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INTRODUCTION
(Don’t skip this part)

Welcome to the New Story
If  your life were a story, how do you tell the part about going to col-
lege?1 Are you going to the same school the last three generations of  
your family attended? Have you set your sights on the prestige of  an 
Ivy League school? Are you and your best friend rooming together 
at a school she picked? Are you a football fan going to your team’s 
school because of  the memories you made with your dad on Saturdays 
watching games?

Our culture tells a story about college too. It goes something 
like this: If  you want to get a good job, you have to earn a degree. And 
if  you want your résumé to stand out, you need to go to a prestigious 
university. But to get into that university, you have to make yourself  
as attractive as possible. You need to have activities and awards and 
accomplishments to play up in your admissions essays. And, as you 
have been told non-stop, your college years are some of  the best of  
your life! You belong at a school where you can have the best time, be 
part of  the best programs and access the best opportunities.

Sound familiar? It’s like you’re expected to be a brand rather 
than a person. You have to contort yourself  to be just the right kind of  
person you believe this school wants you to be, instead of  the person 
you are—the unique and wonderful person whose hopes and dreams 
go far beyond the years you will spend in college.

It’s a good story, and parts of  it ring true. But most of  this 
story is outdated, shortsighted, and filled with downright lies. And that 

1  We’re assuming that your plan is to go to college. It doesn’t have to be. There are 
great options for your future that might not include a university degree. This book isn’t 
going to be everything to everyone.



2  Benjamin Roberts and Lee Brown

matters to you because if  you base your decisions about college on a 
faulty or incomplete story, it’s bound to affect your own life story too. 
Most of  us aren’t in the habit of  talking about life as if  we’re living 
in a story, but isn’t that how we think about the events of  our past? 
The decisions you make about college right now will determine the 
course of  your life. In a sense, they’ll write your life story. And don’t 
you want it to be a story of  a fulfilling, happy, and successful life? You 
know by now there are no surefire guarantees of  happiness and suc-
cess, but your choices can set you up for a better chance at getting the 
life you want.

That’s what this book is about: We want to tell you a new story. 
And like any good story, we’ll tell you the Five W’s: Who, What, When, 
Where, Why. We think you’ll like this story. In the old version, the uni-
versities have the power—they’re the ones who hold the keys and the 
degrees, and you have to make yourself  attractive to get their attention.

But in this new story, you’re the one with the power.

Meet the Authors
Who are we to be making such claims? We’re Ben and Lee, two guys 
working in higher education who want to help you make the most of  
your college experience.

Ben Roberts
I graduated from New York University in 2006 with a Bachelor of  Arts 
and have spent my career working for companies focused on higher 
education and helping students find their right path. In just the last five 
years, I have been on over 300 college campuses speaking to presidents 
and provosts about the best way to help their students graduate. Well, 
that’s not the whole story—one sentence in and I’m already keeping 
something back. Really, my first job out of  college was selling Hondas 
at a small dealership in Texas—more on this story later. I’m passionate 
about championing the success of  international and first-generation 
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students searching for college. Oh, and I got an MBA from Baylor. 
Most important are my wife, Sara, and my two kids, Moses and Esther.

Lee Brown
After high school, I attended community college for a year before 
transferring to a large regional university to get my business degree in 
2006. Like any pragmatic newly married husband, I took a secure job 
with the large financial institution I had interned with during school. 
As it turned out, I learned during the 2008 recession that those large 
banks were not as stable and predictable as I thought. While working 
for the bank, I went to school to get my MBA at night and eventually 
left the industry to pursue a PhD and a job in academia2. I now teach 
at Texas Woman’s University, a large regional university within driving 
distance to most of  my family, and I spend my free time with my wife 
and kids. My educational history is pretty unusual for academia, which 
is typically obsessed with the diversity and prestige of  a candidate’s 
education, but I had a plan for my college education, and it’s worked 
out well for me so far.

2  Thanks to my wonderful wife who supported me through graduate school while 
also being an amazing mom to our young kids.





The Unbranded Student: Reclaiming Your College Search  5

A NOTE
to Parents, Teachers, and School

This new story we mentioned to students in the introduction affects 
you too. Students are facing huge challenges as they launch their col-
lege search. We caution them against the skyrocketing student debt, 
unused college degrees, and rising dropout rate—just to name a few. 
To manage these challenges, we need to rethink our approach to the 
entire college-search process. We currently think about helping our 
students get to the most prestigious school and pick the major we 
feel has the biggest earning potential, so they can find the highest 
paying job upon graduation. That’s bad advice. We should be helping 
students identify the right school for them, declare a major that fits 
their passions and aptitudes, and find a job that will bring the indi-
vidual student the most joy and fulfillment. We need to rewrite the 
current global narrative of  a one-size-fits-all path to college so the 
search process becomes an individual endeavor for each student.

The reality is, where universities once held the power to pick 
and choose students, they’re now working harder than ever to keep 
up enrollment. The National Student Clearinghouse reports that stu-
dent enrollment has dropped for five straight years, and not by a 
little. “There were just over 18 million students enrolled in higher 
education nationally in the semester just ended [Spring 2017]—2.4 
million fewer than there were in the fall of  2011, the most recent 
peak.”3

This means that students have more power than ever to choose 
their own path into higher education. We’re not talking about easy 
entry into top-tier universities. We are talking about a new view of  

3  Jon Marcus, “Universities and colleges struggle to stem big drops in enroll-
ment,” The Hechinger Report, June 29, 2017, http://hechingerreport.org/
universities-colleges-struggle-stem-big-drops-enrollment/.
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what college is and how to get there: Not going to the college their 
friends are going to. Not going to the college their great-grandfather 
went to. Not going to the college that will look best on their résumé. 
And definitely not twisting the facts about themselves and their 
accomplishments to make a certain university take notice of  them. 
None of  these factors are bad in and of  themselves, but they expose 
a way of  thinking about college as the end. We hope to convince your 
students that college can be more—it should be a means to an end 
rather than an end in itself. What good is a degree if  it doesn’t align 
with your student’s unique identity and help launch them into their 
life based on their passions?

Our goal is to challenge students to examine their passions, 
aptitudes, values, and dreams to determine what kinds of  schools 
are the best fit for them. When students put all these pieces together, 
they can take a highly intentional, authentic, and tailored approach 
to choosing a list of  schools that will provide a more fulfilling and 
successful outcome. They can design an ideal path for the kind of  life 
and career they hope to have beyond their college years.

Some of  you are squirming in your seats right now. You might 
feel the boat rocking a bit too much. But this book reflects the reali-
ties we’ve seen firsthand through our work in higher education. We’ve 
watched these changes happening before our eyes. I (Ben) have sat 
through countless meetings with college presidents and admissions 
staff  lamenting the drop in enrollment. I (Lee) have watched hand-
fuls of  my own students graduate every semester without a plan for 
how to use their business degree beyond school. College was the 
goal, and they accomplished it. Now what? They would have been 
better served if  they’d known how to use college as the tool to achieve 
the life they wanted.

We hope you’ll hear us out and encourage your students to do 
the same. You have a significant part to play in this new narrative 
unfolding in higher education.
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1 Let’s Start With My Story

So, why this new story about college? What’s wrong with the old one?

It’s setting students up to fail, and enough people are starting 
to notice.

Remember that in the old story the universities have the power? 
That’s because in their story, they’re the main character, the protago-
nist. College is the ultimate goal because …

The last three generations of  your family went there!

You’re going to school with your best friends!

Attending an Ivy League school is how you define yourself!

The End.

Do you see the problem?

This might work if  the story were about college. But your life 
story isn’t just about college, is it? Your story goes on from there—
hopefully, to wonderful and fulfilling things in the years beyond uni-
versity. In that story, you’re the main character. You’re the protagonist. I’ll 
say it again because it sounds so good: You’re the one with the power.

Let me show you something. I think a visual aid might help.

If  you could sum up the old story in a graphic, it would look 
something like this:
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You get into that school you were so excited about, and then, 
oh geez, you have to pick a major. It isn’t the first time you’ve thought 
about it, but the major wasn’t your primary concern—it was more 
about the college and the experience you wanted. Then you hit your 
senior year in college, and start to think, Oh no, I’m going to have to get a 
job, so you scramble to figure out what kind of  job you can get with 
your major.

Then, you get out into the world and maybe through a couple 
years in that first job, but you start to wonder:

What’s my purpose?

Why am I doing this?

Who am I really?

And by your late twenties, you suddenly feel you’ve built your 
identity upside down. Do you know what happens when you build 
a pyramid upside down? The slightest breath of  wind can topple it. 
What are examples of  wind-toppling events? Not finding the right job 
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as soon as you graduate, getting fired from your first job, realizing the 
job you dreamed of  is an awful slog.

Do you want to set yourself  up for the storms of  life to crush 
you under the weight of  your unfulfilled dreams? No, of  course you 
don’t. This is why we need a new story. This is how the old story is fail-
ing thousands of  students. And we don’t want you to be one of  them.

Like I said before, this isn’t just theory. I know this is true 
because it happened to me (Ben). I failed. I got roughed up by the 
storms of  life because I built my pyramid upside down, and it started 
with a shortsighted view of  college. Let me tell you what happened.

Sara Gets Her Degree
My story starts with my wife, Sara. I met Sara at a weekend retreat 
when we were both fifteen. Sara caught my eye the first time I saw her, 
and my reaction was a subtle mumbled “hubba hubba” in the misog-
ynistic custom of  the early 2000s—be better than me, young men and 
women. Three months after meeting her, I confessed it was our shared 
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destiny to be married. Like any fifteen-year-old would react, she was 
thrilled by my declaration of  love!

Not really. She smiled and said I liked the idea of  her but not 
really her and that we could be the best of  friends. I think she stole that 
line from Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter. In the end, I was 
right! Almost two decades later, we are married and have two children.

Sara dreamed of  going to a prestigious private university sev-
eral states away, but her parents—who had attended community col-
lege and trade schools off  and on—did not approve. Their point of  
view was that an education was an education, so why not try to save 
money? Sara was only aware of  two options when it came to college: 
big, expensive schools that seemed impossible to get into, and the local 
school everyone was accepted to out of  high school. Because she was 
denied the former, she went to the latter.

At the local university, she felt like a number being pushed 
through a rote program that didn’t serve to accomplish any of  her 
goals. She felt uninspired and was being challenged in all the wrong 
areas. (Instead of  struggling through how to acclimate to a new town 
or how to get along with a funky-smelling first-year roommate, Sara 
was in a crummy apartment ten minutes from the house she grew up 
in and working full-time to pay for it.) Her mindset shifted. She didn’t 
feel like she was working toward a bright and rewarding future; she was 
just figuring out the best way to survive her present misery. She did 
what a lot of  students do when they don’t see a light at the end of  the 
tunnel: she dropped out of  school, worked full-time as a waitress, and 
performed in a few local plays.

Sara fell prey to college branding and assumptions she had 
about school based on her lack of  guidance. Like a lot of  students, she 
incorrectly thought schools were either caviar or tuna. She couldn’t 
afford caviar, and she didn’t want tuna, so she went hungry. Sara didn’t 
understand that there were dozens of  smaller universities in her state 
that were affordable and would allow her to thrive as a big fish in a 
small pond. (Look at all these fish metaphors!) And no one close to 
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Sara was able to present this as an option. She didn’t know what she 
didn’t know, and she paid the price.

So what happened to Sara? Well, after dropping out of  college, 
she worked her way up through some nice office jobs. However, Sara 
was constantly passed over when promotions were available. Those 
promotions went to her coworkers who had a degree. Realizing she had 
hit a ceiling, she made the commitment to finish her degree. At twen-
ty-four, Sara went back to school and graduated from Baylor University.

Everybody’s happy! It’s the magical story of  achievement against 
all odds.

So, was college worth it to Sara? Right now as I sit in a hotel 
room in California, preparing to meet with a college provost, she’s at 
home putting our two children, Moses and Esther, to bed and will stay 
up late helping manage a company based in Florida from her home 
office. She doesn’t need to have her degree to do the work she is doing 
now. Strike one against the degree. While the kids are young, she 
prefers to stay home with them; a degree isn’t required for this. Strike 
two against the degree. Her passion is volunteering in our commu-
nity. For her, that means hosting foreign exchange students and leading 
a group that brings together Muslims, Jews, and Christians to combat 
the crazy stereotypes that are getting people beat up and yelled at in 
public these days. None of  these community service activities require 
a degree. Strike three against the degree.

But using sports metaphors has to be the very lowest level of  
information synthesis in any sort of  intellectual taxonomy, right there 
next to fish metaphors. Of  course, the degree is worth it because life-
long learning matters. A degree provides absolute freedom and future 
life flexibility—it is the ultimate option. No one can ever take that 
degree away from Sara. She’s the first in her family to ever earn a 
degree, and the very act of  accomplishment for Sara is probably worth 
more than any job she would be able to acquire.

But …
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Would she have felt the same sense of  accomplishment if  
she had figured out how to make it work at the local college where 
she started?

Yes … but you don’t know what you don’t know. That’s why we 
are writing this book.

Can you see that Sara’s journey through college was haphazard 
and limited by her circumstances, instead of  designed and executed 
with an end goal in mind?

Okay, hold onto that and let’s dive into my part of  the story.

Ben Goes to College
My path to college is the exact opposite of  Sara’s. All I ever wanted to 
do was go off  to university. When I was in eighth grade, I went to visit 
a Yale student who was a friend of  a friend of  a friend’s cousin. The 
fact that my parents sent me across the country to spend the weekend 
with a Yale student when I was twelve is a testament to how helpful 
they were in putting me on the path to achieve my dream of  attending 
an Ivy League school. This Yale student took me to a Yale and Harvard 
football game, which profoundly rocked my world. From the talk of  
Plato in the car, to my first stop at a Dunkin’ Donuts, to the game 
where we all rushed the field at the end. It was the first time I had ever 
set foot on a college campus. Being surrounded by all those giants who 
were so cool and so much older than me, reaffirmed my belief  that I 
was created to do this one thing: attend an Ivy League university.

This hero-worship went so far that after the student from Yale 
mentioned that writing in all capital letters indicted a certain type of  
thinker—and there were a lot of  those types of  thinkers at Yale—I 
started writing everything in block capital letters. I seriously hoped 
it would rewire my brain to prepare me for Yale. I hung on this guy’s 
every word, and it really changed the way I approached everything I 
did in school to ensure I would be an attractive applicant.

All I cared about through middle school and high school was 
making it to the biggest and best university that would accept me, and 
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I applied to all of  them. Everything I did in high school was related to 
how it would look on my college application. I branded myself  to be 
the student on track for an Ivy League education.

I went on an international humanitarian trip where I was changed 
more than the people I helped. Check!

I secured a spot on the varsity football team as a sopho-
more. Check!

That varsity football team had to be the loosingest team in Texas 
football history—we won just a single game in the entire three years 
I played. But that was okay because now I could explain in my col-
lege essay what failure meant to me and how I experienced true pain 
through the very real struggle of  being a bad athlete. Check!

I went to SAT tutors. I spent weeks crafting my application 
essays. And I applied to over twenty universities. Everything I did was 
in service to getting into the biggest-named, biggest-branded, most 
elite university. And then …

I got a mountain of  rejection letters one Friday afternoon.

No, no, no, no, no! It was earth-shattering. Except for Sara 
refusing to marry me at fifteen, it was the most heartbreaking thing 
that ever happened to me. (That this was so traumatic just shows I’ve 
had the fortune to live a really great life.) I couldn’t believe it. My par-
ents were very supportive during this time, but I think they shared my 
disbelief—we had done everything right. I was smart enough, I was the 
quirky kid from Texas, and my whole brand was that I was going to be 
a hoot on all those elite Northeastern college campuses, bringing my 
own unique sense of  intellectualism to bear. Did they even know what 
they were turning down?

Six weeks later I received another letter.

I’d been accepted into New York University! As disheartened as 
I had been by the rejections, I was thrilled by the acceptance. I got into 
a college within NYU I hadn’t even heard of  called Gallatin. Gallatin 
was going to allow me to create my own major, carefully curating 



16  Benjamin Roberts and Lee Brown

exactly what courses and independent studies would create my very 
own individualized degree. It was like the school was built specifically 
for Ben Roberts, and I had not done any research on it at all. Someone 
at NYU read my application essay and said, “Oh, look at this quirky 
pastor’s kid from Texas—he’s definitely a Gallatin student.”

All I had done for four years was research universities and how 
to crack the code for acceptance. But those hours upon hours of  work 
weren’t about what school was right for me. They were about what school 
carried the biggest brand, what I was going to be able to tell my friends, 
and how exalted I could become when that school brand rubbed off  
on me in the form of  a degree.

I missed the whole point: the degree is just a tool to build the 
essential blocks of  a life worth living, a life filled with deep meaning.

If  you didn’t know, NYU is expensive. Most of  the friends I 
made there were kids who came from rich families—in fact, I think 
over half  the class this year comes from either oil money or Wall Street 
money. No, that’s ridiculous. However, my time did overlap with the 
Olsen twins’ time, so there were at least some famous people who 
would come in and out at their leisure.

When I realized how much my family was sacrificing to put me 
through school, I did everything I could to get out in three years, and 
I did it. I took a lot of  classes every semester, took summer school, 
worked on independent study classes, and found a professor who 
believed in me enough to help me get through the bureaucracy of  it all 
and graduate at lighting speed. I also rented a 500-square-foot apart-
ment and shared it with three other guys since it was so much cheaper 
than paying for a dorm room. It was tight, and I got a job that started 
at 4:00 a.m. unloading a truck in a warehouse down the street just so I 
could have the warm water in the shower when I woke up.

I had a blast, and I’m so proud of  that degree and what it means. 
I’m glad that I will always be an NYU graduate, and it would be my 
great joy for my children to also attend NYU if  that’s the right school 
for them.
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It sounds like another happy ending, right? Just wait.

I graduated, went out into the world to find a job, and started 
my career selling cars. I didn’t want to sell cars, I wanted a first job as 
prestigious as my degree. I was told by many people that to land the 
most prestigious job, my time at NYU wasn’t enough—I had to have 
an MBA. What? Hadn’t I just made it? Graduated from an elite univer-
sity with a Bachelor of  Arts degree?

Apparently not. An MBA—an advanced business degree—was 
going to fill in the gaps of  all the business lessons I should have orig-
inally had as an undergraduate student while I was learning cross-cul-
tural communication or the other philosophy-based courses I had 
chosen. Therefore, I took the same approach to finding an MBA 
program that I took in finding my undergraduate school. Like Sara, 
I learned the lesson that when you take college or career advice, it 
should be from people who are where you want to be. There are 
a lot of  people who love you, but that doesn’t mean they know how 
to achieve specifically what you want to achieve. So, be selective and 
thoughtful about whose advice you take to heart.

Dear reader, you know what? I found myself  standing at gradu-
ation feeling completely adrift. I had my prestigious NYU degree, and 
now I had that precious MBA, but I had no idea what to do next.

Sara didn’t know exactly how she was going to graduate, but all 
along she knew what it meant to have the degree. She understood the 
meaning of  the degree, probably better than I did with all of  my inar-
ticulate dreams and musings.

We both could have done better to merge the imaginative with 
the practical when it came to our college experience. Can you see that 
in both our cases, we should have taken a wider view of  college?

We were caught in the old story: college as the end, as the main 
character. We didn’t know how to use college as a tool to write our story.
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College in Context
In case you need more convincing, I have another visual aid for you.

College doesn’t get to be the main character because it’s such 
a small part of  your life. You see, you’ll probably live around ninety 
years, and then you’ll die like all the dead people who ever lived and 
then died. This is an important point we shouldn’t gloss over too 
quickly: did you know that everyone who was ever born in the 1800s 
has one thing in common?

They all dead.

Anyhow, college will last four or six or eight years, and when you 
graduate you have a whole lot more life to live than you have already 
lived. College is important. It is the cap at the end of  the childhood 
experience. It’s the closest thing we have in America to a coming-of-
age tradition, since it’s the first time many of  you will live away from 
the people who raised you. It’s a time of  great freedom and being able 
to test new things and ideas in ways you haven’t had the freedom to 
do before.

To marginalize it and say it ain’t no biggie is not right, but to 
deify it into something that’s the end-all and be-all is shortsighted.

So, how do you think deeply about what comes after 
high school?
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You can see from my story and Sara’s story that we both got it 
wrong:4

Sara knew a degree was important to a future she wanted the 
freedom to create.

A degree was important to me because I wanted a brand that I 
thought would deliver me from my biggest fear: a life of  mediocrity.

We were both missing our why. That’s a critical step in learning 
to write your story. I’ll show you how I found my why.

Finding My Why
Knowing my why allowed me to survive the first major crushing 

defeat of  my life. When I graduated from NYU (before getting my 
MBA), my plan was to move to Vietnam and help Vietnamese high 
school students study for the SAT, coach them through their college 
applications, and then ensure they got into American universities. I was 
so excited. I spent my last year at school in a lot of  meetings pitch-
ing different people on the idea. I met with the president of  NYU to 
explain my idea and work out some sort of  partnership where I could 
use NYU as my first partner institution for these soon-to-be college 
students. I worked hard on a business plan. I was packed and ready to 
move to Hanoi. I got to my final pitch meeting from an investor who 
was going to fund the entire business. At the end of  my presentation, 
he asked how many students came from Vietnam to study in America 
each year. I had no idea—none. This should have been the first red flag 
to myself  that this Vietnam idea wasn’t something I had spent enough 
time researching. I promised to get back to him.

When I did the research, I realized that in order for me to turn a 
profit, I would have to help every Vietnamese student who planned to 
come to America as a college student. That wasn’t going to be possible. 
I was devastated.

4  Dr. Brown did everything right, so he doesn’t get to write this chapter. No one 
wants to learn from raving success.
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This one small hiccup undermined the whole business plan! 
It was a bad business idea, and I abandoned it with one week to go 
before graduation. Maybe instead of  giving up, I should have moved to 
Vietnam and tried to accomplish that goal another way. Maybe I didn’t 
need $50,000; maybe I could have figured out how to make it work for 
$10,000 and built an empire. But I was too scared, and I wanted to do 
the responsible thing, so I gave up on the idea altogether.

All my hopes were in this business. What was I going to do now?

I moved home and got a job selling Hondas. This was a dis-
appointment to me. But, let’s be clear. This wasn’t a disappointment 
because I, smart intellectual Ben Roberts was selling cars. It was a dis-
appointment because my passion and skill set didn’t have anything to 
do with selling cars. All work has dignity as long as it is carried out with 
integrity. As with many disappointments, I can look back and see how 
that first job out of  college was a period of  personal growth. During 
that time, I learned some pretty incredible skills about what it takes to 
sell, what it takes to build strategy, what it takes to ingratiate yourself  
to people who annoy you and are from different walks of  life. At that 
dealership, I also met someone who really changed my outlook on life. 
His name is Thomas.

Thomas was also a salesman at the dealership, a couple years 
older than me, and he proved that hard work and persistence still 
matter. People instantly loved him; he was kind, but he was also able 
to convince anyone to do anything. I can’t tell you how many times 
Thomas convinced a customer that leather seats were going to change 
their life. Thomas didn’t have the same opportunities I was given, he 
didn’t go to the wealthy high school across town, no one asked him 
where he was going to college, and he was forced to grow up faster and 
be far more responsible than most teenagers.

Before Thomas came to work at the Honda dealership, he was 
running a restaurant for a family. He was very successful at it—so 
much so that they opened several different sites across central Texas. 
They promised he would be able to take over the business. But, as often 
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happens, that deal changed when the family’s son reappeared unex-
pectedly after a long absence. There wasn’t anything Thomas could do 
to secure his future prospects with the son back in the picture, and he 
wasn’t going to work until 2:00 a.m. baking beans and smoking brisket 
without a path to joint ownership of  the restaurant. Thomas has that 
unique and enviable spark that has always set him apart, regardless of  
his circumstances.

So he sold Hondas, and he did it better than me and everyone 
else at that dealership. He did better because he was willing to get to 
work at 7:00 a.m. when people were dropping their cars off  to get an 
oil change and convince them they needed a new car, and he didn’t 
leave until 10:00 p.m. so he could walk around the cars to catch the 
night owls who came to look when they didn’t think anyone would be 
at the dealership. He did this six days a week for years. He was making 
more money than any of  my friends with a college degree. Because of  
his hard work and determination, Thomas now leads a group at a lux-
ury dealership in a major city where he is able to take care of  his family 
and be an incredible father to his kids.

I share his story to show you there is opportunity out there if  
you don’t go to college. That is fine, and it isn’t a deal breaker for a suc-
cessful life. But as I think about Thomas, I wonder how much easier it 
would have been for him if  he’d had the same support I had growing 
up. My experience with Thomas helped me realize that all I wanted to 
do was find people like him and help them in whatever way I could. 
I didn’t want to make them go to college; I wanted to make sure that 
opportunities exist for everyone.

That’s how I found my why.

Knowing my why:

• got me through the work of  selling cars when I knew it wasn’t 
my dream.

• helped me survive the crushing defeat of  losing my business idea.
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• saw me through another two business failures that almost 
bankrupted me.

• helped me brave losing two jobs—one from a company I 
helped start and another at a company where I grew a significant 
department. Both times, my wife was six months pregnant—
just to be safe, we aren’t going to have any more kids.

None of  those storms were terribly dramatic, but they stung all 
the same. Knowing my why helped me brave those storms.

The Five W’s
What about you? What’s your why? What are you trying to achieve with 
your life—what goal you are working toward between now and death?

That’s heavy. But I’ll let you off  the hook a little. It might be 
nearly impossible for you to know your why at your age. People in their 
forties with lots of  life experience and emotional maturity struggle to 
know their life’s purpose. So it’s okay if  at half  their age, you’re just 
starting to figure out who you might become.

Even if  you don’t know for sure what you hope to do with your 
life beyond college, you can have an inkling. You might even feel really 
confident and have something written down. If  you do, huzzah for 
you! My point is, in order to write your story, you need to start thinking 
about your life beyond college.

We’re going to try to do this together throughout this book. 
Remember the Five W’s we mentioned in the introduction? Those are 
the foundational elements we’ll use to help you write your story. First, 
we are going to think about the when—the current state of  higher 
education you’re entering into. We’ll explore who you are, what makes 
you tick, what makes you special—because you are special. Then, we 
are going to work through how you might articulate your why, your 
purpose. That will lead us to the what—your major. Then the where, 
the college or kinds of  colleges you might like to go to, will become 
clearer based on this new self-knowledge.
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See, when you give this decision about college just thirty min-
utes of  your mental space, you can save yourself  heartache and wasted 
time. Every decision you make there is loss-inherent. If  you choose to 
go to Yale, you are choosing not to go to UT Austin. That’s okay, but 
you need to understand why—and it has to be more than the fact that 
Yale’s campus is so pretty.

I hope you see how this path can help you. When the storms of  
life hit, you’ll be armed with self-knowledge, a useful college degree, 
and faith in your talents, passions, and aptitudes to see you through to 
whatever is coming next for you.

Why Unbranded?
This is why you are not a brand. You are a person with a story. You 
are not a company. I know personal branding is all the rage, but even 
those who are successful at selling themselves as a brand are careful to 
set boundaries and protect what is truly personal, like family and rela-
tionships. The lens through which we see the world radically changes 
our perception. Can you think bigger with me for just a second? Your 
story affects all the others around you too. And if  you walk through 
this world seeing yourself  as a brand, I shudder to think how millions 
of  competing brands on the street will ever build a better world.

College is important. Trade school is important. The gap year is 
important. Going right into work is important. IF it’s in line with your 
why. But if  you’re just walking through life thinking about what you’ll 
do for a couple years after high school, your focus is shortsighted 
and flimsy.

With the rest of  our time together in this book, Lee and I hope 
to convince you to ask questions of  yourself. Take a journey of  dis-
covery into who you are, what you love, how you want to build a life 
for yourself  in the next five, ten, or fifteen years, and what role college 
can play in that.

We hope you’ll let us help you write your story.
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Ready to Reclaim Your College Search?

Understand who you are and pick the best school for you!

Our five-week course will guide you through the process of  ana-
lyzing your strengths and evaluating your college options. We will teach 
you what you need to know about the college decision-making process 
and walk you through developing a short list of  schools that best fit 
you and your situation.

Find out more at www.unbrandedstudent.com/course.
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Bad college advice hurts students, and it’s everywhere. We want to help 
your students avoid bad college advice—especially the idea that they 
are a brand.

Your students are more than a brand.

Yes, even while the world says otherwise. Today’s social media 
environment has turned teens into brand managers, responsible for 
constructing an image for the world to see, like, and share. Guiding 
your students in the college-selection process has never felt more 
daunting; choosing the right brand, never more important. It’s our job 
to ensure our students know they are more than the letters on a sweat-
shirt or colors in a crest. They are individuals. Their gifts, interests, 
learning styles, and ambitions deserve careful consideration. That’s 
what we’re here for: to provide the tools to help your students select a 
college that will support the vision they have for their life.

The Unbranded Student book and online course will 
empower your students to:

1. Articulate what makes them special.

2. Understand what college can—and can’t—do for their 
future.

3. Formulate a thoughtful and actionable college-selection 
process.

We help students create a college-search strategy that makes 
sense for who they are, not who they think a college wants them to be.

We want to partner with your school. Students of  partner 
schools gain access to The Unbranded Student online course at signifi-
cantly discounted prices. To learn more about partnering email us at 
info@unbrandedstudent.com.
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RESOURCES

Personality Inventory

Myers-Briggs
To take a Myers-Briggs test and read about your type, start here: www.
mbtionline.com/TaketheMBTI.

Visit PsychCentral for a free version: https://psychcentral.com/quiz-
zes/personality/start.php.

Enneagram
To get a detailed overview of  the Enneagram and find your type, 
start with The Enneagram Institute at www.enneagraminstitute.com. 
There are also many great books and podcasts that go deeper into the 
Enneagram approach, just use your Google.

Big Five
To learn more about the Big Five personality traits model and take a 
test, visit www.mindtools.com/pages/article/newCDV_22.htm.

CliftonStrengths
To read more about CliftonStrengths, visit the website at gallup-
strengthscenter.com. There is a great book written by Buckingham and 
Clifton specifically for students called CliftonStrengths for Students.

Unbranded Resources
You can find The Unbranded Brief: Student Personality Profile and The 
Unbranded College Search Matrix for free at www.unbrandedstudent.
com/resources.
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Research Tools
Bureau of  Labor Statistics: You’ll find a wide variety of  topics covered 
on the bureau’s website, including employment, wages, and various 
industry data.

Institute for College Access & Success (TICAS): The TICAS website 
is a great place to research student debt and financial aid at both the 
national level and the state level.

Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System (IPEDS): IPEDS 
conducts research and provides data on postsecondary students, fac-
ulty, staff, and resources. You can find a wealth of  information on 
their website about graduation rates, student enrollment, financial aid 
availability, and much more.

The College Scorecard: The college scorecard is a great way to access 
college information collected by the U.S. Department of  Education. 
Here is where you can find information on the average cost of  
attendance, average debt at graduation, and average first-year salary 
for alumni.
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