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Suggestions for Using The College Handbook in a Student Seminar

The College Handbook: How to Arrive, Survive, and Thrive on Campus
Rachel Gable (Princeton University Press)

OVERVIEW
The College Handbook offers a flexible, inclusive framework for guiding students through every stage of their college journey, from preparation and arrival to thriving and eventual transition. Its reflective exercises, grounded in real-world research and experience, make it an ideal text for orientation programs, first-year seminars, and common reading initiatives.
SUGGESTED INTEGRATION INTO FIRST-YEAR AND OTHER STUDENT PROGRAMMING
· Orientation / Summer Bridge: Assign Introduction and Chapters 1–3 as a pre-read.
· First-Year Seminar or Common Read Course: Use Chapters 4–9 for discussion and assignments during the first semester.
· Mentoring / Advising: Incorporate reflection questions into advising meetings or peer mentoring programs.
OBJECTIVE
Using The College Handbook as a guide, students will examine their individual goals, discover campus resources, and learn strategies to thrive both inside and outside the classroom.
READINGS AND ACTIVITIES
Reading: Introduction – Your College Itinerary
· Have students write a short reflection on the metaphor of college as an itinerary rather than a destination.
· What does this framing suggest about their role in shaping their college experience?
· How might this mindset help them adjust expectations and stay flexible?
· Ask students to list 3–5 “destinations” they hope to reach (personal, academic, professional) by graduation.
· Discuss how the concept of a journey can make college feel more exploratory and less prescriptive.
Reading: Chapter 1 – The Path to College
· Have students discuss the question “Why go to college?” and write one paragraph about what they hope to gain beyond a degree.
· Present national data on college completion and first-generation experiences. Discuss:
· Why do some students leave college before graduating?
· What factors help students persist?
· Ask students to identify which of their own motivations for attending college are intrinsic (e.g., curiosity, purpose) versus extrinsic (e.g., job, income).
Reading: Chapter 2 – College Admissions
· In small groups, assign each group one of Gable’s “Ten Questions for Your College Search.” Have them answer as if advising a high school senior.
· Example: What would you tell a student to consider about financial fit or campus culture?
· Compare how these questions apply retrospectively to students’ own college choices.
· Discuss the idea that “there are many possible good fits for college”; how does this challenge ranking-driven views of higher education?
· Ask students to interview a peer about what made them choose this institution and present key takeaways about personal fit.
Reading: Chapter 3 – Summer Before College
· Have students reflect on how they prepared (or wish they had prepared) for college during the summer.
· Assign students to explore orientation materials and note resources they hadn’t previously noticed.
· Ask students to identify one financial, one academic, and one emotional preparation step they can still take this semester.
· Encourage a group discussion on how families and friends shape readiness for college, what conversations were (or weren’t) helpful?

Reading: Chapter 4 – Arrivals
· Conduct a campus “walking tour reflection.” Have students identify three spaces on campus that help them feel grounded and three that feel unfamiliar or intimidating. Discuss.
· Ask students to map out their current support networks: peers, mentors, advisors, professors, and family.
· Have students read and discuss the phrase “Solvitur ambulando” (“it is solved by walking”). How might curiosity and movement help solve academic or social challenges?
· Ask each student to attend one new campus event and write a brief reflection on what they learned about the community.
Reading: Chapter 5 – The Shape of Your Education
· Have students diagram the structure of their degree requirements, noting areas where they have flexibility.
· Ask them to define what a “liberal education” or “major exploration” means in their own words.
· Have students bring sample course descriptions and compare what draws their interest, content, skill, or career relevance.
· Discuss time management and how students perceive the relationship between “time” and “learning.”
Reading: Chapter 6 – Inside the Classroom
· Assign students to observe one of their classes with attention to unspoken classroom norms. Discuss what helps or hinders participation.
· Ask students to meet one instructor during office hours and write a one-page reflection on the experience.
· Review the concept of “seeking help early and often.” Have students identify three campus academic resources (tutoring, writing center, advising) and describe when they might use them.
· Discuss how to build professional relationships with faculty and staff and why that matters.

Reading: Chapter 7 – The Shape of Campus Life
· Have students list three extracurricular or social activities they would like to explore this semester.
· Lead a discussion on balancing spontaneity and structure: How can students leave room for chance encounters while maintaining priorities?
· Ask students to write a reflection titled “What kind of friend do I want to be in college?”
· Discuss shared living responsibilities. Invite residence life staff to co-facilitate a session on community standards.
Reading: Chapter 8 – Outside the Classroom
· Assign students to visit the career center and identify one opportunity that connects to their interests.
· Ask students to attend a club meeting, volunteer event, or wellness workshop, then reflect on what surprised them about participation.
· Discuss what “self-care” means in college beyond clichés. How do students recognize stress and ask for help?
· Create a small-group discussion on work-life balance and maintaining connections to home and family while developing independence.
Reading: Chapter 9 – Leaving College
· Have students research one program that allows for study abroad, internships, or cooperative education, and present findings to the class.
· Ask students to brainstorm reasons a student might temporarily leave college (study abroad, health, finances, etc.) and how institutions can better support re-entry.
· Have students write a short letter to their “future self at graduation” identifying what growth and experiences they hope to achieve.
· Discuss transitions, what it means to leave well and how reflection, gratitude, and goal-setting help close one chapter and begin the next.
Final Discussion: A Few Concluding Marks on the Future of College
· Facilitate a debate or panel on “The Future of Higher Education.” Ask students:
· How is college changing?
· What do you think college should look like for future generations?
· Encourage students to identify one way they will contribute to improving their campus community before graduation.
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