berea College, in Kentucky, offers a four-year tuition 
scholarship to every incoming student. They’ve chosen to 
use their endowments and donations for this purpose. Berea 
offers twenty-seven different majors. There are no special 
requirements other than being accepted to the school. Berea 
also accepts transfer students, so you need not write it out 
of your plans if you decide to take advantage of community 
college and high school dual-enrollment plans. Berea also 
has articulation agreements with sixteen Kentucky community 
colleges. If you haven’t gotten any credits yet, and you ap-
ply to Berea but are rejected or waitlisted, then one strategy 
might be to choose one of those community colleges, attend 
for two years, and then try again with a transfer when you’ve 
proven your ability to handle the college level work. The 
competition will not be as stiff at the junior level.

Webb Institute in New York offers exactly one academic 
option: a dual major in naval architecture and marine 
engineering. It is absolutely tuition free. Room and board is 
also covered. As you might imagine with such a specialized, 
rare, and in-demand major at a top-ranked private univer-
sity, the job placement of Webb Institute students is 100 
percent. The admission requirements are demanding. You 
will need to have a “B” average in physics, chemistry, and 
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four years of college prep mathematics, in addition to a high 
school record that is strong overall. You will also need to be 
able to pass some very rigorous physical requirements. This 
program would qualify you to design seafaring vessels like 
battleships, cargo vessels, and yachts.

Students who want to pursue the study of music can audition 
for and apply to Curtis University in Pennsylvania. Curtis 
covers all tuition costs and offers need-based federal grants, 
student employment, and loans for students who need help 
covering their housing and food. You will need to plan on 
auditioning at Curtis University in person. This might be a 
school to attend if you have ambitions of working for a sym-
phony or opera after school.

University of the People is a tuition-free online university that 
bears watching. It has two majors: business administration and 
computer science. The reason it only bears watching is be-
cause it is still seeking accreditation; it has not yet achieved 
it. The academics may be stellar, but they may face an uphill 
battle with getting accreditation because they are both free 
and online, making the University of the People a real threat 
to the more traditional universities. 

However, if you are interested in either of these two majors, 
you could set a Google alert for news about the school. 
Depending on your high school year, University of the People 
may have achieved its goals by the time you graduate. You 
could perhaps work for another year to see if there are any 
changes. If not, you at least know that you have many other 
options open to you.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
WHAT TO DO IF YOU STILL HAVE 
TO TAKE OUT STUDENT LOANS

What happens if you have used as many of the cost-savings 
methods as are available to you and you still can’t seem to 
stretch to the end of the line without using at least a little bit 
of student loan money? There are some strategies for this 
as well. Let’s be realistic—you may be coming to this book 
very late in the process, too late to necessarily take advantage 
of everything that’s open to students researching these matters 
early. Also, saving lots of money does not translate to saving 
every bit of money that you need. 

In addition, job markets can be tight. Some students (par-
ticularly those from abusive or foster system homes), may 
not have the option of living at home one minute longer, 
and the schools that have the program for the career field 
you have planned may just be more expensive than you’d 
hoped. You might need graduate school, which is far more 
expensive than undergraduate school, even when you’re be-
ing exceptionally frugal. Student loans may be unavoidable. 
If this is the case, you will need some special planning and 
strategies.

Why Not Student Loans?

While student loans may be necessary in some cases to 
finishing out a degree, and while both Federal and private 
student loans may offer some programs to borrowers who 
can’t repay at one time or another (deferments, forbearances, 
income sensitive repayment plans, etc.), the fact is, coming 
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out of college with massive debt and a monthly payment 
that is equal to a car or house note is the kiss of death for 
future economic success. Remember, “The borrower is the 
slave of the lender.” 

Get a full-time commission sales job. If you can do sales, you 
will always have a job, and you won’t have a ceiling on your 
income. In addition these jobs are nearly always available 
because so few people want them. You’re not making 
anything at this point anyway, so you might as well take the 
risk of earning some money on commission. Sales may not 
be your life’s dream, but there are few professions that the 
soft-skills of sales won’t help. It’s excellent for starting your 
own business someday, and it puts money in your pocket 
now. Some of these jobs might even save you from having to 
take out loans altogether. 

Of the two, if you must take out a loan, try for federal loans 
first (although, quite frankly, the federal government is getting 
about as loan sharky as private lenders are here lately). If 
your parents make too much money to get you a federal 
loan, then wait until you are 24, at which point you will be 
declared an independent student and your financial aid will 
be addressed on its own merits. No work available? Can’t 
get into an Americorps program? Have asthma and can’t 
join the military? Then volunteer, do some missionary work, 
keep yourself busy, self-educate, freelance, or focus on 
becoming a more desirable employee in the meantime. 

Students who take time off between high school and college 
do better anyway, and there’s certainly nothing wrong with 
paying for college as you go. Remember, massive debt puts 
you at a distinct economic disadvantage right out of college, 
and in this economy, if you have no way to pay off those 
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debts, you may find your financial house ruined before 
you even get started in life.

Take Out Only What You Absolutely Must

Ideally, if you must take out loans, use them only on the cost 
of tuition. Do everything you can to find at least a small, 
part-time job that will help you cover the cost of housing. 
If you do have to cover housing and food costs with a loan, 
for whatever reason, choose the absolute cheapest plan you 
can possibly find. Go ahead and take advantage of federal 
work-study (this assumes that there are just no jobs to be 
had, no matter how hard you try). However, before you do 
this, look harder for income opportunities. Even in sluggish 
economies, they’re out there.

If you take out a private loan, stay debt free in every other 
regard. If you take a disbursement for books, do everything 
you can to find cheaper electronic versions of those books. 
Put the remainder of the money aside for emergencies. Do 
not use it to buy a new computer, a new piece of furniture, or 
new clothes. Some students do this and it’s a terrible idea.

Pay It Back Quickly

You are going to be tempted 
to ignore those loans for 
years to come. Federal loans 
offer many out-of-sight, out-
of-mind programs. You can 
string multiple deferments 
and forbearances along for 
months at a time without ever 
noticing how interest is adding 
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to your balance. One day you wake up only to find that you 
owe double what you took out.

Income sensitive repayment isn’t much better. This plan 
gives you a scaled down payment based on your income. 
If you stay in the program for twenty years, then the loan 
eventually gets forgiven. If your income is low, then these 
payments will never clear the interest. You’ll actually be 
paying backwards because you’ll continue to accrue inter-
est. Those payments are doing nothing more than keeping 
the collection agency and all of its dire consequences off 
your back. There’s also no guarantee that income-sensitive 
repayment will exist long enough to give you that twenty-
year loan forgiveness. Someone can always come along and 
change the laws.

Figure out what it will take to pay off your loan in five years 
and repay it regardless of whatever your actual monthly 
payment is. If you can’t pay that amount, then pay what you 
can. You do not want to be one of those senior citizens who 
is staring down the barrel of a $50,000 loan with no way to 
repay it at all, other than to take 15 percent out of his or her 
already meager social security check. In addition, the loans 
are skyrocketing your debt-to-income ratio, which could 
prevent you from getting a home mortgage. It can also result 
in you holding on to a negative net worth. Your net worth, 
by the way, is the real measure of how wealthy you are, not 
your income. If your goal in going to college is to become 
wealthy, then do yourself a favor and plug this gaping hole 
in your net worth.

This isn’t just a matter of your net worth or credit, however. 
You will end up paying thousands upon thousands of 
dollars more if you let that interest accrue. Interest is where 
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lenders make their money. There’s little point in bending 
over backwards to save money on college at every turn if 
you’re going to wind up losing all of those savings you've 
gained to immense interest accruals. Pay your loan on time 
for the same reason: late fees can really add up. Loans can 
literally double or triple just from late fees.

Of course, if you take some time in Americorps or similar 
programs, you will get some rather large chunks of change 
to help you pay back those loans, and it may be worth 
re-investigating them and re-applying for them once you 
have the college degree. After all, you will now be more 
desirable, with an entirely different skillset to offer.

Train For a Career that Offers Loan Forgiveness

Some careers offer total loan forgiveness, if you can stay 
in the career long enough (and provided the laws do not 
change). This will depend upon the type of federal loans 
that you have. Peace Corps volunteers, for example, can 
cancel 15 percent of a Perkins loan, but there are no such 
cancellations for Stafford loans. Military service can help 
you cancel out up to $10,000 in Stafford loans. This in-
cludes the Army National Guard, the “weekend warrior” 
program, so to speak. This means you wouldn’t have to take 
on full-time military service to reduce your loans by a con-
siderable margin. (However, you are just as apt to be called 
to service in a war anywhere overseas, so be sure you un-
derstand your obligations, even under a National Guard 
program.)

There are many loan forgiveness programs for teachers, 
especially for teachers in shortage areas who are willing to 
serve low-income students or rural areas. Choose the right 
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area and you could get a percentage of a Perkins loan 
forgiven for each year of service: 15 percent for the first and 
second year, 20 percent for the third and fourth year, and 30 
percent on the fifth year. Five years later and your loan is 
forgiven…not bad. For example, if you’re willing to teach in 
Mississippi, you could get one year of your loan forgiven for 
one year of service—two for one if you’re willing to teach in 
under-served rural areas.1

If you take out loans because you are going to law school or 
medical school, then you could get forgiveness for serving 
in non-profit or public service positions. For doctors, 
practicing in remote, economically depressed areas that 
lack medical care could be your route to loan forgiveness. If 
you pursue a degree in occupational or physical therapy, you 
might actually get hospitals willing to pay off your loans as 
an incentive to get you to work for them. There is a shortage 
of practitioners in these professions. If you’re an Alaskan 
resident and you take out a Michael Murphy loan to study 
law enforcement, you can have one-quarter of your loan 
forgiven for each year that you serve as a state trooper.2 

Getting a Direct Consolidation loan opens more programs 
to you, particularly public service forgiveness loans. Going 
to work in certain public positions for ten years can get your 
loans forgiven so long as you make 120 payments into the 
Direct loan program.

These programs work best when you are combining them 
with aggressive attempts to pay off your loan faster. Why? 
Because you cannot predict what will happen. If 50 percent 
of your loan is forgiven and you lose your loan forgiveness 
job, you’re still left with debt. Leave it long enough and you 
can wipe out all of your forgiveness gains by allowing the 
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interest to accrue. Don’t leave this to chance! If you can’t 
graduate debt-free, then get debt-free fast instead. Make it 
a priority, make no excuses, and shake off the shackles as 
fast as you can.

Whatever You Do, Finish!

Once you take the step of taking out a loan, make finishing 
school a commitment and a priority, and do whatever it takes. 
There is absolutely nothing worse than failing to graduate 
after racking up thousands of dollars of debt. Know exactly 
what you want to do. Do not change your major and do not 
transfer schools. Make it a goal to get out as fast as you can. 
Don’t lose sight of that goal just because you feel like you 
have an unlimited supply of “other people’s money.” Not only 
will you have to pay it all back someday, but you also don’t 
have an unlimited supply. There are caps on the amount of 
money you can borrow. If you haven’t finished by the time 
you hit those caps, you’ve got a real problem on your hands, 
assuming loans were already your last resort.

You can come back and study something else later, when 
you’re making your own money, when your loans are paid 
off, and when other opportunities open up to you. The moment 
you take out a loan, your priority needs to be getting that 
piece of paper and a job that justifies the investment just as 
fast as you possibly can. There can be no excuses, no dithering, 
and no delays. Your future depends on it.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
COLLEGE PITFALLS THAT CAN 
STOP YOU FROM GRADUATING 

You are gambling time and money to go to college and you 
want to avoid many of the common pitfalls that will keep 
you from graduating. There will be approximately 1,791,000 
graduates from college this year. There will also be more 
than 380,000 kids who fail out of college in the United States 
this year.1

According to Dr. Robert Pitcher of the Educational Development 
Center at the University of Alabama, there are ten primary 
causes for failure in college. They are2:

• Understanding (or lack thereof) the amount of work required

• Other activities

• Vagueness about long-range goals

• Inappropriate choice of a major

• Poor language skills

• Lack of personal standards of quality

• Interference from psychological problems

• Failure to assume responsibility

• Selection of the wrong college

• Lack of ability and/or poor high school preparation 
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If you’re dedicating yourself to the cost-savings strategies in 
this book, you are already shifting your mindset in the ways 
that will support your future success. Most of the cost-saving 
strategies demand sacrifice and prioritization, two things 
that many college kids do not typically excel at. There are 
still pitfalls, even for smart students like you.

The pitfalls come in three basic categories: academic readi-
ness, mental readiness, and emotional readiness. Academic 
readiness has a lot to do with your skills at reading, writing, 
and note taking. Obviously, if you are a natural at these skills, 
you will have an easier time with this transition. 

Mental readiness has to do with how mature you are. This in-
volves your ability to manage your time, choose between a veri-
table buffet of activities and distractions, and have the abil-
ity to say “yes” or “no” to the temptations or opportunities 
that present themselves to you. It involves having the discern-
ment to understand what is important and what isn’t. It 
also involves the “grit” factor: your ability to grit your teeth 
and get through activities that do not excite you very much 
because you’ve got your eyes on the end result, the overall 
goal that you’re trying to achieve by going to college.

Emotional readiness has to do with your ability to manage 
stress, depression, new pressures, and a new landscape. 
Don’t overlook this factor because emotional readiness 
derails many college freshmen.

We’ll adequately cover tips and techniques for academic 
readiness later on. For now, it’s simply important to say this: 
if you are currently maintaining no more than a “C” average 
in high school, then you are in trouble. A mere “C” average 
is one of the largest drop-out indicators for college students. 
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Eighty-six percent of the high school students who can’t get 
better than a “C” average in high school eventually drop 
out of college. The time to raise your grades and to begin 
developing college-level study habits is now.3

This is true for any area of weakness that you feel you have. 
Train yourself like an athlete preparing for a marathon.

Mental Readiness

Many students fail for one simple, avoidable reason—they 
don’t know how to be their own parent. They don’t know 
how to tell themselves:

• I need to get out of bed.

• I need to go to bed at a decent hour.

• I need to get that paper done.

• I need to study for that class.

• I need to get to class.

• I am paying thousands of dollars to be here. This has to 
be my first priority.

Start now. Surprise your parents by getting yourself out of 
bed and getting to class on time without any intervention 
from them. This also goes for doing your homework and 
chores without being asked, getting yourself to work or any 
job that you might have, and otherwise being responsible.

Get all of your homework done, on time, every time. Many 
students fail or flunk out simply because they don’t do their 
homework! You often get grades for homework completion in 
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college. Homework is a no-brainer. You’ve got your books 
right in front of you. All it takes is responsibility, mental 
readiness, and getting things done.

For smarter students, there’s another pitfall: arrogance. 
When you get to some freshman courses, you will find 
inexperienced teacher assistants and mediocre professors 
whose idea of a lecture is to regurgitate things that you’ve 
already read in the books. You will be extremely tempted to 
stop going to class. 

Don’t. 

There might be a rare day when you actually do miss 
something important. Half of life is showing up. You’re 
probably going to have to attend boring meetings as an 
adult where the manager repeats information from a memo 
he sent out four weeks ago. That’s just part of the territory.

You’ll also need to exercise some discernment when it 
comes to picking your new friendships. You’re unlikely to 
know anyone, so you can choose who to hang out with. Zero 
in on other students who care about doing well. Associate 
with them. You’ll find study partners. You’ll also find friends 
who will understand when you say, “I can’t tonight. I have to 
get my paper written.” If all of your friends are going to say, 
“C’mon, just for a few hours” you’re going to have a massive 
challenge ahead of you. 

Though it’s been stressed again and again in this book, 
knowing your goals is a huge part of mental readiness. If 
you know your goals, if they are as clear to you as daylight, 
then you’ll be better equipped to handle any obstacle that 
is thrown at you. During the low points, you’ll remember 
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why you’re pushing through boring lectures, classes you 
don’t want to take (but have to), and assignments that give 
you headaches. You’ll remember why you’re giving up 
on having the best and brightest social life. It will help you 
avoid the panic that might start to set in when you begin to 
wonder why you’re working so hard. 

Mental readiness helps you develop and stick to the time 
management strategies that are the most important part 
of your college career. However, this isn’t about merely 
knowing time management skills. It’s about recognizing the 
fact that you have limited resources—time, money, and 
energy. You’ve got to put those resources to the best possible 
use to get at the best possible outcome. This could mean 
giving up on doing things that you want to do in order to 
do things you need to do. This can be as simple as limiting 
television time or getting off the Internet instead of wasting 
hour after hour surfing web page after web page. It looks 
easy on paper. It can be harder in practice unless you prepare 
yourself now. 

You will be faced with more distractions and temptations 
than ever before. Prepare yourself. 

Emotional Readiness

Self-confidence is an important part of emotional readiness. 
If you aren’t confident, then obstacles and setbacks will 
overwhelm you. You’ll be prone to anxiety, depression, and 
other emotional issues that derail college students constantly.4

Being confident will also help you avoid one of the biggest 
pressures of college life—alcohol. You’ve certainly heard 
plenty of lectures about “resisting peer pressure.” It gets 
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worse in college, though. In high school you always have 
your parents to fall back on, to make into the “bad guy.” 
Some parents even actively encourage this, understanding 
how using them for the scapegoat helps their student or 
teenager avoid these risks. The “bad guy” is gone in college. 
You have to be your own bad guy, and that means standing 
there with a smile on your face while someone tells you what 
a “loser” you are for staying in and writing your term paper, 
instead of going out and getting “smashed” with them. Alcohol 
is such a pervasive problem on most college campuses that 
many would call it a pitfall with its very own category.

To combat this, choose two activities, clubs, or groups that 
you’re going to join or belong to. One must be a career-
helping activity. The other can just be something that you 
love, something just for you. It could be the hiking and camp-
ing club. It could be joining a college theater production. It 
could be the art club, choir, or a writer’s group. 

Consciously choose the activity you want to be involved in, 
do what it takes to stay involved with it, and guard that time 
as preciously as you guard your study time. Not only will this 
help you find something to do other than drinking, but it will 
help you feel like you’re getting some time to enjoy life. 

Obviously, putting your nose to the grindstone twenty-four 
hours a day, seven days a week, without taking any time to 
do something which you love, is a bad strategy. It builds 
resentment and burns you out. It’s even better if the activity 
which helps your future career is also something that you 
enjoy. Either way, you’ll meet like-minded people and make 
career connections.

Tread carefully with Greek life. On one hand the networks 
that you form can last a lifetime, and networking with 
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sorority or fraternity alumni can give you a slight advantage 
in the job market. On the other hand, Greek life is one of the 
biggest sources of alcohol pressure on a college campus. 
Greek life can also be extremely expensive. It is aimed 
primarily at the rich students and it comes with dues and 
fees that quickly add up. Carefully consider your membership. 

If you can afford it and the benefits outweigh the risks, and 
you feel confident that you can politely, but assertively, 
manage the pressure to drink, then move forward. There 
will be other activities that have nothing to do with alcohol. If 
you don’t feel comfortable, it’s better to skip it. Those same 
sorority or fraternity alumni, if they’re eventually in a 
position to hire you, will still care more about your ability to 
provide results in their workplace than they do your ability 
to pledge into an organization.

Do not choose more than two activities. That is probably 
the most that you will be able to manage without harming 
yourself academically or shortchanging the organization. If 
you’re going to join a club or activity, really join it. Vol-
unteer, get involved, do what it takes, even if it’s not the 
most glamorous job. Soon you’ll earn respect from the other 
members. They’ll see you as an asset. You’ll also gain many 
skills that will help you later, such as working on projects 
in a team environment. Students who are part of six or sev-
en clubs without harming their academics are probably just 
showing up for meetings. Nobody cares about showing up 
for meetings unless the entire point of the club is to pack up 
and go hiking together. Do what it takes to get involved. Of 
course, you should choose activities whose meetings or ses-
sions do not interfere with your work time, if you’re working. 
However, if you are working, your part-time job could stand 
in place of your “career-helping” activity. You can pick just 
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one activity that you interested in, something which meets 
when work and school doesn't.

Smarter students may also find that they’re no longer the 
brightest, shining star in the room anymore. In high school, 
you might have been the only student who had any interest 
in school. You might have blown away your teachers. In college, 
your professors may not care. If they do care, you are now 
competing with everyone else who was also the best of the 
best. You may only seem average in comparison. That feeling 
of suddenly “not being anything special” can really derail 
students who are used to winning awards and accolades 
nearly every time they open their mouths. The changing 
perceptions can be difficult to navigate because the identity 
markers that kept you feeling sure of yourself in high school 
get rearranged.

For example, many first year students find the dating field 
suddenly open up (when they’d been completely ignored 
before), especially on a campus that boasts thousands of 
students. The amount of attention may be overwhelming. 
The simple fact is, adjusting to college is hard enough without 
the emotional distraction of dating. If you’re not already into 
a long-term relationship, you’d be well-served to politely 
put off any offers until the second semester of your first year 
on campus. By then you’ll be into the rhythm of college. Stay 
in touch with like-minded friends and refuse to date anyone 
who doesn’t respect and support your desire to do well 
academically.5 The first semester can be a difficult time of 
adjustment. Don’t add stress to the mix if you don’t have to.

If you’re a little down or kind of homesick, do something. 
Go to the college fitness center and exercise. Go get some 
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studying done. Volunteer to do something for one of your 
clubs and activities. Chances are, the feeling will go away.

If you’re very down, feel tired all the time, are constantly 
stressed, irritable, or anxious, and being active doesn’t really 
help for very long, then it is time to get help. Go to your 
college counseling center or medical center. Do whatever 
it takes to get control over your health and well-being. The 
pressures in college can be immense. If you’re a conscientious 
student who constantly pushes yourself, then being an adult 
for the first time may be harder for you than you’re admitting. 
If it hasn’t gone away on its own in a few weeks, it is not 
going to. Get help before it starts derailing your entire 
college career.

The Special Readiness Challenges of Distance 
Learners

If you are a distance learner, you won’t have many of the 
distractions of college life to contend with, which is one of 
the major advantages of distance learners. However, you 
will have other challenges. The challenges will depend 
somewhat on whether you are living at home and doing 
college, or whether you are working a full time job while 
you attend distance school.

If you’re working at a full time job, you’re going to have to 
have the discipline to come in and get to all of your reading and 
school work after spending a full day at work. That means 
four hours per day on top of an eight-hour work day, for a 
total of twelve hours daily dedicated to school and work. 
On the other hand, you’ll have a full-time job, a fully paid 
college education, and perhaps even your own apartment, 
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depending on where you are working and what you are doing. 
This will take a lot of the same self-direction, grit, and time 
management skills that traditional schools will take.

If you’re simply staying at home, perhaps working part time, 
but primarily going to school, then your challenge may be a 
sense of isolation and even a sense of let-down. You’re doing 
the smart thing, but you’re not doing the glamorous thing. You 
might feel like you are missing out, especially when friends 
who are doing things the traditional way talk about how 
exciting and fun their traditional college experiences are. 
You might have to overcome a certain feeling of resentment 
or loss. It’s not always fun to do the right thing, and anyone 
who doesn’t recognize that and have some compassion 
for it, is doing you a disservice. This will be worse if you’re 
living at home because it will feel like nothing has changed 
for you while all of your friends have moved on.

You can beat isolation by staying active in your community 
or church. There are still groups, clubs, and activities outside 
of college. The availability will depend upon where you live, 
but you should make sure that you are doing something. If 
you are working, you might beat the isolation through your 
work, since you’ll be around people.

You might even take advantage of the mobile nature of your 
college experience. If you’re not working, or if you have 
vacation time, ask your parents if you can use some of the 
money that you’ve saved on college to do something 
interesting. Take a train tour or travel a little bit. Of course, 
if you’ve made your own money, you can pay for these 
explorations yourself! They don’t have to be long travels. 
A change of scenery that’s just a few hours away can do 
wonders for you.
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A third challenge comes from the nature of online work. 
Some of it will be thrilling and fun. Some of it will seem 
downright banal. Sooner or later you’ll get a professor 
whose idea of teaching online school is going to be to 
tell everyone to regurgitate near identical answers on a 
message board. No discussion. No challenge, as you could 
just basically copy everyone else’s response. It will seem 
ridiculous in the extreme. Do it anyway. You’re just filling out 
checkmarks on a list of things you have to do. You’re getting 
stamp marks on a piece of paper so you can have the badge 
that says “Now you can search for better jobs.” Just laugh 
about it and move on. 

Or you might get a professor who wants you to write about 
things that don’t even matter to you. One online comparative 
religions professor at University of Maryland University 
College asks online students to write about the “burning 
questions” they have about what they’ve read. In cases like 
this, you might not have any particular burning question. 
You might have read the material, made note of it, and 
felt your curiosity was pretty well satisfied. Make up some 
“burning questions” anyway. You’re being graded on it, so 
come up with something to ask. Go back through the mate-
rial and just find something. If it’s important to the professor, 
it needs to be important to you.

You’re also going to need to get comfortable emailing 
professors if you are having trouble understanding the 
material in your books, lessons, or exercises. They may be 
able to explain things in a different way to help you. You 
could also seek help from current students who are doing 
well in the course. Even good students may have trouble 
understanding everything.
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If you’re not used to engaging in online discussion boards, 
you may also find it difficult to deal with the class discussion 
part of an online university. All you can do is jump in and 
participate. Talk, give opinions, and back them up based on 
what you are reading and studying. It will feel awkward at 
first, but you will get used to it. When the awkwardness goes 
away, you will wonder why you ever had trouble!

CHAPTER 26: COLLEGE PITFALLS THAT CAN STOP YOU FROM GRADUATING



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 183

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
STUDY HABITS OUTSIDE THE 

CLASSROOM

The number one source of college failure, would be aca-
demic failure. Students don’t maintain the grades they need 
and they flunk out. Yet squeaking by with a low GPA is no 
picnic either. Some employers actually care about your GPA 
and they will want to know your score. Some programs de-
mand a certain GPA as a requirement for entry. When your 
GPA drops too low, you close doors, even if you keep some 
open by at least finishing your college degree.

Why would grades matter? Why would anyone care, when 
it’s well known that grades aren’t really an indication of 
intelligence, or even mastery of a subject? Here’s one an-
swer that sums it up very nicely.

Grades are merely numerical evidence of what really 
is important: an individual’s habits of self-discipline 
and hard work…What makes the crucial difference is 
your willingness to sacrifice less important things—
parties, television, ball games, telephone chatter—for 
more important things: reading time, review time, class 
preparation in advance, and time management in general. 
Grades are indications of a person’s internal abilities—
not a person’s intelligence alone, but the personal 
habits that put intelligence to productive uses.1

Grades have to be important to you, especially if you want 
to get past your bachelor's degree.
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Study Techniques

If you are struggling with grades during high school, you 
can use these study techniques to get better grades. It’s 
important to build college-level habits now. 

In order for these techniques to truly work, you will need to 
do what it takes to make it important to you. You will need to 
develop the confidence that you have just as much ability 
to get the job done as anybody sitting in the classroom. 
Gary North, author of the free online course How to Raise 
Your High School Grades by Half a Point in One Semester 
(http://www.garynorth.com/public/department95.cfm), 
shares this example:

There are athletes who get poor grades in their ac-
ademic subjects, yet they can follow a complicated 
playbook to the letter. They pay attention to the coach 
when he draws complex diagrams on the board. They 
learn to follow what he is saying…An athlete cares 
about doing well. He knows he has the physical ability 
to do well, if he can just master the playbook and the 
charts. He is confident that he is physically capable. He 
looks around him and he knows that he is intellectu-
ally as sharp as most other people on the team. He has 
a positive mental attitude. He wants to succeed. So he 
memorizes all of the plays. He practices, day after day. 
He studies the plays at home. Guess what? He doesn’t 
get kicked off the team…Then he walks into a math 
or English class and he chokes…not because he can’t 
compete in that class, but because he doesn’t have the 
same determination to follow the instructions and 
apply himself.2
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Make your academic work important to you. Attack it with 
competitiveness. Adopt a positive mental attitude. Under-
stand that success in academic work is work, practice, and 
drill, just as if you were learning to play a new sport or 
learning to play an instrument. Work, practice, and drill 
some more. It doesn’t matter if you fumble or struggle. No-
body’s grading you on how many times it took you to read 
the material in order to learn and understand it. You’re be-
ing graded on the final, end result! 

There are three ways to learn things. Some people are visual 
learners. They learn primarily by reading and seeing. 
Others are audio learners; they learn primarily through 
hearing. Audio learners have a big advantage in the 
lecture environment. Kinesthetic learners learn by doing. 
Kinesthetic learners often thrive in classes where they 
must do things: graphic design, drafting, engineering, or 
computer programming, to name a few. Most people are a 
mix of learning types.

When you study, you will need to cater to your learning type 
as much as possible. College won’t customize your learning 
experience for you, but you can customize your learning 
experience for yourself. Visual learners will get the most 
out of reading their books and marking them up. Audio 
learners will learn best by making and listening to record-
ings or by summarizing out loud. Kinesthetic learners will 

Technique 1 Understand How You Learn
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do best by working exercises, but they can also get quite far 
by actually writing down what they are hearing or reading. 
Writing is a kinesthetic activity.

You can’t really understand something until you can summarize 
and explain it. You can use several techniques for this study 
method. One is called “lecturing to the wall.” You close the 
door of your room or study space and then explain what 
you’ve just learned or read to the wall, as if you were teach-
ing a class. It’s one of those exercises that might make you 
feel silly at first, but you will get a lot of value from it.3 

Alternatively, you could do the same thing by reading into a 
recording device. Load the audio files into your mp3 player 
and take it with you. Listen to the recordings later, perhaps 
while you are doing your laundry, walking somewhere, 
riding your bike, riding the bus, or cleaning up the house. 

Summarizing and explaining what you’ve read also works 
for those who learn well by writing. If you’re the type that 
must rewrite something into your own words in order for 
you to understand the lesson, you can use this technique to 
write a short paragraph into your notebook. The ultimate 
goal is for you to “get it.” Once you’ve “gotten it,” you are 
unlikely to lose it. You won’t have to cram later because you 
will already understand the material. In fact, this should 
be your goal in every single study session. Cramming as a 
studying tool is ineffective in the extreme, and it’s a mark of 

Technique 2 Summarize and Explain
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panicky students who haven’t been doing what they need to 
do throughout the entire semester.

You should have an office space or area set aside strictly for 
use for your designated study times. While in high school, 
you'll want to fashion an office in your home or room. 
In college, your dorm might come equipped with a desk 
or similar space that you can utilize. In an apartment, you 
will need to find the furniture to create one: a desk, a file 
cabinet, sufficient lighting, and a place for your planner or 
calendar. You can also achieve this effect by utilizing other 
public places. If you live on campus, go to the library. The 
library is all but deserted at any given hour of the day. 
Nobody will disturb you there. You won’t face the temptation 
from someone stopping by your room, trying to entice you 
to an impromptu party or outing. Leave the cell phone at 
home so they won’t be able to text you. People survived a 
long time without being physically tethered to their phones 
twenty-four hours a day. The world won’t explode if you 
don’t get every message immediately. That’s why God 
invented voicemail.

This is all about mindset. When you treat your education like 
you would treat full-time employment, you create a powerful 
mindset shift. You make the connection between the unpaid 
work you’re doing now and the paid work you’ll get later. 

Technique 3 Designate a Workspace
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This is one reason why you shouldn’t study in bed: bed puts 
you in the wrong mindset. You’re likely to fall asleep. At the 
least, you’ll take your studies far more casually than you 
should. The only exception might be novels that you’re be-
ing asked to read for literature classes. You might want to 
mark or underline something to add to a paper later, but 
sometimes those books can be read much like you’d read 
regular novels.

If you consistently devote the same three to four hours daily 
to study time, you’ll see better results. Your subconscious 
will learn to expect the advent of study time. It will respond 
by helping your conscious mind adopt a more focused 
mindset that’s ready to work. 

During high school, your schedule is more regular: you 
can just designate the four hours of after-school time. This 
isn’t as onerous as it seems. If you get home at 3:00 p.m. 
every day and devote four hours to study time without fail, 
you’ll be finished by 7:00 p.m. Let’s say you go to bed by 
10:00 p.m. That’s three hours to watch television, play video 
games, goof off on the Internet, chat with your friends, or 
whatever you want to do.

During college, your schedule might be a bit more chopped 
up. You might have an 8:00 a.m. class, an 11:00 a.m. class, 
and a 2:00 p.m. class every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday. 
You might have a 9:30 a.m. to 11:00 a.m. class and a 2:30 p.m. 

Technique 4 Develop a Routine
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to 4:00 p.m. class every Tuesday and Thursday. This is great 
because it offers some flexibility. Allow for your travel time 
across campus to get to and from your classes. In the above 
schedule, you have forty minutes between your 9:00 a.m. 
and your 11:00 a.m. Show up somewhere near your next 
class and devote the rest of the time to studying. 

From 12:00 p.m. to 1:00 p.m., you’ll probably be eating. If 
you take into account the minutes needed to trek across 
campus, you can probably spend another forty minutes 
studying. You’re up to one hour and twenty minutes of study 
time now. When your 2:00 p.m. class gets out at 3:00 p.m., 
you can slip over to the library, and if you study till 6:00 p.m. 
or so, you’ll get everything done. You’ll have time to eat and 
do whatever you like for the rest of the evening, until it’s 
time to get to bed. 

On your Tuesday and Thursday classes, you might not be 
able to really start until after class is done, unless you wake 
up earlier and use the time before class to your advantage. 
In addition, you can use one day from the weekend for 
studying as well. Remember, God only designated one day 
as a day of rest.

If you build this habit for thirty consecutive days, it will 
seem like second nature to you. It won’t be burdensome—
and might even become easy! You won’t be bothered 
with distractions until you’ve finished everything and in 
two weeks, people will know not to look for you outside of 
certain times. You’ll stay on top of all your coursework and 
will be well prepared while other students are pulling all-
nighters and cramming. 
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There is, however, something you’ll be doing with your time 
during exam week—sleeping! You’ll study the same four 
hours you always did and then you can get extra sleep, which 
will be far better for you than a panicked cramming session.

A word of caution: avoid multi-tasking at all costs. We’ve 
become a multi-tasking society, but every study under the 
sun has proven that it steals away your retention every time 
that you do it. Turn off the phone, turn off the Internet, turn 
off the television, turn off the radio, and get away from any 
chatty roommates. Give it your all while you’re studying. As 
a bonus, you’ll finish a lot faster too. Then you can go on to 
give the things you want to do your full attention.

You’d be surprised how many people fail tests and 
assignments because they didn’t understand or read the 
directions that were given to them. When you go to work 
and your boss gives you instructions, there will only be one 
measure of whether or not you did a good job: whether you 
followed those instructions. Start now by taking the time to 
understand them. Many people have trained their eye to 
just skip over written directions in favor of plunging into 
the test or the assignment, but this is a good way to 
confuse yourself.

This technique will be three times as important in distance 
learning. Online, the instructions are literally all that you 
have to tell you how to complete and receive credit for an 

Technique 5 Learn to Read and Follow 
Directions
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assignment. They might be the only directions that you’re 
given. Failing to follow them will be the kiss of death, no 
matter how well you know the material. Your ability to 
follow the instructions might well be the only indicator 
your professor has to show you were not asleep at the wheel. 

Get a paper day planner and use it to manage your time and 
yourself. You’ll work with it extensively throughout the year. 
Hour-by-hour planners are best.

Professors also give you another excellent time-management 
tool: the syllabus. Some high schools have started giving 
them, but most still don’t. However, syllabi are amazing. They 
tell you exactly what will happen throughout the semester. 
The syllabus will tell you what reading assignments need 
to be completed by what dates, when each major paper is 
due, important due dates for other assignments (and exactly 
what those assignments will be), and the dates of all important 
tests. It will also contain other important information, such 
as whether or not you are graded on attendance (attend 
anyway, but be especially vigilant about classes who grade 
on attendance), and the professor’s office hours, if he main-
tains them. It will also list all of the important books that you 
need to buy for the class. 

Sit down with each syllabus and write every major date into 
your day planner. For papers and assignments, you need to 
write in the time needed to complete those projects. You’ll 

Technique 6 Get a Day Planner
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also want to mark the meeting time of each class. Factor in 
time to travel to and from class. If it takes you fifteen minutes 
to get from your apartment to your first class, then mark that 
down. If it takes you twenty minutes to walk from your first 
class to your second, mark that down. Everything needs to 
be accounted for. Use pencil because you might guess or 
budget wrong at first. You’ll need to adjust for realities as 
you learn them. Record each reading assignment and each 
homework assignment that you will need to do. Mark down 
your study times and even assign times to do each reading 
and homework assignment. If you have work, mark down 
your work time as well.

If you have any college activities or events that you absolutely 
do not want to miss, go ahead and mark those down too. 
Don’t write everything down, just those things that really 
excite you and you’d resent missing. The point of this book 
is not to make all of college a dreary, dire experience that’s 
not any fun for you. The point is to help you make it cost-
effective and to help you succeed. Plot out your days off, as 
well. Make them non-negotiable. Everyone needs at least 
one day every week to unwind. It will usually be either 
Saturday or Sunday.

While you’re at it, decide when you’re going to go to bed 
and get up. Do it at the same time every day (even on your 
off day). See Technique #12, Sleep!

Once you’ve blocked off all of this time, stick to it rigorously. 
This organization will serve you extremely well, making 
your study experience far calmer and less stressful. It’s also 
good practice for the work world, which is all about doing 
things right and doing them on time. The ability to meet 
deadlines is one of the most important skills you might have.
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By the second week, you should know how long it takes you 
to give fair attention to everything. This includes study times. 
Students who are speed readers and fast learners might find 
themselves twiddling their thumbs when their third hour of 
each day is up. They may have even worked ahead on the 
syllabus. If that’s the case, these students should probably 
devote the extra hour to something else, rather than pushing 
themselves to get even further ahead. Then there will be 
students who need five or even six hours every day to do 
the basic work that’s required. These students may not be 
academically prepared.

You’ll also need to adjust your assumptions every semester, 
particularly when you hit your upper division coursework. 
Upper division coursework means that you get books with 
no pictures. You’ll be asked to contribute more, to think 
more, to demonstrate more mastery. The study times that 
worked for you as an undergraduate, where the text books 
were bolded and full of color just like they were in high 
school, might not work for you as an upperclassman. 
Of course, some readers of this guide will be entering as 
upperclassmen. Err on the side of caution. Devote more 
time over less.

You should also create daily to-do lists. Prioritize the top 
tasks of the day. Those tasks might be:

• Attend Class A

• Homework Assignment for Class A

• Attend Class B

• Study Time for Class B

• Attend Class C
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• Draft four pages for Class C term paper

• Work

This should correspond to whatever you’ve already got written 
in your day planner, but boiling it down to daily tasks helps 
you get everything managed and under control. At the end 
of the day, stop and figure out what tomorrow’s tasks will 
be. You’ll then go to sleep filled with two things: a sense 
of accomplishment because you’ve gotten everything done, 
and a sense of purpose because you have already determined 
what you will accomplish tomorrow. This technique also 
keeps things from falling through the cracks.

Of course, unexpected events do happen. When these occur, 
you’ll need to rearrange your schedule a bit to make sure 
that everything gets done.

The words, “I’ll just do it later” are probably some of the 
biggest killers of college careers.

Chances are, you won’t get it done later. If you do get it done 
later, it will be sloppy and not your best effort because 
you’ll be rushed and have other things that need to get done 
too. This leads to stress. It sets you up for the kind of anxiety 
that drives students out of college. It also sets you up for 
lower grades. Your day planner and your time manage-
ment skills won’t do you any good if you are constantly put-
ting things off.

Technique 7 Kill Procrastination
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Sometimes students put things off because they are intimi-
dated by them. It becomes a sub-conscious game. You are 
afraid of failure so you set yourself up for failure. The trick is 
to just get started. Dive in. Break the task into manageable 
chunks and schedule time for each task.

Maybe it’s long blocks of time that you find intimidating or 
tedious. No problem. You can do anything at all for twenty-five 
minutes, no matter how intimidating or tedious. This is actually 
the basis of a time management method used in Japan by the 
Toyota Corporation. They call it the Pomodoro Technique®. 

Buy a timer. It should be a vital part of your college supplies. 
Set the timer for twenty-five minutes. Work with no distrac-
tions. Turn off your email, your instant messaging, your 
Facebook and, unless it is actively helping you complete 
the assignment, your web browser. Give it your all until the 
timer rings. Now, go do something else.

You will need to do this ten times throughout the day in order 
to work in four hours of outside-of-class time to your studies. 
This isn’t a huge problem. You could get those minutes like this: 

 1. Just after breakfast or even during the morning cup of 
coffee.

 2. Just after your first class of the day.

 3. Just after lunch.

 4. Just after your second class of the day.

 5. Just after your third class of the day.

 6. Just before dinner.
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 7. Just after dinner.

 8. Directly after work.

 9. Directly after your favorite television program.

 10. Just before you go to bed.

About the time you get to the point where you think you 
can’t stand to read another word of Aristotle or do another 
algebra problem, the timer will ring. If you’ve finished the 
assignment, then you can check it off. If not, get back to it on 
the next Pomodoro.

You can do Pomodoros back to back as well, so long as you 
take a five minute break between them. You could take a 
fifteen to twenty minute power nap between Pomodoros too.

Other writers suggest different bursts of time: twenty 
minutes, fifteen minutes, or ten minutes. (Ten minutes is 
probably a little bit too short for most assignments.) Some 
go as high as thirty, but if you struggle with procrastination, 
twenty-five minutes is probably long enough. You want to 
stretch yourself, but you don’t want to stretch yourself so far 
that the entire affair becomes unbearable for you.

Another method is to just blatantly lie to yourself. Tell 
yourself that you don’t have to do the entire thing. You’re 
just going to read a couple of paragraphs. Maybe you’ll just 
draft the outline. What happens is that you tend to get mo-
mentum going. You begin to realize you can do more than 
you thought you could. Once you start, it’s easier to contin-
ue, to push through and get more done. Reading a few para-
graphs becomes finishing the whole chapter. Outlining the 
paper becomes drafting the first paragraph. This technique 
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works best if you are absolutely motivated and committed 
with the exception of your procrastination issues. If you’re 
not, the Pomodoro Technique® works better.

If all else fails, change up your environment. You can get a 
lot of mileage out of finding somewhere different to study. If 
your desk at home isn’t working, try the library. If the library 
is starting to feel too claustrophobic, go to Starbucks, so long 
as you can do everything you need to do while you’re there.

As mentioned previously, you need to make time for the 
things that are most important to you. If you don’t, you’re 
likely to find yourself cheating. 

Your brain has two sides. It has a responsible side that wants 
you to do well and it also has a child side. That side wants 
to play and have fun. Powerful things happen when you balance 
both sides of the equation. Bad things happen when you don’t.

If you give 100 percent of your attention to your child side, 
then your adult side eventually grows resentful. You start 
feeling guilty. You’re unable to enjoy your pleasures because 
you know, deep down, that you are wasting your parents' 
money, the government’s money, the school’s money, the 
scholarship foundation’s money, your money, and your future. 
Sometimes you’ll want to “party harder” to shut that little in-
sistent voice out. It never works. You start feeling miserable, 
even though you are theoretically having fun all the time.

Technique 8
Schedule Your Fun as Seriously 
as You Schedule Your Work
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If you give 100 percent attention to your adult side, then the 
child side rebels. It gets angry and resentful, stressed and 
grim. It starts finding ways to sabotage you, even if it has to 
make you tired or sick to make you stop and rest. 

If you give both sides what they want, they leave the way 
clear for you to achieve your goals. Living a balanced life 
is important. Of course you should have friends, fun, and 
laughter. You should have some time to unwind and relax. 
Again, working all of the time and never having any fun is 
not the focus of this manual. Instead, the idea is that you 
should approach both work and fun the way an adult must, 
carefully balancing wants versus needs. All wants are not 
bad. All needs are not helpful. You have goals and a life that 
you want to achieve. What will help you live that life?

So again, if that three-day white water rafting trip that you 
saw in a catalog makes your heart leap with joy, go for it. 
Schedule the time. Budget the money. Leave studies at 
home and go make it a weekend to remember. Come home 
refreshed and ready to work again. 

A serious study partner can help you excel. That’s because 
they can make the experience of learning an interactive 
one. You can also play to each other’s strengths by helping 
one another out. It can also help relieve the tedium of hours 
of quiet library time. Flash cards and verbal quizzes are 
still effective study techniques, even in college, and they 

Technique 9 Get a Study Partner
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can be both fun and productive. Having the opportunity to 
teach the material to someone other than the wall helps too. 
Therefore, you benefit when you don’t understand the material 
because your partner gets to explain it to you, and you benefit 
when you do understand the material because you get to 
explain it to your partner. Hopefully, you now have plenty of 
candidates for your study partner because you’ve made it 
a priority to make friends with other individuals who want 
to succeed.

You can also swap papers with study partners, which means 
both of you get a second pair of eyes that can proofread 
and critique. In upper class work, it will be especially helpful 
to have someone else pointing out the weaknesses in your 
assumptions and arguments so that you may tighten them 
up or add more evidence before it is time to turn in the term 
paper or assignment. Many upper class division courses, in 
fact, are graded almost entirely on the value of a term pa-
per, which is crafted throughout an entire semester. Some 
of them do not even have private exams: it is all the term 
paper! Wouldn’t it be great to know that you’ve done 
everything you can to make that term paper a success 
before you turn it in? 

If you are sick, you can use a study partner’s notes, and you 
can do the same for the study partner. If you’re really sick 
and you need to hand something in, a trustworthy study 
partner can be a lifesaver. 

The biggest pitfall to study partners is, of course, that 
“study partners” can often be a euphemism for something 
else. Make sure your study partner knows that there 
are no romantic intentions. (That is why it is generally best 
to choose a same-gender partner.)4 At the very least, you 
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should choose a partner who you know has no romantic 
interest in you whatsoever.

Study partners also help you stay on track with important 
assignments, tests, and papers. True, you will have your day 
planner to remind you as well, but it never hurts to have a 
second pair of eyes and ears to keep you on track. You may 
need a different study partner for each class that you take, 
as it is going to be rare for you to share classes with the same 
individuals unless you are at a small, private institution.

You can no longer afford to spend hour after mindless hour 
channel surfing or watching show after mindless show, if 
this has been your habit in the past. Television is one of 
the biggest time wasters that can completely derail your 
schedule. Fortunately, you have it far better than your parents 
did. You have technologies which can really help you make 
the most of your television time.

Start by choosing one or two shows that you can’t bear not 
to watch. It may be a series where the storyline has truly 
grabbed you. You might also have a group of friends who 
enjoy watching a particular television program. For exam-
ple, in the late '90s, the big show on college campuses was 
Friends. Everybody talked about Friends and big groups 
would often get together in the dorm lounges to see what 
the Friends crew was up to that week. 

Technique 10 Use Technology to Control 
TV Time
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As with your extra-curricular activities, it is important to 
choose only those television shows that, if you were unable 
to see them, you would feel utterly cheated and so terri-
bly despondent that your roommate would find you soaking 
your head in the toilet. 

Now, here’s the fun part.

Do not watch those shows when they are scheduled. Chances 
are it will be an inconvenient time that sits right in the 
middle of your study time. Use Netflix, Hulu, Amazon, or 
even the television show’s own network website to watch 
them. You can usually watch content any time you want to 
now, even without a TiVo or other such device. ABC, for 
example, makes just about every show available on their 
website twenty-four hours after it airs on regular television.

Having identified those shows, you can watch them on 
your day off and do so absolutely guilt free. Or you can 
do it Saturday morning as you’re waking up, as a reward for 
getting up at roughly the same time that you got up during 
the week, just before you begin your Saturday study 
session. Then, Saturday night and all of Sunday are clear to 
do whatever you wish to do. Obviously there will be some 
adjustments if you are working, but the principle remains the 
same. Schedule in the time that you will watch these shows.

Here’s what happens if you don’t do this: you rapidly lose 
time. Most shows last at least one hour, counting commercials. 
If you mindlessly watch just two shows per day—shows that 
you do not really care about, but which are entertaining 
enough—then you are losing fourteen additional hours every 
week, which is, of course, equivalent to a part-time job. In 
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fact, many of the people who claim that you can’t do well in 
college if you have to work at the same time will, with little 
thought, sit and watch two to four hours of television every 
single day, never realizing that they could be fattening their 
bank accounts. (Or perhaps they do realize it, but they 
have decided, deep down, that it will be “too much work.”) 
They never stop to consider that graduating with debt takes 
even more work.

If you want to watch a show with a group of friends, no problem! 
There are plenty of technologies that will get a streaming 
Internet broadcast onto a larger television screen. In fact, if 
you don’t have one, someone in your group of friends likely 
has a game console and an online account that will allow 
them to stream any of the major services right onto the 
attached television. All you have to do to take advantage of 
it is to schedule the show so that everyone is hanging out at 
roughly the same time.

And, no, you cannot watch television and do your homework 
at the same time, no matter how smart you are. 

The Internet is the second biggest time sucking mechanism 
and the amount of struggle that you’ll have with it will depend 
on your particular Internet poison. Here are a few of the 
most common:

• Checking email, obsessively, every five seconds

Technique 11 Managing Internet Use
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• Responding to email the moment it arrives, whether it’s 
important or not

• Spending massive amounts of time on Facebook 

• Surfing

• Internet games of any type and caliber. This is especially 
true if you wind up with a group of virtual friends who 
expect you to be around constantly—and who make you 
feel guilty for not doing so. This category can properly 
include any other kind of video game as well.

• Multi-tasking. You’re trying to use the Internet to research, 
but you end up hopping around to a dozen different links 
and sites in the meantime, losing massive amounts of 
time in the process.

• Instant messaging, especially family and friends who see 
nothing wrong with interrupting you whenever they see 
that you’re logged onto your computer, even if you have 
other purposes for being logged in that have nothing to 
do with talking to them.

• Using your mobile device to play on the Internet during 
class time.

The Internet can be addictive (in fact, twice as addictive as 
television), and it’s so easy to rationalize each time waster 
by deciding that it will only take a minute. Here are a few tips 
to make the process of managing your Internet time easier.

First, leave the mobile device at home! Yes, all the cool kids 
carry their cell phones everywhere and keep their heads 
attached to them constantly. Yes, there is a certain feeling 

CHAPTER 27: STUDY HABITS OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES204

of social status that comes along with having constant text 
messages. You feel connected, social, and important. You’re 
also not doing what you need to be doing. 

Before everyone had a cell phone, everyone had voice mail. 
Before voice mail, people who called when you weren’t 
home just had to call back. Everyone will survive if you 
return calls during a pre-scheduled part of the day. This 
also goes for answering and checking email, Facebook, 
chats and any other facets of modern day communication. 
Let everyone know up front that your phone will not be 
going with you at all times and that you will get back to 
everyone in due time. If you are afraid your phone will get 
stolen when it’s not with you, or you are afraid you will need 
it for some legitimate emergency now that there are no pay 
phones to be found anywhere, then carry it with you, but 
carry it turned off. Tuck it into the deepest, darkest part of 
your purse, backpack, or briefcase, then forget about it until 
you absolutely need it.

When you are on the computer for research purposes, turn 
off all email programs and all instant messaging programs. 
Resist the urge to look at them. Instead, allow yourself a five 
minute Pomodoro break reward to check your email or 
instant messages after you’ve taken twenty-five minutes to 
get a real task done. 

Schedule your game time as rigorously as you schedule 
your television time and extra-curricular time. In fact, do 
your best to stay off Internet games. Stay away from games 
that involve interaction with virtual friends. Go off and make 
some face-to-face friends instead. They won’t expect you to 
log in to be with them at all hours, day or night. They’re also 
more likely to help you get a job and build a life later on. 
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Get an app for surfing purposes. The website www.Insta-
paper.com is a good one. If you come across something 
interesting while you’re doing legitimate research, use 
Instapaper or a similar “read it later” feature to manage 
your time. You can read it all later. You can even read it on 
your mobile device over lunch, while on the bus or waiting 
for the bus, or whenever. You don’t have to feel like you’ll 
never find it again just because you don’t have time to read 
it right now.

Most college students simply do not get enough sleep to do 
well. In fact, during your college years, you will find many 
people who have a romanticized image of avoiding sleep. 
Staying up late, pulling all-nighters, and then sleeping past 
noon are all seen as badges of honor. This probably has 
something to do with being away from mom and dad for the 
first time in their lives. There isn’t a child alive who hasn’t 
resented bedtime at some point. However, if you want to 
be successful, you are simply going to have to change your 
perspective. Your parents were never trying to punish you 
by insisting that you adopt reasonable sleep habits; they 
were trying to teach you one of the keys to a successful life.

Did you know that sleep deprivation makes drivers more 
dangerous than alcohol does? So why would you imagine 
that you can retain and understand academic material while 
essentially functioning drunk all the time? The answer is—
you can’t.
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Sleep needs vary from person to person. Seven to nine hours 
is common. To be on the safe side, stick to eight. When you 
need to go to sleep, therefore, depends on when you need 
to be up for work or your first class. That means when you 
need to get up to get ready and to travel, of course, not the 
exact moment that you have to be there.

If either of your obligations starts at 8:00 a.m., then you 
probably will have to be up no later than 7:00 a.m. That puts 
you in bed by 11:00 p.m. At worst, you should be in bed by 
midnight so that you can get the bare minimum of seven 
hours sleep that you will need to function, retain, and learn. 
This is not unreasonable. There is no social activity or fun 
that can’t be completed by midnight at the latest. 

Do not sleep in (even on your days off), because this will 
tend to reset your sleep clock. That can make it harder to fall 
asleep later. Instead, reward yourself for getting up earlier 
on the days when you do not strictly have to. Dedicate some 
of the time that you would have spent sleeping to something fun. 

You can, however, take cat naps. Cat naps are a great way 
to refresh yourself throughout the day. A fifteen-to-thirty 
minute nap can even feel luxurious, especially if you aren’t 
sleeping in. It’s better to wake up early on your day off, have 
a little fun, take a cat nap, and go back to having fun than it 
is to waste most of your day off sleeping in till 4:00 p.m. 
You won’t feel as though you wasted the day and you’ll 
still feel refreshed.

You also need to watch your caffeine intake. Caffeine stays 
in the body for twelve hours after you use it. That means you 
should probably avoid having anything with caffeine after 
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noon. If you’ve got quarters to burn and soft drink vending 
machines all over campus, this could be a great temptation, es-
pecially if you are addicted to Coke or Pepsi. If you have 
to, go buy the decaf versions of each of these products 
and keep some in your room to drink after noon. It will be 
cheaper than the vending machines too.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
STUDY TECHNIQUES FOR THE 

CLASSROOM

We’ve discussed study techniques outside the classroom, 
but what about inside the classroom? Are there any tips and 
hints that can help you navigate those classroom lectures more 
easily? Yes, there are! Remember, this is the real world. Your 
professors will not hound you for homework. They won’t 
baby or coddle you when you miss an assignment. They will 
quite happily jot down a zero for a missed paper or shred it 
in front of your eyes when you turn it in two days past dead-
line. 

Even incompetence on their part is no excuse for not 
mastering the material on your end. If you want to succeed, 
drop off the trappings of childhood and enter the adult 
world. Be responsible for yourself and your actions. Following 
are some techniques that can help you get the most out of 
your classroom time.

Guess what? If your professor is any good at all, you will 
no longer be able to just show up to class and expect to 
be able to profit from the discussion. In fact, if you take 
this approach, you may find yourself struggling to succeed 
without having a clue what is going on. 

Technique 1 Prepare for Lectures in 
Advance
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Professors give you a syllabus so you will read and prepare 
for class each day. This means that you should have read that 
day’s assigned readings before you ever set foot through 
the classroom door. If you’re a truly good student, you will 
have marked down some questions that the reading has 
inspired so that you can ask them when you have the 
opportunity to at the end of the lecture when the profes-
sor asks, “Do you have any questions?”

Of course, there will always be professors and teaching 
assistants who really have no idea how to teach their class-
es. They tend to lecture out of the books, to the point where 
they are just rehashing the material that you’ve already 
read. This can be frustrating, but only if you allow yourself to 
adopt a negative attitude in response to this reality. Instead, 
think smart. 

Professors who act this way are giving you a one-hour study 
and review session that you don’t have to manage yourself. 
This kind of professor expects you to regurgitate material 
and no more. Reading it once and hearing it once may be all 
that you need to retain that information for life, particularly 
if you took notes while you read, as well as during the lec-
ture. That means that you can give yourself back one hour of 
time that you had previously devoted to studying. Go nuts! 
You now have more energy to devote to those classes and 
professors who actually expect you to think. 

Besides, you shouldn’t knock classes that are this easy. 
Easier classes save you time and money. They help you get 
the piece of paper without sucking away too much in the 
way of resources. Do not allow boredom or disgust to keep 
you from preparing each day. You’re not just preparing for 
one class or another. You are actively forming habits that 
will help you succeed.
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Note taking is a helpful skill, especially since most professors 
do not allow you to record their lectures. Professors who 
actually bother to deviate from the material in the books 
will be giving you a wealth of information and concepts that 
you will only ever be able to study again by virtue of your 
ability to take really effective notes. 

Of course, you can’t write down everything. The key, then, 
is to recognize when you are hearing something important 
and when you are not, and to write down trigger words and 
phrases to help you remember what was said later. In fact, 
you should devote two notebooks to every class—one for 
rapid fire note taking and the other for creating effective 
study material.

In the meantime, you’ll still be trying to figure out what’s 
important. Listen for the following key words and phrases, 
or any variation of these key words and phrases.

• Therefore

• Finally

• Furthermore

• There are “x” reasons why (get ready to write down the 
reasons)

• Most importantly

Technique 2 Take Effective Class Notes
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• Major developments

• This is important

• Remember

• Basic concept

You can simply note everything with bullet points in your 
notebook. Don’t bother writing down examples unless 
you’re having trouble understanding the material. For 
examples, a more visual student might even draw quick 
diagrams to trigger a memory of what they are hearing. 

When professors are not simply regurgitating the text, you 
should be especially alert to any instances where what the 
professor had to say overlaps or intersects with the text in 
a particularly strong way, something you can only know by 
preparing for those lectures ahead of time. If this happens, 
you can guarantee the material will show up somewhere on 
the test. Be ready and be warned.1

Some professors will make this painfully easy. They’ll talk 
while giving you a PowerPoint presentation. Write down the 
contents of each slide. Spend the rest of the time actively 
listening to the supporting material. Add extra detail 
to anything you don’t understand or need to understand 
better. Some professors do one better and make the entire 
PowerPoint presentation available on their website, after the 
fact. Take advantage of that material. They are essentially 
telling you, “This is what I plan to test you on.” You couldn’t 
do better if you adopted the age-old cheat technique of 
getting a copy of the exam in advance, except, of course, 
that this method is honest and won’t put an early end to your 
academic career.
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If you are attending college online, you won’t even have 
lectures, but you’ll have a corollary. Print out all the discussion 
forum questions that your professor used during the course 
of the year. Note anything he or she said or did to add to the 
discussion. You are essentially looking at most of the test. 
Study those questions and the conclusions that were 
offered, and then correlate it to the readings. You can ex-
plain and summarize it into a second notebook or document.

Now it’s time to use that second notebook because the notes 
that you took in class are likely to be well-remembered for 
a grand total of about four hours. After that, you will forget 
what they meant or how they were relevant. Reading over 
in-class notes later is like reading over some ancient cypher 
written by a drunken amnesiac. 

This is one good reason for scheduling some study time 
directly after each class. This gives you a chance to review 
and summarize the lecture material. Rewrite it all in paragraph 
form in that second notebook. You may even remember 
specific words that the professor used or said in the course 
of the lecture. You’ll have time to write them down neatly 
and clearly. You’ll have time to make a comparison to the 
notes you took from the text or the highlights that you made 
in the text, to double-check for any correlating material, 
and to draw some connections.

Do this every day and you should have the material at least 
until the end of the semester, if not for life. That means one 

Technique 3 Use Class Notes Effectively
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quick read through this second class notebook should be 
all of the study time that you will need for your final exam, 
along with some quick quiz time or discussion time with 
your study partner to be certain that there isn’t something 
you are missing. That means you could study for each exam 
in a grand total of two hours while everyone else is panicking 
and trying to shove a semester’s worth of classroom learning 
into an eight hour marathon. 

Since classes don’t meet during exam time, you’ll find that 
you have loads of extra, stress-free time on your hands. 
Now you can pay yourself back by letting yourself do 
whatever you want. You’ll be the envy of your dorm when 
you are kicking back with a video game, a non-academic 
fiction book, a television program, or catching a few 
minutes of naptime while they’re scrambling around as if 
someone kicked their anthill, as if they didn’t know exactly 
when exam time was coming. After all, it was on the syllabus 
and the professors didn’t change those. In fact, exams come 
at roughly the same time every semester. Students just have 
a tendency to let them creep up on them, procrastinating 
and procrastinating until they wake up in a panic, realizing 
that they actually have no concept of what the material is 
about whatsoever. 

Things will be different for you.

This technique isn’t for everyone, but if you are particularly 
fast or find the material particularly easy, why not work 

Technique 4 Work Ahead of the Syllabus

CHAPTER 28: STUDY TECHNIQUES FOR THE CLASSROOM



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 215

ahead? If you can do two homework assignments in the time 
that it takes a fellow student to do one, then you can quickly 
get through most of your coursework. That means that you 
will have a more relaxing college experience and be in 
a better frame of mind. You will never be in a panic and 
you will always have plenty of time to finish assignments. 
You’ll also have more time for fun, and more leeway if you 
mess up. Since time management and self management 
are learned lifetime skills, it is absolutely certain that you 
will mess up from time to time. If you’re trying at all, you’re 
ahead of most students, so you’ll simply need to pick your-
self up, brush yourself off, and move forward. The student 
that works ahead, however, can shrug off a mistake with 
barely a scratch.

It’s all there for you, right? Perhaps there are some weekends 
where you just don’t have anything else planned, all of your 
friends are busy, and you’ve done all of the things you’ve 
scheduled for fun. You have a choice. You can either watch 
some borning television show, feeling as though you’ve 
earned it (and of course it won’t exactly harm you to do so), 
or you can work an extra hour or two to get ahead of the 
syllabus, and then go watch television, stare at the stars, or 
whatever else you choose to do. 

Chances are you’ll feel more relaxed if you take the time to 
get a little bit of extra work done. Why? Because deep down 
you know that unexpected things happen. At some point in 
the semester, you might well get the flu. At some point in the 
semester, your best friend will call you at three in the morning, 
desperately needing your help and advice. At some point in 
the semester a party will crop up, unscheduled, and you’ll 
want to go so badly you can taste it, and your resistance will 
be at an all-time low.
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If you’ve worked ahead, all of this stuff can be shrugged off. 
If you don’t, you’ll suddenly find yourself behind. Once you 
get behind, it takes triple the effort to catch up and it can 
certainly make you feel stressed out to do so. If stress and 
anxiety are the leading causes of college flunk-outs, you’ll 
want to do whatever you can to avoid them, right? So work 
ahead. You might even designate a work-ahead period 
in your weekly planner, especially if you are not working 
your way through school. By not working your way through 
school, you have at least twenty to forty hours that some 
students simply do not have. Why not pick one hour per 
class (for a total of five hours), to devote to working two to 
three assignments ahead of your current position in the 
syllabus? You’re likely to see a big difference in your 
academic performance.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
THE TERM PAPER

Term papers do not have to be the difficult nightmare that 
many college students turn them into. Most of the time this 
is because the student decides to wait until the week before 
it is due to do anything about it. Sometimes it is because 
the student doesn’t have the faintest idea how to actually 
write a term paper. Some professors confuse the issue by 
adding additional, unwieldy, and largely unnecessary 
requirements to the process. Of course, when this happens, 
you need to follow the directions, but before you get there, 
let’s demystify the process just a little bit.

Ralph Berry, in his book The Research Project: How to Write 
It, states: “A research paper should be circular in argument. 
That is, the formal aim of the paper should be stated in the 
opening paragraph; the conclusion should return to the 
opening, and examine the original purpose in the light of 
the data assembled.”1

Most term papers will follow a very basic outline. First, you’re 
going to choose a stance to argue about. That’s called your 
thesis statement. For example, your thesis statement could 
be: “Government sponsored student loans have backfired, 
raising the cost of a college education and reducing the 
number of low-income students who actually graduate with 
a degree.” That is going to be the beginning of your paper. It 
will be the very first sentence that you write. The rest of the 
very first paragraph will summarize the main supporting 
arguments that you’ll use throughout the rest of the paper. 
Then you will proceed to talk about them, in order. Here’s 
the rough outline.
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 Thesis paragraph

 • Thesis statement

 • Sentence summarizing supporting point #1

 • Sentence summarizing supporting point #2 

 • Sentence summarizing supporting point #3.

 Supporting Point #1

 • 1 to 5 paragraphs expanding on supporting point #1.

 Supporting Point #2

 • 1 to 5 paragraphs expanding on supporting point #2.

 Supporting Point #3

 • 1 to 5 paragraphs expanding on supporting point #3.

 Conclusion. 

By the time your reach your conclusion, your thesis should 
have been proven. However, “[i]t is a prime error to present 
conclusions that are not directly related to the evidence 
previously presented,” says Berry.2 The conclusion should 
be based upon those supporting points you’ve made in the 
paper. According to Professor Rosemary Jann of Goerge 
Mason University, your conclusion shouldn’t simply restate 
what you’ve already said. “The conclusion should reinforce 
that you have successfully posed an argument, but it should 
bring something new as well. Whereas ‘your introduc-
tory paragraph starts broad and then funnels down to your 
thesis…the concluding paragraph establishes what you’ve 
proved in the paper and then broadens out the meaning of 
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what you’ve established in the course of your analysis,’ says 
Professor Jann.”3

In your conclusion, you might make some recommendations. 
If you use our example thesis statement, you could say: 
“Therefore, we must find new ways to help disadvantaged 
students build better lives. We can do this with better career 
counseling and by encouraging students to embrace any of 
the many ways to achieve a debt-free education. These can 
include informing students of their options, such as transfer 
credits, testing out of classes, and distance education, just to 
name a few. One thing is sure: failing to address these issues 
will only exacerbate the education bubble, threatening the 
nation’s ability to compete in the global marketplace, and 
creating unnecessary misery among people who think that 
they are acting sensibly because they have been taught 
persistent myths about college education.”

Okay, so a paper with that particular thesis probably won’t 
win you many friends among your college professors. 
However, you can see the basic structure. It creates a paper 
that is organized and easy to read. If you need more words, 
simply add more supporting points.

Before you start, you should make sure that your topic is going 
to have enough research support. You can’t just make up 
supporting points. For instance, in the topic proposed, you’d 
have to demonstrate that respected academics shared and 
supported your opinions, or had made statements which 
allowed you to infer those opinions. You would also need to 
be able to decide if there were other supporting documents. 
For example, there might be historical cases of other times 
when the government pumped well-meaning money into a 
system only to watch prices explode. Those would be useful.
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Your college library is likely to subscribe to an academic 
database. You can use this to pull abstracts. Print out or jot 
down the journal title, article title, volume, number, and 
date. You won’t have a lot of time to read full books for a 
term paper. However, you want respected academic sources 
and you can’t always guarantee that on a book search. You 
might, however, have to pick a few books (get your professor 
to recommend some) that help you to form a thesis in the 
first place. If you don’t know very much about a topic, it’s 
hard to form an opinion or to argue about it in the least.

Some of the journals will be on file at your college. You 
might need to order some photocopies of articles through 
the interlibrary loan service later, but for now, you’re just 
verifying that they exist. You want to find two to four articles 
per supporting point on your outline. If you can find those, 
you’re in very good shape. If not, find a different thesis. Your 
professor is going to want to see that your paper is well-
researched. Saying, “There’s no research on this” just won’t 
cut it, no matter how great your ideas are. 

Once you’ve settled on your thesis and developed an outline, 
you can begin breaking the term paper down into manageable 
tasks encompassing twenty-five minutes to one hour blocks 
of time. Here is one way:

• Get the outline and thesis approved by your professor, 
whether this step is required or not. Obviously the grade 
will be more favorable if the professor thinks it’s worth 
writing about.

• Order your research materials. It will typically take you 
one to three weeks to get anything that you have to order 
from another library. Speak to your librarian about 
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relevant interlibrary loan policies. Most ILL librarians 
work very hard to avoid any charges. Sometimes, though, 
that research material that you need will be tucked away 
in some obscure library that requires a fee and that fee 
will be passed on to you.

• Read through each of your research materials. Pull or 
highlight relevant quotes. While we’re at it, let’s make 
a note about quotes here. You’re really just looking for 
pithy sound bites that will support your argument. Of 
course, if you did less focused research, you could find 
material that would completely refute your assumptions. 
Your research may even lead you in fresh, bright new 
directions. Time enough for all of that in graduate school. 
For now? You’re just trying to write a term paper. Keep 
it simple. 

• Use material that actually matters and unambiguously 
supports your claim. A big quote giving the statistics on 
the corollaries between the amount of loan money dis-
bursed each year and the rising costs of tuition, if one 
were found, would be a great point for this hypothetical 
paper. It would be relevant while strengthening the 
conclusions. You should already know that whatever ma-
terial you’re using and buying supports your conclusions 
ahead of time. Remember, you’re trying to demonstrate 
that you can argue, reason, and think about a subject. 
That’s it. Don’t overthink this. In addition, the quotes give 
you some footnotes and show that you didn’t pull your 
conclusion out of thin air. 

• If you use the sample outline above, you have a sixteen 
paragraph paper to write. You can write one paragraph 
per session. 
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• Revise the term paper. Having your study partner look 
over it first is an optional step. If your college has a 
writing center, you can also take the paper to experienced 
students who have very strong writing skills. They will 
help you tighten it up and improve it.

You’ve now broken the entire term paper down into twenty 
steps. If you want to get really ambitious, you can write one 
section per day: thesis, supporting points, conclusion—five 
days total. If all of the research materials you need are at 
your library, you can have a killer term paper written in less 
than two weeks and you can spend less than an hour a day 
on the entire process, especially if you pull the quotes in 
advance. In fact, about 10 percent of your paper will be 
typing up these quotes and sticking them in block quote 
format, so for some of it, you’re not even writing, right? 
You’re just quoting and typing it up…no problem.

Of course, there are more advanced and high-brow ways 
to go about writing term papers, but why complicate it? A 
common source of bad grades on term papers comes from 
students who don’t really organize their ideas, getting their 
professors lost in the morass of shoddy logic and thought 
processes. Make it easy on them. 

Be sure you pay attention to the professor’s idea of good 
writing style too. Some professors, for example, recognize 
the stylistic advantages of occasionally breaking a grammar 
rule or two. Some want nothing but the stiffest, formal, 
grammatically correct, and high-brow language that you 
can pull off. Some professors are absolutely fine with the 
easygoing, casual language style that most modern writers 
adopt. Some want each and every paragraph to have a clear 
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topic sentence, with each sentence in the paragraph clearly 
supporting that topic sentence. Those writing requirements 
will make a big difference in the length of time that it takes 
for you to work on the material as well. 

Meet all of the professor’s requirements about formatting 
your works cited, bibliography, references, footnotes, or 
endnotes. It can vary with every class. If your professor 
demands a certain style, such as AP or Chicago, then take 
the time to look these style guides up on the Internet or get 
a copy of the style guides from your library or local bookstore. 
Following directions is the first step to doing a good job.

Use cloud computing to your advantage. You will never 
again freak out because you lost all of your work to a power 
outage, hard drive failure, coffee spill, virus, or other 
disaster. Google Drive or SkyDrive are both lifesavers. You 
can sync them to your computer so that everything saves to 
the cloud automatically.

Finally, leave yourself plenty of time for unexpected bumps 
and problems. If you have a professor who actually 
maintains office hours or interacts with students, then you 
can probably drop by with a draft to get some pointers. This 
is something you can do when you have the luxury of time. If 
a professor tells you what to tighten up and you tighten it up, 
then you’ve all but guaranteed a good grade, haven’t you? 
Yes, you probably have.

Writing Essay Exams

Few high schools use essay exams, so they can really throw 
students who are taking them for the first time. They’re really 
not that difficult, however.
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First, read the question. Make sure you understand it. Use 
a piece of scrap paper to quickly outline the main points, 
or do it in the margins. Perhaps the question is: “Discuss 
the primary causes of the War of 1812.” You might jot down 
these bullet points:

• British interference with U.S. shipping and trading

• British theft of ship cargos and crews

• America’s desire to seize British colonies in North America

Now, write three paragraphs, one for each point. Write 
down any supporting material you can think of as well. For 
example, perhaps you remember a specific incident or ship 
that your professor spoke about, such as a time when the 
British assaulted an American ship to take their cargo and 
crew. Go ahead and talk about it. If that’s the only question 
on the exam, then fill up the entire blue book (this is a small 
book of lined paper that you will be given to complete your 
exam). More often you will have two to three exam questions. 
Devote one to two pages to the topic, and then move on. 
Watch your time. If you have four questions and one hour of 
exam time, then you obviously have fifteen minutes to devote 
to each question. You might even quickly start with the bullet 
points, so at least the bullet points will be there if you run 
out of time. Then go back and write, filling in the blanks.

What if you freeze up? What if you just can’t think of anything 
to write? Relax. Look, you’re not crafting a masterpiece here. 
Start asking yourself questions and writing the answers to 
those questions. Who was in the war? What sparked the 
war? What battles happened? You’ll at least get some credit 
for writing something…anything…that is correct. You might 
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even hit on the professor’s original intent. At the very least, 
you will demonstrate that you learned something in the 
professor’s course. 

If you’re lucky, writing and speaking information that you 
have summarized and re-framed will put the material in 
your memory. You might find yourself writing, nearly word 
for word, what you wrote into the class notebook where you 
put your more formalized notes. Great. That’s one of the reasons 
why you’re bothering to do these study exercises at all. 

Dealing with the Class that’s Killing You

Sooner or later you’re going to hit a class that makes your 
brain hurt—literally. It’ll just be plain hard. You might have a 
professor who isn’t very effective at helping you understand 
the material. You might have little or no aptitude for the 
material. Whatever the problem is, you need to navigate it.

Your first question should be, “Do I absolutely have to have 
this class?” If not, drop it and get into something else. Done. 
People drop classes. It happens. Do it and move on.

If you do need the class, be honest with yourself.  If you hate 
the class, is your attitude sabotaging your efforts? If you 
decide it’s not, ask yourself if it’s your professor’s or the teach-
ing assistant’s teaching style that makes the class difficult. 
Is there another professor you could take the class from? If 
there are other professors for this class, you’ll either need 
to change your class schedule (if possible) or drop the class 
and take it later under a different instructor.

You could also choose to devote your summer class time 
exclusively to this class.4 It can be much easier to focus on 
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difficult material when 
you don’t have any other 
class competing for your 
attention. Make sure the 
class is offered in the 
summer first, of course.

If none of this is possible, 
take a deep breath. First, 
find a tutor. Get some 
help. Second, make sure 
that you don’t lose a 
single point to lack of 
attendance or by failing to 
do the homework. Third, 
get some different books 
on the topic. A differ-
ent book might explain 
things in a way that helps 

you. See if you can’t get a video or audio program as well. 
Do everything you can to get through the class with the 
minimum passing grade. 

Use email to your advantage as well. Email is fast. You can 
email questions to your instructors and get answers outside 
of class time. You might even get very in-depth answers or 
resources that you can read that you will find helpful. In fact, 
clear communication with your professor, letting him or her 
know that you are struggling, may help your grade in many 
other unexpected ways, as well. The professor might well 
know, for example, that you are taking C++ programming 
as a human resources major only because some bureaucrat 
thought that human resources majors needed that skill. (You 
don’t.) It’s fulfilling someone else’s vision of an educational 
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objective and, of course, if you could care less about 
programming and have weak math skills, you are going to 
struggle. The professor might well be inclined to grade you 
a bit more gently than your fellow students. For example, a 
computer science major might get a “B” only if his code is 
functional and clean. You might get a “B” if your code works 
at all. If it doesn’t work, but you demonstrated some basic 
understanding of the concepts and techniques, you might 
get a “C” where the computer science major might get a 
“D.” This only works if you communicate with the professor 
and show honest effort. It isn’t something you can expect, of 
course, but it doesn’t hurt to try. 

Don’t skimp on your other classes, but perhaps schedule 
extra time to work with the “killer class.” Even an additional 
thirty minutes to an hour can make a big difference. 

If the killer course is an online course, you might just have 
hit on the rare class that requires you to get some face time. 
Go find a local version of the class that will transfer in. Make 
all of the appropriate phone calls first. It’s possible that 
changing things up and sitting in a classroom will start to 
make some of the key points click into place for you.

Sometimes the problem is that you may have forgotten basic 
concepts. This can happen a lot in math class. You can’t do 
algebra, for example, if you’ve completely forgotten how to 
divide a complex fraction because you haven’t had to do 
that since the sixth grade. Ask the instructor to clearly break 
down the basic skills you’ll need for the class. Go brush up 
on those basic skills. Your tutor can help alert you to these 
deficiencies as well.
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CHAPTER THIRTY 
EXAMINE JOB POSTS BEFORE 

CHOOSING A MAJOR

Here is perhaps one of the most useful exercises you could 
ever engage in before taking a single college class. Write 
down a list of professions or fields that you are interested in 
working in. Now go to Indeed.com, Monster.com, Career-
builder.com and any other job site that you can think of. 
Pretend that you are about to apply for that job. Jot down 
notes on the salary being offered (if it is advertised), and 
what college degree or major the employer is looking for, 
along with any other qualifications the employer will 
demand. Organize this information into a spreadsheet. Also 
make notes on the job duties that you will be expected to 
perform day in and day out. You should start to get an accurate 
picture of the following important points:

• Just how in-demand the profession actually is. If you find 
four hundred job posts, you might have found something 
promising. If you find three, you’re asking for trouble.

• The exact education requirements to work in the field. If 
every single employer is asking for an accounting degree, 
then guess what? Your broad based liberal arts education 
in history or English is going to do exactly nothing to get you 
into that profession. Go get an accounting degree instead! 

• What you will actually be doing all day, and whether or 
not you’re going to be able to stand it day in and day out.

• Whether or not you will need to have additional internships 
and work experience before you leave college in order 
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to be competitive. Sometimes, you will have to create that 
work experience. For example, most copywriting positions 
require three to five years of experience. Where people 
get that experience is anyone’s guess, because you will 
virtually never find a copywriting job post that doesn’t 
ask for that exact level of experience for that exact 
number of years. Fine, create it! Do freelance copy-
writing throughout your college career. Voila. Now you 
have a degree and experience (and money on a flexible 
schedule, if you’re any good). You have proven results, 
testimonials, and clients to show to an employer as well. 

There is nothing worse than getting out of school with your 
shiny new degree only to discover that there isn’t an 
employer around who will look at you unless you did two 
summer internships in the field. There’s nothing like the 
sinking pit in your stomach when you discover that you could 
have accepted the internship salary during your college years 
because you didn’t have to make as much, but that you can’t 
now that you have graduated because your expenses (no 
longer subsidized by mom, dad, a grant, a scholarship, or 
whatever), have gone up.

Pay attention to the occupational outlook as well. Pull it up 
on the U.S. Department of Labor website. You’ll get more 
information about what a person in that profession does 
all day too. You’ll also get a growth percentage. This tells 
you whether businesses and agencies are expected to add 
more jobs in this field or whether they are cutting jobs left 
and right. For example, there are a lot of fairly miserable 
people out there who graduated with a journalism degree 
and went on to build their career around working for a 
newspaper. Many newspapers have folded and many have 
moved online and cut staff. Those individuals are going to 
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have to adjust quickly to make themselves relevant to the 
new workplace. Since the new workplace is moving quickly 
and updating all the time, this is going to be true for anyone 
in any major.

It doesn’t hurt to know the in-demand majors either. If you 
have any aptitude for them, why not pursue them? A large 
percentage of employers are looking for business, 
engineering, computer science, finance, accounting, and 
engineering degrees. Very few are looking for theater majors, 
art history majors, English majors, communication majors, 
or history majors. In fact, getting a bachelor of arts in 
history and stopping there virtually guarantees that you will 
be unemployable.1 Study history on your own time. Study 
business (or a related major) in college.

It does help to know what most businesses do all day. From 
the perspective of a high school student, it can look an awful 
lot like most offices shuffle a lot of paper all day long to 
no particular end. Most businesses have some version of 
the following departments carrying out the following tasks. 
Note that different businesses divide and sub-divide their 
departments in various ways and may group things in 
differently. You will find this in the public sector as well. For 
example, if you worked for HUD, you might be in the 
production department. Your work product might be 
processing case applications and meeting with families, 
and you might be judged on your success rate at helping 
low-income families get into affordable homes.

• Production. This department is responsible for creating 
and producing the actual work product. The nature of the 
work depends on the product that’s being created. For 
example, the work product of a law firm would be all of 
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the research, writing, case preparation, court time, and 
counseling time that goes into running a successful law 
practice, in which case working in production (though 
they’ll never call it that) will net you a good income. 

• Logistics. This department is responsible for getting the 
product to the customers. At a law firm, it’s easy. Someone 
walks in the door and shortly, the customer has the product. 
For Widget Makers USA, the job is harder. They have to 
warehouse all of their widgets, find trucks for them, and 
get them into WidgetMarts across the country. 

• Operations is responsible for keeping the business 
running smoothly, as well as expanding the business. 
This department is responsible for doing things like 
opening new stores or navigating through laws, purchasing 
products to sell in stores, scouting new real estate and 
navigating the real estate laws that allow the company 
to expand, and taking appropriate security measures to 
avoid employee theft. 

• Sales. This department is responsible for getting people 
to sign up for a product or service. Often this involves 
meeting with those people face to face, or at least talking 
to them over the phone. In some companies, these are 
highly paid positions involving professionals who meet 
with other businesses at the highest levels. Sometimes, 
these are lowly, over-the-phone, order-taker positions.

• Marketing. This department is responsible for the product 
advertising that helps the sales team sell the product. 
That means writing letters, writing radio ads, creating 
television ads, buying up newspaper or web page ad 
space, creating web pages, working with social media, etc.
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• Customer Service. This department is responsible for 
answering customer questions and handling customer 
complaints. They are there to smooth the waters when 
things go wrong. 

• Accounting. This department handles the flow of money 
through the business. This means getting the money into 
the bank, writing checks to people whom the business 
owes, and processing invoices from those who owe the 
business money. Accounting also helps present the 
financial health of the business to interested parties like 
investors and potential investors.

• Human Resources. This department is generally 
responsible for hiring employees, training them, orient-
ing them, and firing them. They also process employee 
paychecks and benefits.

If you understand all of that, then you can start to get a sense 
of what careers are out there beyond doctor, lawyer, 
accountant, disc jockey, video game designer, or fashion 
design (which seems to be where most students start in 
their career aspirations simply for a lack of understanding 
the options). In truth, there are thousands of available job 
titles and ways to plug in to various interests. 

Choosing the right one isn’t as hard as you think. There are 
actually hundreds of jobs that you might be both happy 
and successful in. The problem is most students aren’t sure 
what to look for. They end up falling into a career, often the 
wrong one, and then they end up wondering why they cannot 
succeed at work. That’s why you need to know what is called 
your interest profile now. According to a method called the 
Holland Occupational Themes (RIASEC), there are six basic 

CHAPTER 30: EXAMINE JOB POSTS BEFORE CHOOSING A MAJOR



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES236

personality types and it’s possible to classify careers and 
vocational choices based around these personality types.

 Realistic workers, or Doers, like jobs that are tactile, 
physical or mechanical. They include cooks, police 
officers, and athletic trainers.

 Investigative workers, or Thinkers, excel in areas that 
are scholarly, scientific or medical. They include doctors, 
lawyers, and professors.

 Artistic workers, or Creators, enjoy working with ideas, 
abstractions and concepts. They include musicians, PR 
specialists, and publication editors.

 Social workers, or Helpers, enjoy tasks that involve 
teamwork and improving society. They include nurses, 
social workers, and flight attendants.

 Enterprising workers, or Persuaders, are natural leaders 
and strong public speakers. They include businessmen, 
politicians, and detectives.

 Conventional workers, or Organizers, are reliable and 
detail-oriented. They include secretaries, emergency 
dispatchers, and accountants.2

You are likely to be a mix of two or more types. Don’t go 
into sales if you are a Doer or a Thinker. Go into sales if you 
are a Persuader. Don’t go into graphic design if you are a 
Helper or an Organizer. Become a consultant or an executive 
secretary. If you are a very strong Doer, you might be mis-
erable in college. You might want to think about a highly 
paid hands-on profession with a technical school degree 
instead. However, a Doer-Creator with strong math skills 
might make an excellent engineer.
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The point is to get yourself into a role where you will shine 
and be successful, and not to force yourself into something 
that is merely highly paid. Nobody will pay you anything if 
you are bad at a job. They’ll just fire you. Again, you are re-
ally doing serious career planning here. You’re not deciding 
what to major in. 

So how do you know what type of worker you are? Look to 
your hobbies. What do you enjoy spending your time on? 
Where have you excelled when you’ve interacted with 
clubs, extra-curricular activities, or in school? Does time 
management come naturally to you? You’ve probably got 
strong Organizer leanings. Do you prefer sports to reading? 
You’re probably more of a Doer. Do you thrive on writing 
stories, playing music, dancing, or performing arts? You’re 
probably an Artistic type. Are you one of those students 
who love the challenges of academic work, thrive on it, and 
adore new ideas? You’re probably a Thinker. Were you the 
top salesperson at most of your school fundraisers or did 
you become student body president? You’re probably a 
Persuader. Are you the one that all of your friends call to ask 
for advice? You might be a Helper. 

Maybe you don’t feel like guessing. Fortunately there’s a 
free Holland Method test online (http://www.roguecc.edu/
counseling/hollandcodes/test.asp). It takes about five 
minutes to complete. It will tell you in which category you 
score the highest and give you a list of career titles that 
correspond to that personality type, along with the 
educational requirements for each career. You aren’t bound 
to choose those careers, but it’s a starting point. If you have 
more than a ten in anything, it’s worth exploring each list. You 
might be surprised and delighted to find out just how many 
job titles you’d be very good at. You might also be surprised 
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to find job titles you’ve never even heard of or considered. 
Look at the employment outlook, look at actual want ads, 
and think about what the lifestyle of that profession might 
be like. Does it meet your income goals? Does it meet other 
lifestyle goals? For example, if you want to travel, will it allow 
or even demand that you do so? Does it fit your education 
budget, allowing you to get your degree with as little debt as 
possible? Does the career even require college? Do multiple 
careers in that field have some common degrees?

Here’s a note for the Artistic type: Artistic workers deal in 
some of the most competitive fields imaginable, and are often 
freelancers. Unless you are getting admitted to a top art, 
dance, or music school like Julliard, you might not want to 
get a degree to train for an artistic career. Artistic careers 
are judged primarily on portfolios and performances. 

If you’re a writer, don’t go to college and major in English, 
thinking this will make you the next Ernest Hemingway. It 
won’t. The only thing an English major gives you is the 
ability to micro-analyze and criticize literature. There may 
be one or two courses dedicated to the language itself and 
the craft of writing, but anything else will just be trying to 
figure out if there is some hidden post-modern anxiety 
buried deep within the pages of books most people would 
never voluntarily read.

There are ways to hone your writing craft and make yourself 
marketable to employers. One of those is a journalism degree 
with emphasis on computer experience. Let’s face it—with 
the advent of the Internet, print media is dying. The New 
York Times is instituting another layoff as of this writing. 
People get their news from alternative sources now, and the 
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world of journalism and the craft of writing must keep up if 
it’s going to survive.

A journalism degree will teach you how to write. You will 
have to learn to be concise and in many cases, have to tell 
your story in 700 words or less. It will teach you to cut out the 
extraneous material and keep what is germane. It will help 
you hone your craft. The computer skills you learn will assist 
you in landing jobs in the modern era of journalism.

A public relations major is another option for someone with 
writing skills. This field will teach you how to make big-
money, corporate firms look good through the craft of writ-
ing. Just try not to wind up working in a position where you 
might be asked to convince people that toxic sludge tastes 
good. You might also select a marketing major, at which 
point, you’ll learn how to write advertisements. 

One thing you cannot do is go to the library, pick up one or 
two books (or three or four) on the craft of writing, read the 
material, and call yourself a writer. Writing is hard work. It 
takes years of practice to master the craft. If writing is your 
passion, join writing groups and learn everything you can 
about writing well, including mastering the English 
language and the mechanical skills needed to put coherent 
thoughts down on paper. 

Artistic careers take time to build. Minor in those subjects, 
or self-educate to get better and better. Freelance while 
training for another career that you would be equally happy in.

This is not exactly the old “something to fall back on” 
advice. Indeed, your life might not work ever if you keep 
trying to force yourself into something other than the 
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passionate dreams of your heart. But if you know that strongly, 
don’t spend money on college. Spend time getting better 
at your art, put yourself out there, and work. Go to the audi-
tions, build the portfolio, submit your work to magazines, 
whatever it takes. At least you won’t have spent thousands of 
dollars and will be debt free, and you might be able to get 
your career started while your expenses are still low. 

If you don’t have that consuming passion, get a degree that 
will help you get employed. Afterwards, you can continue to 
explore your art until it is profitable for you. The best artistic 
education simply does not happen on most college campuses, 
and it offers one of the lowest returns on investment for a 
college career. In this case, learn by doing.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
HIGH-PAYING JOBS THAT REQUIRE 

NO COLLEGE

Why include a chapter about jobs that don’t require you 
to go to college in a book about college loopholes and 
secrets? Primarily because this is part of an overall 
strategy of introducing you to options for your future. It’s 
also because high school counselors do not generally do 
a good job of making sure students know all of these op-
tions. They’re content to spin the marketing lie that college 
is the only way to get ahead. You’ll never hear about other 
choices from college admissions counselors. Why would 
you spend that kind of money without shopping around and 
being aware of what else is available? This is your life and 
your future—nobody else’s. 

The goal is to find a good income-producing career, one 
that doesn’t leave you stranded working for minimum wage. 

We’ve already indicated that in some cases an associate's 
degree can lead to a job that pays more highly than a bach-
elor's degree. Of course, much depends on the degree. Be-
fore you rush off to college, you should think about some of 
your other options and decide whether or not they’d be right 
for you.

No matter what, riches and wealth won’t pour into your lap 
right away, no more than they would for an entry-level pro-
fessional in a field that requires a bachelor of arts. In many 
cases, the high pay doesn’t come until you’ve worked your 
way up the ranks. However, any job that you take is going to 
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require hard work and dedication from you. If your aptitudes 
and interests are more in line with the careers that don’t re-
quire college, why wouldn’t you pursue those avenues? 

At least you could spend a few years working at any of these 
jobs before deciding whether or not you actually wish to 
return to school. If you excel, there’s no need. If you don’t 
excel, you still have a clean academic slate, money in your 
pocket, work experience to potentially translate into college 
credits, and a new level of motivation. Not a bad deal. 

However, the flip side is that these jobs do not command 
very much respect in many cases, and you may have to put 
up with less-than-ideal working conditions and less-than- 
ideal treatment until you advance through the ranks. In 
reality, though, this can be true of any workplace. It will be 
up to you to adopt an attitude that helps you stay successful. 
That means not getting overwhelmed with resentment or 
negativity.

Many of these jobs at least require some form of certification, 
which can often mean several weeks of classes or self-study, 
combined with an exam.

Jobs that Pay for Performance

Jobs that pay for performance are wonderful. In fact, it’s often 
better to get paid for performance than it is to get paid for 
time. One of the most common examples are careers in 
sales. A commission-based or partial-commission-based 
sales job offers unlimited income to anyone willing to work 
hard enough.

Nobody is born a salesperson. There are some excellent 
training books out there, even if your job doesn’t provide 
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them. Try How to Master the Art of Selling by Tom Hopkins. 
He lays it out step by step. 

Not all sales jobs are equal, of course. There’s a big difference 
between selling a product that pays $50 per sale and selling 
a product that pays $500 per sale. However, the activities of 
selling are the same in both cases. Ask your manager for 
specific procedures and scripts that you can use for pros-
pecting, appointment setting, presentation, and closing. 

If you’re successful, you can move into sales management. 
At that point, you motivate a team of salespeople and you 
receive commissions on their performances. 

You will have a variable income in selling professions, but 
you can smooth this income out by consistently taking actions 
that lead to success. For the most part, it’s a numbers game. 

Once you have a sales job, you’re likely to be employed 
for life. Sales experience is highly valued. Every company 
needs sales reps, and there are few people with the 
confidence and willingness to take such jobs.

Careers in Flight

Careers in flight (like air traffic control or becoming a flight 
attendant), can be well paid, but do not necessarily require 
a college degree.

Air traffic control is one of those jobs that can be obtained 
with or without a degree, but there’s a catch. If you don’t 
have a four-year bachelor's degree, you’re going to have to 
show three years of progressively responsible work 
experience, or some combination of the two. You’ll also 
have to meet certain age and medical requirements, and 
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achieve a passing score on the FAA pre-employment test.1 
You will also spend twelve weeks at the FAA Academy in 
Oklahoma City.

The work is highly paid, but not easy. The average income 
is over $100,000 per year, but rates are determined by the 
complexity of the facility in which you’re employed. Shift 
scheduling may mean functioning on four hours of sleep 
or less, especially if you’re assigned the day shift and the 
overnight shift together at times. It is incredibly stressful 
work, requiring you to be responsible for the safety of thousands 
of lives every single day, a lot of times while working under 
conditions of heavy fatigue. 

These job openings are becoming more competitive as the 
percentage of positions for trainees and air traffic declines. 
While staffing is still ahead of traffic, the FAA’s latest air traffic 
control work-force plan shows that system-wide air traffic is 
down 22 percent since 2000.2

If you become a flight attendant, you will be trained on the 
job (there are “flight attendant schools” out there, but they 
are scams).3 Some airlines only require a high school 
diploma or equivalent, but others may ask at least two years 
of college and/or two years of public contact experience. It 
would, of course, be a good idea for you to enjoy working 
with people since you will work with many different people 
in a very short, confined space. You may find it difficult to 
plan your schedule because of reserve scheduling, whereby 
you spend twenty-one days out of a thirty-day month on 
call. The best pay comes for flight attendant supervisors, of 
course, not for flight attendants. 
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Work With Your Hands

Carpenters, construction workers, repair workers, electricians, 
plumbers, and masons all make very good livings, especially 
when they progress to the point where they are supervising 
others in their field. You might also think about installation 
jobs: installing cable, Internet, or satellite television for the 
companies that sell those services. These jobs require you 
to work with your hands, be physically fit, and ready to 
work hard in all kinds of weather. It can also mean 
irregular hours and income: you work when the work is 
there to be done and seasonal weather can affect the 
regularity of available jobs.

Most of these professions require some kind of appren-
ticeship. There are often state-sponsored apprenticeship 
programs that you can get involved with. Apprenticeships, 
naturally, do not pay very well, so it’s best to do them out of 
high school, when your expenses, expectations, and respon-
sibilities are small. Full apprenticeships can last as long as 
four years, so don’t expect to learn the trade quickly. Many 
of these fields (electricians, plumbers, HVAC technicians, 
etc.) are licensed, journeyman fields, and will require some 
paid educational expenses before you’re qualified to take 
your state licensing exam at the end of your apprenticeship.

You will usually have to have strong math skills to work in 
these sorts of trades. If you struggled through high school 
math, these professions might not be your best option. 

Personal Trainer

If you are physically fit and a great motivator, then you might 
make a good personal trainer. Personal trainers tend to be 
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highly paid, especially when they can plug into corporate 
wellness initiatives that guarantee them large audiences. 
You will usually have to get a certification. Most personal 
trainers start at clubs, though they may become private 
personal trainers as they expand their client base and gain 
a reputation in the industry. If you decide to become a 
private fitness trainer, you will essentially be starting your 
own business, so you’ll need to understand sales, marketing, 
and billing as well.

Truck Driving

You’ll have to go to a special trucking school and you’ll have 
to get a commercial driver’s license. You’ll need to be very 
alert and conscientious as well, as you will be handling a 
large, dangerous piece of equipment on a daily basis. But 
truckers, especially owner-operators, can make very good 
money for hauling goods and services on the road.

One advantage to trucking is that you will be in your vehicle 
all day without having to deal with office politics. On the 
other hand, you’ll be expected to work long hours and you 
may not be home very much. In addition, the expenses of 
the road can often wipe out many of the income gains, es-
pecially if you are an owner-operator and are responsible 
for paying for your own gas. Rising gas prices have put 
many owner-operators out of business. If you work directly 
for a company instead of contracting out to them, they will 
more than likely handle the cost of gas instead.

Public Safety Work

Law enforcement, firefighting, EMT work, dispatching, and 
other public safety work can usually be done with training, 
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certification, and the occasional associate degree, though 
you get paid even more and will advance faster if you have 
the appropriate degree to back up your training. 

However, the good pay comes in at the supervisory level. 
Between here and there, like other jobs, there is hard and 
sometimes stressful or hazardous work at low pay levels. 
Most of these will have rigorous physical requirements as 
well. Of course, the best reason to take on any of these 
professions would be that you have a genuine passion for 
working in the public safety field. 

Work for the Railroad

Railroad jobs are hailed as some of the highest paying blue 
collar jobs available to high school graduates, with good 
benefits.4 This is especially true for conductors and engineers, 
but not as true for passenger attendants. There are accredited 
railroad schools that could increase your chances of getting 
hired. Most of the training, however, is hands on and on the 
job. You will need strong mechanical skills for most railroad-
oriented jobs, or at least strong mechanical aptitudes.

Home Health Aides

Home health aides work very long hours, but they get paid 
a modest wage for a position that is available to those who 
are just out of high school. The real money, of course, comes 
at the point when you can become a home health aide 
supervisor, rather than an actual aide. This will require 
many years of working in the industry.

You will have to pass criminal background checks when you 
enter this industry, as you would be caring for vulnerable 
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populations like the elderly or the mentally ill. You might 
prepare meals, help seniors take their medications, and 
perform other tasks to assure the comfort and safety of 
those who need help. You will also need to be physically fit 
in some cases, as you might have to assist someone from a 
sitting to standing position, or helping them move or turn 
over in bed.5

Factory and Warehouse Work

If you can find work in a factory or warehouse, you can even-
tually work your way into the higher paying supervisory 
work. In the meantime, there is no getting around the fact 
that this is largely menial labor in rough working conditions.

Surveyor

Surveyors produce precise descriptions of plots of land, 
elevation studies, and other surveys that are used for legal 
purposes, for building, and for engineering. This is a great 
career for someone who really enjoys math, especially 
trigonometry and geometry. Many surveyors get their start 
by taking a summer job on a surveying crew, which means 
you could easily try out the career to see if it is right for you.6 

You will need to pass certification tests and you will probably 
have to take courses to qualify for the job, as well. Land 
surveyors tend to make $35,000 to $65,000, depending on 
the employer and the experience.

Clerical Work

If you can type, file, and run basic Microsoft Office programs, 
you can generally become an administrative assistant. The 
pay is decent, but not high: you’ll have to work your way 
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up to becoming an office manager, executive assistant, or 
personal assistant. However, if you are good at your job, you 
will be in high demand and those who assist executive level 
employees eventually wind up commanding a great deal of 
respect. You’ll need to cultivate the art of making yourself 
indispensable, even more so than you would for any 
other profession.

Other Options

These are all just examples. You will have to do your own 
career research—do the same job posting exercise from 
Chapter 30 for this option as you would for going to college. 
If you ultimately decide that college is right for you, you’ll 
want to be as informed as possible about the path that you 
are choosing and the road that you expect to walk.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
EVALUATING ENTREPRENEURSHIP 

AS AN OPTION

Most of America’s millionaires don’t work for other people. 
They own their own businesses. You may be young, but 
there’s nothing stopping you from doing the same. There 
are many opportunities. Many of America’s millionaires are 
now between the ages of twenty and thirty—tech savvy 
pioneers who see a need in the marketplace and rush to 
fill it. Check out the “30 under 30” lists from Inc. Magazine 
or Entrepreneur’s annual list of young millionaires, if you’d 
like some inspiration. Both magazines do some in-depth 
coverage on the stories and methods of each of the million-
aires. Some of them started with very little money. Some of 
them got some help along the way. 

You might have lots of questions on how to begin your new 
business. Fortunately, the answers are usually as close as 
Google. You can also ask questions of other people who have 
been successful. Ask your parents if they know any successful 
business owners. (They may even be successful business 
owners themselves!) Ask if they can introduce you to these 
people so you can learn more about how they got started 
and how business works. You might even ask if you can work 
for them for free in all of the departments of their busi-
ness. It would be an education that costs you nothing, 
which costs the business owner nothing, which gives you 
real work experience if you decide to work for someone else, 
and which will demonstrate how serious you are. That dem-
onstration alone could lead to more introductions and help.
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For one thing, if this is the road that you choose, then you 
might be able to convince your parents to allow you to put 
your college fund into buying an owner-financed business 
instead, or on getting your start-up rolling. You will need to 
put together a business plan, research that business, and 
learn it before you’d convince them or anyone else. You 
should also work in the kind of business that you are thinking 
about buying.

You could also choose to become a freelancer or contractor. 
Outsourcing certain types of work to freelancers has 
become the norm in many fields: web design, programming, 
writing, and graphic design among them. One good book 
for this route would be Free Agent Nation, by Daniel Pink. He 
explains exactly how being a free agent is different from the 
normal world of work, and how it is becoming both more 
socially acceptable and lucrative. This route would allow 
you to do all or part of your work from home or anywhere 
else you choose to go. All you would need to proceed is an 
Internet connection. If you do exactly what you say you are 
going to do (when you say you are going to do it), and you 
offer high-quality work, you’ll be ahead of 80 percent of 
your competition. There are many books for each field on 
how to find clients, deal with variable incomes, and handle 
common problems. There are also many blogs and websites 
that give this information away for free.

The Internet itself offers ways to start your own business for 
as little as twenty dollars. There are many different meth-
ods: affiliate marketing, creating and selling information 
products, getting advertising income from blogs, niche 
sites, authority sites, and more. There is a learning curve, 
but there are many resources that can help you. In fact, 
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creating a blog or a website about a topic and becoming an 
expert on that topic are great ways to learn about it. These 
resources can be impressive to employers because they 
can get a screenshot of your entire portfolio of expertise 
in a subject matter, and they can do so in one, central-
ized location. It shows that you are capable of putting in 
time and effort that nobody else “made” you do, which is an 
extremely valuable quality. In addition, deciding to have a 
side business provides you with flexibility and protection in 
a down economy.

You can start Internet work or freelancing while you are 
still in high school. It’s a great way to navigate college 
schedules and work schedules at the same time, as well. 
Once you take this route, you will never again have to de-
pend on the government or a corporation for a job. You will 
make your own job, your own economy. You will also have 
the freedom to diversify and to create many streams of in-
come from many different sources. It does help to get a few 
jobs in sales, customer service, and billing just because 
those three skills will help you manage and run your 
own business with confidence and ease.

If you go to college while freelancing or Internet marketing, 
you’ll have ample time to decide whether they are right for 
you. If not, you’ll have a useful degree and work experience 
under your belt, along with client testimonials to share. You 
will also be able to demonstrate that you are self-directed, 
forward thinking, and decisive, which are qualities that 
employers value. It won’t be any shame to tell a potential 
interviewer that you wanted to transfer your skills to a bigger 
venture than you were able to create on your own. Starting 
your own business doesn’t hurt you.
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It helps to have the mindset and the qualities of a business 
owner before you begin. You need self-reliance, tenacity, 
and a certain tolerance for risk. You’re definitely not ready 
if you’re not self-directed. Nobody tells an entrepreneur to 
go to work but the entrepreneur. If you don’t do the work, 
you don’t get paid. 

Don’t allow the skepticism of family members and friends 
to deter you. If mom and dad aren’t sold on your freelance 
web design business, you can always tell them that you’re 
just trying to stay busy and make a little extra money, while 
at the same time gaining experience and contacts that will 
help you find a “real job.” That might be how it turns out, or 
you may become so successful that you won’t need to find 
another job. By the time you’re paying for your own apart-
ment out of your freelance earnings, your family should be 
more or less sold. Even if they aren’t, you turn independent 
when you no longer accept other people’s money (includ-
ing your parents’ money) to run the basics of your life, 
whatever the source. 

Your idea does not have to reinvent the wheel, so long as 
you do your research before taking the plunge. Deciding on 
this route now, selling your own products while you’re still 
in high school, is very nice. For one thing, you can start from 
a position of total debt freedom. That’s an enviable place 
to begin: no credit card debt, no car debt, and no student 
loan debt. If you’re really good, you could eventually earn 
enough to buy your first car for cash in the course of several 
weekends. Just like with any sales profession, however, you 
have to work your business every single day. It’s the only 
way to make it succeed. 
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If you don’t know how to do any of the things that you might 
get paid for, self-educate! Remember, the library is free. 
Nothing stops you from learning new techniques. YouTube 
is full of hundreds of thousands of free “how to” videos. 
There are outstanding books on any subject or field you can 
imagine. There are blogs written by others in any of these 
fields. People are practically giving away step-by-step in-
structions on how to succeed at nearly every industry. No-
body can make those instructions work but you, however. 
Many people dabble with entrepreneurship. They read 
about it and think how great it would be. Then they do it 
by half-measures. When those half-measures fail, they say, 
“Well this doesn’t work.” Don’t be mediocre. Take real action 
so you can see real results. That also happens to be true for 
anything you do while working for anybody else, as well. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
CHOOSE ACTIVITIES THAT HELP 

YOUR FUTURE CAREER

Campus life is a big part of college. It refers to all of the 
clubs, events, and extra-curricular activities that are offered 
at campuses across the country. These activities can be 
enriching, rewarding, and helpful to your career. They can 
also be major time wasters that end up taking your focus 
away from what’s truly important. 

Previously, you were advised to limit yourself to just two 
activities—one activity which you pursued for love and one 
activity which you pursued because you wanted to help 
your career. If you’re truly lucky, those things won’t be 
mutually exclusive. It’s great if you can pick two things that 
you love that will enhance your career as well. 

Following are some of the activities that can help you, hurt 
you, or are of no consequence. Recognize that some of these 
will not necessarily be important to employers. Some will 
simply help you enhance soft skills that will be important. 
Of course, if you learn to sell yourself well, you can make 
some of these activities important to employers by demon-
strating how they will help you bring additional value to 
the company.

Good: Activities Which Help You Increase 
Speaking and Presentation Skills

Drama, debate, or working at your campus radio station can 
all force you to speak clearly, project well, and get used to 
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speaking to large crowds. These activities can help boost 
your self-confidence as well, since eventually you’ll begin to 
realize that you can do them. Debate also helps you increase 
your assertiveness by putting you in a position where you 
must calmly stand your ground and defend your point of 
view.1 Political activism (not campus politics, but real work 
for real causes or real politicians) can serve this purpose as 
well, though it can be a mixed bag. On one hand, you will 
be fulfilling your civic duty. Getting involved in governing 
is one of the duties of a citizen of a constitutional republic. 
On the other hand, it could serve to alienate you from 
people on campus or in town. Working directly for a 
politician might be the best way to go, since you’ll get job 
skills (and possibly a job) and a contact who, if elected, will 
be highly placed and perhaps more than ready to give you 
a job or an introduction when you graduate.

Fine Arts

Music and art certainly have their place. They can help 
you practice and build your artistic skills if you plan to turn 
those skills into a living. Writing groups can boost vital 
communication and writing skills by helping you tighten up 
your work. These groups may even help you move closer 
to publication by encouraging you to submit your work. 
Practice of the fine arts used to be a big part of a traditional, 
well-rounded education.2 You don’t have to pay extra money 
to take a music or art class to join these groups, to learn 
from them, and to share in the joy of creating something.

Activities Which are Directly Related to a Career

Obviously, activities which directly relate to real careers 
and allow you to practice the skills of that career are usually 

CHAPTER 33: CHOOSE ACTIVITIES THAT HELP YOUR FUTURE CAREER



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 259

very profitable. If you want to go into journalism, then writing 
for your campus newspaper can be a good first start. The 
campus radio station should be your goal if you have aspira-
tions of working in radio. If you want to be a teacher or want 
to enter the Teach for America program (or both), then you 
might wish to spend some time tutoring other students in a 
writing lab or math lab, demonstrating your ability to help 
other people comprehend complex concepts. Tutoring might 
also make you attractive as a corporate trainer.

Activities Which Serve the Community

Getting involved with a campus volunteer group is certainly 
a great way to help your future career. These groups force 
you to exercise real skills. They also show that you’re not 
afraid of hard work and that you are a conscientious person 
of integrity. This category can include campus faith groups, 
which usually do a fair amount of volunteering and service. 
However, campus faith groups can also provide you with a 
safe support network of friends who are not going to encourage 
you to drink and party your college experience away. Any 
student who joins a faith group under his or her own power 
is doing so out of strong convictions. Such groups can also 
be extremely important if you are seeking ordination.

Activities Which Help You Practice Skills

Foreign language practice groups can be extremely helpful, 
especially if they are immersive groups that force their 
members to speak the language to one another at pre-de-
termined times. This can make you fluent enough to actually 
list the foreign language as a job skill, something that is 
highly sought after by high-level employers with offices or 
clients all over the globe. 
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For engineering and computer students, there are clubs and 
groups who work together as teams, collaborate, and enter 
design contests together. These competitions can provide 
a nice entry on your resumé if won. The groups themselves 
demonstrate teamwork, which is extremely important to 
most employers, demonstrating that you can work with 
others to get a complex task done.

Activities Which Broaden Your Mind

There will be a fair number of evening lectures and literature 
readings offered on campus. These aren’t clubs, but they 
are extra-curricular events. While lectures can’t teach as 
effectively as reading, you may still learn something new or 
interesting that you might not have otherwise heard about. 
These lectures and readings are always free, and they 
usually come with some light refreshments and a chance to 
talk to the guest of honor afterward. These are great because 
you can schedule them once, when you have time, without 
having to make time for every single similar offering. That 
isn’t something that you can do in most clubs or societies, 
since they will expect you to be involved in regular meetings 
or activities. This makes these an ideal extra-curricular op-
tion for students who have very busy work schedules on top 
of their course loads.

Incidentally, this is a good place to find friends who are 
interested in doing well. The other place is the library, since 
students who are not interested in doing well never touch 
the library. Starting a new friendship with a lively discus-
sion about the lecture of the evening isn’t a bad way to 
begin, either. 
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Neutral Activities

There are some activities for students who all share an 
interest in a common subject, but who don’t really engage 
with that subject very heavily. Evaluate them carefully. You 
might attend a few meetings just to see. The anthropology 
club may just be a bunch of students all majoring in anthro-
pology who mostly get together to chat and share a meal. 
Or it may be a club which schedules museum trips, visits 
to festivals, lectures, and career exploration panels. One of 
them is useful to you, the other isn’t. On the other hand, it 
certainly doesn’t hurt to have the club on a resumé geared 
toward an anthropology career. If the club isn’t very active 
or effective, but you like the people and want to attend the 
meals and camping trips, then you might consider making 
that kind of club your enjoyment activity while choosing a 
more career-oriented club for your secondary activity.

Intramural sports or recreation organizations like the 
snowboarder’s club or the chess club should probably be 
restricted to your enjoyable mental activity. They will do 
very little for your career, though they may of course enhance 
your fitness and your life in other ways. That is why they are 
neutral activities—because they help you stay mentally and 
physically healthy in many respects, but they aren’t exactly 
career winners.

Greek life has already been mentioned as a neutral activity. 
On one hand, you can access the Greek life alumni network, 
which could eventually help you get hired. Greek life can 
also be heavily involved in service activities, depending 
upon the sorority or fraternity. On the other hand, it’s well 
known that the Greeks usually throw the best parties. This 
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is where you’re going to get most of your pressure to drink 
and have a grand time. 

Many of the participants in Greek life will be moneyed 
students who don’t have to think much about how the college 
bill will be paid. Their wealthy parents are sending them to 
school, so they can afford to waste more time and money 
than you can. You will, of course, be expected to pay dues 
as high as $200 per semester, which can be an expense that 
you don’t want to burden yourself with. In addition, pledge 
week or hell week can be distracting. Hazing, or corporal 
punishment associated with pledge week or hell week, is 
banned on many campuses, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t 
happen. Hazing is often associated with real physical or 
sexual assault, and you don’t necessarily need to line your-
self up for that kind of trauma. Sometimes hazing incidents 
are fatal. Just type “college hazing” into Google to find a 
huge list of horrible stories and incidents from reliable 
news sources. Plenty of them are recent. 

You should thoroughly investigate each Greek organization 
before deciding whether or not you intend to join, including 
whether or not they’ve been implicated in any hazing 
incidents on your campus or any other.

Unprofitable Activities

Campus politics aren’t very helpful. Becoming the president 
of a college class doesn’t mean much. It’s mostly a popular-
ity contest and an ego-satisfaction ritual. It might be good 
for something if it gets an otherwise shy student out there 
making introductions and speeches, which goes back to 
communication and presentation skills, but it’s a massive 
time waster otherwise.
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Other activities are less formal. There’s a lot of pressure to 
come over to a room and hang out. This may be accompanied 
by watching television or just a lot of talking. Hanging out is 
great on your day off. It’s not helping you at all otherwise. It 
can be flattering to be asked, but if you don’t have the time, 
you don’t have the time. Guard your time wisely. 

Similarly, the campus pool hall or game hall isn’t going to 
help you out much either. Again, save that stuff for your day 
off, or after your study time, classes, and work are complete 
(if you can manage to get out of there in time to go to bed 
at a decent hour). None of these can be included on a 
resumé, of course. Hanging out, playing pool, or what-have-
you does not count as your one relaxation group or activity 
for this reason.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
TARGET INTERNSHIPS EARLY

Internships are an incredibly important part of the college 
experience. You need to plan for them and account for them 
as strenuously as you account for any other kind of college 
experience. Internships are your way out of the age old 
catch-22 (you need experience to get a job, but you need a 
job to get experience). Internships are the best way to get 
that experience.

Getting an internship when you’re no longer a college student 
is an exercise in futility. Employers will wonder what’s wrong 
with you. In addition, by the time you have a full regimen of 
responsibilities and bills, you may not be able to afford to 
take on an unpaid position, which accounts for most of the 
internships that are available at most companies. 

By the time some students figure out they need internships, 
the window of opportunity has passed. Internships are a 
very good way to spend each of your summers, particularly 
if you are not engaged in a full-time job or even a long-term, 
part-time job with another company. If you have the privilege 
of going to college without having to work, then you should 
absolutely take advantage of this opportunity as early as 
you possibly can. There are also internships that may be 
offered during the regular school year. If so, and if your 
finances allow it, you could use the internship in place of a 
full-time or part-time job. One advantage to this strategy is 
that, as a student, you won’t have to fight to get a work schedule 
which allows you to take all of your classes as normal. In 
fact, some internships can be treated like a class, since they 
offer you college credit in exchange for your work.
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Why You Need Internships

“Internships are invaluable learning experiences for college 
students—and are almost a necessity for any college graduate.”1  
They are so invaluable not just because you can get work 
experience, but because you can get work experience in 
your field. You could get work experience while working 
at your local 7-11, but you won’t be able to tell an employer 
that you drafted a twenty-two page sales proposal, created a 
marketing campaign, edited two major books pre-production, 
aided in the design of a new car, or anything else career-
specific.. 

Even if you do nothing more than shuffle paper at your 
internship, you can still tell a potential employer that you 
have experience in the field. If you do your job right and 
take the time to ask some questions while shuffling those 
papers, it won’t even be untrue. 

Internships are a good way to help you clarify your career 
goals. If you went to a tuition-free college instead of trying 
to test out of your freshman and sophomore year, or are 
currently completing community college, internships can 
help you settle on the type of job you’d like to do within your 
chosen career path. (They can also help you determine that 
you don’t want that career at all!) You might be somewhat at 
a disadvantage within a community college setting because 
internships can be immensely competitive, but keep trying 
to land one anyway. It will keep you from making costly ca-
reer mistakes. If you’re having trouble, target internships 
with entrepreneurs and start-ups who need the help and will 
often work with you one-on-one. 

You’ll also simply do better at your first after-college job. 
Employers have noticed that interns tend to perform better 
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than those who have merely graduated from college.2  This is 
no real surprise. Interns have had the exposure to the real-world 
work environment. They’ve done some real work. They have 
a better idea of what goes on and what’s expected of them. 
They might even start to get the idea they don’t know every-
thing, which is a realization that, sadly, most new graduates 
truly do fail to come to.

Internships can be parlayed into full-time jobs. In fact, surveys 
show that employers hire roughly one-third of their interns.3 
You do not have to wait until graduation, either. Consider 
asking if you can work for the company part time during 
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the school year, if it is anywhere near your college campus. 
This is, in fact, an excellent strategy if you need to work but 
haven’t found anything. It can offer you an alternative to the 
retail and food service jobs. It means that you can hit the 
ground running with your career after graduation, probably 
with the very same firm. You will be trusted with higher level 
projects more quickly, and you will likely feel much more 
confident about your performance in the workplace, which 
will no longer be new to you.4

Paid or Unpaid?

It would be nice to think that you could find a paid internship. 
However, most undergraduate internships are not paid. They 
offer college credit and work experience instead. There are 
some paid internship opportunities for graduates.5

Accepting an unpaid internship takes courage and sacrifice—
courage because you’ll be trading your time without any 
monetary compensation. You may not have time to do both 
an internship and a job. It’s also a sacrifice because, again, 
you won’t be making any money. However, there are also 
massive rewards to be had. Don’t turn your nose up at any 
internship because it is unpaid. Chances are high that you’ll 
be able to transition the internship into a paid, part-time job, 
if you play your cards right.

How to get an Internship

You will need to search for your internship as seriously and 
as professionally as you would search for any normal job. 
You will need to polish and update your resumé and your 
interviewing skills. You will need to remember to send 
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handwritten thank-you notes to hiring managers who took 
the time to speak to you. You will need to get some decent 
clothes to interview in. 

Finding internships can be a little daunting. There are a host 
of online databases that can provide a good start. You can 
also check with your college career office, company web-
sites, career fairs, the alumni office, and college internship 
books. You could even cold call companies that you are in-
terested in working for, though be prepared to make many, 
many calls before your efforts yield results. There are also 
books which list internships, such as Peterson’s Internships: 
The Largest Source of Internships Available.6

Start early. Some internships have extremely early deadlines—
as early as November, in some cases, for summer intern-
ships. Internships are highly competitive, so you will need 
to target many companies to succeed. It would not be 
unreasonable to target fifty to one hundred different 
companies to land a single internship. Those numbers may 
sound daunting, but it is all a matter of time management. 
Schedule twenty minutes per day to work on your search. 
Keep a spreadsheet to keep your efforts organized in order 
to keep track of who you’ve already applied to, when you 
applied, and when you need to follow up. 

Persistence is also very important. If you don’t hear back 
from a company, call and ask to speak to the internship 
coordinator. Ask if he or she got your resume. There is no 
guarantee that they’ve even seen your resume or applica-
tion! You may get an invitation to send the information 
directly, instead of using the company website’s automated 
application system.
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Don’t forget to set up a LinkedIn profile. You should be doing 
this anyway, and doing your best to gather recommenda-
tions from any internships or employment experiences that 
you gather during your college time. While we’re on the 
subject of social media, tighten up the privacy settings on 
Facebook and do your best to eradicate any embarrassing 
photographs, controversial posts, or negative posts. Did you 
grumble “work sucks” in a moment of frustration over your 
high school job? Delete the post if you can. If you haven’t 
done much on social media yet, you might consider staying 
completely uninvolved, save for your LinkedIn professional 
profile. Some employers are wrongly demanding Facebook 
passwords as a condition of employment. You can always 
say no, but you won’t get the job at that particular company. 
Better to say truthfully that you do not have a profile at all.

How to Succeed at an Internship

Succeeding at an internship has some similarities to 
succeeding at a full-time job and some differences. 

Obviously, you should work hard and stay professional. Do 
not treat any task as being beneath you. Arrive with a good 
attitude and be committed to going each and every day. 
Arrive on time and dressed appropriately, which means 
dressing like the people in your office dress. If that means 
slacks and a polo shirt, wear it. If it means a full suit, wear it. 
Cultivate a work ethic that is as good as or better than the 
work ethic of the best employees in the office. 

You also need to do your best to gather regular feedback 
from your employer. How are you doing? What could you do 
better? The employer doesn’t expect you to know everything 
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yet, but you’ve got a valuable opportunity to learn what goes 
on in an office. If you’re not doing something well, this is a 
time that you can correct course without too many penalties. 

Some employers are a little more aloof and less accessible. 
If this is the case, look for a mentor among the full-time 
employees, someone who is willing to show you the ropes 
and become invested in your success. Most people really 
enjoy helping others, and a mentor will show you so much 
more than whatever the pre-written internship program 
allows for. You should do this even if you do have an 
accessible supervisor, unless you have managed to cultivate 
the supervisor as a mentor instead.

Dive into everything that you can! Never miss an opportunity 
to learn something new. Ask employees if you can make 
their lives easier in any way, especially if you haven’t had 
the chance to sink your teeth into more challenging work or 
if you find yourself at loose ends. Attend every meeting, trade 
conference, and training session that your employers will al-
low you to attend. Be a sponge. Absorb everything that you 
can! Read any company materials or manuals you can get 
your hands on. Try to learn new software. 

If you get farmed out to different departments, tackle the 
task with passion and enthusiasm. You need to want to be 
there. You worked hard to get your internship, didn’t you? 
Make the most of it! Employers can tell when you want to be 
somewhere and when you’re just marking time. Do not be 
the intern who is just marking time. Think about it—if you 
were an employer, would you hire the enthusiastic intern 
who shows up with a smile on his or her face, or would you 
hire the person who seems bored?
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Kill all negativity within yourself at all costs. Do not get 
drawn into office gossip or complaining. Be polite, but firm 
about this. If someone tries to draw you into a grumble fest 
say, “I really appreciate that you’re being friendly to me, 
and I don’t want to rebuff you. However, I would rather focus 
on what’s right about the company instead of focusing on 
what’s wrong. Can we talk about something else?” If they 
don’t get the hint, then try to avoid meeting with that person 
for smoke or water cooler breaks in the future.

You also need to be sure that you are keeping a record of 
each of your accomplishments, as you do them. It will be 
easy to forget them later, but you’ll need them for your 
resumé. They can also make your case if you ask for a 
position with the company. In some cases, this kind of log 
may even be required to get the college credit that goes 
along with the internship.

You also need to work hard at networking. This is an enormous 
opportunity to meet people in your field. Stay in touch 
through short notes and emails, LinkedIn, and networking 
events that you know they’ll be attending. Treat every single 
person in that office with respect, from the CEO on down 
to the receptionist. Word will get around. People will talk 
about you. If you are nasty to someone who you think is 
beneath you, it will come back to bite you. You never know 
who may be friends with whom, who has been in the office 
for over thirty years and is beloved by all, or which person is 
the CEO’s nephew being given a chance to learn the business, 
just as you are. Stay polite and keep your mouth shut.

When the internship ends, think about whether you enjoyed 
working for the company. They’ve had their chance to 
evaluate you. Now you need to evaluate them. If you decide 
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that you really like the company and you’re a good fit, ask to 
see your boss and speak to human resources. Be very honest 
about your goals and plans. Just ask for that part-time position 
or full-time job, depending upon what’s appropriate. 

If the company is too far away from your home campus to 
make it feasible to work with them throughout the year, ask 
them if they would be open to having you come back to 
work during the summer. You could even ask if they’d be 
willing to outsource some projects to you throughout the 
year on a contract basis. You might be surprised at what you 
can work out and at all of the ways which you can maintain 
a positive relationship with the company that has given you 
this chance.

When it is all over, buy some stationary. Write thank-you 
notes to everyone with whom you worked during your 
internship (including the receptionist). It won’t hurt to keep 
a copy of the company directory so you can go through with 
a highlighter, noting who needs your thanks. Just a few short 
words will do. You will be remembered for it and you will 
stand out. Those sorts of actions have great, positive ripple 
effects that can help you get hired in the future, even if 
it’s not with that company. After all, people do move from 
company to company!

Working the Cost of an Internship into your 
Overall College Costs

If internships are unpaid, then it stands to reason that you’re 
going to need to factor the cost of internship into your plans. 
This means accounting for housing, food, transportation, the 
appropriate clothing, and lost income.
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There are several ways to do this. You could, of course, devote 
some of your own college savings to the task. If you are 
working part time, you could save those earnings and translate 
them into internship support as well.

If it was always the game plan that your parents pay for col-
lege, communicate with them. Chances are you’ve saved 
them a mountain of money by using the techniques outlined 
in this book. Ask if they’d be willing to devote some of those 
savings to covering the cost of your internships. Chances 
are they’ll be more than happy to do so once they understand 
the value that internship will have in landing you a full-time 
paid position out of college. They would like to see you 
independent and successful as well.

If neither of these will work, you will have a choice to make. 
Chances are you’re going to have to work and do the 
internship at the same time to cover your expenses. That 
will mean essentially working two jobs. Other people have 
done this and survived. Are you willing to make the sacrifices 
and put in the hard work to succeed? Many internships are 
only twelve to fifteen hours per week and you get a credit. 
That means you can take one less class during a semester 
and devote the rest of your time to part-time work. During 
the summer, you may only have the internship going on. If 
you worked twenty to thirty hours per week on top of that, 
you would still have plenty of time to yourself, working only 
slightly more or slightly less than the average full-time job.

It may not be fun to hear, but you should probably get used 
to working long hours now. Most companies are asking 
more from their employees than ever. Sometimes fifty or 
sixty hour weeks can be quite common and if you’re sala-
ried, there is probably not a pay increase to compensate 
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the time. You may even be asked to take home work on top 
of that. Building a consistent work ethic is one of your many 
tasks during college, becoming willing to do what it takes to 
build the life of your dreams. Many of your peers will not be 
willing. Those peers will be bussing tables four years from 
now and living in their mother’s basements, if they are lucky. 
Where will you be?
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
BALANCING COLLEGE AND WORK

Throughout this manual, you have been advised to work 
while going to school. This chapter will give you some 
pointers on how to manage this, enabling you to success-
fully complete your degree while performing your duties 
in a way that reflects well on you. This chapter assumes you 
will be working for an employer and not taking on freelance 
tasks. If you are taking on freelance tasks, it is merely a matter of 
using your time wisely to meet deadlines and commitments. 
It also assumes that you haven’t chosen to go to college 
online, since that would work the same way, but in reverse. 
You would simply do your class work when you are off work.

Time management is going to be your most important ally, 
as will prioritization. Perhaps, when work is accounted for, 
your schedule shows that you will simply not have time to 
do everything you want and need to do. You will have to cut 
the socialization time. That is rough, but is also reality. Having a 
social life is a lot more fun when you’re all adults with money 
anyway. This is only for a few years, three years maximum 
if you are really working the strategies in this book. It is a 
very short-term sacrifice to make for extreme long-term 
gain—and chances are you’ll find that it isn’t quite so dire 
and dramatic as it feels.

Here are some ways that you can balance school and work.

Weekend and Night College

The maximum earnings will come while working a serious 
full-time job in something other than retail or food service. 
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You can’t do that if you’re expected to be in class during 
the normal work day. If distance learning doesn’t suit you, 
then investigate colleges with weekend college and night 
college programs. You’ll still get the class time in and it 
won’t interfere with your job. The semesters are generally 
shorter too, meaning you can finish college in roughly the 
same amount of time while taking fewer credits all at once.

Seek Flexible Schedules

Seek positions that offer flexible schedules. Outside 
commission sales are great for this, as employers typically 
care about results and quotas, and don’t much track your 
time outside of that unless you fall under quota. You might 
need to make time in your schedule for sales meetings and 
check-ins. However, you can work in your prospecting time 
and your appointments around your class schedule. Some 
good industries include the security systems industry and 
the satellite television industry, as you can make solid 
commissions. Some inside positions—that is, phone-based 
positions—will also have flexible schedules and an attitude 
of “work as much or as little as you want, it’s your success on 
the line.” Be honest with your employer when seeking this 
kind of work. 

Retail and food service often tout flexible schedules, but it’s 
an illusion. Good managers actually pay attention to your 
availability. Bad managers don’t care. They schedule you as 
they will and fire you if you don’t show up. It’s a common 
tactic to force employees out before the company has to pay 
benefits and it can happen to even the best employees. 

If you’re going to a particularly large university, the flexibility 
may simply come from the time of day that the job is scheduled. 
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If you’re a part-time receptionist working mornings all the 
time, then you can simply schedule all of your classes for 
the afternoon. If there are one or two classes that are only 
offered in the mornings, you could perhaps take them online 
from another school and transfer them. Speak to your 
academic advisor.

As you can see, communication is going to be very important 
in this venture, both with your school and with your job. 
However, this can be tricky as many employers simply don’t 
like hiring students because of these scheduling difficulties. 
Be prepared to deal with this issue.

Seek Late or Early Schedules

Second or third shift work can be a lifesaver for students. 
Second shift is generally 4:00 p.m. to midnight. Third shift 
is generally midnight to 8:00 a.m. You can work college 
around either. The first shift of the day would be devoted 
to college, including your study time and homework. Then 
you’d work one of these other shifts and devote the other 
shift to sleep. To avoid feeling isolated, you might want to 
invite your friends to eat lunch or dinner with you. That way, 
you can still spend some time with other people without 
disturbing your work schedule.

If you’re worried about feeling burnt out, take a shift job 
that doesn’t demand too much of you (a job where you 
are basically manning the decks). You could take a job in 
security, at a hotel front desk, an apartment leasing office, 
a storage leasing office, or at an answering service. Some 
of those employers might not even particularly care if you 
work on your schoolwork between customers. 
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You can adapt this to part-time work as well. A 3:00 a.m. to 
7:00 a.m. shift at a grocery store or convenience store will 
allow you to finish your classes. You’ll just have to adapt your 
sleep schedule. You’d need to be in bed by 7:00 a.m. in order 
to ensure that you got enough sleep.

Contract and Temporary Work

Another method would be to partner with a contract or 
temporary agency. You can register with the agency and 
work only when you are available. You can also give them 
your schedule. This could be a way to work when you are 
not taking classes. It could be a way to find highly paid 
summer work as well (those jobs that are only meant to last 
three months).

Later, these agencies can help you find employment. They 
can put money in your pocket while you look for a more 
stable position. Like internships, employers often offer their 
temp employees hiring opportunities because they’ve had 
the chance to see what the employee can do. There are now 
agencies for nearly any field or position, so it’s not hard to 
find one to match your skills.

The Perils of Small College Towns

Small college towns can be fatal to any plans you might 
have to work while going to school. There aren’t many jobs 
to be had in small towns to begin with. There are only so 
many employers to support the population, and you’ll 
be competing with every other student who wants a 
job. Employers may have had bad experiences with other 
students and be actively prejudiced against hiring them, 
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shrinking the job pool even further. Many small towns don’t 
have more to offer than a Dairy Queen or a Walmart. It’s not 
an ideal situation and it eliminates most chances of finding 
internships in the same city as your college.

Typically, the colleges you will find in these towns are very 
small, private, expensive colleges to begin with. Unless 
you’ve accepted a full scholarship or are going to one of the 
tuition-free universities, you’ll want to avoid them. However, 
small town life might suit a freelancing student, as their 
work is location independent and the local job market won’t 
matter much at all.

If work is in your plans and you plan to attend college on 
campus, then you’ll want to look for schools in large cities. 
Employers in these cities get many different applicants from 
many different backgrounds and aren’t necessarily flooded by 
the college crowd year after year. The populations are more 
stable and many college students live there year round. In 
addition, there are a variety of employers with a variety of 
different jobs in a variety of different fields, increasing your 
chances of finding both jobs and internships that you can 
eventually build a life on.

Regardless of where you attend college, move early, while 
everyone else is still at home. Do your job hunting during 
the summer, and once you secure your job, stay with it. Em-
ployers who do hire college students lose them every sum-
mer, so they may well be looking for help. 

You’ll have to pay your living expenses during those times, 
but take heart. Some colleges rent out their dorm rooms 
quite cheaply during the off season because nobody is 
there to stay in them. They’re happy to get some sort of revenue 
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for them. They won’t necessarily advertise this, so you’ll 
have to call the office of Residential Life and ask. If not, you 
can rent a room in someone’s private home for as little as 
$30 per week in some places. You’ll want to be careful with 
this, of course, but most people are just looking to get some 
extra income themselves and are perfectly safe. Ask for 
references if you have concerns. If you’re very adventurous, 
you could pack your camping gear and take an extended 
camping vacation at a nearby campground while driving to 
and from work.

Working Abroad

Some students desperately want to go abroad and there are 
certainly plenty of romantic notions about taking a year off 
to backpack around Europe. That’s not going to help you 
get a job when you get out of college, but taking a working 
summer vacation abroad might, since it will expose you to 
other cultures. You get a win-win situation: money in your 
pocket and the chance to see another part of the world. The 
pitfall is that you’ll have to pay to live over there, so you 
might not come home with very much cash.

There are programs for working abroad that you can tap 
into, but you’ll have to be careful as sometimes the experience 
isn’t quite as advertised. Contact other graduates of that 
program to learn about their experiences with it. You can 
sometimes simply seek the employment on your own.

After college, employment abroad is certainly one way 
to meet your travel goals and to secure a full-time job. 
Speaking English, maintaining an appropriate GPA, and 
having a bachelor's degree will qualify you for many teach-
abroad programs or cultural exchange work programs. You 
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can make a good living while seeing the world, all before 
you have a home and a family to take care of. Once you have 
a family, your responsibilities will typically increase past 
your abilities to do this kind of work. 

You can also sign on for missionary trips, volunteer trips, or 
other trips that will take you overseas. Just make sure you 
can afford them, as some of them will ask you to cover your 
own expenses. Those kinds of pursuits, of course, will not put 
money in your pocket. Make sure you can afford them and 
discuss them carefully with anyone who may be paying for 
your college education. Be prepared to explain how some 
of these opportunities fit into your overall career goals.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
EVALUATING GRADUATE SCHOOL 

AND BUSINESS SCHOOL

After graduation, you might be considering a continuation 
of your academic career by going to graduate school or by 
pursuing an MBA. (We’ll talk about law school or medical 
school in Chapter 39. There are some fascinating loopholes 
for you to take advantage of, if you want to go down that 
road.) You now need to ask yourself some serious questions.

If you are in the sciences or in most engineering professions, 
then you will need a graduate degree for most careers. A 
bachelor's in chemistry won’t get you very far; a doctorate will.

If you are graduating with a liberal arts major, however, 
there are very few jobs for anyone with a graduate degree. 
Most of them are in academia, perpetuating the very same 
overpriced system that you have just finished dancing some 
circles around. Jobs in academia may certainly be sweet, 
but they’re also limited. There are only so many jobs for 
philosophy professors or even history professors.

So, as with college, the first question you need to ask yourself 
is, “Where am I going with this? What’s the end result I am 
seeking by attending graduate school?”

The next thing you need to consider is whether or not you 
have the grades. Unless you have a “B” average overall and 
an “A” in your major, you are unlikely to even get into grad-
uate school. Even if you do get into graduate school, you 
might well find yourself in over your head. Next, you need 
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to take the GRE to see if you can get the kind of scores that 
will keep the option open to you. 

The final question, and perhaps the most important, is whether 
or not you can afford to go to graduate school. Yes, there 
are fellowships, but you can’t rely on those any more than 
you can rely on scholarships. While nothing stops you from 
aiming for those programs, you should not assume that they 
will be available to you. There are fewer loopholes to save 
money for grad students. The expenses are even higher and 
the risks are even higher. You may be assuming that grad 
school will extend your education by only an additional 
two years. You’d be wrong. The average time is much longer, 
stretching out as far as seven years. 

As it is, some graduate schools want you to be free of 
financial obligations during your first year to increase your 
chances of success, which may mean that you’ll need to work 
for at least a year anyway. You can work either at a regular 
job, Teach for America, or an Americorps opportunity that 
will give you money to pay for graduate school.1 Graduate 
school admissions departments like to see real-world work 
experience anyway.

Your calculations should include the loss of income, since 
you could be working a normal job instead of going to 
graduate school, not just tuition and living expenses. You 
also need to factor in the risk that you may lose a lot of money 
if you do not complete the program. Tuition is high for col-
lege, but it’s even higher for graduate school.2

There are even factors beyond your control that could keep 
you from finishing in timely fashion. If your advisor doesn’t 
like your thesis research, you may have to start all over. 
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You may hit stalls in 
your thesis research 
that make it difficult 
to finish on time, in 
spite of your best 
efforts. All of this 
will be for limited 
job openings, no 
guarantee of a high-
er salary, and the 
chance of becoming too overqualified for job opportunities 
that you might have been able to obtain with a bachelor's 
degree alone. 

Therefore, the only good reason to go to graduate school 
is because your career explorations have revealed that you 
absolutely need that graduate degree to enter your chosen 
career path, and you’ve verified that there are a great many 
career opportunities available within that career path. As 
mentioned, this is most likely the case for students in the 
natural sciences and engineering, but not for anyone else.

There are a host of very bad reasons to go to graduate 
school. One reason which propels many students to go to 
grad school is because they’ve become frightened of the 
real world or of work. Graduate school fools parents and 
other family members into thinking that the student is 
accomplishing something. Others go because they think 
the graduate degree will bring them prestige. This is called 
the “professional student” mindset. It’s also called wasting a 
great deal of money for appearances sake. 

Fortunately, if you’ve been following the techniques in this 
book, you should not have this problem or this mindset, 
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since you’ve been focused on getting out of school and 
quickly into employment that will serve you. It’s also a bad 
idea to go because you have a vague idea that the degree 
will bring you more money. You’ll spend enough money in 
graduate school to buy several small businesses. It will take 
you years to see a return on the investment.

There is one graduate school loophole that you can take 
advantage of, however. There are online grad schools for 
some programs. The cost savings are similar to those found 
at the undergraduate level. These programs are generally 
focused on giving you a very small amount of campus time 
before asking you to work on your thesis independently, 
and then sending it in when you are finished. If the graduate 
degree does fit into your career goals, then this is a good 
way to make it more profitable. It’s also a good way to recoup 
the lost income, since you could go ahead and work while 
pursuing the degree.

What about an MBA?

If you want to work in investment banking or consulting, a 
Master of Business Administration (MBA) may help you. If 
you just want to work in business, the real-world experi-
ence is going to matter more. An MBA matters most when it 
comes from a top tier school. If you’re not going to Harvard 
or Stanford, you might want to think twice about pursuing 
one. Yes, statistically, you can make more money when you 
have an MBA, but this is similar to going to graduate school 
because you can “make more money.” 

If you’re not going to one of the top tier schools for your 
MBA (but still wish to pursue one), then your best bet is to 
pursue one part time while working for a firm that will 
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recognize the MBA when it is completed. You may be able 
to get your employer to pay for your MBA, or you may be 
able to get your employer to at least agree that there will be 
a bigger position and a higher salary waiting at the end of 
your MBA journey. Then you can have a guaranteed return 
on investment. 

Of course, your boss might be unwilling to provide such a 
guarantee, but you can certainly look around. If most of the 
highest tier executives in your program have MBAs, then you 
can probably deduce that having the degree is important 
to the company. If nobody in your company has much more 
than a bachelor's degree, you’re probably better off saving 
your time and your money.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
BECOMING A DOCTOR OR 

A LAWYER

If you want to become a doctor or a lawyer, there are some 
certain ultimate loopholes that you can take advantage of, 
loopholes that will save you a fortune. They do so by working 
you around the traditional path, which is to get a four-year 
degree before spending another four years in a very 
expensive law school or medical school. These loopholes 
let you do things like attend law school or medical school 
right out of college, or even to get a law degree without 
completing a bachelor’s degree. This cuts the cost of your 
intended education by half or more.

Going to Medical School Straight Out of 
High School

The idea of going to medical school straight out of high 
school isn’t as far-fetched as it might sound. There are 
programs called "early acceptance medical programs" 
(EAMPs). These programs are also known as BS/MD 
programs, BA/DO programs or BA/MD programs. (Don’t 
confuse these with early assurance programs, which are not 
the same thing. Early assurance programs are where you 
apply for medical school in your sophomore year. They’re 
really not that much different than the traditional route to a 
medical degree.)1

Early acceptance programs, on the other hand, are intense 
accelerated programs whereby high school students apply 
to college AND medical school at the same time. These 
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programs are not for the faint of heart. They are some of 
the most selective programs in the country. Some people 
start preparing as early as middle school, taking the classes 
they need to ensure that they can make it into the college 
courses they must have. 

You’ll need extremely high grades (you’re looking at a 3.8 
unweighted GPA). You’ll also need extremely high SAT 
scores (1350-1450 at a minimum) and a minimum ACT score 
of 30. You might even need to be in the top 10 percent of 
your class. These programs also give preference to students 
who engaged in summer research work, health-related 
volunteer work, physician shadowing, and leadership roles 
in extra-curricular activities. You will also have to write 
entrance essays, perform well on interviews, and gather 
the required number of recommendations from teachers 
and counselors.2

There are distinct advantages to these programs that 
outweigh even the financial advantages. First, you’re more 
likely to stay the course. If you have to get into medical school 
after college, you will need very high grades throughout 
college. Once you’re in an EAMP, you will typically only 
have to maintain a GPA of 3.5. The easing of GPA require-
ments is better during college, as it helps you navigate the 
system for less money and at less risk. Counterintuitively, 
you might actually become a better doctor. With the pressure 
off, you can be more focused on the material. Some schools 
also offer MCAT waivers, which means avoiding an expensive 
exam and all of the preparation time and expense that goes 
with the exam.

When you’re evaluating programs, you’re going to be looking 
for two primary statistics. First, you need to look for their 
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USMLE pass rate. This is the United States Medical Licensing 
Exam®, and you want a school that passes a good number 
of their graduates. Second, you want the completion rate, as 
you are trying to minimize your own completion risks.3

The definitive guide on these programs is BS/MD Programs: 
The Complete Guide: Getting Into Medical School from High 
School by Todd Johnson. This guide also includes a list of every 
EAMP program across the country. It includes relevant details 
like the length of the program, entrance requirements, and 
contact information.

Law School for Less: Three Methods

There are three ways to beat the traditional four years of 
college plus three years of law school route to becoming 
a lawyer. 

First, you could go to college overseas. Oxford University’s 
law program lasts three years. No additional schooling is 
needed. You can come home and take the bar exam. The 
program will cost you $60,000 per year, but that’s a bargain 
when you consider law school in America costs between 
$20,000 and $50,000 per year after you have completed 
(and paid for) a four-year degree. You pay a higher price 
for prestige, of course. Oxford University is one of the most 
respected and recognized universities in the world. 
Other British law programs will offer similar benefits 
at variable costs.

Second, you could choose to go to law school and practice 
law in states where the state bar association does not require 
a bachelor's degree to pursue the study of law (like Michi-
gan or California). Thomas Cooley Law School in Michigan, 
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for example, accepts you on partial college credit. Ninety 
credit hours at a four-year institution will get you in. Or you 
can do sixty hours from a four-year school and combine 
it with extremely high LSAT scores to meet an admissions 
index. You may have to provide a statement as to why you 
would want to go to law school without a bachelor's degree. 
Also, be aware that you will need to practice law in that state 
as you won’t meet bar exam requirements for other states. 
Check with the state bar of any state you hope to practice in 
before taking this route.

The third option is to move to one of the states that makes 
law office study programs (LOSP) available. These states 
are Virginia, Washington, Wyoming, California, Maine, and 
New York, as of this writing. Again, you’ll want to check your 
state’s law before taking this route. A law office study program 
requires you to work in a law office as a law clerk or 
apprentice. You can sometimes also buy a study guide. You 
would typically take two exams. The first would be a first 
year law student’s examination or “baby bar.” Then you’d 
take the bar itself. This is an earn-while-you-learn opportunity. 
It will also typically give you a better grasp of the law than 
law school alone. It’s how Abraham Lincoln earned his 
education in law, as well as many of our Founding Fathers, 
so it should be good enough for you too.4  Again, you’d need 
to practice law in the state that allowed you to take the 
non-traditional route.

There are drawbacks to non-traditional law school. Unless 
you’re going to a prestigious English university, you may cut 
yourself out of prestigious, high-power legal jobs. However, 
there will still be plenty of places that you can practice law. 
The non-traditional route won’t keep you from opening your 
own law firm, nor will it keep you from many non-profit, 
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corporate, or government positions. Small firms in these 
states are also happy to hire non-traditional graduates, if 
they can show they are quality candidates. 

Make sure you check the requirements for your state bar 
before committing to any non-traditional path. Understand 
these requirements, because you won’t get the benefit of 
the loophole if you don’t follow them to the letter.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
TRANSITIONING TO THE 

REAL WORLD

Congratulations! You’ve done it. You’ve graduated from college. 
Now you just need to land your first job, become a quality 
employee, and learn to become fully independent at last. 
Of course, covering the ins and outs of this transition can 
cover an entire book in and of itself. Fortunately, many of the 
college cost-saving measures and loopholes will leave you 
more equipped than usual for this task, simply because they 
require maturity and self-discipline to pull off. 

Creating Your Resumé

Your resumé is a selling and branding tool. The goal of a 
good resumé is to provide the employer with a sense of who 
you are and what value you’ll bring to the company. 

Conventional wisdom on writing resumés does change and 
you’ll need to keep up with each passing year. Get a good, 
updated book on how to write resumés and look at what 
the human resources professionals are saying about it each 
year. They regularly write articles and post them on web-
sites, full of career and resumé advice. However, the format 
of the resumé is not nearly as important as your ability to 
craft something that captures the employer’s attention—
preferably within thirty seconds. 

“Objective” statements went out of style for a time, but 
they’re back in force. The objective statement will need to 
list the exact position that you are applying for. It may also 

CHAPTER 38: TRANSITIONING TO THE REAL WORLD



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES298

list your strongest skills or even your work type in a way 
that brands you. Aggressive go-getter or creative problem 
solver? Both are useful to employers, but they are both vastly 
different brands. Each of them will need to help the employer 
understand what’s in it for him.

Employment experience needs to focus on accomplishments 
and not duties. This is when the log of accomplishments that 
you took from your internships will be particularly important. 
Now, if you’ve had a string of low-level service jobs, this is 
going to be more difficult, but don’t fret. Focus on how you 
used your soft skills like communication, leadership, and 
tenacity to handle your day-to-day work life. 

Your educational experience shouldn’t just list where you 
went to school and what you studied. Add accomplishments 
here as well. One accomplishment might even be: “Investi-
gated all options so that I was able to complete my college 
education in two years at half the price.” Remember, 
employers always want people who can do it faster, cheaper, 
and better.

Leave off your personal hobbies, family status, or anything 
that the employer doesn’t care about. Unless you are applying 
for a design job, skip the fancy templates, colored inks, and 
pretty papers. You want to stand out because you were 
exceptionally professional, not because you went against 
the grain. The corporate world in particular is pretty 
conformist, workplaces like Google and Facebook aside.

Each and every resumé will need to be accompanied by a 
cover letter. The cover letter should demonstrate that you 
understand the employer’s needs and that you’re capable of 
meeting those needs. This will require research on your part 
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before you ever apply for the job. You can mention things in 
your cover letter that you can’t mention on your resumé, 
either because there’s no room or it simply doesn’t fit. Don’t 
talk about yourself so much as you talk about the employer.

Make sure your resumé includes your email address and 
LinkedIn profile. Update your contacts on your profile and 
make it clear that you are seeking a job. Make sure your 
job desires are clearly stated. Fill your profile with the 
relevant skills so you show up in searches. Spend the 
money to update your LinkedIn membership: you want to 
be able to send In-Mail so you can inquire about jobs. 

Attend networking events, career fairs, and anything else 
that you can to get face time with employers or people who 
know employers. Most successful job searches will not 
happen behind a computer. 

Treat your job hunt like a full-time sales job. Your goal is to 
get up at 8:00 a.m. and hunt seriously until 5:00 p.m. You 
need to get a specific number of weekly interviews. Every 
“no” leads you closer to a “yes.” You might hear fifty “no” 
answers, but it only takes one “yes.” Keep looking.

In our global economy, you might also need to look beyond 
the American borders. This is just being realistic. This is 
especially true if you’ve chosen a field without a lot of 
demand. You need to keep your mind and your eyes open.

If you’re having trouble finding a job, find another way to 
spend your time. Keep working your lesser job till you find 
something, enter an Americorps program, volunteer to get 
some work experience, or find another internship, 
Do freelance, do odd jobs—in short, do whatever it takes. 
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Do not sit on your parent’s couch all day long, playing video 
games, and eating pizza. Chances are they have put a great 
deal of money and time into the college project. They 
have invested in you. Show them that you take that invest-
ment seriously and make it worth their sacrifice. “But the 
economy is bad!” is no excuse at all. You need to commit to 
your future. Let the economy take care of the economy. 

Interviewing Skills

Let’s assume you understand basic interviewing advice like 
arriving on time, dressing well, and having good personal 
hygiene. What’s left?

First, you need to understand the different types of interview 
questions. There are standard interview questions like: 
“Where do you want to be in five years?” There are also 
behavioral interview questions. Those questions sound like 
this: “Tell me about a time when you…” You will need 
to answer those questions in a very specific way—by 
stating the problem, telling what you did, and giving the 
outcome. These could be positive or negative questions, so 
tread carefully.

There may also be skills-based interview questions. These 
may require you to solve a problem on a whiteboard, take 
a test, or even write a short program. Make sure your skills 
are up to par.

Confidence and communication are your best allies. Look 
the interviewer in the eye. Answer clearly and matter-of-
factly. You don’t want to come across as arrogant, but honestly 
share your accomplishments and worth. The workplace 
does not reward shrinking violets. If you’re not confident 

CHAPTER 38: TRANSITIONING TO THE REAL WORLD



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 301

you can do the job, why should your employer be confident? 
Remember that some of the interview questions are just 
downright stupid, but you don’t worry about that. Your job 
is to provide a reasonable, corporate-like answer. The 
interviewer wants to see how well you will soothe a client or 
department head who is being equally ridiculous.

For example, you really have no idea where you are going to 
be in five years. You know that jobs are ever changing these 
days, and that there’s not much loyalty on either side of the 
fence. You also know that saying, “I want your job,” to the 
interviewer isn’t going to win you any points. However, 
employers do want to know you’re not going to just up and 
leave. You might say, “I’m really hoping for a long-term op-
portunity, a place where I can bring value to my employer 
for many years to come. So I’d like to be right here in five 
years, with more experience, more responsibility, and offer-
ing more value than I can bring today.” That communicates 
what the employer really wants to know without the risk of 
stepping on toes or giving away too much information.

Never volunteer information in an interview. You can talk 
yourself right out of a job that way. Answer the question as 
asked and no more.

Really smart interviewees print out a list of the most common 
interview questions and answer every one of them in writing  
before they go to the first interview. They then memorize 
those answers so that they flow off the tip of their tongue. 
They practice delivering them with a measured, profes-
sional, adult confidence. They do it like an actor learning a 
script. They go in sounding like they are at ease with an off-
the-cuff interview. In truth? They have ruthlessly prepared.
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That’s not to say something won’t throw you. Any one question 
might. Just think about it carefully and answer it as honestly 
as you can. 

Research the company before you get in there. At minimum 
you should know the following:

• The major products or services that the company offers

• The customer base that the company targets and serves

• Major upcoming projects or initiatives that they are selling 
to their stockholders

• Major community service projects that they are involved in 

• New technologies that they are researching

• New branch offices or locations that they are opening

• Their unique selling proposition, what they feel makes 
them different from their competitors

Use this information to pre-write the answer to the following 
question: “Why do you want to work here?” Your answer 
is probably a very honest: “I want a job. I don’t want to be 
broke. I’d like to get my own apartment.” That’s not the 
answer they’re looking for. They want to hear something 
like: “I’m excited by your forays into the new XYZ technology 
and I want to be part of it. I feel like it has an enormous 
potential to transform the way people do ABC.” 

Eventually, you will be asked if you have any questions. Have 
some questions, even if you don’t. Prepare them in advance. 
Here are some good ones.

• What would you say the corporate culture is? I know on 

CHAPTER 38: TRANSITIONING TO THE REAL WORLD



SECRET COLLEGE LOOPHOLES 303

your website it says XYZ, but what would an insider tell a 
newcomer?

• Who are the most successful people in this position or 
department? What do they do that sets them apart from 
everyone else in the office?

• What is the best way to show initiative here without 
stepping on toes? 

When it’s all over, close the deal. Ask for the job. You can say 
something like: “Mr. Smith, I have to say, after our visit today, 
I am more excited than ever about the possibility of working 
with your company. What would it take to convince you to 
give me the job today?”

You might get an offer on the spot. More often you’ll be told 
that the company is considering other candidates. That’s 
fine. You can say, “I understand that—I know you want the 
best possible candidate for the position. Before I go, I’d like 
to leave you with a few parting thoughts. I’m willing to do 
X to get this job. Is that something the company would be 
open to considering?”

“X” can be any one of the following:

• Offering to sign a four-year contract so the employer 
knows that the company will get the full return on investment 
for training and hiring costs when it comes to you.

• Offering to work in the office for free for a six-week period 
so the employer can evaluate your skills.

• Offering to do a small project on a contract basis so that 
the employer can evaluate your skills.
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The employer may or may not take you up on any of these 
offers. If he does, follow through! If not, he will certainly 
remember your willingness to go the extra mile. He may 
answer the question about the company’s willingness. If you 
still don’t get a job offer on the spot, shake his hand, thank 
him for the interview, and ask him when you should follow 
up. Don’t ask, “How soon will I know?” Ask, “When should I 
follow up?” He might say, “Call me on Tuesday,” or “I’ll call 
you by Friday.” Abide by his wishes either way.

When you get home, immediately pen and send a thank-you 
note to the interviewer and anyone else who helped you 
while you were there, including the secretary who got you 
that cup of coffee or drink of water. Call the company back 
to get her name if you have to. It will set you apart from the 
other interviewees. 

Even if you don’t get the job, you will be remembered, and 
guess what? People in the same industry do speak to each 
other. You never know when someone will call up a contact 
at another company to say, “Hey, we just had this great 
candidate in here. We ultimately couldn’t take him. We went 
with the guy who went to Harvard because his Uncle Tom is 
the top sales rep here, but I think he’d be a great fit for you.” 
Conversely, a poor performance could lead to the other 
kind of phone call, the one that starts with: “You wouldn’t 
believe this person who just came in here today! He acted 
extremely unprofessionally.”

Accepting the Job

Once you’ve accepted the job, you’ve accepted it. Do not 
wait around for a better deal and then renege. It makes you 
look extremely bad. It affects others as well. Here’s a 
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report from 2003-2004 which demonstrates the way that 
this problem affects how employers see new graduates.

More than half of respondents (56.9 percent) reported 
that some 2003-04 graduates reneged on job offers ex-
tended by their organizations. Among these employers, 
reneges represented just 5.4 percent of their total of-
fers to 2003-04 graduates. As the market improves and 
students have multiple job offers to choose from, what 
happens when a student accepts an offer and a "better" 
job offer comes along? Just a handful of respondents 
(4.7 percent) said they have a specific policy to deal 
with reneges. Among those few, action is varied. Some 
said they would not reconsider the student for a position 
for one year, a few said the student would be written 
off permanently, and some said they would report it to 
the career center. Some also said that if reneges were a 
recurring problem with a campus, they would consider 
dropping the school as a recruiting source.1

Of course, this was prior to the great crash of 2008, when 
everything seemed to just keep going right up. You may be 
thinking: Yeah right! Multiple job offers, what a problem to 
have! I’ll be lucky to get one! That may be true, but quality 
tends to be competitive no matter what the unemployment 
rate looks like. A candidate who has carefully planned his 
or her career, met the requirements, done college faster 
and cheaper, worked meaningful internships, and graduated 
without debt, may well receive many more job offers than 
the typical, ho-hum, lost, dazed, confused, debt-ridden student 
who comes out of school without the faintest idea of what he 
or she would like to do with his or her life.

Once you have accepted a job offer, you need to contact 
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each and every company that you have had a formal interview 
with. Tell the person who interviewed you that you are 
accepting another job offer. That way, if they were still slowly 
considering you (and some companies can literally take up 
to six months), they will know to make room for another 
candidate. It helps others as well as helps yourself. The 
other company will remember your courtesy and consid-
eration, which means if you ever do need a job from them, 
you’ll have positioned yourself ahead of the pack by virtue 
of your courtesy and professionalism.

Negotiating Compensation

Not all employers actually negotiate compensation. Some 
do, some don’t. When in doubt, ask. When you get the offer, 
you can ask, “Is this negotiable or is this the standard 
package offered to all new hires?” You’ll get a straight answer 
and avoid shooting yourself in the foot. At some companies 
everything is standardized: benefits, salary packages, 
raises, everything. 

Sometimes they might ask you for your salary expectations. 
Ask them if there is a range that they pay for comparable 
positions so that you don’t price yourself right out of the 
market. Then use that range as a starting point for negotiations.

Entry-level positions will not make you rich. It helps to have 
reasonable expectations going in. You should know what 
the low-end, medium, and high-end salaries are for similar 
careers in similar geographic locations. In the employer’s 
market, the salary may be way lower than you’d hoped for. 
Take the job anyway. $10,000 less than you’d hoped is still 
greater than zero, which is what you may have if you turn 
down a job offer because you think the offer is beneath you.
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If there is room for negotiation, try to do so in a creative 
way. For example, you could ask that you get a performance 
review and raise considerations every six months instead of 
every year. This means that you’re willing to be evaluated 
in terms of your performance, which can be a better way to 
go about adjusting your salary quickly, rather than trying to 
push employers into paying you more right from the start. 
You might also negotiate a relocation package. You could 
also negotiate an extra week of vacation time if you think 
the salary is on the low side. This shows you’re flexible 
and reasonable.

Training, educational opportunities, and benefits are good 
points for negotiation, since they can be beneficial to both 
you and the employer. If you have a family, you might be 
able to get some subsidized daycare. Pay attention to the 
benefits that the company offers to everyone. If you’re 
looking at a company with a fitness center, coffee bar, and 
massages for employees every month (they are out there, 
believe it or not), you might not want to get too greedy. Your 
salary might be lower because you’re getting the benefit of 
all of these extra goodies!

Avoid trying to negotiate flexible schedules and telecommute 
packages right off the bat, unless these things are already 
a big part of the corporate culture. They can make you look 
flaky and unwilling to work. These are negotiations that can 
happen after several successful performance reviews, once 
you’ve proven yourself to the company.

Most of all, what you are looking for is a win-win situation. 
You want the employer to stay excited about welcoming you 
on board. You don’t want him to feel as though he has been 
cheated or pushed. Ask questions about whether certain 
things can be considered. Don’t make statements that begin 
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with, “I want.” Think about the difference. Does it make you 
sound more professional and reasonable to say, “Would you 
consider offering me a six-month performance review and 
raise evaluation instead of an annual one?” or “I want my 
review in six months.” The employer is perfectly capable 
of understanding that, by virtue of you asking the question, 
this is a benefit you want them to consider. 

A very wise sales manager once put it this way: “You can say 
or ask for almost anything, if you ask for it and say it in the 
right way.” 

You should consider asking for no more than one or two 
things that are truly important to you and think about asking 
for benefits over salaries. Companies are under enormous 
pressure to cut costs. Besides, if you’re the highest paid 
entry-level employee, you’re actually putting yourself in a 
very precarious position. Should the efficiency expert or 
“axe man” come to town, you’ve negotiated your way right 
into his line of sight. That fancy salary won’t mean much if 
you’re the first person to get laid off.

Checking Your Attitude

If you didn’t do any work or internships during college, you 
are going to have an insanely big adjustment to make when 
you get into a real position. This is in part due to the nature 
of work versus school.

In school, your time is regimented. You have a set schedule. 
You follow it. You get feedback for everything (little pats on 
the head for each thing you do and turn in). You get a letter, 
a checkmark, a gold star. You know that you’re doing well. 
You may even get consistent praise.
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In the work world, you’re lucky to get an annual evaluation. 
Your feedback is often as simple as just not getting fired or 
receiving negative attention. You’re expected to be capable 
enough to do your projects without needing constant praise 
and hand holding. This can cause some students extreme 
culture shock.

In school, a lot of emphasis is placed on discussion, on sharing 
ideas, and on honoring everyone’s thoughts. At work, it is 
all about results. Unless your actions produce results, your 
employers simply do not care.

You will go in only to soon realize you knew less than you 
thought you did. If you don’t come to that realization, you’re 
likely to think that some of the company’s policies, proce-
dures, and systems seem stupid. You need to reconsider that 
stance and realize that every one of those policies and pro-
cedures was created for specific reasons to address spe-
cific problems. You are welcome to politely share ideas for 
how to make things faster, cheaper, or more-up-to-date, but 
address them with your supervisor, in private, after asking 
if they are open to hearing about your ideas. You might be-
gin by acknowledging that there may be reasons you’re un-
aware of for the way they implement their policies or their 
procedures. For example, you could say: “I notice that the 
company is spending a lot on XYZ radio station. I realize 
there might be a reason for that I’m not seeing, but I know 
we target the twenty-to-thirty age group. We don’t listen to 
this kind of music anymore. Most of us are listening to ABC 
radio station. The company might get a better return on 
investment by shifting a portion of their advertising there. Is 
this a project I could manage?”
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Always come armed with solutions, never complaints! Shut 
your mouth and listen when you’re done giving your ideas. 
Your employers will appreciate your engagement, and if 
you come up with enough winners, it will eventually help 
your career. 

Go in, however, with an open mind. Winners keep learning. 
The learning doesn’t stop. Do what’s asked of you, do it well, 
and do it on time. Show up on time and don’t leave before 
it’s time to. Better yet, show up early and leave late. 

There are thousands of other people clamoring for your job, 
thousands who want to be there. Divorce yourself of the notion 
that work happens for forty hours a week and that you’re not 
willing to do more. The marketplace is tougher these days. 
It’s an employer’s market, not an employee’s market.

Playtime is also over. Do not spend time on personal calls, 
do not misuse the Internet, and do not come in late. Become 
valuable to your employer or be ready to get tossed out.

Navigating the Shifting Job Market

It is no longer common to choose one employer, then stay 
put for thirty years. Companies don’t have that much loyalty to 
their employees anymore and as a result, employees don’t 
have that much loyalty to their companies either. You should, 
however, stay as long as you can. For higher level positions, 
you are doing yourself a disservice if you leave before two 
years have passed. Of course, if you sign a four-year con-
tract (or something to that effect), you will need to honor 
your contract.

The best way to navigate this is by virtue of the passive job 
search. Keep your LinkedIn profile up to date and start a 
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blog about your experiences in your field (staying positive 
and avoiding any proprietary information, of course). The 
blog should be full of posts like, “How to Prospect Better,” 
or “5 Ways to Boost a Programmer’s Productivity,” not, “Let’s 
talk all about the inner workings of this company.” This allows 
potential employers to find you and contact you about a job 
without you angering your current employer. Passive job 
searches are accepted in ways that active job searches are 
not. Passive job searches get you jobs. Active job searches 
get you fired.

Stay on top of industry trends. Submit articles to trade journals 
within your field. Attend every training, conference, trade 
show, and networking event that you can. Make a name for 
yourself. When the time comes, you’ll either be promoted 
within your own company or get an offer for a better position 
at another one. What you want to avoid is jumping from the 
same entry-level position at company after company, over 
and over again. Employers will not be impressed.

Managing Your Income When You Get It

As the old saying goes, it’s not what you have, it’s what you 
keep. Make sure you live within your means and stay debt 
free. That may mean that you drop any idea of keeping up 
with the Joneses. Here are some tips.

First, your rent should be no more than 25 percent of your 
income. You’ll remove a major point of stress from your life if 
you can work things out so that you’re paying even less. Opt 
for a smaller apartment if you have to. You can save up for a 
house instead. You can have a fancy, hip, cool apartment if 
you can afford it for 25 percent of your income or less.
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If you live in a city with a decent transportation system and 
you can afford to go car free, this is also an option. You can 
save $800 per month by simply avoiding the use of a car. If 
you have to have a car, buy it in cash. If you can’t buy it in 
cash, pay it off as soon as humanly possible. You can lose a 
job awfully fast by getting your car repossessed. 

Put 10 percent of your income straight into savings. Put 
another 10 percent into some kind of an investment fund. 
Another 10 percent can go to a charitable cause or church. 
10 percent can go into a fund for books and seminars that 
will keep you sharp in your career. 10 percent can go into 
a “play account.” Use that to eat out, buy that fancy TV, or 
whatever. 50 percent can go into your necessities account. 
This is a money management method taught by millionaire 
T. Harv Eker, and it will meet your needs while ensuring you 
always have what you need.2

Do everything you can to stay debt free. Tear up credit card 
offers. Ruthlessly avoid debt. Try to save up for a house. If you 
save long enough and hard enough, you could potentially buy 
a very nice house for $40,000. There are “For Sale” signs 
everywhere and prices on homes have plummeted. Let’s 
assume you have a $50,000 per year salary. That probably 
means you’re bringing home $3500 per month after taxes. 
Since real estate is an investment as well as something you 
save up for, you could put 20 percent of your money towards 
real estate over the course of five years. You’ll have a home 
with a comparatively minor tax bill that nobody can take 
away from you. Or you can save 10 percent over five years 
and keep the rest in the bank. If you are debt free and you 
have 50 percent to put down on a mortgage, you can put 
yourself in a house with a low enough payment that you can 
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meet on a very small salary. You won’t have to go through 
the current foreclosure hell.

Toys don’t matter. You can gather the toys gradually, over 
time. Securing your future and your financial freedom 
matters. Remember that grit and delayed gratification 
you’ve cultivated. If you can exercise those traits, keep your 
job, and run your affairs, you will have finally proven what 
you’ve been out to prove all along—you are an adult. 

Now, the real fun begins. Welcome to life!
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Career Evaluation Worksheet

Job Title Education
Requirements

Experience
Requirements

Additional 
Qualifications

Job 
Description

Example
Job

BA in Field 2 Additional 
Years of 

Experience

Knowledge of 
Field-Targeted 

Software

Handling Field 
Related 

Problems, 
Developing Field 
Related Products
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College Comparison and Planning Worksheet
Print and fill out one worksheet per college.

Name of College: _______________________________________________ 

This is a:   Online College    Traditional College

Major: _________________________________________________________

Does the college accept:   Community college transfer credits?

 CLEP?    DSST?    AP?    Work Experience?

Number of credits from community college 
work or from less expensive university: . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

Program to be taken: ____________________________________________

Number of credits from AP work: . . . . . . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

List tests to be taken: _____________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Number of credits from CLEP:  . . . . . . . . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

List tests to be taken:  ____________________________________________

________________________________________________________________

Number of credits from DSST: . . . . . . . . . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

List tests to be taken:  ____________________________________________

________________________________________________________________  

Credits from Work Experience:  . . . . . . . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

Remaining Credits (Total Tuition): . . . . . . . ._____  Cost: $____________

Other Costs: (Moving to get 
in-state tuition, fees, etc.): . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Cost: $____________

Housing type:   On-campus    Off-campus    Home with parents

Estimated Housing Costs (Yearly): . . . . . . . . . . . . .   Cost: $____________

Total Estimated Annual Cost: $_____________

It will take _____ years to complete this degree

TOTAL COST: $_____________
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Location:
This is a: 

 Small Town     Medium-Size Town     Large City  Metropolis

Major Employers: _____________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Employers in my Field: ________________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

Employers in a Related Field: __________________________________

_______________________________________________________________

The over-all job market is:   Strong      Average      Weak

How confident are you that you can find work 
that is not retail or food service related?
 Very confident         Confident        Not at all confident

Proximity to promising internships and programs:
 Within 10 miles  Within 25 miles 
 Within 50 miles  Within 75 miles
 Within 100 miles  Not Available

The College War Chest:
Current income:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$____________

Current college savings:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$____________

Additional amount contributed by parents:  . . . . . . . . . . .$____________

Amount available from Americorps, military 
service, or other programs:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$____________

Is this college offering grants or scholarships? How much?  . .$____________

Total Amount Available:  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .$____________

Can you afford to go to this college debt free?
 Yes
 Yes, if I also have a job making $_____ per year or $____ per hour
 Yes, if I work for _____ years at my current job.
 Yes, if I enter the following program: _____ for ___ years.
 No. I would need to take out $______ in debt if I entered this program.  

This college is my: 
 First choice    Second choice    Third choice    

 Fourth choice    I have decided not to attend this college.

COLLEGE COMPARISON AND PLANNING WORKSHEET
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