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President Jacobson, Provost Nyenhuis, Dean Patterson, Students, their Parents, Family Members and
Friends, Honored Guests, Members of the Staff, Colleagues on the Faculty:

Introduction
Not too long ago | wrote an essay containing some advice to College students on how to succeed in
college, and some particular advice on communicating with faculty. The invitation to spesk a
convocation was based on thisessay. As| contemplated giving a speech containing advice, particularly
knowing how advice-givers are sometimes received, the topic of advice cameto intrigue me. It
occurred to methat | had never read anything in the communication literature on advice, in spite of the
fact that giving advice is very common activity indeed. When my wife and | moved to Madison,
Wisconsin from Cdiforniafifteen years ago this month to finish my graduate studies, we received
abundant advice from native Midwesterners, most of it about surviving severe weather conditions. Let
metdl you, | found much of this advice alittle unnerving, even frightening. Driving on snow and ice,
something | had never done, redlly concerned me, and advice like, "Always turn into a skid" confused
me. | understood "skid," and "turn," but what did that crucid term "into" mean here? I'm il not sure |
know, nor have | ever had the presence of mind to follow the advice when actualy in askid. But the
advice that redlly struck terror into my heart was communicated in a stark public service announcement:
"The Wisconsn State Police advise that you carry candy bars, candles, and matches in your car in case
you are stranded in ablizzard." For five years | prepared my coffee can full of Snickers bars and
candles, and ate the candy bars every April asakind of ritud of the coming of soring. Friends from
Wisconsin would just laugh a me when | told them about my coffee can survivd kit, but | was ready.
Of course, there was the summer surviva advice aswell, like: "In the event of atornado, go to your
basement, and get under a sturdy piece of furniture or hold on to the furnace.” Or, "in the event of a
flash flood, move to higher ground,” which seemed both obvious and potentially difficult to executein
the plains sates. After hearing quite alot of this kind of weather-surviva advice, | was aways surprised
and allittle amused when people in this part of the country would say to me, "Oh, you're from Cdifornia.
Weren't you afraid of earthquakes? It'salot safer here”

Theideaof collecting advice for fird-year college students occurred to me severd years ago. | was
getting ready to talk with a group of entering students and their parents before the beginning of classes.
Many of you have had such a meeting with a professor this weekend. After covering some of the mgjor
issues regarding schedules and the like, and answering some questions, | said | was going to relate what
| called, for want of a better |abel, Herrick's Seven Suggestions for Successin College. | know, it was
kind of acorny title, but | couldn't think of a better one. | then made the wild claim that a student who
regularly followed al seven suggestions would be likely to get good gradesin her or his courses. About
four years later, | was at our departmenta graduation reception for students and their parentson a
Sunday afternoon in May. A graduating senior's mother came up to me at the reception and said,

Y ou know, when you gave that little talk about seven suggestions for success in college at



freshman orientation, | wrote your suggestions down. | don't know if my daughter was listening
or not, but | recently went back to complete my college degree. | wanted to tell you, | followed
the suggedtions, and it worked. | did well in al my courses. Thanksfor the advice.

How gratifying. | had given advice, someone had heeded my advice, (though someone who was not the
intended target of that advice) and the results had been good.

| will come back to my advice for students entering college. But, before |l do, | just can't resst
speculating for afew minutes on the communication activity of giving and receiving advice. After all,
with s little literature on the subject, alittle musing on advice may be caled for. So, four observations
on advice.

1. Thefirg oneisthis. Few_things are more vauahle, even more essentid, than good advice.

Because the experience of any one person is so limited, advice from those who have gone before usis
essentid. Without it, we are |eft to learn everything by trid and error. Thisiswhy before making an
important decision, we often seek the advice of awise or knowledgeable person. In fact, the Bible
endorsesthisidea. The book of Proverbs affirms that "there is safety in many counsdors” many
people, that is, who can offer good advice when we are about to make an important decision.

At its best, advice is experience didtilled into practical wisdom that can assst our decison-making, and
thus help usto avoid error. But, we sometimes do not appreciate an advice-giver, even someone who
may be offering good advice. If good adviceis so valuable, why isthis? Thereisaparadox here,
which brings meto my second point regarding advice.

2. Advice canbeinvasve. The redm of persond decison-making israther jealoudly protected
territory for mogt of us, and thus we naturaly resist the incursons of the uninvited advice-giver. When
someone suggest to us, without our asking their advice, where we should work, whom we should
marry, even what color combinations we should or should not wear, we can be alittle reluctant to listen.

Because advice-giving can beinvasive, it should be entered into with some regard for the individud
who will have to be respongible for and to live with the consequences of his or her decison. But now
I'm on the topic of the ethics of advice-giving, which | don't have time to develop.

3. My third observation, then, and reated to the second, isthis: Listening ta advice requires
humility, a willingness on my part to hear the opinions of someone ese about what | should do. Maybe
it'sjust that ligening requires humility. Ligtening isadifficult, perhaps the mog difficult, communicative
act, and listening to advice can be particularly demanding. s thiswhy the author of Proverbs hasto
urge his young readers, right at the opening of the book, to listen: "Hear ... your father's ingtruction, and
reject not your mother's teaching, for they are afair garland for your head, and pendants for your neck.”

Now, itisaso, of course, evident that we do not fed obliged to follow dl of the advice we have had the
humility to hear. Infact, wefed quite freeto ignore advice. A recent issue of The John Hopkins
Medical Center Newdletter reports that 3 out of 4 people do nat do what their doctor has advised them
to do to improve or maintain health:-things like changing diet or getting more exercise, or even taking
their medicineregularly. That is, doctors get about a 25% compliance rate for their medica advice-
giving. Amazing. It would be interesting to know what percentage of the people to whom you have
ever offered advice actudly did what you suggested. | have been know to advise people to get rid of



their televison sets, and have in fact been giving this advice for years. So far as| know, not one person
has ever followed my advice on thismatter. Thus, | am not doing nearly as well as the doctors.

4, My fourth and find point in this musing on advice: Giving someone advice is presumptuous--it
presumes that the advice giver knows better than the advice recelver on the topic at hand, and that the
advice-recaiver ought to recognize thisfact. Does advice giving, then, require some humility aswell?

Thereis, of course, apriceto be paid for the presumptuousness of giving advice--the would-be advice-
giver faces the enormous culturd animosity toward hypocrisy. That is, we are dl believers, to one
degree or another, in the advice that one should practice what one preaches. Once you have given
advice, you are bound by the unwritten laws of culture and communication, to follow your own advice.

So, advice is valuable, even necessary; it can be invasive, particularly when unsolicited in the area of
persona decision-making; it takes humility to hear advice, the same humility it takesto listen generdly;
and findly, giving someone advice can be presumptuous, and thus requires regard for the other in order
to bewdl received. Now, with dl of thisin mind, and bound by my own observations, | am going to
change roles here from advice theorist to advice-giver.

Some of you students in the audience are confident that you have what it takes to succeed at Hope
College--sound high school preparation, solid study habits, strong intdllect, and sufficient maotivation.
But there may be some students in the audience, about to start four yearsin college, who are thinking:
"I'm not sure I'm ready for this. | might not succeed. | didn't have great high school preparation. I'm
not an outstanding student.”

Well, | would like to bring you some reassurance: Y ou do have whét it takes to succeed in college. It
has been my experience that when students encounter serious problemsin their course work, the causes
are nat typicdly inadequate preparation or the absence of specid intdlectud gifts. My experiences with
many students over more than fifteen years of teaching suggest that successin college is more closdy
related to planning, persond commitments, and intentiona effort thet it is to extraordinary naturad ability,
excdlent high school preparation, or even exemplary classroom ingtruction by professors, as helpful as
these may be.

| mentioned in my introduction a set of suggestions for successin college. Hope, asyou know, isa
liberal arts college. In the Middle Ages, the seven liberd arts were divided into two sets called the
quadrivium (literdly the four roads) and the trivium (or, the three roads). The four advanced sudies, the
quadrivium, were arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. The three lower Sudiesin the medievd
university were grammar, logic, and my own discipline of rhetoric. Well, Since seven pointsare alot to
remember, | have decided to divide them into my own quadrivium and trivium. Let me begin with my
quadrivium, four mgor commitments to make to yourself as you get ready to Sart college. | cal these
"the four everies” 1'd like to develop each of these four briefly, dong with just alittle additiond advice
aong the way on communicating with faculty.

Eird, attend every class The easest and surest way to derall your progress through collegeisto miss
class sessons. Y ou will be communicating to yoursaf and to your professor that the classisn't
important, and you will, of course miss classroom discussions of materid. Tests and assgnments will



become more difficult aswell. Make acommitment to get to every classthat you aren't prevented from
attending by serious illness, family emergency, or gpproved travel with a college organization. If afriend
suggedtsto you that skipping aclassisno big ded, redize that this person is probably not thinking
principaly about your successin that class.

Now, just abit of advice regarding faculty onthis point. Sometimes a student who has missed aclass
will come to my office later--1 suppose this has happened to other faculty as well--and say to me, with
no gpparent maice: "I'm sorry | wasn't in classtoday Professor Herrick. Did | miss anything
important?' This seems like an innocent enough question, but it is ahard one for faculty to hear. It
suggests that only occasionaly does anything important happen--which | usudly hear as"anything thet
will be on the te"--happen in that class. This is not agood way to Sart a conversation with a
professor about having missed aclass. It'sfine, even courteous, Smply to explain to the professor why
you missed aclass. But the best policy is. Be there.

! ‘ ; lass. You are
goi ng to be asked todo alot of reading in connectl on with your coursa and your experience here will
be richer and less stressful if you plan your schedule so that you can do dl of your assigned readings
befare you go to classes. When you do the assigned readings, lectures and class discussion are easer
to follow, and you will have specific questionsto ask in dass. The next four yearswill be, for man of
you, the only period in your lives when you will have the opportunity to read, think, and converse about
such awide range of idess, and in acommunity of teachers and fellow students. It isn't going to last
forever, just for four years. The more consistently you read, the more you'll enjoy and benefit from the
experience.

Third commitment: Do Fvery Exercise. Many of your courses will involve exercises or other brief
assgnments, sometimes not graded, which ask you to apply materias discussed in a chapter or in lecture.

Don't assume that, because these exercises are not graded, or are asmall part of your grade, that you
need only read the chapter and then get an explanation of the exercises in class when the professor goes
over them. The problem with this gpproach isthat you will have never made the persona effort to
understand how the concepts are gpplied, but you will get the impression that you understand them
because of the professor's explanations. The formulafor success hereisasmple one: Do every assigned
exercise, check your results, and ask questionsin class about the ones that didn't make senseto you. |If
there are still some items you don't understand, ask the professor outside of class. If you do this
conggtently, you are not going to find many surprises on tests. When a student comes to me after faling a
quiz or atest and asks what went wrong, | ask the student, firgt if they did dl of the readings before each
class, and then if they did every exercises on their own before each class. | dart there. Those arethe
fundamentals.

Fourth maor commitment: Vidt every professar. Of course, | don't mean every professor on campus,
though this would, no doubt, be an education in itsdf. Vist each of your professors. | have read that,
on average, and this surprises me, undergraduates spend agrand total of less than thirty minutes
gpesking with professors outside of classin ther entire four years at college. This may not be the
average at Hope, in fact, I'd be surprised if it were. Thereisagreat ded of student-faculty interaction
around this College, which is one of the factors that makesiit such an interesting place to teach and to
sudy. Neverthdess, not dl sudents take the time to talk with their professors. Y ou should plan to visit
each of your professors at least once, and probably a couple of times during each semester. Havea
specific question in mind to ask about concepts being discussed in the course, about your progress, or



about an assgnment. Let me let you in on asecret: Faculty members like to talk about what they teach!
Show them you're interested in their courses, you'll get a conversation, believe me. Faculty set office
hours to talk with students. Try to use these times, if possible, for vigts. If the office hours don't work
out, set an gppointment.

Now, heré's another conversation Sarter to avoid in a consultation with a faculty member: "Professor
Herrick, | just don't understand what we're doing in thisclass” Even though | think that students
seldom intend it this way, this Satement sounds asif you don't think the professor is teaching the class
well. Try something likethis: "Professor Herrick, | think | understand the first two concepts we talked
about in class yesterday, but the third one till isn't clear to me. Could you go over that one with me
again to make sure I've understood it?"

| have just read, in two different places and based on two different studies, that contact with faculty
outsde of dassisvery closaly associaed with sudent intellectud growth in college. Y ou have unusud
opportunity to talk with you faculty here at Hope compared with larger ingtitutions; take advantage of
that fact.

W, those are my quadrivium, "the four everies':
attend every class
read every assgnment
do every exercise
vist every professor

Now, herés my trivium. If my quadrivium were four roads to take, these are four pathsto avoid in
college. | will cal them "the three avoids™”

1 Eirgt, Avoid the Back Row: It soundstoo strong, but | don't think it is. Some students undercut
their potentid for doing well in aclass on the very first day by picking aseet in the back row. Doesit
reglly matter where you St? | think it does, based on my experiences with students, and conversations
with colleagues. Why? Here's the reason: The back row can become a place to disengage mentally
from what is happening in class. Thereisasection of every classsoom that | once heard referred to as
The Zone of Participation. It'san odd label perhaps, but there's something to the concept. The Zone of
Participation is the front row, and the center sections of other rows, and little or nothing of the back
row. Some faculty never even learn the names of studentsin their back row, and on the extreme edges
of the class, areas which typically become Zones of Non-Participation.

Try it: St up front, or near the center in arow near the front. You'll get more out of the class, youll find
the course more interesting, and the professor will know who you are, which doesn't hurt.

2. Second: Avoid requedting extensons on tests and papers. Hope College is an activity-rich
environment. There are numerous ways of becoming involved in the life of the campus which will
enhance your college experience. The Student Development Office lists 35 officidly recognized sudent
organizations, and 21 departmentally sponsored clubs. And these 56 organizations are just the
beginning. Now, you should get involved in activities beyond your courses. But remember: each one
demandstime. In addition, | know that alot of our students hold down jobs. A typica class meets
three hours aweek, and can require two hours of study to prepare for one class sesson. If you have



five courses, 15 credits, which most of you will have, that adds up to about 45 to 50 hours each week
devoted to classes and studying. That's more than afull-timejob.

Y ou are going to have to plan your schedule very carefully, and make your sudies a high priority in your
planning. Thefirst year at collegeisfor many students the most difficult one academicdly. The
demands of studieswill be, for most of you, consderably greeter than they werein high school. Are
you going to be involved in one of the Chrigtian organizations on campus, work a part-time job, and
take fifteen credits? Then maybe thisisn't the year for you to be an officer in a departmenta club.

Plan so that you don't end up having to ask for extensions on papers and tests. Faculty will expect you
to be responsible for your own schedule. Take alook at your syllabuses early in the semester, note
when assignments and tests are scheduled. Note the weeks when you are going to have to put in some
extratime on sudies. You will likely have papers due in different classes the same week. If you plan
ahead, you shouldn't have to ask for extensons, start to make such requests, and it can become
something of a habit.

3. Third, and findly: Avoid leting friends plan your schedule. Some of your friends may have
ideas of their own about what courses you should take, when you should study, how much time you

should spend studying, and even what groups you should belong to. Y ou, however, are the one who
has to live with the consequences of dl of those decisons. Take charge of your own schedule, and
make sure you have planned it in away that makes senseto you. And let me add this note aswell: The
fact that afriend of yours did not like a course or a professor does not mean that you will not like thet
course or that professor.

When | was an undergraduate, | took a course in the politica science department a my university. The
class was taught by aformer Washington lobbyist named Professor Beach. Now, for dl of Ross
Perot's criticisms of the folks down in Gucci Gulch, Professor Beach did an excdlent job with this
course. Hisexplanations of how our legidative processes work have to this day influenced my thinking
about government in the United States. 1t was agresat class, in spite of the fact that Professor Beach
was, frankly, arather dull lecturer. But he had atremendous grasp of his area, and a very subtle sense
of humor. My experience in the course was so good that | wanted to take a second classin poli sci. |
asked someone's advice about other courses in the department. | will never forget that individud's
reply: "Waell, that's a good department. The only negetive thing | have heard is that Professor Beach is
adull lecturer, so you might want to avoid his classes.” Had | heard and followed that advice before
taking Professor Beach's class, | would have missed one of the most important courses | had in college.
It's great to have friends, but you, not your friends, should plan your schedule. Select courses
intentionally based on what will likely contribute the mogt to your education. Tak with friends about
their experiences, but dso talk with your adviser, and with other faculty aswell. And take some risks--
some of your best courses may be ones that you take not knowing what to expect, even onesthat other
students would steer you away from.

o, that ismy trivium, "the three avoids'
avoid the back row
avoid extensons
avoid friends planning your schedule



And "thefour everies," again:
attend every class
read every assgnment
do every exercise
vigt every professor

Concluson

Now, you have heard my musing on advice, aswdl as some advice on entering college. Thanks for
bearing with me as | engaged in that invasive and presumptuous activity. | hope some of the adviceis
vauable, and helps you as you face a demanding but exciting opportunity. | dso hopethat if you ever
cometo me with advice, | will bewilling to listen.

| envy those of you who are about to start college--it's awonderful experience, alife-changing
experience. You will meet people and ideas here that will chalenge you and enrich you in ways thet you
cannot now anticipate. Everyone at this college ha something to contribute to the qudity of the
educationa experience available here, especidly the faculty. When | go into a classroom, | had better
be prepared to teach, and to teach aswell as | know how. However, | am convinced that the person
who, more than any other, is responsible for the quality of your educationd experienceis you.

Y ou know, dl of the advice | have given today can be boiled down to one statement: Take
respongbility for your education. Any efforts you makein that direction will be rewarded many times
over, and your time here will be a great dedl more satisfying than it would be otherwise. Take
responsibility for your education, and when you walk across the stage in the stadium four years from
now at graduation, you will have a degp sense of accomplishment, as well as the confidence that you are
prepared, not just to enter, but to contribute significantly toward the improvement of, abewilderingly
complex, often confusing and confused, and congtantly changing world.

James A. Herrick is the Guy Vander Jagt Professor and chair of the Department of
Communication at Hope College in Holland, Michigan.



