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      Praise for You Got In! Now What?

      “People who obsess about getting into college can forget that another, more important challenge comes after: actually getting the good of your education, allowing it to create the maximum enlargement of your powers. Funny, practical, wise, and rife with life lessons from successful contemporaries, Jay Hamilton’s book meets this need head-on. This is an essential companion for anyone asking, ‘I’m in. Now what?’—and maybe even more, for parents wondering how to truly help.”

      Richard Brodhead, President Emeritus, Duke University

      “So many important parts of life are squished together into a four-year college experience: mind-bending ideas, new skills, brushes with love, difficult trade-offs, finding your people, and the very real consequences of an unsupervised soft-serve ice cream machine in your dining hall. This book offers a wide array of powerful provocations for how to take advantage of that messy, lovely, all-too-brief time when your day job is to be a student, and your real job is to learn to be yourself.”

      Sarah Stein Greenberg, Executive Director, Stanford d.school, and author of Creative Acts for Curious People: How to Think, Create, and Lead in Unconventional Ways

      “You Got In! Now What? is a gem. Toss out all those ‘college success’ volumes that tell you to take good notes, go to professors’ office hours, and learn time management skills. Hamilton offers students far deeper and more enduring lessons about how to make the most of your college education. Wise, insightful, engaging, and accessible, this book will transform the way you approach your education and your life. Read it before you begin college and return to it repeatedly. You won’t find a better guide to navigating college.”

      Louis E. Newman, former Dean of Academic Advising, Stanford University, and author of Thinking Critically in College: The Essential Handbook for Student Success

      “This is exactly the book I wish I had when I started college! In short, snappy, well-referenced chapters, it provides poignant advice and memorable stories about how to get the most out of your college experience.”

      Tina Seelig, Executive Director, Knight-Hennessy Scholars, Stanford University, and author of What I Wish I Knew When I Was 20: A Crash Course on Making Your Place in the World

    

  
    
      
You Got In! Now What?

      100 Insights into Finding Your Best Life in College

      James T. Hamilton

      Illustrated by Jim Toomey

      [image: Radius Book Group logo]

      Radius Book Group

      New York

    

  
    
      Radius Book Group

      A division of Diversion Publishing Corp.

      www.radiusbookgroup.com

      Copyright © 2025 by James T. Hamilton

      All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any other information storage and retrieval, without the written permission of the publisher.

      Radius Book Group and colophon are registered trademarks of Diversion Publishing Corp.

      For more information, email info@radiusbookgroup.com

      The publisher does not have any control over and does not assume any responsibility for author or third-party websites or their content.

      First Radius Book Group Edition: March 2025

      Paperback ISBN: 978-1-63576-887-9

      e-ISBN: 978-1-63576-892-3

      Book design by Scribe Inc.

      Cover and jacket design by Tom Lau

      
    

  
    
      
        
Contents

      

      Introduction

      Meaning

      1. Pursue an education, not just the degree.

      2. Don’t live another’s script.

      3. The unexamined life is not worth living.

      4. Life is short.

      5. Balance action and contemplation.

      6. Be careful what you aim for.

      7. Your life has no meaning.

      8. Some worship to believe.

      9. There are smart atheists and smart believers on campus.

      10. How do you live a life of meaning and purpose?

      11. Stay hungry. Stay foolish.

      12. Be here now.

      Reflection—What matters and why.

      Purpose

      13. Choosing your major is not choosing your career.

      14. Study what’s interesting.

      15. Don’t let passion be your only guide.

      16. Be open to the flow.

      17. Read a novel.

      18. And a history.

      19. You have a lifetime to earn and learn.

      20. Your best could beat the odds.

      21. If you’re driving for success, you may miss it.

      Reflection—What to study.

      Thinking

      22. Keep a failure resume.

      23. Grow a growth mindset.

      24. Go after hard challenges.

      25. Expect setbacks.

      26. Bias toward action is the new carpe diem.

      27. Be curious.

      28. Question yourself: I like, I wish, what if?

      29. Learn a field.

      30. Develop critical thinking skills.

      31. You may be wrong.

      32. What important truth do few agree with you on?

      33. Truth depends on accuracy.

      34. Pursue crazy ideas.

      35. What would you do if you could not fail?

      Reflection—Sample and learn.

      Choosing

      36. Act like a start-up.

      37. Acknowledge luck.

      38. Everyone feels like an imposter.

      39. Life is not linear.

      40. Ditch the Duck Syndrome.

      41. Expect pain, loneliness, and sadness.

      42. Never miss an opportunity to be fabulous.

      43. It’s the journey, not the destination.

      44. Get s’more out of life.

      45. Have your calendar reflect your values.

      46. Take your time with the present.

      47. Do nothing.

      48. Eat, sleep, exercise.

      49. Going to extremes is not an achievement.

      Reflection—Establish priorities.

      Connecting

      50. Your friends will show up in your highlight reel.

      51. Create time for important relationships.

      52. Be open to love.

      53. Don’t flake on your friends.

      54. Drinks are on you.

      55. The network can get you work.

      56. Weak ties are strong.

      57. Extras can be essential.

      58. To go far, go together.

      59. Go global.

      60. Go to office hours.

      61. Ask for help.

      62. Ask about home.

      63. Ask questions.

      Reflection—Make time for friends.

      Identity

      64. Embrace diversity.

      65. Embrace common humanity.

      66. Categories are mixed and sometimes fractured.

      67. Identity can take a toll.

      68. Write your own story.

      69. Don’t react to everything.

      70. You can counter stereotype threats.

      71. Read a book, read a mind.

      72. Seeing others see you is a burden.

      73. It’s easy to see another as an Other.

      74. People who look the same don’t think the same.

      75. Be seen and heard.

      76. The rules of the road are uneven.

      77. Your backstory may back you up.

      Reflection—Be yourself.

      Citizenship

      78. Embrace liberty.

      79. Don’t free ride.

      80. Somebody should do something.

      81. Free expression is costly and rewarding.

      82. Attack ideas, not people.

      83. Rights come with responsibilities.

      84. Universities are imperfect.

      85. You bend the arc.

      Reflection—Listen and act.

      How to Go Wrong

      86. Don’t . . . simply follow the market.

      87. Don’t . . . maximize lifetime income.

      88. Don’t . . . pursue resume virtues.

      89. Don’t . . . expect to know your life plan right now.

      90. Don’t . . . have the experience, miss the meaning.

      91. Don’t . . . avoid challenging pleasures.

      92. Don’t . . . stay busy.

      93. Don’t . . . grind.

      94. Don’t . . . pursue perfection.

      95. Don’t . . . let fear, of failure or missing out, drive.

      96. Don’t . . . go with your first idea.

      97. Don’t . . . seek what’s comfortable.

      98. Don’t . . . get serious.

      99. Don’t . . . ignore your ancestors.

      100. Don’t . . . put it off.

      Reflection—Get ready to change.

      Notes by Lesson

      About the Author and Illustrator

    

  
    
      
        
Introduction


      

      What would you do if you could not fail?

      Answering that question involves creativity, optimism, a sense of purpose, and some self-knowledge. This mix of qualities can also help you get the most out of college. But if you’re like many students, you’ll spend years preparing for and months applying to college. Once you’re in, you’ll spend less time thinking about how to make the most of this opportunity.

      You’re in good company. As a professor, I’ve spent thousands of hours leading classroom discussions and an equal number of hours in academic committee meetings. I’ve won eight teaching awards at Harvard, Duke, and Stanford and earned many accolades for my research. Yet like many teachers, I often thought about the goals of a college education only twice a year: at the welcoming convocation for new students in the fall and at commencement celebrations in the spring.

      That changed when Stanford administrators asked for proposals about undergraduate education during the university’s long-range planning process. I suggested the school create a book of essays about college for admitted students to read in the summer before they arrive. Writing that proposal led me to think hard about the goals of a liberal arts education.

      I discovered there are seven.

      
        Signaling

        Economist Michael Spence won a Nobel Prize for developing the idea that a degree is valuable because it shows a person has surmounted costly admission and sorting hurdles. The degree is a profitable signal not because of the education it reflects but because of the qualities associated with gaining admission and graduating.

      

      
        
Networking

        Here the value of a liberal arts school derives from the set of people you go to school with—in terms of both what you learn from them and your future career associations with them.

      

      
        Domain-Specific Knowledge

        Part of what you learn in college relates to specific facts and theories that help you solve problems in a given domain such as engineering or economics.

      

      
        Critical Thinking Skills

        These are the different ways of reasoning and analysis that give you insights into how to recognize, define, and solve problems across many areas. Such skills are often at the center of broad distribution requirements at liberal arts schools.

      

      
        Self-Knowledge and Moral Development

        Part of a liberal arts education can help you reflect on your own personal goals and values. Questions include: What is the nature of a good life? How might you prioritize family, friends, work, and community? How should you live your life?

      

      
        Citizenship

        Living in a community involves decisions about collective action, public goods, and social justice. At the individual level, you face many choices about whether to free ride off the efforts of others or contribute time, thought, and resources to group decisions. Education helps shape identities and values relating to community and political engagement and can instill greater interest and involvement in public affairs.

      

      
        Intrinsic Love of Learning

        Many types of knowledge and answers are sought to help you make and change decisions and thus are valued for instrumental reasons. Some ideas and topics are pursued primarily as puzzles and valued intrinsically. The journey to reason and to discover answers is both a pathway and a destination, pursued simply for fun.

        

        This book is designed to help you achieve these seven goals during your time in college. To gather lessons about navigating college and life, I generated a large reading list of books by Stanford alums, books about alums, speeches at convocations and graduations, essays from the student newspaper, vignettes from the school magazine, and research by professors. In an era of AI summarization, I adopted an older approach: close reading accompanied by sifting and analysis.

        I chose to base the book on insights from a single university following the adage of “Write what you know.” I’ve been a Stanford department chair, professor, spouse, and parent. As Vice Provost for Undergraduate Education, I work to connect students with transformative intellectual experiences, including the school’s Civic, Liberal, and Global Education program for first-year students.

        The result is one hundred lessons about navigating your education and what comes afterward. Each is accompanied by an explanation from the writings of alums or professors and an illustration by award-winning cartoonist Jim Toomey. They’re sorted into eight sections: Meaning, Purpose, Thinking, Choosing, Connecting, Identity, Citizenship, and How to Go Wrong.

        Why should you read this book? Decisions about what to study, how to spend time outside the classroom, and when to power down can feel overwhelming. Students often aim for perfection, neglect their friends and health, avoid challenging experiences, or follow a path of familiar expectations. Life hacks and shortcuts cause them to miss out on what makes college valuable and interesting. You go through college only once, although many others before you have pursued this journey. This book offers you an opportunity to learn from their experiences.

        Imagine if you could learn how others have navigated these challenges. You could ask alums to look back on friendships and careers and provide advice. Studies from the social sciences using data from others’ jobs and lives could offer insights into how you should approach your life.

        You don’t have to imagine that opportunity. That’s the payoff promised from reading this book. Now that you’ve gotten into college, the next step is to develop a strategy of how to find your best life there.

        There are three ways to use this book to do that. You can read the lessons in each section and pause to think through how they apply to your own life. A reflection at the end of each segment is designed to help you pull together these insights. Later, you can dive back into a particular lesson as your experiences in college help you recognize the challenges discussed. You may even decide to reread sections after your first quarter, semester, or year, deriving new takeaways based on your time in college.

        These lessons are designed to help you make decisions. College involves a series of choices—about time, meaning, friends, family, health, classes, majors, and careers. These lessons have already changed how I spend my time. When I read the question “What would you do if you could not fail?” the answer was clear—write a book that helps students get the most out of college. I hope these lessons have a similar effect on how you choose to navigate college and your life beyond!
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        Pursue an education, not just the degree.

      

      
        [image: ]

      

      You got in, and someday you’ll graduate. Your degree is a ticket into higher-paying professions.

      College graduates earn $1.2 million more over their lifetimes relative to high school graduates. Economist Michael Spence won a Nobel Prize for his theory that a college education pays off because it’s a signal to future employers about your quality.

      It’s hard to predict who will be productive on the job, but getting a degree shows that you’ve passed rigorous admissions screenings and devoted the time and money necessary to graduate. In Spence’s signaling model, even if you learn little in college, the degree is valuable as an investment to demonstrate you’re a highly productive person.

      Focusing on the credential leads some students to approach school as a transaction. Tests and papers are exchanged for credits, paying off in a line on your resume. But this misses the many ways college can change you as a person.

      Classes can shift your interests and values. Dining hall conversations with friends generate new perspectives and lifelong connections. Extracurriculars spark insights, skills, and fun.

      If you focus primarily on the degree, you’ll miss the freedom and serendipity of college as an education. The good news is that you can choose both. If you’re open and adventurous about ideas, people, and experiences, you get knowledge and a credential.

      And memories and friendships, which are their own form of riches.
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        Don’t live another’s script.
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      “I’m very disappointed. I’m not sure you’ll ever amount to anything.”

      That’s what Carly Fiorina’s father said when she announced that she was quitting law school after three months. Law was central to her father’s career, first as a professor and then as a federal judge. When she graduated from college, Fiorina believed her family expected her to follow her father’s path.

      Several months of law school left her uninspired, sleepless, and racked with headaches. Deliverance came in the form of a Sunday-morning shower when she realized, “It’s my life. I can do what I want.”

      Her parents were disappointed, but she was happy. She recalls, “At twenty-two, at that moment, it finally dawned on me that my life couldn’t be about pleasing my parents.” She took a job as a receptionist, discovering a love of business and people. Fiorina ended up as the CEO of Hewlett-Packard and ran for the Republican presidential nomination in 2016.

      Sandra Day O’Connor had a different reaction to the law but a similar insistence on finding her own way. She went through undergrad and law school in six years. Rejecting her parents’ attempts to set her up with a potential match from a wealthy family, she wrote to them, “It is my life. . . . I want to lead an interesting life—I want to study, practice law. . . . Please be tolerant of my ideas and simply because I want something different from you don’t think it is wrong, or wrong for me.”

      O’Connor graduated in the top 10 percent of her law class but could not get a single interview for an associate position at a law firm. She persevered and years later became what she called the FWOTSC: the First Woman on the Supreme Court.
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        The unexamined life is not worth living.
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      Taking this idea from Socrates to heart can have life-altering results.

      When Sterling K. Brown took a first-year requirement focused on philosophy, he found guides. Twenty years after graduating, he listed his “Big Three”: Socrates, Plato, and Lao Tzu. Socrates’s emphasis on the examined life of meaning and self-awareness made a deep impact on him. Brown had come to college with a plan: “Major in Econ, go into business, or finance, make BANK . . . and take care of my family.”

      Yet he fell in love with acting. Describing this transformation, he said, “The desire to illuminate the human condition was always the thing that gave my life the greatest sense of purpose. . . . I had to let go of who I was, in order to become who I am.” That willingness to let go of one plan and learn from experience led to a life in acting and critical acclaim for his work in The People v. O. J. Simpson, This Is Us, and Black Panther.

      When Cory Booker became a Rhodes Scholar, he said, “I decided to make a bit of a Socratic quest of it. . . . I went to England with the idea that I would spend those two years studying and exploring my ideas, my values, my choices, my actions, myself.”

      The future senator read Gandhi’s autobiography and became inspired by its subtitle, The Story of My Experiments with Truth. Booker resolved to alter his consumer choices to reflect his values. Research on how eating meat affects the body, our climate, and animals led him to try being a vegetarian. After several months on the diet, he felt “supercharged” and stayed with this approach.

      Several decades later, he became a vegan—after a final splurge at IHOP, which included this breakfast: “pumpkin pancakes, two orders of eggs with extra cheese, stuffed French toast, and hash browns.” Sometimes choosing a new direction in life starts with a look back at what you’re leaving.
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        Life is short.
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      You’re going to die. Knowing that is liberating.

      That’s the insight Steve Jobs emphasized in his famous commencement address. Since he was seventeen, Jobs said,

      
        I have looked in the mirror every morning and asked myself: “If today were the last day of my life, would I want to do what I am about to do today?” And whenever the answer has been “No” for too many days in a row, I know I need to change something.

        Remembering that I’ll be dead soon is the most important tool I’ve ever encountered to help me make the big choices in life. Because almost everything—all external expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or failure—these things just fall away in the face of death, leaving only what is truly important. Remembering that you are going to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart.

      

      Out for a morning run, then twenty-four-year-old Phil Knight had a similar epiphany:

      
        I had an aching sense that our time is short, shorter than we ever know, short as a morning run, and I wanted mine to be meaningful. And purposeful. And creative. And important. Above all . . . different. . . .

        I told myself: Let everyone else call your idea crazy . . . just keep going. . . . Whatever comes, just don’t stop. That’s the precocious, prescient, urgent advice I managed to give myself, out of the blue, and somehow managed to take.

      

      Steve Jobs cofounded Apple. Phil Knight cofounded Nike. For both, acknowledging the limits of a lifespan generated exploration and urgency. For you, a willingness to take risks can turn college into an adventure to embrace.
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        Balance action and contemplation.
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      What does balance look like?

      When Jennifer Summit and Blakey Vermeule taught “A Life of Action or a Life of Contemplation: Debates in Western Literature and Philosophy,” the texts were often classical or early modern, but the concerns were current. What should matter in charting your course, personal interests or financial returns? What’s more important to pursue, productivity or meaning?

      Society frames these choices as either/or. The course provided an alternative view that there is “a necessary, continued tension in the well-lived life, whether between action and contemplation, theory and practice, work and leisure, or society and solitude.”

      Paul Kalanithi’s path shows what balance looks like.

      He approached college excited about taking classes in literature and biology, saying, “I felt less like someone preparing to climb a career ladder than a buzzing electron about to achieve escape velocity, flinging out into a strange and sparkling universe.”

      Kalanithi explored the life of the mind through reading T. S. Eliot, Nabokov, and Conrad. Neuroscience courses offered a framework for how the mind worked.

      He noted, “Throughout college, my monastic, scholarly study of human meaning would conflict with my urge to forge and strengthen the human relationships that formed that meaning. If the unexamined life was not worth living, was the unlived life worth examining?”

      During the summer of his sophomore year, Kalanithi could either intern at a primate research center or cook at a lakeside camp. He chose camp and found “beauty manifest in lakes, mountains, people; richness in experience, conversation, friendships. . . . Every day felt full of life, and of the relationships that give life meaning.”

      Kalanithi earned an MA in English literature and later became a neurosurgeon. He died at thirty-seven from lung cancer but said, “It was literature that brought me back to life” during his illness.
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        Be careful what you aim for.
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      It is easy to get lost if you use the wrong map.

      Randy Komisar, an entrepreneur who frequently lectures about business, calls the dominant approach to careers in Silicon Valley the Deferred Life Plan. It has two parts: “Step one: Do what you have to do. Then, eventually—Step two: Do what you want to do.”

      The plan is deeply flawed. Komisar notes most ideas and start-ups in the valley fail, so the freedom associated with great wealth never materializes. People can spend years doing work bearing no relation to their interests or values and never reach step two.

      Komisar concludes that people living a deferred life fail to realize an essential truth: “When all is said and done, the journey is the reward.”

      Designing Your Life is the title of a course and bestseller by Bill Burnett and Dave Evans. They reject the idea that life has a static destination. Rather, “Life design is a journey; let go of the end goal and focus on the process.”

      Burnett and Evans help students assess their views of life and work and imagine different futures. One exercise asks students to envision three lives: their current plan, the path they’d take if that option were not available, and “The Thing You’d Do or the Life You’d Live If Money or Image Were No Object.”

      The emphasis is on questioning and envisioning that lead to change and evolution. The result: “If you can see the connections between who you are, what you believe, and what you are doing, you will know when you are on course, when there is tension, when there might need to be some careful compromises, and when you are in need of a major course correction.”
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        Your life has no meaning.
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