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CHAPTER VIII

TAKING CONTROL OF YOUR
FINANCES AND FUTURE

“Strive for Honor, Evermore!”

Figure 8.1 – ‘We Are In The Business of Changing The World’ by Joe Barrington & Tara Conley, 2013, found by Rawls College of Business.

[Source: Texas Tech University Rights: All Rights Reserved.]



Where Are You Now?

Assess your present knowledge and attitudes.

Yes Unsure No

1. I am confident I will make it through college without any financial hardships.

2. I realize that while in college I won’t have as much money to spend on things as in the past.

3. I plan to avoid debt as much as possible while in college so I don’t have large loans to pay back after college.

4. I am willing to make sacrifices and spend less on some things while in college.

5. I keep track of all my expenditures and maintain a budget so that I know when I am spending too much.

6. I believe I can have a happy and fulfilling life while a student without having a lot of money.

7. I always pay off the full balance on my credit cards when the statement arrives.

8. I have applied for every possible form of financial aid to help pay for college.

9. I have a good understanding of my career options.

10. I have a good understanding of the work-related skills I will need in my chosen career and a plan to get them.

11. I know where I can get useful information about careers.

12. I have chosen my major based on my personal interests.

Where Do You Want to Go?

Think about how you answered the questions above. Be honest with yourself. On a scale of 1 to 10, how would you rate your

financial health at this time?

In financial trouble Very financially secure

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10

In the following list, circle the three most important financial areas in which you think you may need to improve:

• Making more money

• Spending less money

• Living more cheaply

• Paying bills on time

• Avoiding overdraft and late-payment fees

• Making a budget

• Sticking to a budget

• Controlling credit card spending

• Getting help with personal finances
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• Saving money

• Keeping good financial records

• Building a good credit history

• Applying for financial aid

• Researching and choosing a college major

• Researching potential careers

• Discovering my transferable skills

• Writing résumés

Are there other areas in which you can improve your financial well-being and avoid potential money problems while in

college? Write down other things you feel you need to work on.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Are there other areas in which you can improve your career planning? Write down other things you feel you need to work

on.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

How to Get There

Here’s what we’ll work on in this chapter:

• Setting realistic financial goals for your college years

• Choosing between making more money and spending less money

• Accepting the financial realities of college and being happy with your financial choices

• Tracking spending using a budget and managing your budget to stay on track

• Spending less while still having fun, eating well, and having a social life

• Using a credit card without getting into debt

• Avoiding future financial problems while building a good credit history now

• Getting all the financial aid you can

• Discovering your roles and your dreams

• Choosing a major
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• Working with your faculty advisor

• Learning the difference between jobs and careers (there is a difference)

• Exploring career options

• Learning what work-based skills and transferable skills you really need

Money in College

If you’re a new college student you may not yet have money problems or issues—but most college
students soon do. It doesn’t matter whether you’re a “traditional” college student enrolled in college just
after high school or a “nontraditional” student returning to school.

Younger students are likely to confront money issues for several reasons:

• If you are living away from home for the first time, you may have less experience setting and sticking to
a budget and handling money in general.

• Because you need more time for studying and other aspects of college life, you may have less time to
work and make money.

• Even if you receive financial support from your family, your funds are not unlimited, and you’ll need to
learn to live within a budget.

• You will have many new expenses including tuition and fees, room and board or housing and food
bills, books and supplies, and so on.

Almost everyone eventually has money issues at college, and they can impact your academic success.
Money problems are stressful and can keep you from concentrating on your studies. Spending too much
may lead you to work more hours than you might otherwise, giving you less time to study. Or you might
take fewer classes and thus spend more years in college than needed. Worse yet, money problems cause
many students to drop out of college entirely.

But it doesn’t have to be this hard. Like other skills, financial skills can be learned, and they have lifelong
value. This chapter will help you

• set financial goals,

• consider jobs and making money,

• learn how to spend less and manage a budget,

• avoid credit card debt,

• determine how best to finance your college expenses.
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8.1 Financial Goals and Realities

Learning Objectives

1. Set your financial goals to match your realities.
2. Establish financial priorities appropriate for your college years.
3. Make choices between spending less and making more.

It’s expensive to go to college. College tuition has risen for decades at virtually all schools, and very few
students are fortunate enough to not have to be concerned with this reality. Still, there are things you can
do to help control costs and manage your finances while in college. Begin by thinking about your financial
goals.

WHAT ARE YOUR FINANCIAL GOALS?

Whatever it is you plan to do in your future, whether work or other activities, your financial goals in the
present should be realistic to enable you to fulfill your plan.

Taking control of your personal finances begins with thinking about your goals and deciding what really
matters to you. Here are some things to think about:

• Is it important for you to graduate from college without debt? Is it acceptable to you, or necessary, to
take some student loans?

• What are your priorities for summers and other “free time”? Working to earn money? Taking nonpaying
internships or volunteering to gain experience in your field? Enjoying social activities and time with
friends?

• How important is it to take a full load of classes so that your college education does not take longer
than necessary?

• How important is it to you to live in a nice place, or drive a nice car, or wear nice clothes, or eat in nice
restaurants? How important in comparison to your educational goals?

There are no easy answers to such questions. Most people would like enough money to have and do what
they want, low enough expenses that they don’t have to work too much to stay on budget, and enough
financial freedom to choose activities without being swayed by financial concerns. Few college students
live in that world, however. Since you will have to make choices, it’s important first to think about what
really matters to you—and what you’re willing to sacrifice for a while in order to reach your goals.



MAKE MORE OR SPEND LESS?

That often becomes an issue for college students. You begin by setting up a realistic budget and sticking
to it. A budget is simply the best way to balance the money that comes in with the money that goes out.

For most college students, the only way to increase the “money coming in” side of the budget is to work.
Even with financial support from your family, financial aid from the college, your savings from past jobs,
and the like, you will still need to work if all your resources do not equal the “money going out” side of
the budget. The major theme of this chapter is avoiding debt except when absolutely necessary
to finance your education. Why is that so important? Simply because money problems and debt cause
more people to drop out of college than any other single factor.

This chapter includes discussion of how students can earn money while in college and the benefits of
working. But working too much can have a negative impact by taking up time you might need for studying.
It’s crucial, therefore, whenever you think about your own financial situation and the need to work, to also
think about how much you need to work—and consider whether you would be happier spending less if
that meant you could work less and enjoy your college life and studies more. As we’ll see later, students
often spend more than they actually need to and are often happier once they learn to spend less.

Key Takeaways

• Almost every college student faces money issues, but you can learn to take control of your finances.

• Being able to complete your college career should be a key priority when setting financial goals.

• Since college students need time for classes and studying, it is generally more important to spend less money
rather than work more hours.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. What is the leading reason some students have to drop out of college?

__________________________________________________________________

2. List three or more things you would be willing to give up or cut back on in order to be able to finance your college

education.

__________________________________________________________________
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8.2 Spending Less

Learning Objectives

1. Identify how you are spending your money and what optional expenditures you can cut back on.
2. Develop a positive attitude for spending less while still enjoying a full college experience.
3. Create and manage a workable budget by tracking expenditures to reach your financial goals.
4. Recognize if you are getting in financial trouble and know what to do about it.
5. List the benefits of saving money even while in college.



Where Does the Money Go?Where Does the Money Go?

Most people aren’t really sure where a lot of their money goes. Take this survey to see how much you remember about how

you have spent money recently.

Do your best to remember how much you have spent in the last thirty days in each of the following categories:

Category Amount in Dollars (Per Month)

Coffee, soft drinks, bottled water

Newspapers, magazines

Movies, music concerts, sports events, night life

Fast food lunches, snacks, gum, candy, cookies, and so on

Social dining out with friends (lunch, dinner)

Music, DVDs, other personal entertainment

Ringtones and mobile phone applications

Bank account fees, ATM withdrawal fees

Credit card finance charges

Lottery tickets

Cigarettes, smokeless tobacco

Beer, wine, liquor purchased in stores

Beer, wine, liquor purchased in restaurants and bars

Gadgets, video or computer games, and so on

Gifts

Hobbies

Travel, day trips

Total:

Now be honest with yourself: is this really all you spent on these items? Most of us forget small, daily kinds of purchases or

underestimate how much we spend on them—especially when we pay with cash.

You’ll notice also that this list does not include essential spending for things like room and board or an apartment and

groceries, utilities, college tuition and books, and so on. The greatest potential for cutting back on spending is in the area of

optional things.

SPENDING ON ESSENTIALS, SPENDING ON OPTIONALS

More people get into financial trouble because they’re spending too much than because they’re making (or
receiving) too little. While spending may seem a simple matter—“I need to buy this, I’d like to buy that”—it’s
actually very complex. America is a consumer society, and we’re deluged by advertisements promising
that we’ll be happier, more successful, better liked by more people, sexier, and everything else if only we
buy this. Companies have spent billions of dollars researching how to manipulate our buying behavior. No
wonder it’s so tough to resist these pressures!

Why does a person feel compelled to buy fast food for lunch, or a new CD with a song they just heard on
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the radio, or a new video game a friend says is so good, or a new article of clothing? We owe it to ourselves
to try to understand our own attitudes about money and spending. Here’s a good place to start:

• Having money or not having money doesn’t define who you are. Your real friends will think no less
of you if you make your own lunch and eat it between classes or take the bus to campus rather than
drive a new car. You are valued more by others for who you are as a person, not for what things you
have.

• You don’t have to spend as much as your friends to be one of the group. Some people always
have more money than others and spend more. Resist any feeling that your friends who are big
spenders are the norm. Don’t feel you have to go along with whatever expensive activities they
propose just so you fit in.

• A positive attitude leads to success. Learn to relax and not get stressed out about money. If you
need to make changes in how you spend money, view this as an exciting accomplishment, not a
depressing fact. Feel good about staying on a budget and being smart about how you spend your
money.

• Be realistic about what you can accomplish. Most students have financial problems, and they don’t
just go away by waving a magic wand of good intentions. If your budget reveals you don’t have enough
money even while working and carefully controlling your spending, you may still need a student loan
or larger changes in your lifestyle to get by. That’s OK—there are ways to deal with that. But if you
unrealistically set your sights so high about spending less and saving a lot, you may become depressed
or discouraged if you don’t meet your goals.

Before you can make an effective budget, you need to look at what you’re spending money on now and
consider what’s essential and what’s optional. Essential costs are the big things:

• Room and board or rent/mortgage, utilities, and groceries

• College tuition, fees, textbooks, supplies

• Transportation

• Insurance (health insurance, car insurance, etc.)

• Dependent care if needed

• Essential personal items (some clothing, hygiene items, etc.)

These things are sometimes called fixed costs, but that term can be misleading. If you have the option to
move to a less expensive apartment that is smaller or a few blocks farther away, you can partly control that
cost, so it’s not really “fixed.” Still, for most people, the real savings come from spending less on optional
things.

Look back at the amounts you wrote in the earlier exercise “Where Does the Money Go?” These things are
“optional” expenses—you can spend more or less on them as you choose. Most people spend by habit,
not really thinking about where their money goes or how quickly their spending adds up. If you knew you
were spending more than a thousand dollars a year on coffee you buy every day between classes, would
that make you think twice? Or another thousand on fast food lunches rather than taking a couple minutes
in the morning to make your lunch? When people actually start paying attention to where their money
goes, most are shocked to see how the totals grow. If you can save a few thousand dollars a year by cutting
back on just the little things, how far would that go to making you feel much better about your finances?
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Following are some general principles for learning to spend less. The “Tips for Success” then lists specific
ways you can try to follow these principles in your daily life. Remember, spending money doesn’t define
who you are!

• Be aware of what you’re spending. Carry a small notebook and write down
everything—everything—you spend for a month. You’ll see your habits and be able to make a better
budget to take control.

• Look for alternatives. If you buy a lot of bottled water, for example, you may feel healthier than
people who drink soft drinks or coffee, but you may be spending hundreds of dollars a year on
something that is virtually free! Carry your own refillable water bottle and save the money.

• Plan ahead to avoid impulse spending. If you have a healthy snack in your backpack, it’s much easier
to not put a dollar in a vending machine when you’re hungry on the way to class. Make a list before
going grocery shopping and stick to it. Shopping without a list usually results in buying all sorts of
unneeded (and expensive) things that catch your eye in the store.

• Be smart. Shop around, compare prices, and buy in bulk. Stopping to think a minute before spending
is often all it takes.

Tips for Success: Spending LessTips for Success: Spending Less

• Make your own lunches and snacks.

• Read newspapers and magazines online or in the library.

• Cancel cable television and watch programs online for free.

• Use free campus and local Wi-Fi spots and cancel your home high-speed Internet connection.

• Buy generic products instead of name brands.

• Shop at thrift stores and yard sales.

• Pay with cash instead of a credit card.

• Cancel your health club membership and use The Rec.

• Compare prices online.

• Avoid ATM fees by finding a machine on your card’s network (or change banks); avoid checking account
monthly fees by finding a bank with free checking.

• Get cash from an ATM in small amounts so you never feel “rich.”

• With larger purchases, postpone buying for a couple days (you may find you don’t “need” it after all).

• Look for free fun instead of movies and concerts—Check out Student Activities Board for free events on
campus. http://www.depts.ttu.edu/sub/Activities/

• If you pay your own utility bills, make it a habit to conserve: don’t leave lights burning or your computer on all
night.

• Use good study skills to avoid failing a class—paying to retake a course is one of the quickest ways to get in
financial trouble!
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MANAGING A BUDGET

Budgeting involves analyzing your income and expenses so you can see where your money is going and
making adjustments when needed to avoid debt. At first budgeting can seem complex or time consuming,
but once you’ve gone through the basics, you’ll find it easy and a very valuable tool for controlling your
personal finances.

Why create and manage a budget? Going to college changes your financial situation. There are many new
expenses, and you likely don’t know yet how your spending needs and habits will work out over the long
term. Without a budget, it’s just human nature to spend more than you have coming in, as evidenced by
the fact that most Americans today are in debt. Debt is a major reason many students drop out of college.
So it’s worth it to go to the trouble to create and manage a budget.

Managing a budget involves three steps:

1. Listing all your sources of income on a monthly basis.
2. Calculating all your expenditures on a monthly basis.
3. Making adjustments in your budget (and lifestyle if needed) to ensure the money isn’t going out

faster than it’s coming in.

TRACKING INCOME

Many college students receive money or financial assistance from a number of sources. To track income
in a monthly budget, consider all your sources of funds and convert them to a monthly number. For
example, you may receive a student loan once during the year or you may work more in the summer
and save up money then. To calculate your monthly projected income, add up your income sources and
divide that number by the number of months you will be using the income. For example, if you have saved
$4,800 that you can spend over two years of college, divide the $4,800 by twenty-four months to arrive
at a monthly income of $200 from those savings. Do the same with scholarship grants, student loans,
monetary gifts, and so on.

If some of your college costs are being paid directly by parents or others, do not include that money in
your budget as either income or an expense. Base your monthly budget on just those funds and expenses
that involve you directly.

Use Table 8.1 “Monthly Income and Funds” to record and total all your income on a monthly basis. If you
must estimate some sources, estimate low rather than high; it’s a bad trap to assume you’ll have more
money coming in than you actually do—that’s a real budget buster.

Table 8.1 Monthly Income and Funds

Source of Income/Funds Amount in Dollars

Job income/salary (take-home amount)

Funds from parents/family/others

Monthly draw from savings

Monthly draw from financial aid

Monthly draw from student/other loans

Other income source: ________________
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Source of Income/Funds Amount in Dollars

Other income source: ________________

Other income source: ________________

Total Monthly Incoming:

TRACKING EXPENSES

Tracking expenditures is more difficult than tracking income. Some fixed expenses (tuition, rent, etc.) you
should already know, but until you’ve actually written down everything you spend in a typical month,
it’s hard to estimate how much you’re really spending on cups of coffee or smoothies between class,
groceries, entertainment, and the like. The best way to itemize this side of your budget is to write down
everything you spend—everything, every bottle of water and cookie, coins into parking meters, and so
forth—for a full month. Then you can total up the different categories of expenses more realistically. We
urge you to immediately start writing everything down in a small notebook you carry with you. You may
be astonished how small purchases add up.

While you’re writing this down for a month, go ahead and work through the expenditure half of your
budget, using Table 8.2 “Monthly Expenditures”. Set aside an hour or two to look through your past
financial records, checkbook register and debit card transactions, past utility bills, credit card statements,
and so on to get the numbers to put in your expenses budget. Make estimates when you have to, but be
honest with yourself and don’t underestimate your usual spending. There will be plenty of time down the
road to adjust your budget—but don’t start out with an unrealistic plan. Write “est” (for estimated”) next
to numbers in your budget that you’re guessing at.

Once you have listed your routine expenditures using Table 8.2 “Monthly Expenditures”, write out your
own budget categories that fit how you actually spend money. Everyone is unique, and you want your
budget to be easy to use for your own life and habits.

As noted previously with income, if some of your expenses are paid directly by others, do not include them
here. Base your monthly budget on just those funds and expenses that involve you directly.

Table 8.2 Monthly Expenditures

Expenditures Amount in Dollars

Tuition and fees (1/12 of annual)

Textbooks and supplies (1/12 of annual)

Housing: rent or room and board

Average monthly utilities (electricity, water, gas, oil)

Optional utilities (cell phone, Internet service, cable television)

Groceries

Meals and snacks out (including coffee, water, etc.)

Personal expenses (toiletries, cosmetics, haircuts, etc.)

Auto expenses (payments, gas, tolls) plus 1/12 of annual insurance premium—or public transportation costs

Loan repayments, credit card pay-off payments

Health insurance (1/12 of annual)

Prescriptions, medical expenses
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Expenditures Amount in Dollars

Entertainment (movies, concerts, nightlife, sporting events, purchases of CDs, DVDs, video games, etc.)

Bank account fees, ATM withdrawal fees, credit card finance charges

Newspapers, magazines, subscriptions

Travel, day trips

Cigarettes, smokeless tobacco

Beer, wine, liquor

Gifts

Hobbies

Major purchases (computer, home furnishings) (1/12 of annual)

Clothing, dry cleaning

Memberships (health clubs, etc.)

Pet food, veterinary bills, and so on

Other expenditure:

Other expenditure:

Other expenditure:

Other expenditure:

Other expenditure:

Total Monthly Outgoing:

BALANCING YOUR BUDGET

Now comes the moment of truth: compare your total monthly incoming with your total monthly outgoing.
How balanced is your budget at this point? Remember that you estimated some of your expenditures. You
can’t know for sure until you actually track your expenses for at least a month and have real numbers to
work with.

What if your spending total is higher than your income total? The first step is to make your budget work
on paper. Go back through your expenditure list and see where you can cut. Remember, college students
shouldn’t try to live like working professionals. Maybe you are used to a nice haircut every month or
two—but maybe you can go to a cheaper place or cut it yourself. There are dozens of ways to spend less,
as suggested earlier. The essential first step is to make your budget balance on paper.

Then your job is to live within the budget. It’s normal to have to make adjustments at first. Just be sure
to keep the overall budget balanced as you make adjustments. For example, if you find you must spend
more for textbooks, you may decide you can spend less on eating out—and subtract the amount from that
category that you add to the textbook category. Get in the habit of thinking this way instead of reaching
for a credit card when you don’t have enough in your budget for something you want or need.

Don’t be surprised if it takes several months to make the budget process work. Be flexible, but stay
committed to the process and don’t give up because it feels like to too much work to keep track of your
money. Without a budget, you may have difficulty reaching your larger goal: taking control of your life
while in college.
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Budgeting on Your ComputerBudgeting on Your Computer

If you are good at Excel or another spreadsheet program, you can create your own budget in a spreadsheet that allows you

to monitor your income and expenditures month to month, with the calculations done for you. Other budget calculators can

be found online. Figure 8.2 “Simple Online Budget Calculator” shows a simple online budget calculator. The categories are

general, but you can add up your numbers from Table 8.2 “Monthly Expenditures” in these categories and enter them in the

online budget form, which then does the calculations for you.

Figure 8.2 – Simple Online Budget Calculator

Most college students can do well with a simple budget that helps you track monthly income and expenditures so that you

can make adjustments as needed. If your financial life is more complicated or you would enjoy full financial tracking and

control using your computer, a software program like Quicken has all the power you need and can download your banking

and credit card records to easily track categories of expenses over time. A free online budget and tracking system is available

at Mint.com.

WHAT IF YOUR BUDGET DOESN’T WORK?

Your budget may be unbalanced by a small amount that you can correct by reducing spending, or it may
have a serious imbalance. If your best efforts fail to cut your expenditures to match your income, you
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may have a more serious problem, unless you plan in advance to manage this with student loans or other
funds.

First, think about how this situation occurred. When you decided to go to college, how did you plan to
finance it? Were you off in your calculations of what it would cost, or did you just hope for the best? Are
you still committed to finding a way to continue in college?

If you are motivated to reach your college goal, good! Now look closely at your budget to determine what’s
needed. If you can’t solve the budget shortfall by cutting back on “optional” expenses, then you need more
dramatic changes. Are you paying a high rent because your apartment is spacious or near campus? Can
you move a little farther away and get by temporarily in a smaller place, if the difference in rent makes a
big difference in your overall finances? If you’re spending a lot on your car, can you sell it and get by with
public transportation for a year or two? Play with the numbers for such items in your budget and see how
you can cut expenses to stay in college without getting deeply in debt. If you worry you won’t be as happy
if you change your lifestyle, remember that money problems are a key source of stress for many college
students and that stress affects your happiness as well as how well you do in college. It’s worth the effort
to work on your budget and prevent this stress.

If all else fails, make an appointment with a Peer Financial Coach from Red to Black. Don’t wait until you’re
in real financial trouble before talking to someone who may be able to offer help.

Why People Spend Too Much, Even on a BudgetWhy People Spend Too Much, Even on a Budget

• Old habits die hard. Keep monitoring your spending habits and watch for things you’re spending money on
without really thinking about it.

• Credit cards. Never use them if at all possible. They make it easy to spend too much or not see how much
you’re spending. Save them for emergencies.

• Easy access to cash. Just put your card in an ATM and get some cash! It’s so easy to do, and an automatic
habit for so many, that it’s easy to bust your budget with small amounts daily.

• Temptations are everywhere. Even when we’re careful, we’re often easily influenced by friends to go out
or spend in other ways. Remember why you made your budget in the first place and keep your priorities in
mind. The guilt you’ll feel tomorrow about spending a whole week’s food budget on one expensive dinner out
probably isn’t worth the pleasure of it!

• We buy things to feel good. If that’s been a longtime habit for you, it will be hard to break. Often it’s better
to find small things that make you feel good rather than trying to go without everything. Rewarding yourself
with an ice cream treat for a week’s budgeting success won’t break your budget.

WHAT IF YOU GET IN FINANCIAL TROUBLE?

People often don’t admit to themselves that they have a problem until it becomes unmanageable. We
human beings are very good at rationalizing and making excuses to ourselves! Here are some warning
signs of sliding into financial trouble:
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• For two or three months in a row, your budget is unbalanced because you’re spending more than you
are bringing in.

• You’ve begun using your savings for routine expenses you should be able to handle with your regular
budget.

• You’ve missed a deadline for a bill or are taking credit card cash advances or overdrawing your
checking account.

• You have a big balance on your credit card and have paid only the required minimum payment for the
last two months.

• You have nothing in the bank in case of an emergency need.

• You don’t even know how much total debt you have.

• You’re trying to cut expenses by eliminating something important, such as dropping health insurance
or not buying required textbooks.

If you are experiencing any of these warning signs, first acknowledge the problem. It’s not going to solve
itself—you need to take active steps before it gets worse and affects your college career.

Second, if you just cannot budget your balance, admit that you need help. There’s no shame in that. Start
by making an appointment with a Peer Financial Coach from Red to Black. Take your budget and other
financial records with you so that they can see what’s really involved. Remember that they’re there to
help—their goal is to ensure you succeed in college.

SAVING FOR THE FUTURE

If you’re having problems just getting by on your budget, it may seem pointless to even think about saving
for the future. Still, if you can possibly put aside some money every month into a savings plan, it’s worth
the effort:

• An emergency or unexpected situation may occur suddenly. Having the savings to cope with it is much
less stressful than having to find a loan or run up your credit cards.

• Saving is a good habit to develop. Saving for the future will prepare you well for the increasing financial
complexities of life after graduation.

• You may need your savings to help launch your career after graduation. If you’re broke when you
graduate, you may feel you have to take the first job that comes along, but with some savings you may
have time to find the job that’s perfect for you.

• You may change your mind about future plans. Maybe you now think that you’ll go to work at a good
job right after graduation, so you’re not concerned about saving—but maybe in a couple years you’ll
decide to go to graduate school, law school, or business school—or to start your own business, or to
join a volunteer program. Your savings may allow you to pursue a new goal.

Start by saving in a savings account at your bank or credit union. You can have a certain amount
transferred from your checking account every month into a savings account—that makes it easier and
more routine. A savings account allows withdrawal anytime but pays lower interest than other accounts.
Ask at your bank about money market accounts and certificates of deposit (CDs), which generally pay
higher interest but have restrictions on minimum balances and withdrawals. Savings bonds are another
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option. All of these options are federally insured, so your money stays safe. Risky investments like the
stock market are generally not appropriate for college students on a budget.

8.2 SPENDING LESS 46



Key Takeaways

• Financial success while in college depends on understanding and controlling your expenditures.

• There are many ways you can spend less on optional expenses, and even essentials, and still have a full life
and enjoy your college experience.

• A detailed monthly budget that lists all income sources and expenditures makes it easier to track expenses
and avoid sliding into financial trouble.

• Spending too much can quickly lead to financial problems. If you see the signs that you’re starting to have
money problems, take steps quickly to prevent trouble before it snowballs out of control.

• While it may seem difficult just to make ends meet, make it a goal also to attempt to save something for future
needs.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. List the top three optional expenditures you usually make every week.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2. List three tips for spending less that you feel you will be able to use routinely to avoid running out of money while in

college.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

3. For each of the following statements, circle T for true or F for false:

T F It’s OK to miss a deadline for paying your phone bill as long as you pay on time at least half of the time.

T F There’s really nothing wrong with not having any money in the bank as long as you have a credit card for emergencies and major purchases.

T F You should balance your checkbook every month when you receive your bank statement.

T F A good way to save money is to try to get by without buying expensive textbooks.

T F You only need to write up a budget if you’ve gotten deeply into debt and need to see a financial advisor to get out of debt.

REFERENCES

Federal Student Aid, “Budget Calculator,” Federal Student Aid Direct Loans, http://www.ed.gov/offices/
OSFAP/DirectLoan/BudgetCalc/budget.html (accessed July 13, 2010).
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8.3 Credit Cards

Learning Objectives

1. Identify the benefits of having a credit card and choosing one wisely.
2. Set personal limits for your credit card use to minimize your debt.
3. Describe steps to take to avoid overusing a credit card.
4. Understand the importance of a good credit history and how to obtain and review your credit report.

Credit cards are such a big issue because they are easy to get, easy to use—and for many people,
addictive. Until new regulations in 2009 and 2010, many college students got deeply in debt and
experienced financial disaster. The new regulations set limits to prevent such serious problems for
students under age twenty-one, but older students may still experience problems from overuse.

Credit cards do have legitimate purposes:

• In an emergency, you may need funds you cannot obtain otherwise.

• You generally need a credit card for travel, for hotels, and other needs.

• Often it’s less expensive to make significant purchases online, and to do that you usually need a credit
card. (Many ATM debit cards also function like a credit card for online purchases.)

• If you are young, responsible use of a credit card is a good way to start building a credit rating—but
only if you use the credit card responsibly and always make sufficient payments on time.

Even though federal regulations require banks to disclose all fees and make it more difficult to increase
fees or rates without warning credit card holders in advance, many people overuse credit cards and
pay high interest rates and fees for making late payments. The average American household has credit
card debt of $5,000 to $8,000 (reports vary). College students reportedly are more likely to be late with
payments and incur additional fees.

Your first goal with a credit card is to understand what you’re getting into and how you are charged. Read
the fine print on your monthly statements. You should understand about rate increases and know what
happens if you miss a payment, pay less than the minimum, or pay late. It also pays to shop around. Two
good Web sites—http://www.cardtrak.com and http://www.bankrate.com—compare rates of many credit
cards and provide more information about how credit cards work.



SETTING LIMITS

All credit cards come with a limit, the maximum total amount you can charge, but this is not the same as
the limit you should set for how you use the card based on your budget. If you bought something that cost
$400, for example, would your monthly budget let you pay it off when the bill comes? If it will take you two
or three months to have that much available in your budget, are you also including the interest you’ll be
paying? What if an unexpected need then arises and you need to charge more?

Set your personal use limit by calculating how much your budget allows you to charge. If you are using
the card just for convenience, such as to pay for meals or regular purchases, be sure you have enough in
those categories in your budget left at the end of the month to make the payment. If tempted to buy a
significant item with your credit card, do the calculations in advance.

AVOIDING DEBT

If your credit card debt is not limited by your age, that balance can rapidly rise. Before the 2010
regulations, the average student had accumulated a debt estimated as high as $3,000. Following are tips
that will help you avoid slipping into credit card debt:

• Pay with cash when you can. Use your budget as a guide for how much cash to carry with you. A
good way is to plan how much you’ll need for a week (lunches, parking meters, snacks or drinks
between classes) and start the week with that amount from an ATM. Carrying that exact amount helps
you stay informed of how you’re doing on your budget and keeps you from “accidentally” spending too
much on a whim.

• When possible, use a debit card instead of a credit card. A debit card is taken just like a credit card
in most places, so you can use it instead of cash, but remember that a purchase is subtracted
immediately from your account. Don’t risk overdraft fees by using a debit card when you don’t have
the balance to back it up. Record a debit card purchase in your checkbook register as soon as possible.

• Make it a priority to pay your balance in full every month. If you can’t pay it all, pay as much as you
can—and then remember that balance will still be there, so try not to use the card at all during the
next month.

• Don’t get cash advances on your credit card. With most cards, you begin paying interest from that
moment forward—so there will still be an interest charge even if you pay the bill in full at the end of
the month. Cash advance interest rates are often considerably higher than purchase rates.

• Don’t use more than one credit card. Multiple cards make it too easy to misuse them and lose track
of your total debt.

• Get and keep receipts for all credit card purchases. Don’t throw them away because you’ll see the
charges on your monthly statement. Write the amounts down in your spending budget. You also need
the receipts in case your monthly statement has an error.

• Stop carrying your credit card. If you don’t have enough willpower to avoid spontaneous purchases,
be honest with yourself. Don’t carry the card at all—after all, the chances of having an emergency need
for it are likely to be very small. Having to go home to get the card also gives you a chance to consider
whether you really need whatever it is that you were about to buy.
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CREDIT HISTORY AND REPORTS

Many younger college students are just beginning to develop a credit history. Older students likely have
had credit cards for years, as well as automobile and other types of loans, possibly a mortgage, and other
financial transactions that add up to a credit history. But everyone needs to understand what a credit
history is and how your monetary habits now can affect your future financial well-being and your future
options. For example, frequent overdrafts on a debit card can prevent you from being approved for a
credit card, or late credit card payments can prevent you in the future from obtaining a car loan.

Credit bureaus collect financial data on everyone. The credit report they issue is a detailed history of many
years of your financial habits (Figure 8.4 “First Page of a Typical Credit Report”). It includes the following:

• Current and past credit accounts (credit cards and store charge cards)

• History of balances and credit payments

• History of late or missed payments

• Inquiries into your credit status (e.g., if you’ve applied for a number of credit cards, this is recorded
even if you did not receive the cards)

• Bankruptcy or mortgage foreclosure proceedings

All this information remains in your credit report for up to seven to ten years. What you do today can really
come back to haunt you!
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Figure 8.3 – First Page of a Typical Credit Report

51 EDITED BY MICHELLE KISER, ED.D. AND DIANA WILKINSON, M.ED



REVIEWING YOUR CREDIT HISTORY

If you have ever had a loan or credit card, you already have a credit history. It can be important to know
what is in your report. Errors are common in credit histories and, if not corrected, can hurt you in the
future.

You are entitled to a free copy of your credit report every year, and ideally you should check it every
year for possible errors. To obtain a copy online, go to http://www.annualcreditreport.com. This is a
government Web site, and the report is free.

You may also visit the Web site of any of the three main credit bureaus, but be aware that each has for-fee
services they may attempt to sell you while obtaining your report.

• Experian: http://www.experian.com

• TransUnion: http://www.transunion.com

• Equifax: http://www.equifax.com

Once you receive your credit report, go over it carefully to make sure its information is accurate. If you
have paid off and closed an account, for example, it should not be listed as still open. Make sure all
accounts listed actually belong to you and that the balances listed are correct. If you do find an error,
report it promptly, following the procedure on the credit bureau’s Web site.

It’s also important to keep good financial records. Don’t immediately throw away your credit card
statements or loan papers. You may need these to prove an error in your credit history.

YOUR FICO CREDIT SCORE

To sum up your creditworthiness, credit bureaus analyze all your data to come up with a single number,
called your credit score or FICO score. (FICO is short for the Fair Isaac Credit Organization, which created
this method of analyzing data.) The calculations of each credit bureau differ somewhat. The score may
be anywhere between 250 and 336 (poor credit risk) and 843 and 900 (excellent credit risk). The score is
based on the following:

• The length of your credit history

• The total amount you owe

• Your payment history

• The types of credit you have

Credit bureaus are not required to tell you the FICO score that they report to a lender who inquires about
your credit history. Check with any of the individual credit bureaus listed earlier, if you need to know your
score. Or you may be able to get this information from a lender with whom you have a loan. Most students
have no need to know their credit score, except to understand how banks and other lenders make their
decisions if you are applying for any type of loan.
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PROTECTING YOUR FINANCIAL IDENTITY

Identity theft is a serious and growing problem. Identity theft is someone else’s use of your personal
information—usually financial information—to make an illegal gain. A criminal who has your credit card
number or bank account information may be able to make purchases or transfer funds from your
accounts. Someone with the right information about you, such as your social security number along with
birth date and other data, can even pretend to be you and open new credit accounts that you don’t know
about—until the bank or collection agency tries to recover amounts from you. Although innocent, you
would spend a lot of time and effort dealing with the problem.

Follow these guidelines to prevent identity theft:

• Never put in the trash any document with personal or financial information (e.g., your social security
number, credit card number). Shred it first.

• Carefully review bank statements, credit card bills, and the like when you receive them. If the balance
seems incorrect or you do not recognize charges, contact the bank or credit card company
immediately.

• Never give your social security number, credit card number, or other sensitive data when requested by
telephone or e-mail. Many schemes are used to try to trick people to reveal this information, but
legitimate companies do not make such requests.

• Do not use online banking or make online purchases with a credit card using a public computer or an
unsecured Wi-Fi connection. Your data can be picked up by others lurking within the Wi-Fi signal range.
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Case Study

Maria’s Financial Dilemma

When Maria decided to attend a community college after working full time a few years, she was confident she could afford

it. She had saved enough money to pay tuition for two years, and she cut back to part-time work that paid enough, she

calculated, to live on. With great enthusiasm she registered for the fall term.

Her money problems began in November when her car broke down on the way to her job. The mechanic said her

transmission had to be rebuilt and her car also really needed new rear shocks The bill was well over a thousand dollars. She

paid with her Visa card. At the end of the month, she didn’t have enough in her checking account to pay the credit card bill in

full. She almost decided just to pay the minimum, but then she checked her statement and saw the 18 percent interest rate

and decided to pay the full balance from her savings. She wouldn’t need that money for tuition until next year anyway, and

that gave her a long time to save it up.

The first week in December, she slipped on an icy sidewalk and sprained her ankle. She had student health insurance, though

she had to make a copayment. Unfortunately, she couldn’t do her job on crutches, so she lost two weeks’ pay.

Still, “that’s life,” she thought, although she was so worried about money now that she almost decided to register for just two

courses the next term. But college was her priority, so she took a full load and increased her work hours for a couple months

to help her get caught up financially. But then as midterm exams grew closer, she felt unprepared because she hadn’t had

enough time for studying. Because of the stress she wasn’t sleeping well, and one day she fell asleep in class. Always rushing

around, she was eating more junk food than ever and feeling too guilty to even get on the scale to see if she was gaining

weight, too. She found herself daydreaming about the coming summer and being free of classes. To feel better, she took

long drives in her car on the weekends.

She did pass her midterms, though she did not do as well as she’d hoped. She still hadn’t been able to save enough for next

year’s tuition but felt that she had the summer to work full time and make up for it.

In April, her boss told her that business was too slow to be able to increase her hours to full time for the summer. He was

very sorry, but she could keep working part time if she wanted.

Now Maria really doubted if she’d be able to make it. Her family could spare no money to help her out. She had enough for

rent, food, and her car, but that was about it. If she didn’t figure something out, she couldn’t afford tuition in the fall. Even

with an installment plan to break up tuition payments, she just wasn’t making enough to cover it. She didn’t know what to

do.

1. What is the first step Maria should take to start sorting out her financial situation and learn about her options?

__________________________________________________________________

2. Maria’s financial planning was based on making enough to cover what she spends and using her savings for tuition. If

she were to make a monthly budget and analyze every expenditure, might she be able to cut back and save more for

unexpected expenses that come up? List areas in which she would likely be able to spend less if she used a budget.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

3. Maria’s attitude toward her credit card is a healthy indicator that she wants to avoid debt. If this proved to be the only

solution, however, should she consider a student loan to cover the tuition for her second year? Why or why not?
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__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

4. If Maria was considering not attending college the second year but instead looking for a new full-time job that would

allow her to save up tuition money again, what advice might you give her?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Key Takeaways

• Credit cards have several important benefits when used carefully, including building a credit history and
having emergency funds available.

• Don’t charge purchases up to the credit card’s limit but set your own personal limit that allows you to pay the
balance in full every month.

• Avoid high credit card balances by using the card minimally, paying cash when you can, and avoiding cash
advances.

• How you manage your credit and finances now affects your credit history and creditworthiness in the future.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. What is the best number of credit cards to have and carry with you?

___________________________________________________

2. For each of the following statements, circle T for true or F for false:

T F The more credit cards you have, and the larger the balances you keep, the better is your credit rating as long as you make the minimum
payments every month on time.

T F Most credit cards charge the same interest rate.

T F An overdraft on an ATM cash advance won’t cost you anything as long as you pay it off at the end of the month.

T F Your credit history begins only after graduation from college, so it doesn’t matter much how you manage money while still in school.

T F Identity theft happens only to senior citizens.

3. How often can one obtain a free credit report?

___________________________________________________

55 EDITED BY MICHELLE KISER, ED.D. AND DIANA WILKINSON, M.ED



REFERENCES

American DataBank, “Trans Union Sample Credit Report,” http://www.americandatabank.com/
trans_report.htm (accessed July 15, 2010).
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8.4 Financing College and Looking Ahead

Learning Objectives

1. Understand the importance of researching and applying for financial aid every year even if you don’t think
you qualify for assistance.

2. Identify key differences among scholarships and grants, student loans, and work study programs.
3. Avoid excessive student loans and setting yourself up for future financial difficulties.

You may already be receiving financial aid or understand what types of financial aid are available. Even
if you are not receiving financial aid, however, you should understand the basics because your financial
situation may change and you may need help paying for college. You owe it to yourself to learn about
potential types of aid you might receive.

Every college has a financial aid office that can give you information about standard financial aid
programs. Certain kinds of financial aid, however, such as private scholarships, are not administered by
the college, so you may need to do some research. There are three main categories of financial aid:

1. Scholarships and grants (money or tuition waivers that do not need to be repaid)
2. Student loans (money that does need to be repaid, usually starting after graduation)
3. Work study programs (money that is earned for tuition or other expenses)

These three types of aid are described in the following sections. Remember that this section only
introduces these types of financial aid—be sure to get more information from the Student Financial Aid
and Scholarship office and the online sources listed here.

APPLYING FOR FINANCIAL AID

For financial aid administered by your college, often only one general application form is required, along
with detailed information on your financial situation (and those of your parents or guardians, if you are
receiving their support) provided by filling out the FAFSA (Free Application for Federal Student Aid). If you
have not already done this application, learn more at http://www.fafsa.ed.gov. Virtually all colleges require
the FAFSA.

Outside loans and scholarships are generally applied for separately. Follow these general rules to ensure
you receive any aid for which you are qualified:



1. Apply to your college for financial aid every year, even if you do not receive financial aid in your first
year or term. Your situation may change, and you want to remain eligible at all times in the future by
filing the application.

2. Talk to the financial office immediately if you (or your family) have any change in your circumstances.
3. Complete your application accurately, fully, and honestly. Financial records are required to verify

your data. Pay attention to the deadlines for all applications.
4. Research possible outside financial aid based on other criteria. Many private scholarships or grants

are available, for example, for the dependents of employees of certain companies, students
pursuing a degree in a certain field, or students of a certain ethnic status or from a certain religious
or geographical background, and the like.

5. Do not pay for financial aid resource information. Some online companies try to profit from the
anxieties of students about financial aid by promising to find financial aid for you for a fee.
Legitimate sources of financial aid information are free.

SCHOLARSHIPS AND GRANTS

Scholarships and grants are “free” money—you do not have to pay them back, unlike student loans. A
scholarship is generally based on merit rather than demonstrated financial need—based on past grades,
test scores, achievements, or experiences, including personal qualifications such as athletic ability, skills in
the arts, community or volunteer experiences, and so on. Don’t make the mistake of thinking scholarships
go only to students with high grades. Many scholarships, for example, honor those with past leadership
or community experience or the promise of future activities. Even the grades and test scores needed for
academic scholarships are relative: a grade point average (GPA) that does not qualify for a scholarship
at one college may earn a scholarship at another. Never assume that you’re not qualified for any kind of
scholarship or grant.

A grant also does not need to be paid back. Most grants are based on demonstrated financial need.
A grant may be offered by the college, a federal or state program, or a private organization or civic
group. The largest grant program for college students is the federal government’s Pell Grants program
(Figure 8.4 “Student Grant Programs from the Federal Government”). Learn more about Pell Grants and
other scholarship and grant programs from the Student Financial Aid and Scholarship office or the online
resources listed later.
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Figure 8.4 – Student Grant Programs from the Federal Government

STUDENT LOANS

Many different student loan programs are available for college students. Because many colleges do not
have sufficient funds to offer full grants to students with financial need, financial aid packages often
include a combination of grant and loan money. Ideally, one would like to graduate without having loan
balances to repay later on. However, almost two-thirds of full-time college students do need student loans
to pay for college. The amount of money students borrow has risen in recent years because tuition and
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fees have risen faster than inflation. The total amount owed now averages over $20,000 for students at
four-year colleges and over $10,000 at two-year colleges.

Unfortunately this is a necessary reality for many students. For most, graduating from college owing
some money is preferable to not going to college at all. With smart choices about the type of loan and a
structured repayment program for your working years after graduation, there’s no reason to fear a loan.
Just remember that the money eventually has to be repaid—it’s not “free” money even though it may feel
that way while you’re in school.

All student loans are not the same. Interest terms vary widely, and with most private loans the interest
starts building up immediately. The best loan generally is a subsidized federal Stafford loan. “Subsidized”
in this case means the interest does not begin on the loan until after graduation. If you borrowed $20,000
over four years and interest accrued during this time, you could owe as much as $25,000 upon graduation.
Be sure to talk with your college financial office first about getting a federal subsidized Stafford loan. Since
the current maximum of this type of loan for most students is over $30,000, you ideally should not have
to consider other types of loans—if you qualify for the Stafford with demonstrated financial need.

HOW MUCH SHOULD YOU BORROW?

Many financial analysts urge college students not to borrow more than about $5,000 per year, or about
$10,000 for two years of college, or $20,000 for four years. Even if you qualify for more, that doesn’t mean
you should take it, and in fact, you may want to borrow much less. Think about this seriously before
jumping to any conclusions about your future earning potential and how much you may have to struggle
then to pay off your student loans. During an economic downturn, for example, many students have
difficulty finding a job that pays well enough to cover their loan payments without hardship.

First learn the repayment rate for a loan amount. Then research the starting salary you can realistically
expect after graduation. You can find this information online at many sites (such as the USNews salary
finder wizard at http://usnews.salary.com/salarywizard/layoutscripts/swzl_newsearch.asp). Assume the
starting salary will be at the low end of the salary range for any given career. Finally, make sure that your
loan payments do not total more than 10 percent of your starting salary. If the payment amount is more
than 10 percent, you are setting yourself up for future financial problems. Try to find ways to cut back on
expenses instead. Many experts advise attending a less expensive college, if necessary, rather than risking
your future well-being.

WORK STUDY PROGRAMS

Work study programs are the third type of financial aid. They are administered by colleges and are a
common part of the financial aid package for students with financial need. You work for what you earn,
but work study programs often have advantages over outside jobs. The college runs the program, and you
don’t have to spend valuable time looking for a job. Work study students usually work on or near campus,
and work hours are controlled to avoid interfering with classes and study time. Work study students are
more engaged with the academic community than students working off campus.

Some students who enter college already working or who have special skills or job experience can make a
higher hourly rate than a work study program pays. If so, you might make the same income working fewer
hours, leaving more for studying and other college activities. If this is your situation, carefully weigh the
pros and cons before deciding about a work study program.
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Tips for Success: Applying for Financial AidTips for Success: Applying for Financial Aid

• Talk to the Student Financial Aid and Scholarship office early and get the appropriate forms.

• Start your application early to ensure you make the deadline.

• Do online research to learn about additional private scholarships you may be qualified for.

• Evaluate student loans carefully and do not borrow more than you need or can repay without hardship after
graduation.

RESOURCES

Start with the Student Financial Aid and Scholarship office to gather information about financial aid. Do
additional research to make sure you’re considering all available options. Even though this takes some
effort, it will prove worthwhile if you find other sources of funds for your college years. Start with the
online resources listed here.

Additional ResourcesAdditional Resources

Federal government information about federal grants and student loans. See http://studentaid.ed.gov.

Federal government scholarship information. https://studentaid.ed.gov/sa/types/grants-scholarships/finding-

scholarships.

FinAid.org. See this private information Web site on scholarships, grants, and student loans at http://www.finaid.org.

CollegeScholarships.org. See this private information Web site on scholarships, grants, and student loans at

http://www.collegescholarships.org.

Salary Wizard. To estimate future earning potential, use this tool available at http://www.salary.com/category/salary/.

Key Takeaways

• Many forms of financial aid are available for college students. Apply every year and notify the college financial
aid office if you have a significant change in circumstances.

• Consider all forms of financial aid—not just the aid managed by your college. Look into private scholarships
and grants.

• Carefully consider how much to borrow in student loans.
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Checkpoint Exercises

1. What is the best kind of college financial aid to seek?

___________________________________________________

2. For each of the following statements, circle T for true or F for false:

T F You don’t need to complete the FAFSA if you are applying only for a federal student loan.

T F If you apply to your college’s financial aid office, they will tell you about all possible scholarships for which you may be qualified.

T F After graduation, you have to begin repaying the money you received in a grant.

T F A work study program job often has advantages over a job you find on your own.

3. As a general rule, your future payments on a student loan should not be more than _____ percent of what
you expect to make with your starting salary.

REFERENCES

Federal Student Aid, “Federal Student Aid Grant Programs Fact Sheet,” http://studentaid.ed.gov/students/
attachments/siteresources/Grant_Programs_Fact_Sheet_04_2009.pdf (accessed July 13, 2010).
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8.5 The Dream of a Lifetime

Learning Objectives

1. Use your life mission to inform career decisions.
2. Understand how you are already on your way to fulfilling your dream.
3. Work with changing life objectives and goals.

Throughout this book, we have covered many techniques for how to get things done effectively: how to
study, how to read, how to take notes, how to manage your personal finances or your social life. This
last chapter challenges you to really think about the why. Why did you decide to attend college? Why is it
important to you?

We all have life goals or objectives—some are clearer than others, but they are there. You may think
of your objectives in terms of finances (to hold a job that allows you to be financially independent, for
example), or perhaps your goals are more personal (to be married and have a family). They might be
specific (pay off my student loans within three years of leaving college) or very general (to do good).
Regardless of what they may be, they are all important because they influence the decisions you are
making today about your future.

Understanding what motivates your goals and aspirations is essential because you are then better able
to prioritize your thoughts about the future and identify new options that you may not have thought of
before that will bring you fulfillment. Beware of accepting dreams others may have for you as your own
(“I want to finish college to make my parents proud” or “I want to complete my associate’s degree because
my boyfriend says I can get a better job”). These are not necessarily bad dreams to pursue, but they will
lead to genuine fulfillment only if they are your dreams.



Exercise 1: My Dream Machine

In the table that follows, list the four or five most important dreams you have for your future. Include your personal,

professional, and economic goals. Now take some time to think about why these dreams are important to you. Revisit your

answers frequently over the next week or two and fine-tune them. What do they tell you about what is important to you?

How are they linked to each other?

My dreams for the future Why they are important to me

Since you were a child and first definitively stated, “When I grow up I want to be a ____________,” you
have been making decisions in order to fulfill your dreams. Most likely you are in college today as a step
toward fulfilling a lifetime goal. But very few of us are still passionate about our childhood dream. As we
grew up, we discovered new options; were influenced by people we met; or perhaps even learned that
being a fireman, nurse, circus clown, pro baseball player, or princess is not all we thought it might be.
Your evolving life dreams may continue even today and should be embraced. But for most people, the
motivators behind the dreams—the answers to “Why they are important to me” in Exercise 1—change
very little over time. If as a child you wanted to be a princess so your kingdom would have a kind ruler,
today you may want to be a teacher to help children learn—and both of these dreams, at their core, are
motivated by the desire to help others.

Take a close look at your “importance” statements in Exercise 1. What do they tell you about the direction
you want to take in your life? What are your priorities? Will some dreams need to be put on the back
burner while you pursue others? Using your dream statements as a guide, write a two- or three-sentence
mission for yourself. You don’t need to share it with anyone, but you should refer to it a few times a year
and ask yourself, “Am I living up to my mission?” and “Am I taking the right steps toward this mission?” You
may also want to fine-tune it as you progress.

Key Takeaways

• The world is changing quickly around you, but your dreams and aspirations may provide a sense of direction
in unknown territory.

• The reasons dreams or aspirations are important to you are as important as the dreams themselves and are
likely to be more consistent than your literal dreams.

• A mission statement can be very useful in helping you to make important personal decisions, but it needs to
be considered often and fine-tuned as needed.
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8.6 Career Exploration

Learning Objectives

1. Define the difference between a job and a career.
2. Identify the primary types of work and which you are best suited for.
3. Learn how to explore work options.

A job: yes, it’s something you would like to have, especially if you want to pay your bills. A job lets
you enjoy a minimal level of financial security. A job requires you to show up and do what is required
of you; in exchange, you get paid. A career involves holding jobs, but it is more a means of achieving
personal fulfillment. In a career, your jobs follow a sequence that leads to increasing mastery, professional
development, and personal and financial satisfaction. A career requires planning, knowledge, and skills.
If it is to be a fulfilling career, it requires that you bring into play your full set of analytical, critical, and
creative thinking skills to make informed decisions that will affect your life in both the short term and the
long term.

WHAT DO YOU WANT TO DO WHEN YOU “GROW UP”?

The Department of Labor defines 840 occupations in its Standard Occupation Classification system—and
new occupations are being created at an ever-faster rate. Just ten years ago, would anyone have imagined
the job of a social media marketing specialist? How about the concept of a competitive chef? As new
careers develop and old careers morph into almost unrecognizable versions of their original, it’s OK if
you aren’t able to pinpoint exactly what occupation or career will be your lifetime passion. However, it is
important to define as best you can what field you will want to develop your career in, because that will
help dictate your major and your course selections.

The process of career exploration can be a lot of fun, as it allows you to discover a world of possibilities.
Even those students who have a pretty clear idea of what they want to do should go through this process
because they will discover new options as backups and occasionally a new direction even more attractive
than their original choice. The career exploration process involves four phases.

PHASE A: WHO AM I?

Getting to know who you are—who you really are—is the first step. Be careful to base your self-discovery



on what you think, not what Auntie Ethel always said about you or the hopes that Dad had for you to join
in the family business. This is all about you.

You are a unique individual with a distinct combination of likes, dislikes, personality traits, and skills. But
you are not so different that you can’t be identified with certain personality types, and those types may
help you narrow your career choices. Visit the University Career Center. They will likely be able to offer
you a variety of tests to define your personality type; you can also find tests online at Web sites such as
SuccessHawk (http://www.successhawk.com) or many of the job board sites.

Many of these tests are based on the career theory developed by Dr. John Holland. Holland defined six
categories of people based on personality, interests, and skills:

1. Realistic. These people describe themselves as honest, loyal, and practical. They are doers more
than thinkers. They have strong mechanical, motor, and athletic abilities; like the outdoors; and
prefer working with machines, tools, plants, and animals.

2. Investigative. These people love problem solving and analytical skills. They are intellectually
stimulated and often mathematically or scientifically inclined; like to observe, learn, and evaluate;
prefer working alone; and are reserved.

3. Artistic. These people are the “free spirits.” They are creative, emotional, intuitive, and idealistic;
have a flair for communicating ideas; dislike structure and prefer working independently; and like to
sing, write, act, paint, and think creatively. They are similar to the investigative type but are
interested in the artistic and aesthetic aspects of things more than the scientific.

4. Social. These are “people” people. They are friendly and outgoing; love to help others, make a
difference, or both; have strong verbal and personal skills and teaching abilities; and are less likely to
engage in intellectual or physical activity.

5. Enterprising. These people are confident, assertive risk takers. They are sociable; enjoy speaking
and leadership; like to persuade rather than guide; like to use their influence; have strong
interpersonal skills; and are status conscious.

6. Conventional. These people are dependable, detail oriented, disciplined, precise, persistent, and
practical; value order; and are good at clerical and numerical tasks. They work well with people and
data, so they are good organizers, schedulers, and project managers.

Exercise 2: What’s My Type?

Using the descriptions above, choose the three types that most closely describe you and list them in order in the following

table. Most people are combinations of two or sometimes three types. Then list the specific words or attributes that made

you think you fit in that type description.

Occupational type Words and attributes that closely describe me

Primary type (the one I identify with most closely)

Secondary type

Tertiary type

Note: Your Holland occupational code is made up of the initials of the three personality types you selected, in order.
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PHASE B: WHAT’S OUT THERE?

Once you have determined your occupational type, you can begin to explore what types of careers might
be best suited to you. Exercise 2 is a rough beginning to find your occupational type, but you should still
seek out more detailed results through the University Career Center or by taking the Self-Directed Search
(SDS) online through sites such as SuccessHawk (http://www.successhawk.com).

The SDS will provide you with a profile of careers you might want to consider. If you have not taken the
SDS, the University Career Center is the best place to start, as is the Department of Labor’s Occupation
Exploration site at http://www.bls.gov/k12/index.htm.

The SDS and other career guidance tests are based on Holland’s work. Holland studied people who were
successful and happy in many occupations and matched their occupations to their occupational type,
creating a description of the types of occupations that are best suited to each personality type. Just as
many individuals are more than one personality type, many jobs show a strong correlation to more than
one occupational type.
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Table 8.3 Occupational Options by Type

Ideal Environments Sample Occupations

Realistic

• Structured
• Clear lines of authority
• Work with things and tools
• Casual dress
• Focus on tangible results or well-thought-out goals

• Contractor
• Emergency medical technician (EMT)
• Mechanic
• Military career
• Packaging engineer

Investigative

• Nonstructured
• Research oriented
• Intellectual
• Work with ideas and data

• Pharmacist
• Lab technician
• Nanotechnologist
• Geologist
• College professor

Artistic

• Nonstructured
• Creative
• Rewards unconventional and aesthetic approaches
• Creation of products and ideas

• Advertising career
• Architect
• Animator
• Musician
• Journalist

Social

• Collaborative
• Collegial
• Work with people and on people-related problems/issues
• Work as a team or community

• Teacher
• Geriatric counselor
• Correctional officer
• Coach
• Nurse

Enterprising

• Typical business environment
• Results oriented
• Driven
• Work with people and data
• Entrepreneurial
• Power focused

• Sales manager
• Banker
• Lawyer
• Business owner
• Restaurant manager

Conventional

• Orderly
• Clear rules and policies
• Consistent processes
• Work with systems to manipulate and organize data
• Control and handling of money

• Auditor
• Insurance underwriter
• Bank teller
• Office manager
• Database manager

Use the occupational code you defined in Exercise 2 to identify careers you might want to consider. Your
career guidance or placement office should be a good resource for this activity, or you can check out
Gottfredson and Holland’s Dictionary of Holland Occupational Codes in the reference section of your library.

Use the Department of Labor’s O*Net (http://online.onetcenter.org/find) to get a deeper understanding of
your occupation. For each occupation, O*Net lists the type of work, the work environment, the skills and
education required, and the job outlook for that occupation. This is a truly rich resource that you should
get to know.
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PHASE C: WHAT FACTORS MIGHT AFFECT MY CHOICE?

You may now have a list of careers you want to explore. But there are other factors you will need to take
into consideration as well. It is important to use your creative thinking skills to come up with alternative
“right” answers to factors that may present an obstacle to pursuing the right career.

• Timing. How much time must I invest before I actually start making money in this career? Will I need to
spend additional time in school? Is there a certification process that requires a specific amount of
experience? If so, can I afford to wait?

• Finances. Will this career provide me with the kind of income I need in the short term and the security
I’ll want in the longer term? What investment will I need to make to be successful in this field
(education, tools, franchise fees, etc.)?

• Location. Does this career require me to relocate? Is the ideal location for this career somewhere I
would like to live? Is it somewhere my family would like to live?

• Family/personal. How will this career affect my personal and family life? Do friends and family
members who know me well feel strongly (for or against) about this career choice? How important is
their input?

PHASE D: WHERE DO I GO FROM HERE?

It may seem odd to be thinking about life after school if you are just getting started. But you will soon
be making decisions about your future, and regardless of the direction you may choose, there is a lot
you can do while still in college. You will need to focus your studies by choosing a major. You should find
opportunities to explore the careers that interest you. You can ensure that you are building the right kind
of experience on which to base a successful career. These steps will make your dreams come to life and
make them achievable.

Start by developing a relationship with the counselors in the University Career Center. All too often
students engage these counselors only near the end of their college days, when the pressure is just on
getting a job—any job—after having completed a degree. But these counselors can be of great help in
matching your interests to a career and in ensuring you are gathering the right kind of experience to put
you at the top of the recruiting heap.

Keep in mind that deciding on and pursuing a career is an ongoing process. The more you learn about
yourself and the career options that best suit you, the more you will need to fine-tune your career plan.
Don’t be afraid to consider new ideas, but don’t make changes without careful consideration. Career
planning is exciting: learning about yourself and about career opportunities, and considering the factors
that can affect your decision, should be a core part of your thoughts while in college.

Key Takeaways

• The right career for you depends on your interests, your personality, and your skills.

• Defining your occupational type may confirm career choices you have already made and open entirely new
options for you.
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• Career planning is an ongoing process involving knowing yourself, knowing about career options, and
understanding the context in which your decisions will be made.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. Using your occupational type, identify a career opportunity you might be suited for that you have not
yet considered. Now write a paragraph on what life might be like if you were to pursue that career.

2. Name the six Holland occupational types, and then circle what each type likes to work with:

1. data ideas people process tools

2. data ideas people process tools

3. data ideas people process tools

4. data ideas people process tools

5. data ideas people process tools

6. data ideas people process tools

1. Visit O*Net (http://online.onetcenter.org/find) and look up one of the careers you may be considering.
What kinds of things does O*Net tell you about a career?
________________________________________________________________
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8.7 Choosing Your Major

Learning Objectives

1. Understand how your major is important to your career.
2. Understand why majors are not important to a career.
3. Practice skills for selecting a good major.

Choosing a college major can have a big impact on your career choices, especially if you are following a
technical or vocational program of study. After all, it’s hard to become a pharmacist if you study computer
networking. But students often get too anxious about choosing a major or program of studies. Certainly
many two-year students have a very clear idea of what they are studying and the job they expect to land
after completing their degree, and you probably feel confident enough in your choice of program of study
to make the investment for tuition in that program. But there is no need to panic over your choice of major
or program of studies:

• Your choice of major or program will be important only for your first job after college; most people
change careers (not just jobs, but careers) five times or more in their lifetime, so there is no possible
major that will cover that level of flexibility.

• Many majors and programs share foundation courses with other majors, so you can usually change
your major without having wasted your time in courses that will be unrelated to your new major.
Chances are that if you change your major, it will be to something similar, especially if you have
completed an occupational interest survey as recommended earlier in this chapter.

• Most students change their major at least once, and many will change majors two or three times
before they graduate.

• If a change in major does cause a delay in completing your degree, it may be a good investment of
time to follow a career path you are truly happy with. Before making a decision, consider the factors
outlined in phase C of Section 7.2 “Activity and Exercise”. Use your creative thinking skills to find a
second right answer to any dilemmas a delay like this may cause.

While these thoughts might remove some of the stress of making the choice, there is no doubt that it is
not always easy to make your choice. The following tips may make it a little easier…and perhaps fun!

• Follow your dreams. Your first instinct in choosing a field of study is probably based on your dreams
and life experience. Make sure you base your choice on your own dreams and interests and not those
of a parent, spouse, or friend.



• Make it fun. What do you like to do for fun? What kinds of magazines do you read? What Web sites
are bookmarked on your computer? What kinds of volunteer work have you done? What do the
answers to these questions tell you about the kind of career you would enjoy?

• Build on your skills. A good choice of a program of study is not based exclusively on your likes; it
should also consider your skills. What courses did you “ace” in high school? Consider also courses that
you found challenging in which you learned a lot (it’s hard to keep a level of determination to tackle a
tough subject if you don’t enjoy it). What do these courses tell you about what you are skilled at
studying?

• Ask around. Find people who are following the courses of studies you are considering. Ask them what
they like and dislike about their majors. If you can find recent graduates with that major, ask them
about the value of their major.

• Two is better than one. Talk to your advisor about a double major or a combined program; that is an
effective way of preparing yourself for the uncertainties and options of future employment. Think
about declaring a minor if your college allows it.

• What makes you unique? If you have a major that you’d like to pursue that is not offered at your
college, find out if you can plan your own major. This option is especially attractive if you want to
combine two seemingly different disciplines into a major (Dance and athletics? Sociology and film?
Women’s studies and economics?).

• Be open to change. Once you have selected a major, don’t panic if it turns out to be the wrong choice;
consider it a step toward finding the right program for you. Repeat the major selection process, but
carefully consider what you learned from your original major choice. Why was it not the right major?
(Did it not match your interests? Was the workload too heavy? Were the courses too tough?) What do
you know now that you didn’t know when you made your first selection that you should consider in
making a new choice?

Key Takeaways

• There is no need to panic over the choice of a major or program of studies.

• Most students will change their major during their college years.

• Many people work and have successful careers in disciplines they did not major in.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. How is your choice of major important? Why do you want to be sure you do a good job selecting one?

__________________________________________________________________

2. What are some of the reasons you should not panic over the choice of major?

__________________________________________________________________
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8.8 Getting the Right Stuff

Learning Objectives

1. Understand the difference between work-based skills and transferable skills.
2. Learn how to use jobs, internships, and volunteering.

What do you need to launch a good career? Employers will look at your education, skills, and experience.
Making sure you have the “right stuff” in these three areas is what you should focus on in your college
experience.

SKILLED LABOR

Along with your degree, an additional requirement for employment is skills. Many of the skills you will
need are career specific: we call those work-based skills. These include knowing how to use equipment
that is specific to your career and mastering processes that are used in your field. While some of these
skills are learned and perfected on the job, you may be in a vocational track program (such as for
homeland security officers, nurses aides, or paralegals) where you are learning your work-based skills.

These are not the only skills you will need to be successful. The second set of skills you must have are
called transferable skills because they can be used in almost all occupations. These include thinking skills,
communication skills, listening skills—in fact, most of the skills for college success we have been stressing
throughout this book are transferable skills because they are also key to success in life. This skill set is very
broad, and your extent of mastery will vary from skill to skill; therefore, you should identify those skills that
are most important to your career objective and develop and master them. Review your occupation profile
on O*Net (http://online.onetcenter.org/find) to determine which skills you need to prove to potential
employers you have mastered.



Exercise 3: Transferable Skills Inventory

In the list of forty transferable skills that follows, underline five skills you believe you have mastered and then describe

specific ways in which you have used each skill successfully. Then circle five skills you think are important to your career that

you have not mastered yet. Describe specific steps you plan to take to master those skills.

Active listening Decision making Negotiating Researching

Active learning Editing Observing Selling

Analyzing Evaluating Organizing Speaking a second language

Budgeting Forecasting Perceiving Feelings Supervising

Coaching Goal setting Persuading Teaching

Communicating Handling a crisis Planning Teamwork

Consulting Handling details Problem solving Time management

Creative thinking Manipulating numbers Public speaking Training

Critical thinking Mentoring Reading Visualizing

Customer service Motivating Reporting Writing

Skills I have mastered Examples of how I used them

Skills I still need to master How I will master them

Going over the list in Exercise 3, you will find that you have at least some experience in many of them,
but you probably haven’t thought that much about them because you use them in so many ways that you
take them for granted. It is important to think about all your activities and consider the skills you have
applied successfully; your transferable skills inventory is larger than you may think. For example, if you
volunteer as a big brother or big sister, you have skills in active listening, mentoring, time management,
and probably coaching. If you have written a college paper, you have skills in visualizing, researching,
communicating, and writing.

Be aware of the ways you develop and master transferable skills. Keep a list of them, and update it
every month or two. That will be a valuable tool for you as you work with your career development and
ultimately with job applications.

ARE YOU READY FOR A TEST DRIVE?

Are you frustrated by the fact that even entry-level jobs require some experience? Experience is the third
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set of qualifications employers look for, and it’s the one that often stumps students. Relevant experience
is not only important as a job qualification; it can also provide you with a means to explore or test out
occupational options and build a contact list that will be valuable when networking for your career.

But how can you gain relevant experience without experience to begin with? You should consider three
options: volunteering, internships, and part-time employment.

Volunteering is especially good for students looking to work in social and artistic occupations, but
students looking for work in other occupation types should not shy away from this option. You can master
many transferable skills through volunteering! Certainly it is easy to understand that if you want to be in an
artistic field, volunteering at a museum or performance center can provide you with relevant experience.
But what if you want to work in an engineering field? Volunteering for an organization promoting green
energy would be helpful. Looking for a career in homeland security? Do volunteer work with the Red Cross
or the Coast Guard Auxiliary. With a little brainstorming and an understanding of your career field, you
should be able to come up with relevant volunteer experiences for just about any career.

Internships focus on gaining practical experience related to a course or program of study. Interns work
for an organization or company for a reduced wage or stipend or volunteer in exchange for practical
experience. A successful internship program should create a win-win situation: the intern should add
value to the company’s efforts, and the company should provide a structured program in which the
student can learn or practice work-related skills. Internships are typically held during summers or school
vacation periods, though on occasion they can be scheduled for a set block of time each week during the
course of a regular school term.

Once you secure an internship (usually through a normal job application process aided by a faculty
member or the University Career Center), it is important to have a written agreement with the employer
in which the following is stated:

1. The learning objective for the internship
2. The time commitment you will invest (including work hours)
3. The work the company expects you to do
4. The work your supervisor will do for the college and for the student (internship progress reports,

evaluations, etc.)

This written agreement may seem like overkill, but it is critical to ensure that the internship experience
doesn’t degrade into unsatisfying tasks such as photocopying and filing.

Remember that a key objective of your internship is to develop relationships you can use for mentoring
and networking during your career. Befriend people, ask questions, go the extra mile in terms of what
is expected of you, and generally participate in the enterprise. The extra effort will pay dividends in the
future.

Part-time employment may be an option if your study schedule provides enough free time. If so, be sure
to investigate opportunities in your field of study. Ask your instructors and the University Career Center
to help you generate job leads, even if they are not specifically in the area you want to be working in.
It is valuable and relevant to hold a job designing Web sites for an advertising agency, for example, if
your specific job objective is to produce event marketing. The understanding of how an advertising agency
works and the contacts you make will make the experience worthwhile.
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If you are lucky enough to have a job in your field of study already and are using your college experience to
enhance your career opportunities, be sure to link what you are learning to what you do on the job—and
what you do on the job to what you are learning. Ask your supervisor and employer about ideas you have
picked up in class, and ask your instructors about the practices you apply at work. This cross-linking will
make you a much stronger candidate for future opportunities and a much better student in the short
term.

Key Takeaways

• Employers look at candidates who have the right education, the right skills, and the right experience.

• Progress in many career opportunities is enhanced by more advanced education; you should work, however,
to make sure the education you are already getting counts.

• Be sure you can identify and show mastery in transferable skills as well as work-related skills.

• Experience through volunteering, internships, and part-time jobs will illustrate to potential employers that you
can work in your chosen field, but it is also instrumental to help create a network of colleagues to enhance
your career development.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. Read the famous “fence whitewashing” story in Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer (http://www.inspirational-

short-stories.com/tom-sawyer-fence.html). What transferable skills does Tom demonstrate? What work-related skills

does he demonstrate?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2. Why is having a written internship agreement important?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
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8.9 Résumés and Cover Letters

Learning Objectives

1. Understand the purpose of a résumé.
2. Describe the elements of successful résumés.
3. Know how to prepare a good cover letter.

Having a résumé is essential when applying for jobs. A résumé is basically a summary of your experience.
Just as an advertiser will invest a lot of resources to condense the essence of his or her product into a
thirty-second ad for the Super Bowl, condensing the essence of your experience onto one or two pages
can be a challenging task. Fine-tuning, updating, and rewriting your résumé will become an ongoing
process as you move through your career, and it is not too early to prepare one now. The purpose
of a résumé is to get you invited for an interview. Unfortunately, too often a résumé is a reason to
exclude a candidate. Poor grammar, misspelled words, lengthy listings of irrelevant experience, and messy
formatting motivate hiring managers to move quickly to the next candidate.

There is no such thing as a perfect format for a résumé, though hiring managers and recruiters generally
agree on the following principles:

• A short résumé is generally better than a long one. One page should usually be enough—two pages if
you have a lot of experience.

• Focus on your accomplishments, not just the positions you held. Your résumé should point out your
strengths. Use dynamic verbs (see “101 Action Verbs” below).

• Include numbers. Be sure to include dollar amounts and percentages that support achievements. For
example, you might write “Reduced costs by 20 percent.” Keep track of your accomplishments in your
“notes” notebook so that you don’t have to go back and recreate history when you are revising your
résumé.

• Use keywords. Most recruiters and hiring managers look for résumés online and review submitted
résumés with software that looks for keywords.

• Keep information easy to find. Use the standard convention of a reverse chronological listing of
experience, starting with your current or most recent job and moving backward in time, unless there is
a valid reason for following a different format (a function-based résumé might be appropriate if you
need to cover two or more long periods of unemployment).

Deciding what to include in your résumé is where most of the work comes in, because it is in the careful



wording of the body of your résumé that you can really sell yourself for a position. Ideally, you should
review your résumé for each position you are applying for, particularly to include any accomplishments
that you would not include in your “general résumé” but that are relevant to that particular job. Your
résumé should include these elements:

• Header. Include your full name and complete contact information. Be sure that you use personal
(home) phone number and e-mail address, not your work contact information.

• Objective. Include a short one- or two-sentence summary of the kind of position you are looking for.
Some résumé writers now recommend replacing or following the objective with a listing of skills,
particularly when you are going to post the résumé online, because that provides a great opportunity
to include keywords. Look to your list of transferable skills to populate this kind of list.

• Résumé body. Starting with your current or most recent job, internship, or volunteer position, list your
experience in reverse chronological order. Each entry should include the title, the name and location of
the company, and the dates you held the position. This should be followed by your major achievements
in that position. Use strong action verbs and a quantitative measure for achievements. Look for things
that will show that you are a better candidate than others. Consider accomplishments such as the
following:

◦ Being promoted

◦ Gaining expanded responsibilities

◦ eing recruited by a former employer or boss, or being asked to follow him or her to another
company

◦ Having your accomplishment copied by other departments or, even better, by other companies

◦ Recruiting and training others

◦ Receiving awards and recognitions, including speaking at conferences, writing, or being written
about (if these are easily found online and you are short on space, omit these types of
accomplishments, because you will be googled)
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101 Action Verbs101 Action Verbs

Here are the kinds of verbs that help “sell” you to potential employers. Expand on this list to find good verbs specific to your

accomplishments by doing an Internet search for “action verbs for résumés.”

acted delegated implemented persuaded

adapted demonstrated improved planned

advised designed increased prepared

analyzed developed influenced prioritized

arranged devised informed produced

assembled diagnosed initiated promoted

assessed directed inspected publicized

assigned edited instituted recruited

attained educated instructed rehabilitated

authored enabled integrated represented

balanced encouraged introduced researched

budgeted engineered invented reviewed

built enlisted investigated revitalized

calculated established lectured scheduled

chaired evaluated managed set goals

coached executed marketed shaped

collected fabricated mediated solved

communicated facilitated moderated spoke

compiled forecasted motivated stimulated

computed formulated negotiated strengthened

conceptualized founded organized supervised

consolidated generated originated trained

contracted guided overhauled translated

coordinated identified oversaw upgraded

counseled illustrated performed wrote

created

THE FINISHING TOUCHES

Once you have written the body of your résumé, review and discuss it with people you respect. Ask them
what stands out, what puts them to sleep, what turns them off, and whether anything is missing. Make
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sure your résumé is “short and sweet” and that it demonstrates your strengths. Be sure you can support
every point you make on your résumé during an interview.

Great résumés are a combination of a business document, marketing piece, and personal preferences.
Expect conflicting opinions from others and don’t get hung up on them; the final decision is yours.

Finally, here are some tips on format. Name your résumé file clearly. Don’t give the file the name “résumé”
or “My Résumé.” Include your name, abbreviated job title, and company name in the file name. For
example, if Victor Smith applies for a marketing project manager job at XYZ Company, his résumé file
might be named VictorSmith-MktPM-XYZ.doc.

Choose your document formatting wisely. Use a readable font! You have approximately thirty seconds to
make an impact on the person reading your résumé, and nothing turns off a reader faster than a résumé
that is difficult to read.

• Serif fonts, such as Times New Roman, should be no smaller than eleven points, and sans-serif fonts,
like Arial, should be no smaller than ten points.

• Try to keep margins at one inch all the way around.

• Print your résumé on a high-grade, bright white paper. Do not use cream-colored paper or paper with
visible fibers, as these papers can confuse scanners and optical character recognition software that
employers may use to digitally store and search résumés.

COVER LETTERS

The purpose of a cover letter is to entice the recipient to read your résumé. There is no better way to
entice someone to read further than to demonstrate that you fit his or her needs. A successful cover letter
should emphasize how your knowledge, skills, or experiences make you an ideal candidate.

When writing a cover letter, look over the job posting carefully. What are the keywords in the posting?
Underline or highlight them. Think about how your experience and skills are related to those keywords.
What examples can you give in short sentences? Now you can begin to write.

Be sure to state what job you are applying for and why in your opening paragraph. If you don’t hook the
reader here, you will not be considered for the job. This is where you begin to show that you are a unique
and qualified candidate. This, in marketing terms, is your selling proposition. Write this paragraph two or
three different ways and then choose the best. When you are happy with your opening paragraph, add
one or two paragraphs that illustrate your proposition from the opening paragraph.

Remember that your cover letter also demonstrates your communication skills. Be clear, be concise, and
be careful. You won’t have another opportunity to make a first impression. Be sure your spelling and
grammar are correct. Did you double-check the spelling of the company name? Read the document; look
for mistakes your spellchecker won’t catch (like the word “you” instead of “your”). Put it down for a while
and then reread it again.

Keep your formatting simple. Often you will have to copy and paste your letter and résumé into a
predetermined form on a company’s Web site. You are likely to lose formatting conventions such as
tabbing, tables, and bulleted lists.
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Key Takeaways

• The purpose of a résumé is to secure an interview.

• A good résumé is action based and focused on accomplishments.

• The purpose of a cover letter is to entice the recipient to read your résumé.

Checkpoint Exercises

1. Explain some of the ways a résumé could block consideration of a candidate. What are some strategies for ensuring

this doesn’t happen?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2. List your top three accomplishments to date. What were the key transferable skills you used in achieving them? Do both

the accomplishments and the skills play a prominent role in your résumé?

Accomplishments Transferable skills

3. Write your résumé. Everyone should have one. They are useful not only to apply for jobs, but also to secure
internships and to explain who you are to your network. If you are a student who has no work experience,
what kinds of accomplishments can you use to illustrate your skills?

81 EDITED BY MICHELLE KISER, ED.D. AND DIANA WILKINSON, M.ED



8.10 Interviewing for Success

Learning Objectives

1. Learn the types of interviews.
2. Know how to prepare for an interview.
3. Be successful in an interview.

In a job search, nothing is more exciting or more intimidating than an interview. Reaching the interview
stage means that you are in serious consideration for the position, and the pressure feels cranked up. In
this section, you will learn how to prepare yourself to “ace” this process.

TYPES OF INTERVIEWS

In the process of exploring occupations and landing a job, you will likely participate in a variety of
interviews. They are defined by their objective:

• Informational or networking interviews. Informational interviewing is particularly useful in helping you
explore career options. This is an interview that you have requested to learn about a particular job,
company, or industry and how best to present yourself to potential hiring managers. An informational
interview also gives you an opportunity to create a positive impression. Be sure to get referrals, leads,
and recommendations for other networking contacts.

• Screening interviews. Generally conducted by a representative of the company’s human resources
department or a recruiter, a screening interview is used to determine whether you are qualified or
overqualified to do the job. This initial interview is often conducted via telephone. As the name implies,
the objective of this interview is to find reasons to remove, not include, people in a candidate pool. Do
not consider it lightly just because someone other than the hiring manager is conducting it.

• One-on-one interviews. In a one-on-one interview, the interviewer asks a set of questions to learn if
you have the knowledge and skills to handle the job for which you have applied. The hiring manager
conducting the one-on-one interview also wants to get a sense of what it would be like working with
you and how you would fit in the organization. It is also used to learn how you behaved in past
situations as a predictor of how you are likely to behave in the future. Expect to be asked “Tell me
about a time when…” or “Give me an example…” questions. This interview is the one a hiring decision is
based on.



PREPARING FOR INTERVIEWS

Just as preparation is important for exams in college, preparation is key to success in interviews. Many of
the principles are the same, but in an employment interview, the subject is you. Just as in an exam, the
first step in preparation is to know your material.

Learn about the organization. In almost every interview situation, you’ll be asked, “What can you do for
this company?” Practice your answer. Research press releases, stories in the Wall Street Journal, annual
reports, blogs, Web sites, the news, and so on. Know the company’s philosophies, goals, plans, new
products, targeted customers, new executives, and major directional changes.

Use your network. Do you know anyone who works for or has worked for this company or organization?
Call or have lunch with him or her before your interview to learn more. Your competition likely won’t have
done their homework as well as you have. Your prospective employer will notice.

Review the job description. Be prepared to explain how your background qualifies you for the job. Did
you find the job posting online? Be sure to have printed a copy, and bring it with you to the interview.
Some companies take weeks to start calling people in for interviews, and by then the job description may
have been removed from the site where you saw it.

Review your résumé. Think of examples that describe or illustrate your accomplishments. You will be
asked about items on your résumé, and you need to be able to support them and go into more detail.

Use your study guide. Employment interviews, especially screening interviews, do not stray far from a
standard list of questions. Find a quiet one to two hours to review the interview study guide provided here,
prepare your answers, and actually practice them. Your answers should be short but complete.

Interview Study GuideInterview Study Guide

The following questions are typical in many employment interviews. If you prepare answers for them ahead of time, you will

not be caught off guard during an interview.

• Tell me about yourself. Remember that one-minute elevator introduction you worked on for networking?
Here’s your starting place.

• What can you offer us? Why should we hire you? Make a list of your qualifications for the job. Include years of

experience, education, special training, technical skills, inside knowledge of a product or market, and so on. Are you a

customer of this product or service?

Use your list of transferable skills like communication, leadership, organization, attention to detail, and work ethic. Review

the list objectively. Which items are most valuable to the employer? Use this information to write a brief “sales pitch” that

describes your qualifications for the job. Structure the information in a logical fashion and then practice saying it aloud

until your delivery is smooth, natural, and confident.

• What are your strengths? Provide context and scope when answering this question. By elaborating on your strengths,

it’s easier for the employer to see where and how you excel.

Think about your noteworthy and unusual achievements or experiences. What did you do to accomplish them? What kind

of preparation did they require? Why are they unique?
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Think about performance reviews you have received in a job. Have you won awards or received positive feedback from

others in the organization or from a happy customer? What were the reasons for the positive attention?

If you are a student or recent graduate with limited professional experience, think about your papers, reports, projects,

or group assignments. Think about the assignment and what you did to complete it. The same strengths that helped you

academically will also help you succeed professionally.

• What are your weaknesses? Remember that employers are human and appreciate honesty. It’s OK to
acknowledge your weaknesses and explain steps you’ve taken to address them. It’s also fair to point out how
you’ve turned a weakness into a strength.

• Where do you see yourself three to five years from now? Think about your personal goals and answer as
genuinely as possible. This is a good opportunity to ask the interviewer about the opportunities available to a
person who succeeds in this job.

• What attracted you to our company? Draw from your research and personal knowledge of the company to
answer this question. Keep in mind that this interview is about what you can do for them, so answering that
you’re attracted to the free snacks in the break room won’t score any points.

• Tell me about a time you were under pressure to meet a deadline and what you did. When did you find
pressure at school or work because something was due? Describe the problem, the actions you took, and the
outcome. Choose examples in which you received positive feedback.

• What will former employers say about you? Be honest. Think about the positive things they will say about
you.

• What salary are you expecting? This is a land-mine question and one you’ll almost certainly face. Typically a company

has budgeted a certain salary range for a position and will do their best to stay within it. A general rule for salary

discussions is that he or she who says the first number loses. Ask what the salary range is and where the interviewer sees

you fitting into that range.

You owe it to yourself to find out before the interview what the salary range is for a comparable position in the

geographical region. You can learn this through your network or an online salary search.

• What questions do you have for me? Before the interview, think of questions you would like answered
about the company, the job, or the industry. Having good questions will tell the interviewer a lot about
your listening skills and your degree of preparation. If you can, tie your questions back to something the
interviewer said earlier. Remember, an interview is not just the company checking you out, it’s also you
checking out the company.

Trick Questions in Interviews

These happen to the best of interviewees. The only wrong answer to an impossible question is “I don’t know.” Hiring

managers are looking for employees who think through tough challenges. They want to know if you keep your cool under

pressure, if you can think on your feet, whether you BS or maintain your credibility, and how you respond to the unfamiliar.

So show them: think aloud.

Talk about what you know about the problem; work out the process in front of them. You are being judged not only on your

ability to solve problems but also on your intelligence and potential. There is no potential in “I don’t know.”

Prepare yourself physically. Like a final exam, an interview can cause anxiety, and too much anxiety
can result in a poor interview. Make sure you eat well and get a good night’s sleep before the interview.
Hunger, use of energy drinks, and lack of sleep all contribute to interview anxiety.
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Dress to impress. Research indicates many job applicants have unsuccessful interviews because they
didn’t dress professionally. If you’re not sure, ask the person who schedules you for an interview what
the dress code is. A suit or jacket, dress slacks, dress shirt, and a tie are usually fine for men. A suit or
blouse and a skirt or slacks are fine for women. The rule of thumb is to dress one notch above that group’s
normal attire. If in doubt, a suit is never inappropriate for men or women. Remember, you’re going to a
job interview, not a casual event.

Punctuality counts. Confirm the date and time of the interview a day or two before. Make sure you know
how to get there and how long it takes. Arrive at least ten to fifteen minutes before your interview. You
may be asked to complete an application or other form when you arrive. If not, it’s a good time to do some
relaxation exercises.

TIPS FOR SUCCESS DURING THE INTERVIEW

Now is the time to demonstrate your listening, thinking, and communication skills. Avoid unexpected
distractions, and turn off your cell phone before you even enter the building. Know whom you will be
interviewing with and what his or her role is in the company; if possible, get something in writing from the
interview coordinator so you can get the names spelled correctly (for follow-up purposes). Once you are
face-to-face with the interviewer, do the following:

• Relax, take a deep breath, and smile. You should be genuinely pleased to be there, as you were
selected from a pool of many other candidates.

• Be yourself. That’s whom you want them to hire, not someone you’re trying to act like.

• Keep your tone conversational but not too informal. Avoid slang and expletives.

• Make eye contact but don’t stare.

• When answering questions, keep your answers focused on your skills and knowledge.

• Avoid one-word answers, but be succinct and direct; don’t ramble.

• Be truthful. Any statements discovered to be untrue are grounds for not hiring you.

• If you don’t understand a question, ask for clarification.

• If you don’t have the exact fact an interviewer is asking for, offer to find out and get back to them.

• At the end of the interview, thank the interviewer and tell him or her you enjoyed your conversation. If
the interviewer hasn’t already told you, it is appropriate to ask about the next steps.

AFTER THE INTERVIEW

Be sure to send a thank-you note to each person you interviewed with. It is also courteous to send a
short note of thanks to the person who coordinated your schedule with the company, even if he or she
didn’t interview you. This person is often asked for his or her impressions of you. Keep your notes short
but personal; refer to a comment or question from the interview that you found significant. An e-mail is
usually acceptable, especially if the employer required you to submit an electronic application or résumé.
Be sure to send it within twenty-four hours.
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Key Takeaways

• Successful interviewing depends on careful preparation.

• Most interview questions can be anticipated and prepared for.

• An interview is as important for you to evaluate the company and its working environment as it is for the
company to evaluate your skills and “fit.”

Checkpoint Exercises

1. Practice, even with phone interviews, will make you more comfortable in any interview situation. Set up and
complete three informational interviews about a field or industry you are interested in. Write about what
you learned about yourself and your approach to interviews.

2. Practice, even with mock interviews, will make you more comfortable in any interview situation. Invite a
friend to conduct a mock employment interview with you for a job you select from an Internet posting. Then
switch roles. Write about what you learned about yourself and your approach to interviews.

REFERENCES
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Questions-to-Anticipate (accessed July 13, 2010).
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8.11 Chapter Activities

Chapter TakeawaysChapter Takeaways

Finances

• Controlling your finances while in college is important both for your future well-being and for eliminating
stress that can impede your academic success.

• Meeting your financial goals while in college may require some financial sacrifice but need not result in
hardship.

• Understanding your own spending habits and practicing a few simple principles for spending less help
prevent unnecessary debt. Make and use a budget to take control of your financial life.

• Credit card spending is the leading cause of out-of-control debt in America today. Use credit cards minimally
and wisely.

• Protect your financial identity by maintaining good records and preventing criminals from obtaining your
personal or financial information.

• Look into all forms of financial aid and apply for all aid for which you may be qualified. Do not take more in
student loans than you really need.

Future

• Career planning is an ongoing process involving knowing yourself, knowing about career options, and
understanding the context in which your decisions will be made.

• Employers look at candidates who have the right education, the right skills, and the right experience.



TEXAS TECH UNIVERSITY RESOURCES

Need help managing your finances? Contact Red to Black
Red to Black
201 Student Union Building (SUB)
806.742.9781
www.r2b.ttu.edu
Red to Black Peer Financial Coaching provides financial education and awareness to students through
individual coaching sessions, presentations, and outreach booths. They cover topics such as creating
budgets, building and using credit wisely, and maximizing student loans. Their purpose is to empower
students so that they can achieve their financial goals.

Want to know more about financial aid or scholarships? Contact Financial Aid
Student Financial Aid and Scholarships
West Hall 301
806.742.3681
http://www.depts.ttu.edu/financialaid/

Need help finding a career path or writing a resume? Visit the Career Center
University Career Center
150 South Side, Wiggins Complex
806.742.2210
www.careercenter.ttu.edu
The Career Center assists students in their career development and offers a variety of online career
assessments. Among these are StengthsQuest, a program that assists students to identify their top
strengths to promote career development. The center also offers the Strong Interest Inventory and Myers-
Briggs Type Inventory (MBTI) online. University Career Services offers help in resume writing, hosts job
fairs, career days and on-campus interviews with hundreds of employers and can assist students in
identifying internships.

Need assistance finding a major? Contact Advising
University Advising
79 Holden Hall
806.742.2189
www.advising.ttu.edu
Academic advisors assist students with their educational plans and initiate dialog through withih students
may gain insight to explore academic, career, and life goals. In addition to TTUA, all colleges and academic
departments offer academic advising. Students work with academic advisors to learn decision making in
order to assist them in making informed choices that lead to graduation.
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Chapter Review

1. Why is it necessary to track all your expenditures if your goal is to spend less to avoid financial problems while in

college?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

2. Imagine several situations in which a friend asks you to join some activity that would break your budget. Write

down positive, upbeat things you can say in these situations instead of glumly saying “I can’t afford it.”

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

3. Who should you talk to if you are having difficulty paying for college or meeting your expenses?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

4. Explain the difference between a job and a career.

__________________________________________________________________

5. List three ways in which the employment environment is changing. What does this mean to you?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

6. What is your life’s mission?

__________________________________________________________________

7. What is your Holland occupational type? What kinds of occupations should you explore based on your results?

__________________________________________________________________

8. List two work-related skills and five transferable skills you have.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

9. What are some ways you can gain experience and explore career options before you get your degree?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

10. What are some of the factors you should consider when choosing a major or field of study?

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
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__________________________________________________________________

11. List three things you should do to prepare for an interview.

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
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Make an Action List

Spending

I spend too much money every week on

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

My action plan to spend less includes the following:

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Lifestyle

The area of my lifestyle where I know I spend more than most other college students is

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

I can make these adjustments in my lifestyle to reduce this expenditure:

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Budgeting and Tracking Spending

Here’s how I have kept track of what I spent in the past:

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

So that I can maintain a budget now and in the future, I know I need to record every expenditure. I will do this by

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

Credit Card Use

In the past, I usually used my credit card to buy things like

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________

If you have not always been able to pay off your balance every month: I will try to avoid using my credit card as much by taking

these steps:

__________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________________
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Make an Action List

Two things I will do to further
my career exploration in… Actions How I will know I accomplished each action

1.
The next two weeks

2.

1.
The next two months

2.

1.
The next two years

2.
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