
English IV Concurrent 
Summer Reading Assignment 

 
Required Books to Read 
 
The Handmaid’s Tale   by Margaret Atwood 
 
Their Eyes Were Watching God  by Zora Neale Hurston  
 
 
Accompanying Assignment for Books 
 

● When reading each  of these books, keep a reading journal in which there are at least 7 entries 
consisting of at least 100 words each (a total of 14 journal entries).   

●  The entries can explore reactions to the themes, ideas, social/contemporary connections, 
analysis of writing style, etc.   

● There should be evidence of earnest critical thinking and reflection.   
● This reading journal can be electronic or longhand. 

 
~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ 
Non-fiction Articles Reading Packet (see attached PDF file) 
 

● Read the THREE  articles included as pdf files 
● Take reading notes on all three articles (I would suggest a page of notes per article) -- these 

can be typed or longhand 
● Your emphasis in your notes should be: 

○ Comprehension  
○ Personal response (clearly this topic relates to your life) 
○ Connections between information in the three articles 

 
 
***If you have any questions about this assignment, please feel free to email Mrs. Knapp at 
LKnapp@htps.us.  As it is summer, please allow at least 48-72 hours for a response.*** 

mailto:LKnapp@htps.us
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Middle-Class Families
Increasingly Look to Community
Colleges
With college prices in the hundreds of thousands of dollars, more middle-class families are
looking for ways to spend less for quality education.

By Kyle Spencer

April 5, 2018

PASADENA, Calif. — When top students from the sun-dappled suburbs that surround Pasadena,
Calif., graduate from high school, they are expected to go to colleges that are prestigious, pricey
and often far away. Last year, seniors from La Cañada High School, one of the highest rated in the
state, fanned across the country to M.I.T., the University of Michigan and Yale.

But 18-year-old Annie Shahverdian, the daughter of a commercial real estate agent and a nursing
administrator, started her higher ed journey closer to home, 15 minutes down the road at the local
community college. To save money, she is planning to spend two years at Pasadena City College,
a two-year public institution, before heading to what she hopes will be a top four-year university
where she will earn her bachelor’s degree.

“My parents don’t want to just throw money around now,” Ms. Shahverdian said as she walked
across Pasadena’s 53-acre campus, heading toward her English class. “I’m getting a great
education at a fraction of the cost.”

Community colleges have long catered to low-income students who dream of becoming the first in
their families to earn a college degree. And for many, that remains their central mission. But as
middle- and upper-middle-class families like the Shahverdians face college prices in the hundreds
of thousands of dollars, more of them are looking for ways to spend less for their children’s quality
education.

“This is about social norms,” said Sara Goldrick-Rab, a professor of higher education policy and
sociology at Temple University in Philadelphia. “More middle-class parents are saying, I’m not
succumbing to the idea that the only acceptable education is an expensive one.”

Free Initiatives

In recent years, Pasadena City College has had a 320 percent increase in students whose parents
make more than $100,000 a year, to 828 students last year from 197 in 2007. And it’s not alone.

https://www.nytimes.com/
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A 2017 study that looked at tax records and college attendance data found that hundreds of two-
year colleges are now magnets for well-off students, with many — like Williston State College in
North Dakota, and Colorado Northwestern Community College in Rangely — having clocked
notable increases. More recently, colleges like Northern Virginia Community College have
reported their own increases. The number of first-time students there whose family income is
$60,000 or above rose 69 percent, to 6,104 this past year from 3,610 in 2010.

[READ MORE: With Changing Students and Times, Colleges Are Going Back to School]

Academics who study college pricing say they think the phenomenon is likely to take off further
as more cities, states and institutions start free programs like the one Gov. Jerry Brown of
California signed into law in October. Already, some free community college initiatives have
become magnets for middle-class students. Oregon is making changes to its program, Oregon
Promise. But last school year, the majority of the $11.8 million in aid went to upper-income
families.

Ms. Shahverdian is taking advantage of a free-college program Pasadena began, as it waits for
the state to fund Mr. Brown’s plan.

And this fall, Princeton will join a growing group of selective colleges that are focusing more on
transfer students. The initiative is directed at attracting more low-income students, but middle-
class ones are also likely to see benefits.

To lure students, some two-year colleges are starting to look a lot like their four-year peers,
offering study abroad programs, modern dorms and renovated cafeterias.

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/05/education/learning/colleges-adapt-changing-students.html
https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billTextClient.xhtml?bill_id=201720180AB19
https://oregonstudentaid.gov/oregon-promise.aspx
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Pasadena City College, a two-year public institution, has a 53-acre campus.

Emily Berl for The New York Times

“We don’t have lazy rivers and climbing walls,” said Scott Ralls, the president of Northern
Virginia Community College, which consists of six campuses outside of Washington that have
become magnets for the area’s middle-class students. But the college does have an honors
program, a hockey team and a new 80,000-square-foot fine arts center, with a campus bookstore,
a fitness center and a multipurpose gym.

As for Pasadena, the outdoor Olympic-size swimming pool is hard to miss, along with sign-up
sheets for tennis and fencing, and coding clubs. Nearby, students can grab coffee at the campus
espresso bar.

“We want to serve everyone in this community,” said the school’s superintendent-president, Rajen
Vurdien. That includes a club that supports students who have recently been released from
prison, a club to aid recently arrived immigrants and a tutoring collective. There are signs for the
campus food pantry and pamphlets for the free dental clinic.

Melting Pots

Ariana Woodworth, a first-year student who graduated last year from South Pasadena High
School and wants to transfer to the Parsons School of Design in Manhattan when she finishes at
Pasadena City College, says being thrown into the melting pot that is community college has been
an important plus. Her high school was mostly middle class and wealthy.
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Still, going 15 minutes from home for college, while many of her classmates were heading across
the country, “took a toll.”

“It was rough,” she said.

And not everyone thought it was a great idea. Ms. Shahverdian said one classmate at La Cañada
told her: “Oh, that’s good for you. But I would never be able to do that.”

Nshan Boiadjian, 20, is expected to graduate in May from Valencia College in Orlando, Fla., with
his associate degree in general studies. “A lot of people think if you don’t go to a big, hot-shot
university, your education is garbage,” he said. “It’s not.”

A self-proclaimed “talker,” Mr. Boiadjian said he benefited from the small class sizes common at
Valencia and the engaged teachers whose focus was their work in the classroom, not their
research. Few community college professors do outside research.

He recalls spending hours after one mythology class debating the origins of Buddhism with a
professor and several other energized students. “We went on and on.”

Valencia has recently become one of a growing number of community colleges to administer a
bachelor’s degree, and Mr. Boiadjian has decided to stay on.

Community colleges face significant graduation challenges, though. Nationally, just 6 percent of
community college students get a bachelor’s degree within five years, according to data from
2004 through 2008 from the National Center for Education Statistics. For students whose parents
have degrees, the outcomes are slightly better, but not by much.

Mia Fleming, an international business major at Pepperdine University, thinks she knows why.
During her two years at Merced College, a 15,000-student commuter college north of Fresno, she
saw how a lean roster of guidance counselors made it challenging to stay focused and motivated.
She said she needed to “really seek out” good teachers.

https://nces.ed.gov/
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Ariana Woodworth is a first-year student at Pasadena City College and wants to transfer to the

Parsons School of Design in Manhattan. Emily Berl for The New York Times

Nicole Figueroa is in her third year at Pasadena as a communication studies major, and she hopes
to become the first person in her family to get a four-year degree. She has no issues with
attending a community college that serves middle-class students, as long as administrators do
not lose sight of their work with low-income ones. The school offers an abundance of key services,
she said, but needs to get better at “putting them out there.”

Cost-Benefit Analysis

Middle-class parents who send their children to community colleges say it can send a powerful
message to them about personal finance.
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John Riordan is a management consultant from a Washington suburb, with Northern Virginia
Community College down the road from his house. One of his sons is there now and has his sights
on a degree from the University of Virginia. Mr. Riordan’s daughter will begin community college
in the fall. He says it is valid to debate the merits of the University of Virginia for two or four
years and suspects that four may be better.

“But do a cost-benefit analysis. Is it 20 times better?” he said.

Lynn O’Shaughnessy, the author of “The College Solution: A Guide for Everyone Looking for the
Right School at the Right Price,” cautions that saving money can come with some unknown costs.

While many community colleges have clearly marked pathways to graduation and transfer
agreements with highly prestigious four-year schools, not all do. And some students discover that
the two years of classes they took “saving money” need to be retaken when they transfer to a
four-year school.

Byria Hamblin, a graduate of Lone Star College, near Houston, did not let that happen during her
two years there, and she is a now a political science major at Tulane University in New Orleans.
Ms. Hamblin, an award-winning debater in high school, said she had always thought she would go
straight to a four-year school. But the prices blew her away.

While at Lone Star, she was agitated by Instagram photos of her high school classmates. One
friend went to Columbia University and spent a lot of time “living an urban lifestyle,” and another
went to George Washington University in Washington, where he explored the capital. When
classmates were home for breaks, they were not always kind about her choice.

But once Ms. Hamblin got to Tulane, which costs more than $50,000 a year, the tables turned.
When she tells her new friends there where she spent her first two years, she often hears, “I
really should have done that.”

A version of this article appears in print on April 8, 2018, on Page F8 of the New York edition with the headline: The Draw of Community Colleges
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With Changing Students and Times,
Colleges Are Going Back to School
Many colleges and universities are facing a gloomy picture, painted by polls, politics and
population shifts that are forcing an overhaul of campuses across the country.

By Erica L. Green

April 5, 2018

H. Fred Walker stood before his Edinboro University community on a recent snowy day and
issued a warning.

“We have been very insular in that we have not looked beyond the boundaries of Edinboro,” the
college president told a group of staff and students who had gathered at a meeting in this town
tucked away in Northwestern Pennsylvania to hear the details of the college’s strategic plan.
“When we’re judged against our peers, it’s a punch in the eye for us.”

While it was difficult for many in the room to hear, it was a reality years in the making for
Edinboro, a four-year public university with an enrollment of about 6,000 students that is part of
the Pennsylvania State System of Higher Education. In the last decade, enrollment has
plummeted, faculty salaries have caused expenses to skyrocket and completion rates have
dissipated.

No longer is the school’s most promising pipeline the average teenager going to college for the
first time, but more likely the adult who may need to go back for a second or third. After 160 years
as an anchor of rural Pennsylvania, the university is becoming obsolete.

“There’s a reckoning that has to come,” Mr. Walker said in an interview in early March.

For Mr. Walker, the reckoning came just a few weeks later. He resigned on March 27 after he
enraged faculty and students with comments he made about his reform tactics to the The
Chronicle of Higher Education.

It is one of the most striking, but not unusual, signs of tumult gripping higher education
institutions across the nation as they look for ways to thrive in the next century. Edinboro is
among many colleges and universities facing a gloomy picture — painted by polls, politics and
population shifts — that are forcing an overhaul of campuses. Amid a growing disillusionment
with higher education, thousands of institutions are seeking ways to adapt to a rapidly changing
landscape that has been destabilized by skeptics, an impatient work force and a fierce
conservative populist streak.

https://www.nytimes.com/
http://nytimes.com/by/erica-l--green
https://www.chronicle.com/article/A-Tough-Talking-President/242843
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For colleges, that means re-examining centuries worth of practice. At Edinboro, that means gone
are the days of educating for education’s sake.

Edinboro’s provost, Michael J. Hannan, who started as an assistant professor at the university 30
years ago, will lead the school on an interim basis, and he has signaled that he plans to follow the
course set by Mr. Walker. “I have every confidence that we will address our present challenges,
guided by our values and an unwavering commitment to our students,” Mr. Hannan wrote in a
statement to the school community following Mr. Walker’s resignation.

Mr. Hannan said the university had been ignoring signs for at least a decade when, even amid a
demographic downturn, it was building new dormitories instead of bracing for the market
changes. “Unfortunately, in our case, there was no concerted, strategic effort and we’re trying to
change that at this point,” he said in an interview as provost. “I don’t know if we thought we’d be
the exception.”

A Changing Landscape

In Washington, congressional Republicans have set their sights on the Higher Education Act —
the law governing the nation’s roughly 4,000 colleges and universities — to dismantle what they
see as bloated, liberal-leaning bureaucracies that have left 6 million unfilled jobs and over $1
trillion in student debt. Elite institutions like the Ivy Leagues have already experienced the
effects of the backlash, after they were targeted with an endowment tax in a sweeping Republican
tax bill passed by Congress in December. President Trump has even called for vocational schools
to replace community colleges.

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/12/us/politics/house-republican-higher-education-bill-obama.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/12/18/large-endowments-would-be-taxed-under-final-gop-tax-plan
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At Edinboro University, clockwise from top left: Amanda Espin, a 20-year-old sophomore, uses sign language during a

therapy program for preschool children with hearing loss; senior nursing students Rachel Ackman and Jennifer Butlin

practice on a mannequin; freshmen Cierah Jackson works on a project during chemistry class; Professor Karen Ernst

helps Jed Micek, a 21-year-old junior during an upper level woodworking and furniture design class.

Photographs by Dustin Franz for The New York Times

The efforts are driven in part by a 20-point divide between Democrats and Republicans in their
confidence in colleges, shown in the most recent Gallup Poll that assesses attitudes in the country
toward higher education. The results are clear: no longer is a college degree the crucible it once
was.

“Too many Americans, particularly working-class Americans, are not sure that the return on
investment is as high as it could be anymore,” said Terry W. Hartle, senior vice president of
government and public affairs at the American Council on Education. “And that’s where we have
to do a better job.”

[READ MORE: Middle-Class Families Increasingly Look to Community Colleges]

Among both political parties, the chief reasons for losing faith in higher education are a cause for
concern. Democrats cite college’s rising costs while Republicans, 58 percent of whom said that
college has had a negative impact on society, think colleges are too ideological.

http://news.gallup.com/poll/216278/why-republicans-down-higher.aspx?g_source=HIGHER_EDUCATION&g_medium=topic&g_campaign=tiles
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/05/education/learning/community-colleges-middle-class-families.html
http://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2017/07/20/republicans-skeptical-of-colleges-impact-on-u-s-but-most-see-benefits-for-workforce-preparation/
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“The effect of this divide on views of higher education — a pivotal element of the American dream
for so many — raises questions about the future of higher education in this country,” a Gallup
analysis said.

That is particularly true for universities like Edinboro, which have thrived on their ability to
convince white, working-class families that their limited resources were well spent sending their
teenagers to be shaped into the next generation of great thinkers. Now, with shifting demands,
Edinboro and other universities are looking at eliminating several programs that have
traditionally carried that goal, a move that some call the next war on the liberal arts.

This shows the self-referential style of higher education driven by faculty with Ph.D.s is waning,
said Mark Schneider, a visiting scholar at the American Enterprise Institute who wrote the study
“Saving the Liberal Arts” with Matthew Sigelman, chief executive of Burning Glass Technologies.

“All of a sudden, you woke up one day and students were dropping English majors because they
want jobs,” Mr. Schneider said.

Among the programs being cut at Edinboro are degrees in music, geography and a master’s in
social science. The university will add programs like a master of business administration and a
bachelor’s of science degree in health sciences.

Mr. Hannan said the school was sensitive to preserving liberal arts majors — like political science
and history — in its review, though some specialties would be discontinued. “Without some of
those programs, you have to question whether or not you are a university,” Mr. Hannan said. “But
for better or worse, many students are career-minded, and we have to respond to that.”

The university plans to emphasize co-curricular activities, leadership and life skills, and
experiential learning opportunities in its new plan. It will also double the size and budget of its
career center.

https://www.aei.org/multimedia/saving-the-liberal-arts-bridging-the-divide-between-education-and-employment/
http://www.goerie.com/news/20180321/what-programs-majors-will-edinboro-university-cut
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H. Fred Walker upset faculty and students at Edinboro University with his speech on March 8.

Michael F. McElroy for The Chronicle

Nationally, Gallup polling shows that colleges have been particularly slow to recognize the
demand for work force preparation said Mr. Schneider, pointing to the 16 percent of students who
reported using career centers on college campuses, and found them useful.

While the evidence of the benefits of higher education has never been more pronounced, the
prevalence of stories about the lack of jobs and high student loan debt have put colleges on notice.

But it wouldn’t be the first time. The demise of colleges and universities has been forecast time
and again, Mr. Hartle said. And higher education is often targeted as a culprit of societal
misgivings, usually during the most politically divisive eras — they emerged in narratives during
the Communist hearings and Vietnam protests.

“Anything that’s been around in the same place, doing the same function for 150 years has shown
it can change,” Mr. Hartle said. “But nobody can be comfortable, and any institution that assumes
that past success guarantees the future is being foolish.”

Different Expectations

Besides, higher education is facing a new threat in the business of creating and transmitting
information.

That keeps Joseph E. Aoun, president of Northeastern University in Boston, up at night. While
other presidents in local college towns worry about competing for endowments and enrollment,
Mr. Aoun sees another threat: robots.

More than the latest polls, he is driven by a 2013 Oxford University Study that predicted that
nearly half of the jobs in the United States are at risk of being taken over by computers within the
next two decades. “We said if robots are going to replace human beings we need to help students
to be robot-proof, and we built a strategic plan around that,” Mr. Aoun said.

That thinking positioned Mr. Aoun on the fringe of higher education strategizing just a few years
ago, but he is now called on weekly to advise other institutions on how to help their students
outsmart the workers of the future.

http://news.gallup.com/poll/199307/one-six-grads-say-career-services-helpful.aspx
https://www.oxfordmartin.ox.ac.uk/downloads/academic/The_Future_of_Employment.pdf
https://mitpress.mit.edu/books/robot-proof
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He calls this strategy humanics — a staple of Northeastern’s program that requires computer
science majors to take theater classes. The idea is to give students the ability to solve the world’s
most pressing problems in a way that robots cannot — with empathy. Or as he puts it: “I haven’t
seen a computer that weeps.”

During his 12-year tenure, Mr. Aoun has essentially turned over the reins of the institution to
students and employers. The school’s acclaimed cooperative education and career development
program, called Co-op, sends more than 90 percent of its students into paying jobs around the
world. Students complete two Co-ops, sometimes three, over the course of their college careers,
for six months at a time.

Analisa Johnson, 19, uses a plasma cutter in her sculpture class at Edinboro University.

Dustin Franz for The New York Times

While other colleges are trying to get their students to use the career center, Northeastern has
students in companies in 136 countries and on every continent, including Antarctica. “The
students are the ones who are in tune with the world,” Mr. Aoun said. “They’re bringing the
experience to us, and getting us out of our comfort zone.”

The urban campus is described as having a “workaholic” vibe, and a running joke is that nobody
looks twice at a student walking around campus in a suit. Chaitri Gulati, a third-year student at
Northeastern, was drawn to the school because of the Co-op program, and because “sitting in

https://www.northeastern.edu/coop/
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class would not just be for the sake of taking examinations and intellectual enrichment.”

Ms. Gulati, who is studying economics and political science, is at Wellington Management’s
London office, where she is working with an investment team, and more important, applying
theoretical concepts learned in her classes to understanding the investment process. “The more
such experiences I have, the more I learn what role I wish to play now but also later in life,” Ms.
Gulati said.

Northeastern is not hurting for students: it has posted record application numbers for the past
nine years and last fall got 62,000 applications for 2,800 freshman seats. But Mr. Aoun is hoping to
meet another demand — what Northeastern calls the lifetime learner. For too long, Mr. Aoun said,
lifelong learning had been deemed a “second-class operation.”

A recent poll conducted by Northeastern and Gallup found that only 37 percent of workers said
that if they lost their job to a machine they would turn to a college or university for retraining. Mr.
Aoun hopes to lure more of those potential students.

http://news.gallup.com/poll/226868/workers-unsure-securing-training-takes-jobs.aspx
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Chaitri Gulati works at Wellington Management in London, part of Northeastern University’s

cooperative education and career development program. Tom Jamieson for The New York Times

Where others see a challenge, Mr. Aoun sees an opportunity. “There’s a lot of anxiety right now,”
he said. “But I believe we’re in the golden age of higher education.”

Trying to Move Forward

Edinboro University, on the other hand, is trying to climb out of the Dark Ages. The overhaul will
touch virtually every corner of the college, starting with who walks through the door.

The school toughened admissions requirements to weed out local students who have traditionally
turned to Edinboro as their only education option. It is a painful reality, but so are their outcomes.
Though the college has accepted nearly everyone who applied, its enrollment has plummeted
nearly 30 percent in the last five years. It has a 38 percent attrition rate, and poor four-year and
six-year graduation rates, at 27 percent and 49 percent.

The admissions move seems counterproductive, given that it is sure to result in fewer students.
Already, Edinboro stands to be among the hardest hit in its region by demographic shifts that will
see declining high school graduates and fewer births. But the school has set its sights on a new
group of students — specifically, the 100,000 adults who have been identified by a state analysis
who are living in the region who have completed some college but not obtained a degree.

Marc Sylvester, president of Edinboro’s faculty union, said the faculty supported key elements of
Edinboro’s plan forward, including raising admission standards and overhauling program
offerings.

http://www.passhe.edu/inside/bog/pages/gap-analysis-reports.aspx


6/30/2018 With Changing Students and Times, Colleges Are Going Back to School - The New York Times

https://www.nytimes.com/2018/04/05/education/learning/colleges-adapt-changing-students.html 9/9

But, Mr. Sylvester said, more important than a plan was for the campus to have faith in the leader
implementing it. “There are changes that need to be made,” he said. “And we also need to respect
our traditions. Otherwise, we’re losing our identity.”

Correction: April 5, 2018
An earlier version of this article misstated the number of countries in which Northeastern
University has students working in companies. It is 136, not 36.

Correction: April 5, 2018
An earlier version of a picture caption with this article, relying on incorrect information from a
photographer, misidentified an Edinboro University student using sign language during a therapy
program for preschool children with hearing loss. She is Amanda Espin, a 20-year-old sophomore,
not Mary Rosati, a 22-year-old graduate student.

A version of this article appears in print on April 8, 2018, on Page F4 of the New York edition with the headline: Recovery Plan
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ON CAMPUS

The Student Loan Serenity Prayer
By Michael Arceneaux

Feb. 10, 2018

Several years ago, while driving around Los Angeles in a state of equal parts fury and despair, I
called my cousin to tell her how sick of it all I was, that I was tired and couldn’t take it anymore.
Then I turned off my phone. I needed silence. When I turned it on again a few hours later, I was
greeted with frantic voice-mail messages — back then, most people still checked those —
including a good number from my mother. She was terrified of what I might have done.

I immediately called her back and apologized in my most soothing Southern tone for causing
concern. “Ma’am, I had no intention of killing myself,” I said. “I would never do that to you,
because you’d still be on the hook for these loans.”

It was a very handsome college recruiter who, almost a decade earlier, had come to my public
high school in Houston and convinced me that if I wanted to attend a prestigious college —
private, out of state, even — it was possible, no matter what my surroundings or financial
circumstances suggested. My mother made clear that I would go to college, but neither she nor I
had entertained the idea that I might go to schools like that.

Inspired by Recruiter Bae, I applied for as many scholarships as I could find and won 17 in a
semester. But I needed additional money to cover the cost of Howard University in Washington.

So I turned to Citibank. I took out about $10,000 for the first year, but it soon became clear that I’d
need much more to keep studying at Howard and living in Washington until graduation. After I
received my diploma, I immediately owed almost $800 a month in private loans, with 12 years to
pay it off. That’s not counting the few hundred dollars I pay each month in federal loans.
Fortunately, the government gives me more than twice the time to cough it up.

This may be the part of my story where you question my judgment. Why did I choose a fancy
school if I didn’t have the money? How could I not have understood the financial commitment I
was making? And if I’m so far in debt now, why am I writing this and not pursuing a more
lucrative career as a doctor or lawyer — or, as one relative put it bluntly, “When are you going to
work in a building?”

https://www.nytimes.com/
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I’m not dismissing my responsibility for this. But along with many other 17- and 18-year-olds,
when I went to college, I didn’t know anything about student loans, interest rates or rude private
debt companies that hound the living hell out of you. All I knew was what I was told: College was
the ticket to social mobility, and good students deserved to go to schools that matched our talent
and ambition. Folks like me, who come from working-class backgrounds, are told to chase down a
bachelor’s degree by any means necessary. But no one mentions just how expensive and soul-
crushing the debt will be.

Still, I get it. I made the decision to take out loans. The voices in my head don’t let me forget that.

At my graduation, on a beautiful day in May 2007, my commencement speaker and our future
president, Oprah Winfrey, spoke passionately on the toxicity of fear. “Don’t be afraid,” she told us.
“All you have to know is who you are. Because there is no such thing as failure.” I felt invigorated
by her remarks. As I told everyone at the time, just being in Oprah’s presence probably raised my
credit score.

But reality set in quickly with a congratulatory letter from Citibank, stating the terms of my debt
and repayment, which could be deferred by two six-month periods, but that’s it, no more, and
after that, I’d better run the bank its money or else. It’s blasphemous but I’ve been entirely unable
to follow Oprah’s wise words. Instead, I live in fear — fear that one day I may fall too far behind on
payments, and fear of what that would mean for my mother, who co-signed my loans with great
trepidation.

There’s no relief for my wallet or my self-esteem. Every time I fork over another payment, I think
about all of the other ways I could have financed my education. Why didn’t I take more part-time
jobs? I was in Washington — why didn’t I try to date some closeted politician and be his well-
compensated secret? Or spend more time at the campus gym and land a job stripping? I could
have paid for classes in cash!

And for so long, I took to heart the poisonous folklore about student-debt martyrs who selflessly
scrape by to pay off their loans — those “I only ate Spam and paid off my $160,000 debt in 96
hours” stories. I blamed myself, thinking that if I had just worked harder and sacrificed more, I
wouldn’t be in this situation.

But the truth is, a lot of this was always out of my control. The student loan industry is a barely
regulated, predatory system, and with Donald Trump in the White House and those equally
useless people in Congress, oversight of the industry is becoming nonexistent.

https://www.nytimes.com/subscription/multiproduct/lp8KQBN.html?campaignId=7KJQR
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I was trying to do the right thing for myself and my family. Despite the cost, going to college is
still the only way high-achieving, lower-income students can hope to get a good job with a decent
wage. It’s not our fault that no one told us the system beyond higher education was set up for us
to fail.

I am a member of that class of college students that graduated into a financial crisis, not long
after a 2005 bankruptcy bill was passed that made private student loans nondischargeable unless
borrowers could demonstrate that loan repayment put an “undue hardship” on their finances.
Spoiler: The undue-hardship exception has virtually never applied to anyone. It’s so vague that
it’s basically meaningless.

I think of that slippery little phrase every time I field a nasty phone call from my student loan
oppressors. If only I were a corporation or a bank, privy to loopholes, tax havens, lenient
bankruptcy provisions and so many other measures that allow it to be treated far more humanely
than actual human beings.

Like so many others, I’m muddling my way out of a trap. I’ve come to accept that I’m simply
doing the best that I can with the choices I made in earnest.

And I have to be good to myself. Not only is not enough attention paid to the circumstances in
which our collective crisis has been created, but even less is paid to the everyday victories of
people trapped in it: The days we manage to get out of our beds despite feeling completely
weighed down. The times we decide to treat ourselves because we deserve it. The joy-inducing
invention of that block button on the iPhone so that sometimes we can simply say, “They’ll get
that money when I got it.”

Michael Arceneaux is the author of the forthcoming book “I Canʼt Date Jesus: Love, Sex, Family, Race, and Other
Reasons Iʼve Put My Faith in Beyoncé.”

Follow The New York Times Opinion section on Facebook and Twitter (@NYTopinion), and sign up for the Opinion Today
newsletter.  
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