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3 Choosing Classes

Every semester, students confront the dilemma of what classes to take. Many 
look harried and disappointed during registration week and the fi rst week of 
classes. The cause of their disappointment is not that all the good courses 
are fi lled up—even if students think they are—but that they wear blinders 
in making their choices. Rather than consider the full range of courses at 
the university, their eyes narrow to a limited number of choices that they 
believe are the only ones that fi t their interests and academic plans. Taking 
off these blinders will reveal an incredible number of fascinating courses at 
every university, many of which have plenty of open seats.

The fi rst mistake that students make is in sticking to their comfort zone. 
They only take classes they think they will like and do well in. If presented 
with a radically new or different option, they will usually take a pass. A real 
education, however, will confront them with genuinely new ideas. And in 
retrospect students agree with this. When a recent survey asked graduates 
what they would do differently if they had to repeat their university experi-
ence, the most popular answer at three selective schools was to take more 
courses, to take more diverse courses, and to do more research.1 The tips 
here are intended to open students’ eyes to this variety as well as to get them 
into courses that will challenge their preconceptions.

The second mistake is a lack of diligence in seeking out the best pro-
fessors. Classes differ not just in subject matter, but in the quality of the 
instructor. There are great teachers and terrible ones. This is partially the 
nature of the beast—teaching is more an art than a science—but it also re-
fl ects the incentives at universities. Professors are not rewarded for teaching 

1.Twelve to 14 percent of students chose this option, and 8–10 percent said that not doing 
this was their biggest regret. See New York Times Alumni Poll, June 15 –23, 2007.
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well. Those who do teach well and devote themselves to undergraduates are 
therefore doing it from the kindness of their own hearts.

Ultimately, the professor makes or breaks the class. As students your chal-
lenge is simply to identify as many great professors as possible. You need to 
fi nd those souls who have a natural talent for teaching and who care about 
students. I would add that great teaching is not a single thing. You may dis-
agree with your friends on which professors are the best. Some may prefer 
charismatic, outspoken ones; others more restrained personalities; some like 
formality and distinguished professors; others informality and youthful en-
thusiasm. You don’t have to follow the crowd to those considered the best. You 
have plenty of chances to decide for yourself which professors and teaching 
styles suit you. The tips to follow will help you in identifying these professors.

Tip 10

Consider Visiting Multiple Classes during 

the First Week of the Semester

Universities require you to register for classes before the semester begins, 
and many classes do fi ll up before your registration time rolls around. But 
most universities have liberal rules about changing classes during the fi rst 
week or two of the new semester. And rarely do all worthwhile courses fi ll 
up even at the end of the course change period.

You should view these rules as a loophole that allows you to make better 
choices. What I would recommend is the following. During the fi rst week 
of classes, go to between fi ve and ten different classes. Try a different class 
at every time slot. (Of course, beware of classes that require you to attend 
the fi rst session.) While this may keep you running around for that week, it 
won’t be too bad because professors generally do not teach very intensively 
at the start of the term precisely because students are switching in and out 
of classes. And it will yield a number of dividends.

Sampling multiple classes will provide you an early impression of which 
courses are good and which are not. As the next tip shows, most people can 
make good evaluations of classes relatively quickly. Just seeing the professor 
in action once is usually enough. You will also be able to look at the syllabus 
and see what sort of material is covered and in what way. You can get a rough 
idea of a professor’s devotion to teaching by the kind of assignments in their 
syllabus. Professors who are committed to their students tend to give more 
feedback and are less likely to assign just a midterm and fi nal or a single fi nal 
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paper. If you want to improve your effi ciency, a lot of this groundwork can 
be conducted before the semester starts. Many professors post their syllabi 
online, and you can browse a course’s required texts in the bookstore even 
before the term starts.

This approach will also provide you with a mini-introduction to many 
different fi elds. Even in the course of one or two lectures, you will see what 
different subjects have to offer. And the syllabi will provide you with a nice 
reading list if you ever get interested in the topic of classes you don’t end up 
taking. (I am an inveterate collector of syllabi for this very reason.)

Obviously you won’t be able to sign up for every good class you attend, 
but you will for some, and you will also develop a stock of courses that you 
wish to take in the future. Because certain material needs to be covered 
for each new crop of students, the same courses are offered year after year. 
(The Harvard philosophy professor Robert Nozick reputedly never taught 
the same class twice, but he is the exception.) Even if you can’t take a course 
during one semester, you will likely get another opportunity later. And as 
important as fi nding the right subject matter is fi nding the right professor. 
While you may not get the exact same course a second time, you will surely 
be able to catch the same professor again and this is just as good.

Tip 11

Usually Trust Your First Impressions

In his best-selling book Blink, the New Yorker journalist Malcolm Gladwell 
relates how people can make surprisingly accurate judgments literally in the 
blink of an eye.2 The subconscious mind is good at sizing up situations even 
before the conscious mind starts thinking about them. This insight can be 
useful in choosing courses. If you love (or hate) your professor on fi rst sight, 
your opinion is likely not going to change later.

Research on student evaluations of professors backs this up. In one ex-
periment students were shown a silent thirty-second video clip of a profes-
sor teaching and were then asked to evaluate the quality of his teaching.3 

2. Malcolm Gladwell, Blink: The Power of Thinking without Thinking (New York: Little, 
Brown, and Company, 2005). Though see Richard Posner, “Blinkered,” New Republic, Janu-
ary 24, 2005, for the limits of his argument.

3. Nalini Ambady and Robert Rosenthal, “Half a Minute: Predicting Teacher Evaluations 
from Thin Slices of Nonverbal Behavior and Physical Attractiveness,” Journal of Personality 
and Social Psychology 64, no. 3 (1993): 431–41.
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Amazingly, their evaluations based on this short, silent clip were almost 
identical to those of students who had experienced the professor’s teaching 
for the entire semester, presumably with sound. First impressions in short 
seem to be lasting impressions.

One fi rst impression that I sometimes consider is whether a professor 
uses innovative teaching methods—that is, something besides the standard 
lecture or discussion format. The reason is not that these innovations are 
necessarily better, but that they are a sign that the professor has actually 
thought about teaching and cares enough to work on it. And if they care that 
much, they will be helpful to you in other ways too.

I would add one caveat to this advice. Much of an education is challeng-
ing your own biases. When you fi rst encounter a professor who really and 
genuinely challenges those preconceptions, you may react negatively. But 
that is precisely the class you need to be in to examine your prejudices and 
fi nd your way to truth. If you are a libertarian, you need to be in sociology 
classes. If you are socialist, you need to be in economics classes. In these 
cases, fi rst impressions can be misleading.

priorities in Choosing Cl asses

I can’t say for certain how my students go about choosing their classes, 

but my experience suggests that they follow certain rules. Most seem 

to start by trying to satisfy requirements. These might be distributional 

requirements, required courses for their major, or required classes for 

graduate school. They then think about balance—they want to make 

sure they don’t have too many hard classes or writing classes or math 

classes—and try to make sure that they don’t have too many classes early 

in the morning or on Fridays. Having limited themselves in these ways—

and to certain subjects they know well—they then start thinking about 

what subjects look interesting and who the best professors are.

I would suggest reversing these priorities (see the table below). I 

would begin by trying to identify the best professors at your college. 

I have suggested some ways of doing so in this chapter. Most of your 

best educational experiences will come from great professors. Your fi rst 

priority should be fi nding them. I would then suggest looking at new 

subjects, subjects that will develop your skills in thinking or writing, 

and subjects that will challenge your preconceptions. Once you have 

assembled these classes, you are almost guaranteed a great semester.
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Tip 12

Go for Variety, Especially Early On

In most countries outside of the United States, students apply not to a uni-
versity but to a particular department, say chemistry or history, and then 
study more or less exclusively in that department. American universities are 
different. Their presumption is that students enter college without knowing 
what they want to study. Indeed, high school students are not introduced to 
most of the subjects that they can study in college. How many high schools 
offer classes in African American studies, anthropology, art history, or as-
tronomy, to cover only the A’s? In fact, even four years is not enough time to 
sample every department at a university—a large one may have a hundred 
departments, a smaller one thirty—much less the different idea streams 
in each.

In order to fi nd out what you enjoy doing and what you do well, you thus 
need to sample a large variety of courses. Every discipline has a unique 
perspective on the world—a set of questions it asks and ways of addressing 
them. Only by immersing yourself in a number of these perspectives can 
you fi gure which ways suit you the best. As a freshman and sophomore, you 

Only then would I turn to balance and requirements. While an unbal-

anced schedule might overwhelm you, if all the courses you are taking 

are stimulating, then you probably won’t mind doing the extra work. And 

while I don’t suggest that you ignore requirements—I do want you to 

graduate—you should start by trying to get the best education you can 

and think about requirements only once you have found your way around 

and can choose requirements that fi t your needs. (I would add that there 

are sometimes ways around requirements; if you make a compelling case 

to the relevant administrator, you can often substitute other classes for 

the ones you were supposed to take.)

Priorities in Choosing Classes

Students’ Priorities My Suggested Priorities

1. Requirements 1. Great Professors

2. Balance 2. New Subjects

3. Interesting Subjects 3. Balance

4. Good Professors 4. Requirements
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should take at least one course each semester that is a complete and total 
fl yer—a subject you know little about but which sounds intriguing. Most 
will not stick, but one or two may. As a side effect of this experimentation, 
you will also understand the world much better. The more ways of know-
ing that you learn, the better equipped you are to make sense of the diverse 
situations you will encounter throughout your life.

Tip 13

At Least Once a Year Pick a Class That Doesn’t 

Seem to Fit Your Interests

Challenging your biases is hard. It hurts to have your worldview called into 
question. Yet, a real education requires you to do exactly this. An educa-
tion tries to make us see the world as it really is. But without training, the 
human mind sees the world only through a glass darkly. We view politics 
through our partisan preferences, ethics through our religious upbringing, 
and so on. Most of these prejudices are so ingrained that we don’t even no-
tice them. For that reason they are even more insidious and require a full 
frontal challenge.

Every year search the course catalog for a course that you know you will 
hate or disagree with. For some it will be “Introduction to Women’s Studies,” 
for others “Biological Differences between the Sexes.” It may be “Conserva-
tive Political Thought” or “Marx and His Followers.” The important thing is 
that you are going to disagree with the basic premises of the course.

The reason for choosing a course like this is that people have a strong ten-
dency to confi rm their own prejudices and insulate themselves from alterna-
tive views. Several years ago I heard a pollster from Gallup discussing the 
popularity ratings of politicians. An irate caller to the program claimed that 
their surveys were systematically biased. “How,” she asked, “could George 
W. Bush have approval ratings of 70%?” (This was back in 2002.) She didn’t 
know one person who approved of his performance. The pollster patiently 
explained that this was in fact the purpose of polls. People choose their 
acquaintances so carefully that they are rarely exposed to opposing view-
points. Only a truly random sample of the population can tell you what the 
country as a whole is thinking. Indeed, he had received the same complaints 
a few years earlier when Bill Clinton had equally high approval ratings. Back 
then people were calling in to say that they didn’t know one person who 
approved of Clinton.
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The same applies to choosing classes. Left to their own devices, most stu-
dents will choose classes that confi rm their prejudices and strengths without 
even knowing that they are doing this. What is needed is some mechanism 
to force them to confront alternatives. That is the justifi cation for this tip. It 
is the equivalent of the pollster’s use of random selection. At least once in a 
while, you should select a course that you would not have selected on your 
own. Even if you hate it in the end, you will have learned more than by tak-
ing one more course that intentionally or not confi rms your current beliefs.

Tip 14

Take Classes with Heavy Writing Requirements

While college is not primarily a place to learn practical skills, there is at 
least one skill that you need to pick up as a part of your education. That is 
the skill to write quickly and well. There is hardly a job for college graduates 
that does not require them to write clear and intelligible prose on a daily 
basis. If you learn nothing else in college, make sure that you can produce a 
coherent eight-hundred-word argument in less than an hour.

This applies across the curriculum. Consider the following comments of 
the owner of a computer programming fi rm, a sector where one would think 
that writing matters little if at all:

Would Linux have succeeded if Linus Torvalds hadn’t evangelized it? As bril-
liant a hacker as he is, it was Linus’s ability to convey his ideas in written 
English via email and mailing lists that made Linux attract a worldwide bri-
gade of volunteers. . . .  

Even on the small scale, when you look at any programming organization, 
the programmers with the most power and infl uence are the ones who can 
write and speak in English clearly, convincingly, and comfortably. . . .  

The difference between a tolerable programmer and a great programmer 
is not how many programming languages they know, and it’s not whether 
they prefer Python or Java. It’s whether they can communicate their ideas. 
By persuading other people, they get leverage.4

These remarks apply to an even greater extent in fi elds where writing is 
more common.

While all colleges profess a commitment to developing the writing skills 

4. See Joel Spolsky, “Advice for Computer Science College Students,” www. joelonsoftware
.com.
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of their students, few do it as well as they should.5 Writing should be a con-
stant part of every student’s education, but faculty shrink from teaching it. 
Most professors are trained in a particular subject, not in the art of composi-
tion. Teaching writing is also hard. It requires professors to devote a lot of 
effort to each piece of writing they receive—often very poor ones. This is a 
large time commitment for which professors receive little or no reward.

As a result, teaching composition is outsourced—to the English depart-
ment and then to graduate students or part-timers.6 But this is far from 
ideal. While scholars of English literature may be experts on style, just about 
all professors make their living by writing and are capable of teaching stu-
dents the principles of good writing. Best then would be to write across the 
curriculum—to have practice writing essays about political science, phi-
losophy, history, and even economics, biology, and physics. This has the 
added advantage of giving students the opportunity to write about issues 
that interest them, which makes the training more effective. But few col-
leges have writing-intensive courses in multiple subjects.

What do good writing classes look like? The way to develop writing skills 
is the same way you get to Carnegie Hall—practice, practice, practice. Writ-
ing a short essay or two every week or better every day is best. (Extensive 
reading is of course vital too.) But most classes do not require you to write 
very much. Most universities have an introductory set of writing-intensive 
seminars—often only one course—but they stop there. Better would be 
more of them. When Richard Light interviewed graduating seniors he found 
that many would have preferred writing seminars to be given in junior and 
senior year when they were ready for them and desired them.7 As freshmen, 
they didn’t realize the importance of writing and had too little time to devote 
to it. You would be well advised to seek out as many classes labeled “writing 
intensive” as you can fi nd.

Nearly as important as quantity is feedback. You need to hand in the 
assignment, get critical comments, and incorporate these comments into 
future assignments or even revisions of the same piece. Don’t choose courses 

5. According to one scholar, “Responsible administration of a university writing program 
is a test of the institution’s integrity, a test few institutions can pass at the minimum com-
petency level.” See Edward M. White, Developing Successful College Writing Programs (San 
Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1989), p. 164

6. See Louis Menand, “The Ph.D. Problem,” Harvard Magazine, November–December 
2009.

7. Richard J. Light, Making the Most of College: Students Speak Their Minds (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), pp. 54–62.
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with a single twenty-page fi nal paper—or at least don’t choose them to im-
prove your writing—choose ones with short weekly or biweekly papers. 
The ideal might be what is common in graduate school where students are 
required to write two-to-three-page reactions to the week’s readings each 
and every week. Such a model seems to pay off for graduate students who 
use it to become experts in their fi eld in scarcely more than a year.

The beauty of such intensive writing is not only that it forces you to prac-
tice, but it also requires professors to focus their attention on you specifi -
cally. They have to engage your efforts every week in a personal way. This 
is the reason why such courses are not as common as they should be—they 
take up a lot of faculty energy. But it is exactly for this reason that you should 
seek them out. Indeed, the amount of writing required in a course is one 
measure of a professor’s devotion to her students. If a professor requires a 
lot of writing, this means that she has committed herself to spending a lot 
of time on the class because she is going to have to grade all of these essays 
and get into the heads of all the students in the class.

Finally, all of this writing has benefi ts for learning more generally. Writ-
ing intensively forces you to come to terms with the course material, which 
is why courses with a lot of writing have higher levels of student engage-
ment.8 And there is evidence that putting material into narrative form—in 
short, writing about it—is one of the best ways for the brain to absorb new 
ideas.9 In short, you are learning not just how to write better, but how to 
think better.

Tip 15

Take as Many Small Seminars and as Few Large 

Lecture Courses as Possible

If you want to get your money’s worth at college, minimize the number of 
large lecture courses you take (or audit them as Tip 26 suggests). This is 
the place where universities skimp and save. Lectures allow them to teach 
a lot of students with very few teachers. The upshot is obvious. In a class of 
one student, you get 100 percent of the professor’s attention. In a class of 

8. Richard Light has found that courses with frequent writing assignments are also viewed 
as more interesting and challenging than other courses. See ibid., p. 55.

9. See Robert H. Frank, The Economic Naturalist: In Search of Explanations for Everyday 
Enigmas (New York: Basic Books, 2007). Frank has students in his introductory economics 
course write short essays explaining an unusual economic phenomenon.
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ten, you get on average 10 percent. What then do you get in a class of one 
hundred? One percent is probably a high estimate as a professor’s eyes blur 
at the mass of students. You cannot expect individualized attention and 
personal feedback in these classes.

This is not to say that lecture classes are all bad. Often you will fi nd bril-
liant and charismatic professors who seem to give you your money’s worth 
and even fi nd ways of engaging with students; though nearly as often you 
will encounter the opposite.

But a great performance is just about all you will get.10 Otherwise, most if 
not all of your contact is with a TA who makes sure you do the assignments, 
grades your papers, and perhaps leads a discussion section. Yes, some TAs 
are smart and devoted, but is this what you are paying tuition for? Lectures 
also tend to emphasize passive learning (the professor talks, the student 
takes notes) over active learning (where students engage with problems 
themselves).11 One of the main fi ndings of educational research is that active 
learning leads to better outcomes than passive learning.12

Not only are you getting less out of lectures, but there is a cheap substi-
tute that is often of higher quality than most of the classes you are taking. 
Just buy CDs or DVDs of great lectures from places like the Learning Com-
pany (www.thegreatcourses.com) or access free videos of lectures from a 
new Youtube page (www.youtube.com/edu).13 There is a high probability 

10. The economist Brad Delong asks why the lecture emerged if it is not the best way to 
learn. He argues that in medieval times when the university arose, books were too expensive 
for students to own (this was before the printing press). Thus, professors had to read them 
out loud (lecture is from the Latin lector or reader) while students frantically scribbled down 
their contents. See Brad DeLong, “Why Are We Here? (In a Big Lecture, That Is),” delong.
typepad.com.

11. One study found that 73–83 percent of professors simply lecture passively to their 
students. See Derek Bok, Our Underachieving Colleges: A Candid Look at How Much Students 
Learn and Why They Should Be Learning More (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
2006), p. 120.

12. Greg Light, Roy Cox, and Susanna Calkins, Learning and Teaching in Higher Education: 
The Refl ective Professional, 2nd ed. (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2009).

13. As Steven Pearlstein puts it, “Every year . . . there are thousands of college profes-
sors who twice or three times a week offer what is largely the same basic lecture course in a 
subject like molecular biology or Shakespeare comedies. A few of these professors offer the 
kind of brilliant lectures that fi ll auditoriums and provide the kind of educational experience 
that students remember all their lives. Many of the rest offer something that ranges from 
mediocre to awful. . . .  Why don’t we identify these extraordinary lecturers, put their lectures 
on CDs, and sell them to universities that could supplement them with faculty-led tutorials 
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that these lectures are going to be better than the ones offered at your uni-
versity. It may be pushing the point to say these videos are equivalent to 
lecture courses at your college—you probably lose something without the 
live performance and the pressure to do the assignments—but they do come 
quite close. If you feel that you need the theatrical experience, then just sit 
in on the classes of the best lecturers at your university without signing up 
for them (see Tip 26).

By contrast, consider what you are getting out of a small seminar course. 
In the fi rst place, the professor will know you—your face, your name, your 
ideas, your writing. And he or she will be forced to react to your thoughts 
whether in class or on your assignments. My undergraduate college had as 
its image of the ideal education, “The Log.” According to legend, President 
James A. Garfi eld said of one of his former professors that “the ideal college 
is Mark Hopkins on one end of a log and the student on the other.” This 
image encapsulates the way that most people conceive an education. And 
seminars are the closet approximation you will fi nd at American universi-
ties. (British universities offer tutorials where you actually get this one-on-
one encounter.)

Seminars will also force you to fully engage with the course material. 
Because you are in the spotlight during every class and forced to put forward 
your own ideas, you will have to actively digest your assignments. Not only 
will you be under pressure to do the reading—something that slips by the 
wayside in large lecture courses—but you will have to think about it and 
come up with insights and criticisms to share in class. Seminars are as much 
a disciplining force—forcing you to stay alert—as a place where you receive 
personalized attention.14

And research backs up this advice. When Richard Light interviewed 
graduating seniors, he found that the number of small classes taken cor-
related highly with satisfaction and even with grades.15 Students who took 
more seminar-style classes were more satisfi ed and received higher grades!

This advice does not apply across the board. There are certain shy souls 

or discussions?” The religion professor Mark Taylor tried to put such a scheme in place at 
Williams College, but it was voted down by the faculty. See Steven Pearlstein, “The Lesson 
Colleges Need to Learn,” Washington Post, December 17, 2003.

14. The discipline applies to professors as well. They have to work harder to prepare for 
a seminar than a lecture.

15. Light, Making the Most of College, pp. 46–50. I suspect that it is easier for a professor 
to give a low grade to a student they have never met than to one they know well.
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(like myself) who are too timid to engage in seminars and thus do not get 
the most out of them. Four seminars each quarter may also put a strain on 
your time. You may need to “relax” at a lecture course to keep up your steam 
(that is what these courses often are—relaxation). For seminars to pay off, 
you have to invest in them—engaging the assignments and your fellow stu-
dents. Without this investment they might be worth less than lectures. But 
with it, they will give you far more. An additional bonus of these classes is 
that you will get to know your professor personally, a benefi t I will describe 
in chapter 6.

W hat Does a Good Lecture Look Like?

It is sometimes hard to tell if a lecturer is doing a good job or not. Stu-

dents do not always know whether they are truly learning from a lecture 

or simply being entertained. Educational research, however, has started 

to understand the styles of teaching that lead to better learning.* Stu-

dents appear to learn best when lecturers do the following things:

1.  Good lecturers allow students the opportunity to participate. Even 

in large lecture classes—over one hundred students—good lectur-

ers fi nd ways to get students involved whether by letting them voice 

their opinions, conducting spot polls or quizzes, or initiating small 

group discussions. If there is little role for students to play in your 

classroom—the professor spends the whole period talking—you may 

be better off  trying another class.

2.  Good lecturers base their lectures around problems. A good lecture 

almost always begins with a question, problem, or puzzle and shows 

students its signifi cance. A good lecture then provides students an op-

portunity to grapple with the problem themselves. Only sometimes do 

professors provide an answer to the problem. But what a good lecture 

always does is leave students with a new problem to ponder at the end 

of class. This sort of problem-based lecturing is more likely to promote 

engagement and learning than other approaches.

3.  Good lecturers show students the personal relevance of the mate-

rial. Students tend not to learn as well when the material only seems 

* See Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers Do (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
 University Press, 2004)
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Tip 16

Take Mostly Upper-Division Courses

When Harvard experimented with a curriculum devoid of requirements  early 
in the twentieth century, most students ended up only taking introductory 
courses. Even today many students tend to stick with lower-division courses 
unless they know the subject well. By all means start your academic career 
with lower-level courses—in the standard nomenclature 100- or 200-level 
classes—but it is mistake to stick with them for a number of reasons.16

In the fi rst place, lower-division courses are less challenging than upper-
division ones. They treat subjects superfi cially and are designed for the 
masses, the lowest common denominator student. And because they usu-
ally have large enrollments, the mode of instruction is typically the passive 
transmission of knowledge: a professor lectures and students take notes. To 
top it off, most professors dislike teaching these classes because they have 
to stray outside of their specialties to cover the material. Yes, you will get a 
panoramic survey of a fi eld from these courses that helps to broaden your 
knowledge, but your mind will probably not be tested.

In upper-division courses, by contrast, professors will start pushing you. 
They will give you more complex exercises and more room to engage with 

16. Upper-division courses are typically numbered in the 300s or 400s while graduate 
courses would be in the 500s; however, many different course numbering systems exist. One 
university recently contemplated renumbering their courses because the low numbers sup-
posedly made their courses look too easy to outsiders. See Michael Munger, “Great Moments 
in Faculty Meetings,” mungowitzend.blogspot.com.

relevant to success in the course. Good lecturers show how the ma-

terial has wider relevance to their lives and careers. If your teacher 

has not shown you the relevance of the course, then consider another 

professor.

4.  Good lecturers don’t overload students with information. Most stu-

dents cannot hold their attention on a lecture beyond about fi fteen 

minutes. Good lecturers will fi nd ways to present information in di-

gestible chunks and vary the mode of presentation frequently, using 

video, audio, or hands-on activities. If your professor goes on for much 

longer than this in a single format—for example, simply talking—then 

you might not be learning as much as you could.
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problems. These classes are also smaller and thus provide you with more 
personal contact with the instructor and more individualized feedback on 
your assignments. Instructors are more engaged too because the material 
is closer to their areas of expertise. Though the subject may be narrower, 
this is not such a worry because you are unlikely to remember the material 
in any case. What you are learning are thinking skills and upper-division 
classes will give you these more than lower-division ones.

Tip 17

Focus More on Methods Than Topics

Most departments offer some courses that tell you how their field 
 operates—the techniques it uses to understand the world—and others that 
tell you what scholars have found using those techniques. The fi rst type is 
referred to as a methods course and the second as a topics course. The fi rst 
might be titled “Methods of Political Inquiry” or “Statistics for Political 
Science,” while the second might be called “Elections and Voting” or “The 
Politics of Africa.” The line is not hard and fast. Methods are almost always 
presented in the context of an actual topic and courses on a specifi c topic 
necessarily introduce a variety of methods. The difference is more one of 
emphasis and design.

My advice is to take as many methods courses as you can. It is these 
courses that teach ways of thinking and understanding that will stick with 
you. The facts and theories that you learn in topics courses will be quickly 
forgotten no matter how interesting they seem at the time. While you might 
feel like an expert in African politics at the end of a semester, a few months 
later you will have only a hazy sense of who succeeded Mobuto Sese Seko 
and why apartheid fell. You will also forget some of what you learned in 
methods courses, but since these courses will typically teach you one big 
thing, they are more memorable. The big thing is how to identify and ap-
proach a problem. Once you have learned this one thing—and these courses 
typically hammer it in—it is likely to stick with you. You will come to view 
every problem you encounter in its light.

The difference is neatly summed up in the well-known proverb “Give a 
man a fi sh and he’ll eat for a day, teach him how to fi sh and he’ll eat forever.” 
Methods courses teach you how to fi sh, how to approach a problem like a 
sociologist or art historian or biologist. While it would be going too far to 



c ho os i ng c l a s s e s   59

say that topics courses only give you a fi sh—most professors put methods 
into every course—the fi shing skills they teach are less distilled and intense 
and so may pass you by. Surveys of graduating seniors confi rm that learning 
how to think like a member of a discipline—which is what methods course 
do—leads students to study a subject in more depth.17

I would add that you should sample methods courses from around the 
curriculum—from the humanities, social sciences, and natural sciences.18 
Most majors have at least one required course in methods, but don’t limit 
yourself to the methods of your major. Each fi eld approaches the world 
in a different way (and sometimes multiple ways), and it behooves you to 
learn the essence of each perspective. While a topics course in a fi eld will 
pique your interest, a methods course will give you something to take away 
permanently.

Tip 18

Seek Out Classes That Provide You with Continuous Feedback 

and Take the Feedback Seriously

If you want to learn from your classes, you need to complete your assign-
ments and then get feedback about what you did poorly and what you did 
well. Without these pointers it is nearly impossible to improve your perfor-
mance. How do you know where you made mistakes (much less how to fi x 
them) if no one tells you?

One of the ways you can do this is by taking classes from professors who 
require a lot of assignments and return them with detailed comments. (This 
is one more advantage of writing intensive courses—see Tip 14.) A class 
with a single exam or fi nal paper usually does not provide you with much 
insight into what you are doing poorly and how to improve. In fact, most of 
my students rarely bother to pick up their fi nal exams and papers even after 
I tell them that they will be available in my offi ce for several weeks into the 
following semester. Needless to say, you should always pick them up.

It is then incumbent upon you to take this feedback seriously. Don’t focus 
on the bottom line grade. Look at the professor’s actual comments on your 

17. Light, Making the Most of College, pp. 117–19.
18. Actually, pretty much all courses in the natural sciences are methods courses. After 

all, labs are teaching you the actual methods of science.
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work and try to learn from them. Figure out where you went wrong and how 
to do things differently next time. If it is not clear where you screwed up, 
seek out the professor at his offi ce hours and ask what you should be doing 
differently. Even if you did well, try to fi nd out where you can improve. 
Without getting feedback and taking it seriously, you are only getting half 
of an education.

Tip 19

Know the Status of Your Professors

Professors come in a variety of shapes and sizes. Some of the main distinc-
tions are tenured versus untenured, tenure-track versus nontenure-track, 
and full-time versus part-time. Which of these types is going to give you the 
best education? The answer is not obvious. All of them may be great or ter-
rible teachers, and it is their teaching abilities that usually matter the most. 
But these differences of status and rank can inform your course choices.

The most prestigious species of the professor genus is the full-time ten-
ured professor. They can be recognized on their department Web site by the 
full professor or associate professor title or by their tweed jacket with elbow 
patches (just joking). That they are tenured means that they have produced 
scholarship that is important and original in the opinion of their peers. More 
practically, it means that they cannot be fi red (or only for serious transgres-
sions of university rules, not general incompetence).

While these are the most prestigious birds in the zoo, does that mean 
they will give you the best education? Possibly. On the positive side, you 
have some assurance that they really know their fi eld and are (or once 
were) active contributors to it. And if you are a sucker for the confi dent, 
distinguished type, they epitomize it. On the negative side, they may be 
such active contributors to their fi eld that they have little time for lowly 
undergraduates. And because they have tenure, no one can force them to 
do a better job. Indeed, insiders refer to a special subtype of this species as 
deadwood, meaning that because they have tenure and cannot be fi red, they 
no longer devote energy to either scholarship or teaching.

The next category down on the totem pole is tenure-track full-time fac-
ulty. You can recognize them by the assistant professor title. They have 
been hired recently, usually fresh out of graduate school, and are given six 
years or so to prove—mostly through research—that they are worthy of 
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tenure.19 Like law fi rms and the military, universities typically have an up or 
out rule so that either you get tenure and stay or don’t get it and seek work 
elsewhere (almost always at a less prestigious school).

Because these faculty are more or less single-mindedly focused on tenure, 
they spend most of their free hours trying to produce serious research.20 
Because they are lower on the totem pole than senior faculty (senior means 
tenured, junior untenured), they often have to do a considerable amount of 
teaching. They are also likely teaching for the fi rst time—as graduate stu-
dents they mostly served as TAs—and developing their own courses from 
scratch.

While this may sound like an inauspicious combination for producing 
great teaching, such faculty do have advantages. They are fresh to the fi eld 
and still have a large degree of enthusiasm that has often been worn away 
in older faculty. The content of their courses is closer to the state-of-the-art 
in knowledge, and they are more likely to come up with interesting, new 
courses. Because they are younger, you may be better able to relate with 
them on a personal level. You might also see them around the department 
more because they have fewer outside responsibilities.

Although tenure for assistant professors is mostly connected with re-
search productivity, some colleges and universities do consider the quality 
of their teaching. The implicit standard, however, is usually a negative one—
universities do not want to tenure teachers who inspire complaints—but 
they are relatively indifferent toward mediocre teachers. (Liberal arts col-
leges have higher standards here.) As a result, untenured faculty have some 
incentives to teach better, but not particularly strong ones.

These two groups used to form the heart of most colleges and univer-
sities, but there is a group of “others”—known generically as adjuncts—
who carry an increasingly large share of the teaching load (our profession’s 
version of outsourcing). They come in various forms. There are advanced 
graduate students who are allowed to teach their own classes. There are full-
time lecturers who are typically hired for their teaching skills, but do not 

19. This is referred to as their probationary period, and for some it feels like being on 
probation.

20. A movie called Tenure recently premiered at the Sundance Film Festival, but was a 
fl op. The reason may be the lack of excitement in trying to get tenure. As one professor put 
it, “since my ongoing pursuit of tenure typically involves me sitting in front of my laptop until 
1 a.m., I don’t know how interesting that would be to watch.” See Scott Jaschik, “Tenure, the 
Movie,” Inside Higher Ed, March 18, 2008.
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have tenure, are not expected to produce research, and are usually poorly 
paid. There are various visitors—whether postdoctoral fellows, foreign aca-
demics visiting America, or individuals with relevant real-world experience. 
And there are part-timers who are hired to teach a course or two that the 
department cannot cover without outside help. This other category typically 
goes under titles like lecturer, adjunct professor, or visiting assistant profes-
sor (sometimes tenure-track faculty who have not fi nished their dissertation 
use these titles, but only temporarily).

How should you judge these others? It is diffi cult to make any obvious 
recommendations. Permanent lecturers are often the best teachers in the 
department because that is the basis of their appointment and they do not 
have other commitments like research. They can devote all of their time 
to undergraduates. They do, however, lack the prestige of their tenured or 
tenure-track colleagues and usually are not as well versed in the latest de-
velopments in the fi eld; they may be teaching material whose sell-by date 
is long expired.

Graduate students are under large pressures to fi nish their dissertation 
and get a job, so their attention may not be completely focused on teaching; 
they of course lack experience as well. They are, however, the most open to 
forming personal bonds with students because they are students themselves. 
The rest of this category is a mixed bag. Visitors can be very good or very 
bad. They may try to impress in order to get a full-time position, or they may 
view their visiting year as a vacation. What you should keep in mind about 
all of these part-timers is that they may not be around later if you need a 
letter of recommendation.

Having said all of this, I would note that recent research has shown that 
these distinctions do not seem to have systematic effects. As one study put 
it, “Whether an instructor teaches full-time or part-time, does research, has 
tenure, or is highly paid has no infl uence on a college student’s grade, likeli-
hood of dropping a course, or taking more subsequent courses in the same 
subject.”21 What does seem to affect these outcomes is rather the quality of a 
professor as evaluated by students. It is to these evaluations that I turn now.

21. Florian Hoffman and Philip Oreopoulos, “Professor Qualities and Student Achieve-
ment,” NBER Working Paper 12596, October 2006. Another recent paper found that “ad-
junct and graduate assistant instructors generally reduce subsequent interest in a subject rela-
tive to full-time faculty members, but the effects are small and differ by discipline. Adjuncts 
and graduate assistants negatively affect students in the humanities while positively affecting 
students in some of the technical and professional fi elds.” See also Eric Bettinger and Bridget 
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Tip 20

Learn to Be a Critical Reader of Student 

Evaluations of Faculty

Most universities have students fi ll out an evaluation of every course they 
take. The results are often (and defi nitely should be) made publicly avail-
able and can be a good guide to the best classes. In fact, a large number of 
studies have shown some of the benefi ts of these evaluations.22 In the fi rst 
place, they are reliable; students tend to agree with each other on which 
classes are good and even ten years later still rate the same classes highly.23 
They also appear to be correlated with performance; students perform bet-
ter in classes they rate highly. In one study, two professors taught the same 
class and gave identical exams; students taught by the professor with higher 
evaluations performed better on the exam. For these reasons you should take 
these evaluations seriously.

On the other hand, there are a number of well-known biases in student 
evaluations. As you might expect, professors who give out higher grades get 
higher evaluations. In one survey, 70 percent of students admitted that their 
evaluation was infl uenced by their expected fi nal grade. Evaluations are also 
infl uenced by extraneous factors like the teacher’s looks and their use of act-
ing techniques. In one study—called the Dr. Fox study—students gave high 
marks to a professional actor who was instructed to give a contradictory and 
nonsubstantive talk.24 And in another a professor improved his evaluations 
considerably simply by incorporating gestures into his lectures. In short, the 
correlation between evaluations and education is less than perfect.

I would add that evaluations represent the opinions of the average stu-
dent. Average students may be more infl uenced by the external charms of 
the class—its entertainment value—than by its substance. Average students 
may be bored by lectures that are too subtle and complicated or that re-

Terry Long, “Do College Instructors Matter? The Effects of Adjuncts and Graduate Assistants 
on Students’ Interests and Success,” NBER Working Paper 10370, March 2004.

22. This section follows Michael Huemer, “Student Evaluations: A Critical Review,” 
home.sprynet.com/~owl1/sef.htm.

23. Interestingly, when faculty observe each other, they tend not to agree on their 
evaluations.

24. This study has been criticized for asking misleading questions, and later replications 
have yielded weaker results. See Ken Bain, What the Best College Teachers Do (Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), pp. 12–13.
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quire a lot of previous knowledge. I would guess that many of the very best 
scholars are not among the highest rated teachers though they may have 
the most to offer. To get the most out of college, it is often worth seeking 
out these professors even if their evaluations are not the best. What I would 
concentrate on is students’ evaluations of how much a professor cares about 
students and devotes attention to them and the class; it is hard to get much 
out of a professor who feels disdain or indifference toward students.

I would caution students, however, about taking independent Web sites 
like www.RateMyProfessors.com too seriously. Unlike university-sponsored 
evaluations that try to capture the opinions of all students who have taken 
a course, these sites rely on voluntary contributions and are therefore more 
likely to pick up those with a special axe to grind. A sense of what these sites 
collect can be found in one journalist’s description,

All across this great collegiate land, students want pretty much the same 
things. Don’t play favorites, yet don’t deny students extra credit or a second 
chance on a paper or test. Don’t “get sidetracked by boring crap.” Don’t refer 
to yourself in the third person. Don’t ever call on students. Don’t be “mean,” 
“hateful,” or “ambiguous.” Don’t take attendance. Don’t be “high on Viagra 
and full of yourself.” Don’t be “distractingly spastic.” Very important: Don’t 
talk about stuff in class and then put other stuff on the test. Most important: 
Don’t give low grades. Do show slides. Do offer easy assignments. Do crack 
jokes and “provide a fun teaching atmosphere.” Do show up at your offi ce 
hours. Do give A’s on all group projects. Do walk your dog around campus. Do 
resemble a celebrity of some sort. Finally, try your best to be “awesome.”25

Finally, I would note that professors tend to be suspicious of student 
evaluations. Most believe they are only weakly correlated with learning. 
While research does not back this up, one can forgive them for getting this 
impression from the written comments they receive. Few comments are 
related to the substance of the course and many concern irrelevant issues 
like the professor’s appearance or wardrobe. Most of us have our own set 
of favorite comments that seem to come from an alien planet. Here is how 
the sociologist Kieran Healy glosses a recent set of evaluations (even as he 
recognizes the value of the exercise):

Arizona asks for freeform comments on two questions: What did you es-
pecially like about this course? And, What suggestions would you make to 

25. Michael Agger, “The Hottest Professor on Campus: What Happens When Students 
Rate Their Teachers Online,” Slate, November 17, 2005.
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improve this course? Past highlights . . . include, “No more tucked-in shirts 
without a belt” and “This course would be better if it wasn’t required.” As 
expected, the comments from [last semester] cover a range. Some of the 
better ones:

Edifying: “Instructor knows his shit.” “Actually interesting!”
Possibly misguided: “[Please provide] More suggestions for my own life 

with regard to my business decisions.”
Praise or not? “Professor was ironic.” “[I liked] the ability of the instructor 

to make a not so interesting subject somewhat interesting.” “The teacher had 
his own way of teaching.”

Campus identity politics scandal narrowly avoided: “Don’t insult the Scottish. 
We may not have preserved the written word during the Dark Ages but we 
are a proud people none the less.”26

The point is that if you want to improve the quality of undergraduate 
teaching, try to give your professors serious and constructive advice on these 
surveys. They are not your opportunity to get revenge, but to help the pro-
fessor improve his or her teaching as he or she has presumably been helping 
you. (See text box “How to Improve Your Professors.”)

Tip 21

Ask Professors You Know What Courses 

They Would Recommend

While student evaluations give you a sense of what other students think 
about classes, professors may also have a good idea of which ones are worth 
taking. It can thus be useful to ask your current or favorite professors which 
classes they would recommend. While they haven’t taken classes in their 
own department, they often have a good sense of what their colleagues are 
like. They know who the acknowledged experts are and who is just faking 
it. They know who devotes time and energy to undergraduate teaching and 
who does not. They know who has won teaching awards and who has not. 
And they know each other’s personalities, often too well.

As a result, they are particularly well placed to tell you what classes you 
should and should not be taking. If you tell them a little about your interests 
and plans, they can be even more helpful. Most professors will not mind 
giving this advice and will even be fl attered that you want to know their 

26. See Kieran Healy, “Student Evaluations,” www.kieranhealy.org.
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opinion and take more courses in their discipline. Note, however, that pro-
fessors will be reluctant to badmouth their colleagues openly, so keep an 
eye out for subtle hints. If a professor doesn’t mention a course or is reticent 
to speak about one you are interested in, that may be their way of telling 
you to avoid it.

Tip 22

Take Courses That Relate to Each Other

Students often have their most rewarding semesters when they take several 
courses that interrelate in synergistic ways. Often the courses have similar 
subjects but are taught in different departments—for example, a political 
science course on economic policy along with an economics course on the 
same subject. Or even two courses in the same department but taught by 
professors with different perspectives. This has several benefi ts. It forces 
you to confront multiple ways of thinking about a subject instead of the per-
spective of a single professor or discipline. Bringing insights from one class 
into another allows you to contribute more creative ideas to class discussion 
and write more thoughtful essays. More practically, often there is overlap in 
the readings for the classes, which gives you a chance to emphasize depth 
rather than jump around from subject to subject (the “if this is Tuesday, it 
must be biology” feeling).

Thinking more broadly about your academic career, another advice guide 
recommends putting together a “personal narrative called your transcript.”27 
What they mean is that you should be able to tell a story that explains most 
(of course, not all) of your course choices. This is more than an explana-
tion for your choice of major; it is an explanation that ties together a broad 
cross-section of your classes. For example, you might be a sociology major 
who focused on urban life and thus took courses in African American stud-
ies, economics, and politics, all of which focused on ways to improve cities. 
Having a narrative like this will not only teach you more—because of the 
synergies between the courses I just mentioned—but it will give you some-
thing to say to future employers who want to know that you have gotten an 
education rather than taken a random series of classes.

27. Peter Feaver, Sue Wasiolek, and Anne Crossman, Getting the Best Out of College: A 
Professor, a Dean, and a Student Tell You How to Maximize Your Experience (Berkeley, CA: Ten 
Speed Press, 2008), p. 54.
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Tip 23

Study Abroad for at Least One Semester if 

Not an Entire Year

While universities try to be diverse, they are inevitably grounded in one 
place. If you are at Princeton, you are at Princeton with all the limita-
tions that life in a small suburban New Jersey town entails. (I grew up in 
the town next door, so I know whereof I speak.) Further, most American 
 universities—unlike those in foreign countries—are built around delimited 
campuses, the proverbial ivory tower, that tend to isolate you from the rest 
of the world.28

Indeed, a typical problem with American students is what the Princeton 
philosophy professor K. Anthony Appiah calls their “astonishing parochial-
ism”: “Too many of our students haven’t the faintest idea what life is like 
anywhere outside the class and the community—let alone the country—
they grew up in.” While courses on other peoples and cultures may help 
overcome this parochialism, they are not enough.

One of the best antidotes that colleges offer to this problem is the study 
abroad program. As Professor Appiah puts it, “But parochialism isn’t a mat-
ter of not knowing a bunch of cultural snippets about peoples everywhere. 
It’s an attitude. And the fellow from Des Moines or San Francisco who 
spends a semester at Tallinn or Johannesburg or Berlin or even Canberra at 
least acquires the basic Another Country insight: They do things differently 
there.”29

Some study abroad programs expose you to this insight better than oth-
ers. A simple rule is the more foreign the better. If possible go to a country 
that does not speak English (don’t follow the crowds to England, Scotland, 
Ireland, and Australia). Better yet is a non-Western country—just about 
anywhere in Africa or Asia. The cultural differences will be larger, and you 
will get a chance to test out a new language to boot. If you can, try to live 
with a family, which gives you more opportunities to learn about the cul-
ture. Dormitory life is pretty homogeneous the world over. Similarly, try 
to take classes with actual students at the university in their native tongue 
rather than courses set aside for foreigners. If you do go to a Western coun-
try, stay away from the large, cosmopolitan cities that are full of foreigners 

28. European universities tend to be located in large cities and more integrated with the 
urban environment.

29. K. Anthony Appiah, “Learn Statistics, Go Abroad,” Slate, November 15, 2005.
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and choose a provincial city where you can encounter a more “authentic” 
or at least a more foreign culture.

No matter where you go, try to prepare in advance for your study abroad 
experience. If you can, take intensive language courses before you go. If you 
already speak a foreign language, defi nitely choose a country that speaks 
that language (though for French speakers Francophone Africa is as good a 
choice as France proper). Better still is to take courses in the art, culture, 
religion, history, and politics of the place you plan to visit. The more you 
know going in, the more you will take with you going out.

Tip 24

Don’t Succumb to the “Two Cultures”

The phrase “two cultures” was coined by the physicist and novelist C. P. 
Snow to refer to the different worlds of the sciences and the humanities. 
He saw that the two had become increasingly disconnected in the modern 
world. In his own words,

A good many times I have been present at gatherings of people who, by the 
standards of the traditional culture, are thought highly educated and who 
have with considerable gusto been expressing their incredulity at the illiter-
acy of scientists. Once or twice I have been provoked and have asked the com-
pany how many of them could describe the Second Law of Thermodynamics. 
The response was cold: it was also negative. Yet I was asking something which 
is about the scientifi c equivalent of: Have you read a work of Shakespeare’s? 
I now believe that if I had asked an even simpler question—such as, What 
do you mean by mass, or acceleration, which is the scientifi c equivalent of 
saying, Can you read?—not more than one in ten of the highly educated 
would have felt that I was speaking the same language. So the great edifi ce 
of modern physics goes up, and the majority of the cleverest people in the 
western world have about as much insight into it as their neolithic ancestors 

would have had.30

Of course the knife cuts both ways. Unlike Snow, many brilliant scientists 
are all but ignorant of the works of Shakespeare, Plato, and other milestones 
of human civilization. And each side has its own smug way of looking at the 

30. C. P. Snow, The Two Cultures and the Scientifi c Revolution (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 1993), pp. 14–15.



c ho os i ng c l a s s e s   69

other. Those in the sciences see the humanists as lacking rigor and standards, 
while the humanists see the scientists as lacking soul and judgment.

Most undergraduates place themselves on one or the other side of this 
boundary line. They are either science types and take most of their courses 
in fi elds that use equations and laboratories or they are humanistic types and 
focus on courses with heavy reading and writing requirements.

I think the second type is more prevalent. Too many students are afraid to 
take classes that use math. This is a mistake. As Professor Appiah, himself 
a humanist, remarks, “Many [humanities majors] don’t know how to evalu-
ate mathematical models or statistical arguments. And I think that makes 
you incompetent to participate in many discussions of public policy.”31 The 
reason is that almost all policy proposals are based on models of likely con-
sequences that are nearly impossible to evaluate without some mathemati-
cal background. More generally, in the words of the Harvard psychology 
professor Steven Pinker,

General science education, often an afterthought, needs to be reconsidered, 
because scientifi c literacy is more important than ever. It’s not just essential 
to being a competent citizen who can understand, for example, why hydrogen 
fuel cannot solve energy shortages. . . .  Science is also critical because it is 
blending with the other realms of human knowledge.

One . . . example is the sciences of human nature, such as cognitive neuro-
science, behavioral genetics, and evolutionary psychology. They are illuminat-
ing the mental processes that go into creating and appreciating art and that 
drive the social contracts underlying economic and political systems.32

Part of the problem is with professors. Scientists and mathematicians 
often don’t take the fi rst step by offering comprehensible and stimulating 
courses that would attract students without a background in science—both 
Professors Appiah and Pinker agree on this. But there is also a reluctance 
among students to seek out the challenges of these subjects. Indeed, in his 
survey of graduating seniors, Richard Light found that one of their biggest 
regrets was not taking more science courses.33

On the other side, many science and engineering majors stay away from 
courses that require heavy reading or writing. This is a mistake as well. 
These skills are necessary in just about any occupation as Tip 14 showed. 

31. Appiah, “Learn Statistics, Go Abroad.”
32. Steven Pinker, “The Matrix, Revisited,” Slate, November 16, 2005.
33. Light, Making the Most of College, pp. 69–73.
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Moreover, familiarity with the cultural life of a society is probably as nec-
essary as technical knowledge for being a successful person much less a 
useful citizen. It is these classes that will teach not only what your society 
is, but who you are and what you truly believe. Only in encountering the 
great works of literature, philosophy, music, and art will you fi nd out what 
it is to be human.

While this may not seem important now, you neglect it at your own 
risk. When your dark night of the soul comes—and it comes for just about 
 everyone—you will be glad to have these works to fi nd solace in. Telling 
is the case of John Stuart Mill. Trained by his father almost from birth in 
the classical languages, math, and economics—he could read Plato in the 
original at age ten—Mill had a nervous breakdown when he was twenty-
one. He found his way out of it only when he turned to the Romantic poet 
Wordsworth whose verses showed him another side of the world. Mill of 
course became one of the greatest philosophers of modern times.

In short, it is easy to get stuck on one side of these “culture” wars, but you 
should resist that temptation. Even if you are bad at math or writing, you are 
shortchanging both yourself and society by avoiding them.

Tip 25

Don’t Try to Get All of Your General Education Requirements 

Out of the Way in Freshman and Sophomore Year

Most schools have general education requirements that require you to take 
courses in a variety of different fi elds (see Tip 8). These are good things. 
They do something like Tip 13; they force you to take courses outside of your 
comfort zone.34 But they are not a be-all and end-all. Many students assume 
that because these courses are requirements they need to be gotten out of 
the way as soon as possible.

But as George Dennis O’Brien puts it, “It hardly seems an exhilarating 
entrance to higher studies to spend one’s initial years in getting things out 
of the way.”35 Your fi rst goal in college should be to fi nd out what fi elds you 

34. The claim about these courses is that they produce well-rounded students. The joke 
is that like billiard balls, they roll in whatever direction they are stroked.

35. George Dennis O’Brien, All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher Education (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), p. 78.
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love and have a talent for. General education requirements can be a means 
to that end, but only a means. Don’t take a class just because it fulfi lls a re-
quirement. Take it because the topic interests you or the professor is great 
or it provides you with an important skill.

The benefi t of postponing some distribution requirements is not only that 
you can better determine what you really care about early in your college 
career and devote more attention to that subject. It is also that as a junior or 
senior you can pick required courses that better complement your studies. 
Once you are a more experienced student you will be better able to choose 
courses that both satisfy requirements and provide you with useful training. 
This is much harder to do as a freshman who knows neither what she wants 
to study nor how the university works.

Tip 26

Audit Classes That You Don’t Have Time to Take

The George Mason economist Bryan Caplan has a bit of advice for people 
who care only about learning rather than the credential of a diploma. He 
says this, “The best education in the world is already free of charge. Just go 
to the best university in the world and start attending classes. Stay as long 
as you want, and study everything that interests you. No one will ever ‘card’ 
you. The only problem is that, no matter how much you learn, there won’t 
be any record you were ever there.”36

You can apply his insights to life at a university. A typical student will 
take maybe thirty-two courses during her four-year college career—four 
courses per semester over eight semesters. This out of the several hundred 
or thousand that the university offers (my university has more than two 
thousand courses in the catalog that are purportedly offered regularly plus 
hundreds of others offered as “special topics”). You may feel that you are 
working hard to keep up with those thirty-two courses and all of the read-
ing and writing that they entail. But in my experience students still have a 
good amount of free time, and it would be a shame not to take advantage of 
all the great courses being taught at a university, particularly when you are 
paying so much for the privilege to take them “legally.”

36. See Bryan Caplan, “Get the Best Education in the World, Absolutely Free!” econlog
.econlib.org.
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My suggestion is to audit a course or two every quarter. Auditing means 
that you go to the lectures (audit is Latin for “listen”), but don’t complete the 
assignments and don’t receive a grade.37 Sometimes this is formally noted 
at registration time; sometimes it is on your own initiative. In the latter 
case, you should typically ask the professors if they mind your sitting in. 
Usually they won’t, but they may ask you to keep up with the reading if it 
is a seminar class.

In any case, your main investment is showing up for the three hours a 
week when the class meets and perhaps doing an occasional reading that 
interests you. The payoff, however, is large—you get to absorb all of the pro-
fessor’s hard work in preparing the lectures and organizing the material. It 
seems like a good deal to me and lets you sample far more of the university’s 
enormous offerings than the thirty-some courses you take for credit. Indeed, 
you will sometimes meet professors doing the same thing.

Tip 27

Consider Independent Study Classes

At some point in the career of ambitious college students, they have ei-
ther learned about all they can from the courses offered in their fi eld or
discovered topics that are not well covered by existing course offerings. 
When this happens, you should be proactive and start to create your own 
courses. Most universities allow students to do this through independent 
study classes.

This does not mean going off and studying by yourself, but instead creat-
ing an actual syllabus and set of assignments that you proceed to complete 
under the supervision of a professor. This gives you the freedom to focus 
on things you care about and to forge a relationship with a professor with 
whom you will be meeting personally several times during the course of the 
semester. And since most independent study classes culminate in a research 
project, you have the opportunity to produce original scholarship and learn 
by doing rather than hearing (see Tip 43).

You need to be careful in approaching professors to supervise your course. 
Many professors are skeptical of independent study classes because they fear 
that students won’t devote serious effort to them and because it means extra 
work for which they are usually not compensated. You need to make the 

37. This is a cheaper alternative to the tapes of “great lectures” mentioned earlier.
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case that you are a serious student who is not taking this lightly. You are on 
fi rmest ground when you address a professor who both knows you well and 
is an expert on the subject you want to study. In all cases, you should prepare 
a preliminary syllabus before you visit the professor. Determine what the 
main works you want to read are. Outline the research project you want to 
undertake and your timeline for completing it. Then ask for advice on what 
else the professor thinks you should read or do. A demonstration of your 
seriousness of purpose along with an interesting topic that is not covered by 
existing course offerings will help to persuade professors that you deserve 
their mentorship.

Tip 28

Don’t Take Too Many Classes with One Professor

Students often fall in love (I hope not literally) with one of their professors 
and wish to take all of their classes with him or her. While it is not a bad idea 
to take an additional class with a professor you know is good and whom you 
would like to know better, there are also disadvantages. In my own case, stu-
dents can imbibe most of my wisdom in the course of a semester. During the 
second class, I start to repeat myself—if not my exact words and examples, 
at least my general philosophy (and certainly my jokes). It is important to 
sample as much wisdom as you can at university, so it is a good idea to try a 
variety of professors. Of course, if one of us seems to you an unending font 
of wisdom, by all means help yourself to another cup.

Tip 29

Don’t Be Afraid to Exceed Requirements

The idea behind requirements, both general education ones and majors, is 
that on their own students will not get a broad enough or deep enough edu-
cation. They might specialize too narrowly or skim the surface too much. 
But remember that requirements are only trying to ensure a minimum of 
breadth and depth. There is no reason why you should merely fulfi ll re-
quirements. Feel free to go beyond the offi cial requirements—take extra 
courses in your major or overfulfi ll distribution requirements. Don’t assume 
that wise social planners have manufactured these requirements to produce 
the perfect education; they have not. Requirements are there (hopefully) 
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to correct some of students’ biases in course selection—their tendency to 
stick with the familiar and easy—not to ensure that everyone gets what they 
need. Only you know the answer to that question, and requirements are at 
best an imperfect guide.

Tip 30

Unless You Plan to Major in Chemistry or Biology, 

Leave Medical School Requirements until Later

It is hard to overemphasize how many students start college as pre-med, 
take all eight semesters of required courses (four chemistry, two biology, 
and two physics), and only then realize that they don’t wish to become a doc-
tor. (I was one of these.) About a quarter of students show up as freshman 
thinking that they are pre-med, but only a handful end up going to medical 
school. Almost everyone drops their initial plan after taking two, four, six, 
or eight semesters of courses that they would not otherwise take and which 
they rarely remember with fondness. If you think that this does not apply 
to you, then think again.

Why so many freshmen believe they need to prepare for medical school 
is a bit of a mystery to me. The reasons are typically vague. “I want to 
help others” is the most common one I hear. But what do other professions 
do, hurt people? I would guess that the underlying reasons are a failure of 
imagination—few freshmen have any idea of the possible careers they may 
pursue—the seduction of the high esteem in which doctors are held (and 
the high salaries they receive as a consequence), and lack of confi dence in 
their ability to forge their own career path. But it is usually not long before 
most students abandon these ideas.

The question is whether they abandon their pre-med plans before or af-
ter spending a quarter of their education (almost the equivalent of another 
major) on courses for which they have little alternative use. I would add 
that many of these courses are designed only for pre-med students, not for 
teaching the particular science as it should be taught. Physics departments, 
for example, typically have a watered-down version of physics for pre-med 
students and another for those truly interested in physics.38 The pre-med 

38. The pre-med version uses algebra instead of calculus, which makes the concepts even 
harder to understand.
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version is designed entirely around the MCAT (Medical College Admissions 
Test), not the principles of physics.

I would thus advise students to defer their pre-med courses until they are 
fairly certain that they wish to become doctors. It is easy enough to take the 
required courses in summer programs or after college. If you are convinced 
that they need to be completed during your undergraduate career, put them 
off to junior and senior year when you are convinced that medical school is 
for you. By this time, you will have sampled many other fi elds and learned a 
little more about other career possibilities (see Tip 70). More likely you will 
simply become confi dent enough in your own abilities that you no longer 
need the safety net of a predefi ned career like medicine or law.

Tip 31

Either Take Foreign Language Classes Seriously or

 Try to Place Out of Them

Many universities have a foreign language requirement, usually one or two 
years of a particular language. The problem with these requirements is that 
they are neither here nor there. Unless you have good prior training, you 
don’t learn enough of a language to use it with facility, but the require-
ment is burdensome enough that it does detract from your education. Or as 
George Dennis O’Brien puts it, you learn “enough French to order from the 
menu, not enough to compliment the chef.”39

My advice is to push through this requirement to the next level. Do try 
to become fl uent in a foreign language. This means starting the foreign 
language at the most advanced level you can, exceeding university require-
ments, and attending a study abroad program in a country that uses the 
language you study.

This may seem extreme, but graduating students say that their language 
classes were among their most satisfying.40 The reason is that they closely 
approximate the kind of teaching that I have advocated here. They are taught 
in small sections, feature a lot of student participation, require daily as-
signments, and provide loads of feedback on your progress. This is what 

39. O’Brien, All the Essential Half-Truths about Higher Education, p. 80.
40. Light, Making the Most of College, pp. 77–80. Alumni concur on this. They are strong 

advocates of continued foreign language requirements.
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you should be seeking in all of your classes, but foreign language classes 
actually provide it. And this is not to mention the most important point: 
that you will gain a lifelong skill that will both broaden your horizons and 
help you practically.

If, however, you believe that you are unable to push through to a higher 
level—I am suspicious of this; a majority of human beings speak more than 
one language—then don’t waste your time in introductory Spanish. A low-
level introduction to a foreign language will not get you very far, and you 
would be better off devoting those hours to other pursuits. If this is your 
case, then try to place out of these requirements. This is a second-best so-
lution, but is still better than a perfunctory acquaintance with a foreign 
language. If you decide to do this though, do seek out courses about foreign 
cultures to make up for your lack of language training.

Tip 32

Be Discerning in Choosing Internships for Credit

Some universities offer students the opportunity to take internships for 
credit. If they are well designed, internships can be an excellent way of 
learning, often better than a classroom experience because you learn by 
actually doing something. You also get a sense of a particular career and 
whether it is the right one for you (see Tip 70). Students tend to be woefully 
uninformed about the sorts of jobs out there and the skills needed to suc-
ceed in them. Research has shown that internship experience helps students 
develop more career-related skills and makes them more employable.

My worry is that many internships have you doing secretarial or clerical 
work or little work at all. They are not designed to teach much less chal-
lenge you, but to make a profi t off of your tuition dollars or take advantage 
of your free labor.41 This is not to say that even just hanging around a profes-
sion you are interested in can’t be worthwhile; it can, even if only to show 
you that it is not the one for you. But do consider whether an internship 
will actually allow you to engage in substantive tasks. Do the same sort of 
preliminary  research on an internship that you would do before taking a 
class at college.

41. Sonia Smith, “Biting the Hand That Doesn’t Feed Me: Internships for College Credit 
Are a Scam,” Slate, June 8, 2006.
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Tip 33

Take Prerequisites with a Grain of Salt

Many classes require you to take certain prerequisites before you enroll. 
The idea is that you already need to know certain things to make sense of 
the course material. These requirements, however, are more a word to the 
wise than a defi nitive judgment. It is a professor’s way of saying: I am not 
going to hold your hand if you don’t understand the concepts. That said, if 
you don’t think you need the prerequisite, then go ahead and take the class. 
Why should you waste your limited course budget on classes you prefer not 
to take? Explaining to the professor your reasons for wanting to take the 
class and your commitment to work hard are usually enough for you to be 
allowed to enroll.

Tip 34

Consider Graduate Courses

As chapter 8 describes, graduate school is quite different than undergradu-
ate study. Students are typically highly motivated and willing to work very 
hard. Professors in turn devote more attention to graduate students and push 
them harder (see Rule C in chapter 9). Both circumstances lead to a much 
more intense academic experience than undergraduate study. Class discus-
sion sparkles, assignments come fast and heavy, and feedback is constant. 
Plus only full-time tenure-track professors are teaching these classes.

For all these reasons, you may wish to sample some graduate classes 
in fi elds that you know well. You should expect these classes to be hard, 
and you should not expect special treatment because you are an undergrad. 
There is relatively little hand-holding; those who can’t keep up are left by 
the wayside. But if you feel ready for them—the undergraduate curriculum 
is no longer challenging you—then a graduate course will provide a better 
and more concentrated learning experience.
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