
T HER E IS  L IFE A F TER COLLEGE
Your Year-by-Year Checklist to Accomplishing Your Goals Before, During, and After College

PREPARING FOR COLLEGE (CHAPTERS 3 AND 4)

 ¨ HAVE A GENERAL PLAN about where you want to go to college, and more important, why. Many high-school seniors go right on 
to college three months after graduation because they don’t know what else to do. You don’t need to have your whole life figured 
out before you step foot on campus, but you need to have some direction about what you’re passionate about and whether your 
skills and interests line up with your passions. Nearly 70% of high-school graduates enroll in college the fall after they graduate, 
but only about 50% end up graduating in four years. 

 ¨ IF YOU DON’T HAVE A PLAN, CONSIDER A GAP YEAR to explore careers, work and earn money, and learn new skills. A 
gap year is not just a year off, but a structured experience that must include meaningful work experience, academic preparation 
for college, or travel that opens up the horizon to the rest of the world. Gap years have a reputation as a club for rich kids to go 
backpacking through Europe or to do good in an African village. But more and more gap-year providers are trying to appeal to 
middle- and low-income students. An investment in a year off might be money saved later on if students are more directed when 
they eventually go to college. Research shows that for students whose gap years involve travel not only end up with higher grades 
in college, but they also graduate at the same rate as those who don’t delay at all.  

 ¨ MAKE SURE THE COLLEGES ON YOUR LIST PROVIDE THE RIGHT ACADEMIC FIT, and that goes beyond just whether they 
offer your intended major. A student’s major matters less to career success than how students spend their undergraduate years (by 
the end of their first year, a quarter of all freshmen change their mind about their field of study). You want to find a campus that 
will challenge you to work hard and one that will present you with opportunities to learn from the best professors and mentors. 
Most campus tours skip classrooms, but if you’re on campus and classes are in session, go sit in one for a while (even better if it’s 
in your major). How engaging are the classes? Walk the hallways of faculty offices and knock on a door or two. How accessible are 
the faculty? What is the percentage of full-time faculty? What percentage of first-year classes do they teach? 

 ¨ FIND COLLEGES THAT OFFER OPPORTUNITIES FOR HANDS-ON LEARNING, and often that means heading to campuses 
in urban centers or spending your summer in cities with dynamic job markets.  As the importance of off-campus experiences 
increases, students at schools in out-of-the-way places often struggle to find the kinds of internships and work experiences nearby 
that are necessary to gain the skills employers want. Look for colleges that allow you to work on deep research projects outside of 
class, participate in internships, field work, or community-based projects, and study abroad (and provide financial help to do all 
those things). 

WHAT TO DO DURING COLLEGE (CHAPTERS 5 AND 7)

 ¨ WATCH THE AMOUNT OF DEBT YOU’RE GOING TO TAKE ON, because the financial decisions you make your first year might 
come back to haunt you. We tend to think about debt only in financial terms, but excess student loan debt—really anything above 
the average taken out by undergraduates, $35,000—also reduces the flexibility students have in the job market when they graduate. 
Loan payments come to dictate their lives. Salary—not fit, happiness, or career advancement—becomes the driving decision in 
choosing a job. Debt rules out internships that could lead to a top-notch job or living in pricey cities with a dynamic labor market. 

 ¨ INTERNSHIPS ARE ABSOLUTELY CRITICAL in securing a job after college. Employers today go on to hire about 50 percent 
of their interns as full-time workers, and the share is growing every year in industries like construction, consulting, accounting 
and scientific services. With more companies drawing from their intern pools, recruiters have shifted their attention from hiring 
soon-to-graduate seniors to scoping out juniors, even as early as the fall term, for summer internships. Postings for internships 
now make up a significant proportion of the overall entry-level job openings in engineering, graphic design, communications, 
marketing, and information technology. With so many employers hiring their interns, the last internship before graduation is 
perhaps the most important one in getting a job offer. 



 ¨ SOME OF THE MOST IMPORTANT LEARNING THAT HAPPENS IN COLLEGE COMES FROM YOUR PEERS, so you want to 
be surrounded by people who give you different perspectives on life and careers. Recent graduates I talked to often said their best 
leads for internships and jobs came from their classmates or students a year or two ahead of them.

 ¨ FOCUS ON LEARNING OUTSIDE THE CLASSROOM, not just in it. Employers value athletes, musicians, game designers, and 
writers. The particulars of the activity don’t matter as much as the time invested in the pursuit and mastery of the task. For exam-
ple, Enterprise Rent-A-Car—which hires more college graduates annually for entry-level management positions than any other 
company in the United States—likes to recruit college athletes as employees because they believe athletes know how to work on 
teams and multitask.

FINDING LIFE AFTER COLLEGE (CHAPTERS 1, 2, 6, 8, 9 AND 10)

 ¨ LEARN TO CONNECT WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED TO SKILLS NEEDED BY EMPLOYERS, and don’t just repeat your résumé 
in a job interview. Work experience alone is not what makes a graduate stand out when he or she is on the job market. The most 
successful graduates are those who could translate what they learned in one context (the classroom, for instance) to another that 
is far different from where they originally learned the concept (a project at work). This knowledge transfer is what gets you hired, 
because it’s the ability to show in job interviews what you cannot easily display on your résumé or in an application. 

 ¨ LEARN TO TELL YOUR CAREER STORY, so that you’re not just another applicant. Employers want a concise and compelling 
abstract of your journey to the interview—the social, educational, and occupational path you have taken to reach this particular 
career juncture. It’s never too early to begin building your narrative. Shaping your career narrative is like building your own brand, 
and you need to be able to sell it to potential employers. Find inspiration for your own story in the lives of others who have trav-
eled the road before you. College offers plenty of opportunities to network with alumni who had the same major. Internships land 
you in situations where you will work with people of different generations. Ask these people to tell you their story. Listen for how 
they make the connections between what they learned and where they learned it, and ultimately how they applied their learning 
in different jobs. 

 ¨ FIND A NEW ON-RAMP TO A CAREER if you’re struggling to find a job. Think about going back to school, but not just tradition-
al graduate school or business or law school. New education providers have emerged in recent years that allow you to take short 
courses of a few weeks to learn specific skills for the fraction of the price of a graduate degree. Bridge programs, such as Fullbridge 
and Koru, offer new college graduates a mix of online classes on subjects such as workplace communication and time management 
coupled with in-person coaching and role-playing sessions. Boot campus, like General Assembly and Galvanize, give new gradu-
ates job-ready skills courses in subjects such as data science and coding. 
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