
Read the 
syllabus
At the start of a college 
course, you’ll receive 
a syllabus, or basic 
course outline. You’re 
responsible for knowing 
what’s in the syllabus—
don’t expect your 
professor to remind 
you. The syllabus might 
include:

• General description of 
the course

• List of books and 
other required reading 
material or supplies

• Outline of the grading 
system

• Schedule of topics to 
be covered in class

• Dates of quizzes and 
exams

• Descriptions and due 
dates for papers and 
other assignments

•	 Specifications	for	
papers (format, 
platform, etc.)

• Tardiness, absence and 
late work policies

•	 Office	hours	and	
contact information 
for the professor

Tip: Before you go to 
your professor with a 
question, always check 
the syllabus for the 
information you need.
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Whether you’re starting college this fall or you’re headed back, here’s what professors 
and other college staff wish you knew, in their own words:

Challenge yourself
“Higher education is supposed to be more challenging than high school. It is not 
uncommon to have to read something more than once to understand. … Even if you did 
not fully understand a reading, your prof will really appreciate that you came to class 
with questions to engage.”

—Joseph Flynn, Ph.D., curriculum and instruction, Northern Illinois University

---

“Courses aren’t designed to teach you all you need to know, so don’t expect them to. 
Instead, use what is taught to inspire you to dive deeply into your own self-directed 
learning (reading, projects, etc.).”

—Rob Whitehead, assistant professor of architecture, Iowa State University

---

“I wish my students understood that learning isn’t just knowing information. Thinking 
and reasoning is the center of education. Being able to critically analyze information, 
make claims and support claims with evidence are important skills to bring to the table 
for college-level learning.”

—Sara B. Coleman, science educator and Drake University doctoral candidate

---

“Find something interesting in every course, especially in courses you don’t like. It’s 
harder to succeed when you’re bored. Don’t aim for the minimum grade needed. You’ll 
probably fall short. Aim high.”

—Cassie Noble Beyer, former associate lecturer, University of Wisconsin-Oshkosh

Broaden your outlook
“Be curious. Know that your world is small and, no matter how smart you are, limited. Be 
curious about others’ stories, opinions, and experiences—and be willing to accept that 
they may challenge your own.”

—Jeff Inman, assistant journalism professor, Drake University 
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“Questioning what you think you know is an important lifelong skill. I also wish students 
knew that you are responsible for your own learning. If you aren’t learning, what are you 
doing wrong?”

—Sherry Dorman, former interim faculty,  
Department of Education and Counseling, Wayne State College

---

“Travel. For an interim, a semester or a year. Just travel. Go, get lost, find your own way, 
be uncomfortable, err embarrassingly, make fascinating acquaintances and friends—and 
transform your life. Students who travel are changed profoundly.”

—Jill Van Wyke, assistant journalism professor, Drake University 

Survival basics
“We wish students knew how to do basic research better—that is, how to find	and	
use reliable sources and how to cite those resources. Wikipedia is NOT an acceptable 
research source at the college level!”

—Maryann Briel Mori,  
adjunct librarian at DMACC Urban Campus, consultant with State Library

---

“Put the phone away (or the laptop), listen and participate.”

—Donna Johns, former adjunct professor, Drake University Law School

---

“Ask for help. Nobody expects you to know everything. If you don’t know where to start, 
ask a trusted professor where to go. The sooner you ask, the better. Most important: 
Don’t be embarrassed. Professors have weathered their own confused, messy lives and 
the lives of countless other students.”

—Patricia Prijatel, journalism professor emerita, Drake University

Look ahead 
“The job you get when you graduate probably doesn’t exist now. Even if it does, the 
way that job is done probably hasn’t been invented yet. Don’t worry so much about 
your specific major as building a tool kit of skills that you can use to take advantage 
of whatever is going on out in the world when you graduate. Learn to write, do 
research, talk to people (especially people different from yourself), think creatively and 
strategically. Be bold. Get out of your comfort zone; try things you don’t think you’re 
good at. You might be surprised, or at least you’ll learn the most important life skills: 
How to be curious, fearless, flexible and take risks.”

—Kathleen Richardson, dean,  
School of Journalism and Mass Communication, Drake University
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