
What do you want to be when you grow up? 

As a professor, I have attended about 60 commencement exercises and observed the 

excitement of families and friends watching their loved ones receive their degree.  For 

years, I have visited with people considering the pursuit of a degree, students working 

to complete their degree, and graduates eager to share stories of their improved 

livelihood.  Most candidate students will ask about areas of study and potential 

placement and job demand, which is the “What do you want to be when you grow up?” 

question.  These candidates are concerned with measuring the perceived value of their 

effort and the potential positions that would be available after their years of preparation.  

They want to believe that their efforts would to lead to productive and successful 

careers.   

The ten highest demand jobs in 2020 do not exist today and many of today’s jobs will be 

obsolete by 2020.  These predictions will probably prove to be true as technology and 

the global economy evolve, but do not be too concerned. In 1980, the personal 

computer, the Web, and cell phones did not exist and yet, we survived.  To have value 

in today’s business environment, our graduates need to be change agents with good 

communication, collaboration, and problem solving skills.  In addition, they need to have 

the skills to evaluate the needs of an organization and promote technology tools where 

appropriate to improve methodology in the workplace.  The educational experience 

should support this development through academically challenging curriculum, while 

enhancing the student’s intangible values of open-mindedness, self-discipline, critical 

thinking, and time management skills.    

Pursuing an education can be financially draining.  Nationally in 2010, college graduates 

set a record by owing more than $25,000 in student loans.  Fortunately, in Texarkana 

there are two educational institutions that offer relatively low tuitions and a variety of 

programs.  Students can pursue vocational training, certificate programs, and a variety 

of associate degrees in applied science, arts, and science at Texarkana College.  At 

Texas A&M University-Texarkana, bachelor degrees are offered in specific areas of 

business, education, liberal arts, science, technology, engineering, mathematics, and 

nursing.  Twelve graduate degrees, including an MBA, and a doctoral program are also 

offered at A&M-Texarkana. 

Higher education students could be divided into three groups.  The first group has 

completed high school and entered a college or university immediately.  Amazingly, this 

group appears to be the least prepared to enter higher education as they have the 

highest attrition and perhaps the best partying skills.  The second group had enrolled at 

another college for a semester or two before returning home (I never ask why) to restart 

their effort.  The third group has been in the workforce and realized that an education 

will improve their livelihood.  This group is highly motivated to succeed. 



Prospective students should realize that learning is not easy and it usually affects a 

fulltime job, spending time with the family, and certainly Monday night football.  Most 

students question the need for a college degree several times…usually near exam days 

or research paper deadlines.  Tragically, the article, Academically Adrift: Limited 

Learning on College Campuses, reported that 36% of college graduates “did not 

demonstrate any significant improvement in learning” through their college experience.  

This means that for more than a third of the graduates in this survey, 4 to 6 years of 

partying did not produce a quality education.   

Why is a college degree worth the effort and expense?  Many articles report that 

graduates earn significantly more money than non-graduates throughout the graduate’s 

lifetime.  Historically, a college degree provides increased opportunities for job openings 

and promotions, but like any smart investment, the pursuit of a college degree requires 

effort to explore the options.  As a professor, I have found that successful students have 

character.  They take responsibility for their actions, are results oriented, and never 

miss a deadline.  For other students, an unwillingness to accept responsibility for one’s 

actions speaks volumes about character. 

 


