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Foreword

It has been said that the future will belong to those who can tell the best story of the twenty-first century. We human beings all dwell within stories absorbed from our culture, mediated by family, friends, and associates, and ratified by conventional media, religious faith communities, scientific inquiry, political discourse, commercial advertising, and other institutions that shape our common life. These stories are inevitably recast as we continually twist and stretch them in our efforts to make sense of self, world, cosmos—demanding ways to maintain a firm grip on reality. The stories we live and tell provide coherence and meaning and orient our sense of purpose. The master stories—our personal and cultural myths—determine what we value and whom we love.

When the narrative becomes too thin or sketchy to stand up to the task of everyday meaning-making and begins to unravel, we drift into meaninglessness and grow vulnerable to isolation and desolation—or mere unthinking busyness. On the other hand, the story may be fiercely defended, yet if it is simply too tightly woven to embrace the fullness of a larger truth, it may constrain the potential of our lives and even become dangerous to others and ourselves.

Thus in every generation, a part of growing up is the development of the capacity to reflect on the meaning-making tales given to us and to critically examine the assumptions, biases, strengths,  and viability of those stories. We discover that the journey into adulthood requires us to become conscious of the individual and collective meanings we make and to learn to compose over time a worthy story to live by. This is the deep purpose of the journey from ignorance to knowledge, and every society has a stake in whether and how our young discover and work this task.

This meaning-making is distinctively challenged in today’s world. We live in a time “between stories.” The great cultural myths—religious, political, economic—that have guided our societies are now under severe review as our generations are asked to live at one of those great hinge times in history. We are contending with unprecedented conditions (e.g., breaking open the human genome, climate change, a global economy), and we now stand on new moral and ethical frontiers.

Nash and Murray invite all who work in higher education to recognize that in every era the college years are a critical time in the life span for examining, testing, and re-creating the stories we live by. University students are ripe for discerning a narrative that is worthy of the potential of a young adult life and for doing so in ways that enable them to see themselves as an integral part of a larger communal reality—a shared dialogue at the heart of the human enterprise, a disciplined dialogue that must necessarily embrace both the wonderful and the terrible—a hard-headed, open-hearted, and difficult practice that has consequences for both self and world.

Providing persuasive evidence that too many of our students are bored, angry, driven, and mere consumers of courses and credentials without access to a worthy “Why?”, Nash and Murray offer compelling descriptions of students’ hunger for meaning and clear, practical approaches from their own teaching experience about how to respond as “meaning constructivist” educators. They make vivid the significance of the “quarter-life crises” in the lifelong journey of meaning-making, and illumine the power of the interdependent roles of faculty, administrators, and students affairs professionals who serve by intention or default as “meaning mentors.”

At the same time, Nash and Murray know that most faculty and others who provide leadership within the academy typically do not perceive that questions of meaning lie within the domain of their personal and professional expertise. Indeed, much of today’s professional training does not prepare people for “deep-meaning education,” though the wider public could rightly presume that questions of meaning, purpose, and significance are central to the intellectual life, integral to the work of every discipline, and threaded throughout the shared life of the campus—on behalf of the wider culture. The particular approaches offered here will not be the mode for all, but the underlying principles that they make explicit will inform the imagination of every educator who embraces the dual vocation of higher education: to create and impart knowledge and to serve as a primary, privileged setting for the formation of adulthood, citizenship, and leadership.

The aspiration of this book is that we will find here a pathway into deeper reflection on the purposes of higher education and our roles within it. We are invited to rediscover our capacity to work with students in ways that do not impose a particular narrative upon them, but do create the space in which we may appropriately evoke, respond, inform, clarify, enrich, and even inspire the meaning-making process of our students—encouraging their capacity for curiosity, skepticism, and meaningful commitments.

As we move into the formidable challenges of the twenty-first century, it becomes increasingly evident that we have been far too naïve about the power and adequacy of the master narratives being offered to the next generations. This book invites us to reclaim the core of the intellectual life, inviting our students into a disciplined, far-reaching dialogue that begins with “Why. . .?” “How do we know. . .?” and “For what. . .?” Here faculty, administrators, and student affairs professionals are reminded that meaning-making is a domain that cannot be deferred to presumed cultural norms already in place. This call for a more adequate understanding of what we mean by higher education asks all of us to relinquish our tendency  to defer the bigger questions to “experts”—be they philosophers or counselors. We are invited to a “crossover pedagogy” in which across the life of the campus, we may more effectively grapple with the reality of our students as whole persons and reclaim our neces sary role in the human adventure of meaning-making—on behalf of the renewal of the vocation of higher education, its vital role in today’s global commons, and in the individual lives we serve.

Sharon Daloz Parks 
Author, Big Questions, Worthy Dreams




To all my students over a four-decade period, whose presence in my classes and in my life has been the major inspiration for this book. To Madelyn, my partner for almost five decades, who understands the indefatigable need I have to write in order to make sense of my world, my vocation, and my own ongoing quest  for meaning. To Michele C. Murray, my brilliant and talented  coauthor, colleague, and dear friend, who has taught me more about meaning-making than she might have thought possible.

Finally, to the best senior editor I have ever had, David Brightman, along with his expert team at Jossey-Bass—without whom there would be no book on meaning-making.

—Robert J. Nash

 

To the students I have had the privilege to know and whose journeys to meaning have inspired me. To Robert J. Nash, who invited me into this project and who has brightened my world. To my parents, Dwight and Elodie, who were my first teachers and meaning mentors. To my husband, Chris Lewers, who brings new meaning to my life and who is a source of great blessings.

—Michele C. Murray




Preface

We wrote this book with two major audiences in mind. Because Robert is a faculty member and an Official University Scholar in the social sciences and the humanities at his university, and Michele is a student affairs vice-president and innovator at hers, we obviously want to reach both the professoriate and higher education administrators. We believe strongly that when it comes to teaching for meaning-making, no single group in the academy owns the meaning-making or purpose-driven life. Nor does any single group on campus own the intellectual life. Education, when done well, is cross-disciplinary, collaborative, and student-centered. Faculty and administrators need one another as active, knowledgeable, passionate collaborators if we are to be successful in helping our students to discover, and to create, in Frankl’s (Frankl, 1979) words, a “meaning to live for.” (See Resource B, Crossover Pedagogy, in the Resources section for a fuller treatment of this type of collaboration.)

In this day and age, the old academic and administrative silos are imploding. All the campus constituencies, including our students, are looking for creative ways to save ourselves, to save one another, to save the best that knowledge and wisdom have to offer, and to save our institutions and our planet. As Rorty (1999) has said, in the absence of any metaphysical or political certainty that all of us  can agree on in a troubled, strife-filled, postmodern world, the most that we can hope for is to “huddle together against the darkness” in order to produce some light. In other words, we are all struggling to make meaning of our existence, and sometimes it is wiser for us to do this together, if we are to survive as a human species. Faculty and administrators have unique and special contributions to make in the search for meaning, and when they make the effort to work together, everyone on a college campus benefits. For us, there is simply no alternative.

We hope that faculty in their individual disciplines will take away from our book a set of creative philosophical or psychological rationales, and pedagogical strategies, for teaching about meaning—in the classroom, lecture hall, and seminar room. We hope that administrators will discover inspiring and helpful ways to meet students where they are, anywhere on campus and beyond, in their meaning-making ventures. Most of all, though, we want faculty and student affairs administrators to collaborate actively and directly, when appropriate, both inside and outside the classroom. We are committed to the proposition that both groups have much to teach one another, and, in so doing, they will have that much more to teach students about how to make meaning.




Questions of Meaning 

We are impressed with this quotation from Frankl (1979): “The truth is that as the struggle for survival has subsided, the question has emerged—survival for what? Ever more people today have the means  to live, but no meaning to live for” (p. 77). As university educators, we witness firsthand every day the need for our students of all ages, both traditional and nontraditional, to have something coherent to believe in, some centering values and goals to strive for. They, like us, need strong background beliefs and ideals to shore them up during these times when religious and political wars plague entire societies; when the natural environment continues to deteriorate;  and when the fluctuations of the global economy result in recession, inflation, and the inequitable distribution of scarce resources. On a more personal level, students need to make sense of the turmoil that results when their personal relationships get turned upside-down, or their work grows tedious and unsatisfying, or they become disillusioned by a sense of being unfulfilled; or when they face a life-altering decision, or they learn that the person who means the most to them in the whole world no longer loves them; or especially on a dreaded occasion when they hear that someone they love suffers from the ravages of a metastatic malignancy. Sadly, there are few opportunities on most college campuses—either inside or outside the conventional classroom, and as curricula become more vocational and professionally driven—for students to develop these strong background beliefs and ideals.

Today’s college students are asking their own existential questions of meaning. As Frankl suggested, they are in search of a “meaning to live for.” Their questions are timeless, yet they reflect the age in which they live. These questions are a fascinating admixture of the abstract and the practical, the universal and the particular. They represent well the tensions that exist for so many college students who seek to find the delicate balance that exists in the difficult space between idealism and realism, between macro- and micro-meaning. Here is a sample of some of these questions:• What does it mean to be successful?
• Is it bad to want to make a lot of money?
• How will I know what type of career is best for me?
• Why do I hurt so much when a relationship ends?
• How do I tell my parents that the career they have chosen for me is not the one I want?
• Why do innocent people have to suffer? 
• Will the lifestyles I see reflected in popular culture really make me happy?
• Can I be a good person without religion?
• Is religion only a set of “thou shalts” and “thou shalt nots”?
• Where do my deepest passions lie, and can I really carve out a career that reflects these?
• Why am I so vulnerable?
• Why do I worry about the future so much?
• Why am I here in school when I could be doing something far more constructive in the world beyond my campus?
• How, if at all, can I clean up all the messes in the world caused by wars, environmental decay, corporate greed, social injustice, political corruption, and irrelevant education?
• Is it any use even to try, because, after all, I am only one person?



In response to these types of questions, and many others that come up in the book, we attempt to provide a series of concrete classroom and cross-campus strategies to help students successfully navigate their diverse meaning-making activities. We do this even as we admit, openly and honestly, that there is no magic bullet that will meet everyone’s need for meaning-making. We address this caveat to all those students, faculty, and administrators who may be reading this book looking for the all-purpose blueprint. Meaning-making—as even this brief sample of questions suggests—is as multidimensional and complex as are each of the individual meaning-makers who pursue this quest throughout  their lives. There is no one-size-fits-all template for meaning-making.




The Quarterlife Generation and the Malady of Meaninglessness 

At one time in the academy, thinkers believed that the problem of meaninglessness required a strictly philosophical solution. During existentialism’s heyday between the world wars, and for a long while thereafter, philosophers such as Sartre, Camus, Jaspers, and Marcel wrote frequently about the human struggle to make or find meaning amidst meaninglessness; to live a life of authentic freedom at a time when choices seemed limited. In an apparently absurd world—where hundreds of thousands of individuals lost their lives in two major wars, the United States dropped nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki, and the Nazi holocaust wiped out almost an entire generation of Jews and others—the loss of any credible meaning in life that could make sense of the human slaughter dominated many philosophical agendas.

Soon enough, though, meaninglessness got psychologized, and rightly so. It was not long before the clinicians got involved. Psychotherapists like Jung, Frankl, and Allport wrote many books on the topic. Existential therapists set up shop throughout the United States, especially in colleges and university settings. Today, however, meaninglessness has become the reigning malady of the medical profession. The loss of any sustainable meaning in many patients is now understood to be the result of a serotonin-depleted brain chemistry, and antidepressant medications are the solutions. All well and good, as far as they go, and they do go far for many. But do they go far enough?

Most of us—and this certainly includes the current quarterlife generation of students—experience, at the very least, intermittent reminders of life’s meaninglessness (Yalom, 1980, 2002, 2008). Meaninglessness is the state of mind that says nothing we do really  counts for anything lasting or worthwhile. A sense of meaninglessness, for so many of our quarterlife students, is an entering wedge for overwhelming feelings of dread, anxiety, and sadness. It can sometimes result in a sense of nihilism, fatalism, or ennui.

We will talk at length about the quarterlife generation in Chapter One. But, for now, let us say that, in our experience in higher education collectively spanning over sixty years of service to students, the term quarterlife generation describes a transitional period between two developmental stages. This period can start as early as the years from age seventeen to twenty and last as long as into the early to mid-thirties. It is a transitional period of profoundly unsettling philosophical and existential questions, and in some ways it is age-independent. These vexing questions come up again and again for adults of all ages and stages, as well as for all ethnicities, races, religions, and other important types of differences (see Steinle, 2005). These quarterlife questions are universal (see Cupitt, 2005). Moreover, it is important to understand that these questions result in tasks that must be completed in order for adults to move on to other transitional periods in their lives. If the tasks do not get completed, then they continue on into the next transitional period and then into the next period after that. Both of us have seen traditional and nontraditional students who wrestle with these tasks throughout the age and life stage continuum. These questions tend to get recycled until they find answers, and if they do not, they follow us to the grave (see Baggini, 2005; de la Chaumiere, 2004; Yalom, 2008).

The quarterlife period is frequently a tumultuous time for most of our students, because it triggers an overwhelming anxiety about the past, present, and future. So many of our quarterlife students are plagued with worry about failure—living up to others’ expectations, letting go of the comfortable securities of childhood, coming to terms with the growing tension between freedom and responsibility, and constantly comparing themselves to peers and coming up short (Robbins & Wilner, 2001; Robbins, 2004).

We often hear the lament from quarterlife students in our classrooms, offices, and residence halls, as well as in our consultancies throughout the country, that they are restless and unfulfilled, or that life seems empty and/or boring, or that they never seem able to find a lasting satisfaction even in their most worthy accomplishments. Some students complain about being caught up in the academic or career rat race. Others admit openly that they are suffering from the incurable disease of “affluenza,” an illness characterized by conspicuous and obsessive consumption (de Graaf, Wann, & Naylor, 2001). Some openly admit that they just do not want to grow up yet, but what they dread even more is having to return to the domestic nest to live with their parents after they graduate.

As debilitating as the quarterlifer’s lament of meaninglessness is, many quarterlifers are surprisingly articulate about the conditions that are disturbing their equilibrium. Unfortunately, they do not seem to recognize that these conditions are the source of their malaise. In a follow-up to the Pew Research Center (2007) poll, Jayson (2007) asked young people in their twenties about their top goals in life. To a person, they said they wanted to be rich and famous, replicating the Pew findings that 81 percent of young people list being rich as their top goal, while 51 percent list being famous.

One young woman reported to Jayson, “When you open a celebrity magazine, it’s all about the money and being rich and famous. The TV shows we watch—anything from The Apprentice...to Us Weekly magazine...We see reality TV shows with Jessica [Simpson] and Nick [Lachey] living the life. We see Brit ney [Spears] and Paris [Hilton]. The people we relate to outside our friends are those people.” This young woman’s comments speak vol umes about who and what influences quarterlifers today, and they give helpful clues about the rise of meaning questions that deal with intimacy, success, and relationships.

Most quarterlifers we know wonder out loud why, increasingly, they experience so many of their successes as failures (there is really no ceiling on success for quarterlifers, because the self-induced  pressure to achieve more and more can be so intense), and why their failures, as well as their hopes and dreams for the future, have to be so immobilizing to them. For these particular students—who tend to live their daily lives at perfectionist, career-driven, achievement- obsessed extremes—normal fears can often lead to crushing anxiety or debilitating depression. Although medication and talk therapy can help to allay these more severe psychological symptoms, a sense of meaninglessness lingers among many quarterlifers—often throughout their lifetimes.




The Meaning of Meaning 

Here is how we, the authors, understand the term meaning that we will be using throughout this book. First, it is important to distinguish between the terms meaning and purpose. At times we will use these words interchangeably, but we also recognize that they differ in some fundamental ways. Here is Marinoff’s (Marinoff, 1999) distinction: “Purpose is an ultimate object or end to be attained. It is a goal. Meaning has to do with how you understand your life on an ongoing basis” (p. 210). We think of meaning along these lines as well. For us, meaning is all about those interpretations, narrative frameworks, philosophical rationales and perspectives, and faith or belief systems that each of us brings to the various worlds in which we live, love, learn, work, and worship. Purpose  has to do with pursuing certain goals, reaching resolutions, seeking results, and realizing particular objectives and ends in those worlds.

Thus what makes our purposes worthwhile or justifiable (or both) depends on those meanings that we attach to them and that drive our behaviors. Unfortunately, too often in the academy, we insist that our students pursue and achieve a whole host of academic and career purposes without first helping them to formulate systems of meanings to inform these purposes. To paraphrase Kant, purpose without meaning is empty, yet meaning without purpose  goes nowhere. Finding the balance is the key to melding meaning and purpose, but, for us, it all starts with meaning-making. Without our meanings, our purposes are, sadly, meaningless.

We believe that meaning is, in the words of Yalom (1980), an “anxiety emollient.” Sometimes it can have a soothing effect. At other times, meaning can be the midwife that helps all of us to give birth (at times, a difficult birth) to our core values—connections, commitments, joys, and loves. For Yalom, core values such as these prepare us to face, and overcome, our deepest anxieties regarding the challenges of death, freedom, isolation, and meaninglessness. We agree also with Sharon Daloz Parks (Parks, 2000) who says that meaning involves the “search for a sense of connection, pattern, order, and significance . . . it is a way to understand our experience that makes sense of both the expected and unexpected . . .” (p. 14) (See also Parks, 1991, for an earlier take on meaning-making.) Meaning therefore helps us to make cosmos out of chaos; it gives us choice in place of chance. Most of all, it gets us out of bed in the morning and off to face life’s inevitable daily mixtures of pleasure and pain.

For us, a sense of meaning is what sustains us during those hard, perplexing times when everything seems to be up in the air and there are no certain answers anywhere to the most confounding questions that perplex us throughout our lives. Moreover, we agree with the psychologist Baumeister (1991), who claims that all of us, without exception, strive to make sense of our lives in four basic ways: purpose, value, efficacy, and self-worth. These are what he calls the “four needs for meaning—an existential shopping list” (p. 29). Unless all four of these needs get met, human beings are doomed to experience a serious, often irrevocable, loss of meaning.

For Baumeister, a sense of purpose acts as a major meaning- incentive. Human beings experience two types of purpose: “goal orientations” and “fulfillment.” Goals are usually extrinsic, whereas fulfillment is intrinsic. We experience a sense of meaning when ever our goals are clearly understood and actively pursued and  our fulfillments are genuine. And, following the example of Frankl (1963), Baumeister posits that all of us need values, because we are strongly motivated to draw upon morally defensible notions of right and wrong in our actions. Having a value base justifies our behavior; even more, it provides us with a guideline for making ethical judgments.

Baumeister also believes that we each have a need for efficacy. It is essential that we feel in charge of our lives, and that we can, at least to some extent, exert control over the events that befall us. Whether we are actually able to exert the power necessary to give us a feeling of control or it is simply the illusion of control that we experience—either way, our needs for efficacy can be met. Regardless, we need a sense of our own agency—that we are actors in charge of our own lives, and that life is not just an endless series of freak happenstances that render us helpless victims. Finally, each of us has an indefatigable need for self-worth. It is important to all of us that others respect, value, and trust us. Without a feeling of self-worth, Baumeister believes, human beings will experience a pervasive insecurity and self-doubt, and meaninglessness will be the tragic result. Self-worth goes beyond external sources of evaluation; rather, an internal sense of “what I do matters and has meaning” is key to a genuine sense of self-value.

Moreover, to paraphrase Nietzsche in talking about meaning from a philosophical perspective, we believe that those people who have a why to live can bear almost any how. This is the aphorism that enabled Viktor Frankl to survive several nightmarish years in the Nazi death camps during the Holocaust (1963). In our work with a variety of constituencies on college campuses, we realize that without our whys for living, the hows can often be deceiving. Admittedly, among some students there appears to be a growing interest in volunteerism, service learning projects, the Peace Corps, semesters abroad and at sea, campus ministry programs, and environmental and social justice initiatives on campuses throughout  the United States. But without developing sound and enduring  whys—philosophical compasses that result in an integration of lived values—students often find their well-intended hows to be short-lived and directionless. Some eventually lose their enthusiasm for service to others because the real-world, career payoffs seem incommensurate with their volunteer efforts. In the long run, it is the  whys that will help students to experience the genuine satisfactions of making a palpable difference in the lives of real people residing in the larger communities that exist outside their campuses.

We fully recognize that the whys for living are virtually infinite in number. There is no bottom line or final word on the meaning of existence in general or of one’s personal existence in particular. Some students will look to religion and spirituality for transcendent meaning; others will look to politics or human service careers for secular meaning. Still others will look to friendships and intimate relationships for intrinsic meaning, or to the creative arts, science, and the natural environment for extrinsic meaning. And still others will commit themselves to a variety of social justice issues in order to create activistic forms of meaning. Although we are more than willing to acknowledge that certain existential questions about meaning that come up throughout people’s lives are universal in nature, we are also realists in contending that the answers regarding how we are to live are endlessly subjective—and they are many.




Scope and Structure 

We wanted this book on meaning to be succinct, accessible, and, most of all, engaging and informative. Our intention was to make our chapters easy to read, with an ideal blend of both explanation and example. We include some personal narrative writing along the way, while still paying scrupulous attention to the relevant scholarship and appropriate resources on the topic of meaning (Nash, 2004). This book attempts to accomplish the following: • Develop a powerful rationale for challenging and encouraging faculty and administrators to see themselves as mentors of meaning-making to all campus constituencies
• Equip all members of the campus community with the background knowledge and the tools necessary to create communities of meaning-making
• Provide a series of concrete steps for applying the theory and practice of meaning-making to teaching, leading, administering, and advising
• Use a number of student vignettes to point out the centrality of meaning-making on college campuses



We begin each chapter with a preview of its goals, purposes, and procedures, and in some cases a relevant scenario or case study. We end each chapter with a series of concrete recommendations for faculty, administrators, and students regarding the theory and practice of meaning-making. Some of our chapters are, of necessity, more conceptual than practical, and some more practical than conceptual. The first half of the book, in addition to including a number of real-life scenarios, spells out our philosophy of meaning-making. The second half of the book offers a number of real-world strategies that faculty, administrators, and staff can use to foster what we are calling “deep-meaning learning” on the topic of meaning-making.

Here is a brief overview of how we frame the book. In Part I, Making Meaning in the Quarterlife, we begin with a chapter on the quarterlife generation and its special challenges in making meaning. We follow this with a chapter delineating the existential and postmodern sources of meaning-making. We end this part with a chapter on the role of religion and spirituality in making meaning.

In Part II, Putting Meaning-Making to Work: Tools of the Trade, we apply the pedagogy of constructivism to meaning-making in  college classrooms, alternative campus-wide learning settings, and off-campus sites. We include a series of practical, meaning-making tips for use inside and outside the classroom—for teachers, administrators, and staff throughout the campus. In this part, we feature chapters on the ethics of meaning-making and how to use meaning-making maxims throughout the campus.

In Part III, Our Own Attempts to Make Meaning, we, the authors, talk very honestly—in the form of two personal reflections addressed directly to our readers—about the ups and downs of meaning-making in our own work, and about what gives our own lives meaning.

We have also included a Resources section, Resources for Meaning-Making Educators. The first, Resource A: Four Therapeutic Approaches to Meaning-Making, examines four contemporary ways of thinking about, and educating for, meaning-making: logotherapy, narrative therapy, philosophical counseling, and positive psychology. All four frameworks—which, for us, are the conceptual heart and soul of meaning-making education—are united in the sense that their overall goal is to promote healthy, self-determining, first-person, here-and-now meaning-construction. Resource B: Crossover Pedagogy, develops a rationale, as well as recommendations for implementation, for what we call “crossover pedagogy.” Crossover pedagogy is our attempt to spell out in greater detail the various ways that faculty and student affairs professionals can work together to advance the meaning-making agenda for higher education.

We are grateful to the works that have preceded ours and influenced our thinking about teaching for meaning. We recognize five volumes in particular. Sharon Daloz Parks’s (Parks, 2000) Big Questions, Worthy Dreams, addresses mentoring communities that foster faith development and meaning-making for young adults. In their empirical work, Braskamp, Trautvetter, and Ward (2006) make a case for “putting students first,” based on a concept they call “holistic student development.” These authors discuss the changes that  will be necessary in the classroom, in the larger campus, and in the external community in order to foster, and deliver, a holistic education—one centered in faith development. Fink’s (Fink, 2003) latest work presents us with a “taxonomy of significant learning” as well as a model of “integrated course design,” which includes a compendium of charts, graphs, and figures designed to get students fully engaged in their learning. We also appreciate Sullivan, Rosin, Shulman, and Fenstermacher’s (2008) A New Agenda for Higher Education, a work that originated in the Life of the Mind for Practice seminars. They outline a rationale, and a plan, for teaching “practical reasoning and responsible judgment.”

Finally, we have turned to an old standby in the literature for characterizing student development, particularly the ethical and intellectual growth of college students. In many ways, Perry’s (1970/1999) nine-stage model of cognitive development holds up well today, forty years after it first appeared. We have been informed again and again by Perry’s research whenever we tried to frame the moral, philosophical, and epistemological cycles of quarterlife choice-making. Quarterlifers today still grapple with dualistic, relativistic, and universalistic-committed ways of thinking about the meaning of their lives. We are grateful to Perry for the term transition to explain the developmental passages that students in the quarterlife need to negotiate before they can build a sustainable set of meanings to guide their life’s purpose. Transitions and cycles best explain our own approach to quarterlife choice-making rather than the language of linear or chronological stages.

These previous works have helped shape our thoughts about meaning-making as a cross-campus venture. We have created our  book to speak to university faculty and administrators as educators,  meaning-makers, and mentors of students’ meaning-making.

Although it is true that higher education writings dealing with the topic of spirituality have been appearing in the student services literature increasingly in recent years, few, if any, treat the subject of meaning-making on as many levels as we do. (One exception  is Chickering, Dalton, and Stamm, 2006.) Our specific goal is to provide a theory-into-practice model of meaning-making for the entire college campus—one that will enable all constituencies to engage in this important process.




Caveats 

A spate of recent literature on current millennial/quarterlife students criticizes them because they are anti-intellectual, addicted to the Internet, suffering from incurable attention deficit problems because the Google culture has made them “stoopid [sic]”—that is, unable to concentrate, and distracted. What is more, critics accuse students today of being relativistic, politically correct, suffering from excessive doses of positive self-esteem, mesmerized by reality television shows, and celebrity-obsessed (see Baron, 2008, Carr, 2008, and Bauerlein, 2008).

Although some of these concerns are undoubtedly important, most are predictably hyperbolic. Every younger generation for hundreds, even thousands, of years has provoked handwringing from its cultural elders. In contrast to the latest round of critics, however, we respect and admire this new generation of “digital natives.” In truth, they are far better adapted to contemporary cultural currents than are most of us who come from earlier generations. They will be the future high-tech “cosmopolites” that the new global order will need in order to function effectively (see National Leadership Council, 2008). Most of all, though, we experience every day the enormous potential of our millennial students to be intelligent, ethical, humanitarian, and productive persons (for a similar take, see Benton, 2008). In fact, the majority of them are there already.

We are often asked by skeptical faculty and administrators throughout the country if we think college students are mature enough to engage in serious thinking about meaning-making. They question whether college students have sufficient life experiences to have anything worth questioning, examining, or contributing.  After all, their reasoning goes, college students have a lot more on their minds than thinking about unanswerable philosophical questions. Besides, these critics argue, the primary function of higher education in the early years of the third millennium ought to be about preparing young adults for graduate school training and professional careers. For these critics, meaning-making feels too much like what ought to go on in the counseling center, or with campus ministry, or in a career services workshop. It has no justifiable place in the formal academic curriculum (see Walvoord, 2008).

These critics frequently charge that nobody really knows what meaning is about. Furthermore, they ask, to what disciplines does the subject matter belong? The humanities? The social sciences? The natural sciences? The arts? Or the professional schools? They also raise the question that if the concept of meaning requires an interdisciplinary approach, then where are the genuine interdisciplinary programs, and scholars, on the college campus to examine it? Too often, faculty believe that the concept of meaning is just too impractical, vague, subjective, and “soft.” This last word is one that we hear over and over again from more hard-line administrators, scientists, and social scientists who believe that unless we can measure, count, weigh, interview, and test knowledge, it has no value.

What really seems to bother most critics, however, is whether meaning-work even belongs on a college campus, except possibly in a school of divinity (Walvoord, 2008). Who would know how to teach about meaning without reducing it to an exercise in abstract philosophical analysis or without smuggling rigid religious and political biases into the conversation? Also, if it is true that students differ in their intellectual abilities and learning styles, then how would we teach about meaning in such a way that all learners would get something out of it? Finally, some educators claim that because the concept of meaning seems to be so tied into a particular kind of maturity level, any education grounded in meaning-making is sure to go over everyone’s heads. Most college students, some campus  educators observe, are not noted for either their maturity or their intellectual acuity.

Our response to all of these charges—in addition to listening to and learning from them—is to make the following three points (see also three recent works that take a tack similar to ours: De la Chaumiere, 2004; Kronman, 2007; and Walker and others, 2006, especially Chapters Six and Twelve).

First, in our several decades of experience in higher education, we have heard the meaning questions coming from students of all socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic groups, in all major and minor concentrations of study, in all campus locations, and at all ages and stages of development. Moreover, we are convinced that every student we have ever met is a philosopher (someone who, when encouraged, asks the deeper questions of meaning and purpose, and who, with the aid of gifted educators, can learn to appreciate the questions as much as the answers) in careerist disguise. We have yet to meet a student who is not eager to engage in creating a personal meaning framework. It takes longer for some students to come around, of course, but with support from faculty and student affairs administrators, everyone eventually does. Why? Because meaning-making confers benefits on the human species. It is an evolutionary adaptation that has improved our species’ chances of survival through the millennia. We hope to demonstrate this fact in the chapters to follow. For now, however, let us say that quarterlife students we have encountered everywhere ask, in their own ways, the philosophical and existential questions that human beings have asked for thousands of years.

Second, let us grant that the kind of interdisciplinary study we urge for meaning-making is difficult to create in higher education. But it does exist in pockets throughout the country. In fact, it has been the academic goal in a number of honors colleges’ curricula (Nash & Scott, 2009). Moreover, we believe that interdisciplinary inquiry is a necessary tool for problem solving in such professional schools as business, education, and the health sciences. What could  be more practical than this type of education? Social problems cannot be addressed by only one field of study; they require the resources of a number of disciplines to solve them.

Some of the outcomes of this problem-solving will be measurable, and some will be more a matter of self-report; some will be concrete, and some will be attitudinal. If this observation of ours is accurate, then training in meaning-making is one of the essential tools of interdisciplinary problem-solving. The basic questions that we ought always to be asking of ourselves and our students are these: Why and how does the type of career you are preparing for give your life meaning? How will it contribute to the needs of others to make meaning in their own lives? These kinds of questions are calculated to keep us, and our students, honest about our motivations and purposes.

Third, the intellectual argument for structuring a curriculum around meaning-making is very similar to the rationale for a general distribution requirement, a general education minor, a liberal studies degree, or a liberal arts component for all major areas of study. After all, if the poet is right in saying that “nothing human is alien to me,” then it is imperative that students investigate just what it is that is human to all of us—beyond the fact that we are infinitely diverse. Even the validity of the poet’s assertion itself calls for interdisciplinary examination. If we have nothing in common with our fellow human beings, then how is it possible for us to justify helping them solve their problems without imposing our parochial beliefs and techniques on them? Could it be, therefore, that what is human to all of us is our universal quest for meaning and purpose? We think so—and that’s what this book is all about. Come join us on this quest.
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Part I

Making Meaning in the Quarterlife




1

Is the Quarterlife Generation Ready for Meaning-Making?

The following questions come up again and again during our many off-campus consultancies on the topic of meaning-making:• Can college students handle the intellectual complexities of meaning-making?
• Are they mature enough?
• Have they had enough life experience?
• Is the concept of meaning of equal interest to all students?
• Does meaning-making require a particular level of emotional and social intelligence?



In response to these questions, we start off this chapter by describing the mindset of the quarterlife generation. We emphasize the big and little meaning questions that the quarterlife generation is asking these days. Following this, we introduce a five-cycle sequence of quarterlife challenges around the issue of choice. Then we introduce one young woman who has wrestled with some of the archetypal quarterlife questions to develop a path of meaning and  purpose. We close the chapter with a practical section on how to take advantage of a meaning-making moment in a particular educational setting. (Parts of this chapter appeared in slightly altered form in Nash’s article “Crossover Pedagogy,” appearing in About Campus, 2009, pp. 2-9. Reprinted with permission.)




Quarterlife Challenges 

Two of the leading writers on the quarterlife generation (Robbins & Wilner, 2001; Robbins, 2004) believe that this period of life spans the ages from twenty to thirty-five, with significant developmental overlaps for both late teens and pre-midlifers. Thus the quarterlife generation includes most undergraduates as well as most graduate students. Robbins and Wilner think of this period in the adult life narrative as a challenge for the following reasons:• It is threatening for quarterlifers to face the world on their own, many for the first time, away from the securities of families of origin, earlier schooling, and, for older quarterlifers, familiar jobs, marriages, and surroundings.
• Unprecedented competition for highly specialized jobs in the twenty-first-century world is fierce, and the resultant emotional stress can be devastating.
• The pressure to select the right colleges and universities, the right preprofessional major and minor fields of study, and the right graduate schools, professions, and occupations, in order to succeed later in the work world, can be nerve-racking.
• Friendships are, at best, tentative, and committed, intimate relationships are often put on hold, because so much of one’s future is up in the air. 
• Quarterlife concerns about success and failure in a changing economy and in an increasingly specialized, technological job market induce intense anxiety, depression, eating disorders, drug abuse, and, in extreme cases, violence and suicide.
• “Do what you love, and love what you do” seems for many quarterlifers to be a near-impossibility, either in college or in the job market, because the expectations are so high to secure future jobs that will confer security, status, wealth, and power benefits.
• Credit card debt, school loans, and personal bankruptcies are out of control.



We prefer not to think of the quarterlife experience as a crisis  but rather as a series of exciting, real-life possibilities for students to make meaning. Although it is true that some students do live their quarterlife years in a narrative of panic, stress, and insecurity, others live in very different narratives of meaning. Here are some big and little meaning questions (some of the questions, which we have reworded, come from Robbins, 2004) that all quarterlifers are asking, in one way or another, on our campuses, regardless of the particular narratives they may inhabit (note the similarities between these quarterlife questions and some of the existential questions about meaning typically associated with midlife):• Hopes and Dreams—How do I find my passion? When do I let go of my dream? What if I don’t get what I want by a certain age? How do I start over, if I find I need to?



When is the right time to make a commitment? Is it possible to have a fulfilling relationship and a fulfilling job at the same time? What if I make the wrong choice on either side? Am I stuck forever? 

• Educational Challenges—Am I studying what is right for me? Why do I have to be so preoccupied with gearing up for graduate school and a career when I’d just like to enjoy exploring the arts and humanities? How well am I handling the freedom of college and being away from home for the first time? Why does my college experience neglect all the really important questions that come up for me regarding my hopes and dreams for the future?
• Religion and Spirituality—What is the right religion for me? Why am I so critical of my childhood religion? Why is it that a noninstitutional spirituality seems, at times, to be so powerful for me? Will my parents be disappointed if I don’t remain loyal to the religion of our family? Why does God seem so far away from me on some days and so close at other times? Can any good come from doubting? Do I need a religious faith to be a moral person? Can I be good without God? Is there any other way to make a meaning that is enduring without religion or spirituality? Why is it that so many of my college friends think of religion in such negative terms? Will I be able to make it in the world without experiencing the consolations of organized religion along with its supportive communities? In what religion will I bring up my children, if I have any?
• Work Life—Will I always have to choose between doing what I love or making lots of money? Will I ever really look forward to going off to work every day? Is it true that I’ll change careers many times before I retire? If, yes, then what’s the point of taking all this time to prepare for a particular career? Will I ever find work where I won’t feel such stress to produce all the time? Does my work always have to be so competitive and bottom-line? Is it possible to find a career that is congruent with my personal values? Will I eventually have to settle for a career driven by my obligation to pay off the tens of thousands of dollars that I will owe in student loans? What does “balance” look like when work  and stress build up? Why is it that I feel I have so much potential, but I am afraid to actualize it? Why am I so haunted by self-doubt?
• Home, Friends, Lovers, and Family—Why is it so hard to live alone but also so hard to sustain a relationship? Is there really such a person as a “soul mate”? How will I know when I fall in love with “The One”? Am I loveable? How do I avoid feeling stuck in my relationships? Why can’t I find close, enduring friends who stay the course without drifting away? Is there something about me that causes this? Why is the thought of moving back in with my parents so terrible? Now that I’ve moved away, how do I make friends? Who will be my true friends, will I ever fit in, and how will I know who I can trust?
• Identity—Why is adulthood, at one and the same time, so threatening to me yet also so attractive? Why is it that I alternate between thinking that my life is either exciting or boring? How can I stop feeling overwhelmed about everything? Why do I worry so much about how I look? Why can’t I like who I am? Will I ever be truly happy with myself? Why do I feel so guilty when others claim I am privileged? Why is everyone so hung up on identity politics? Aren’t we all human beings underneath our skin color, sexual orientation, neighborhoods, and private parts?

Many of these questions are part and parcel of life’s journey, no matter the journey-taker’s age or stage. Still, quarterlifers seem to be experiencing a deluge of doubt and possibility that is unique to that place between adolescence and adulthood. Books and internet resources (Robbins & Wilner, 2001; Robbins, 2004; Steinle, 2005) have been popping up to fill the void. Each of these resources affirms the questions of quarterlife and offers a most welcome comfort to the intended audience: “Quarterlifer, you are not alone!”

Notably, Robbins and Wilner (2001) and Steinle (2005) chose to populate their guides to the quarterlife with the voices and  circumstances of real quarterlifers. The young adults featured in these books discard the mask of self-assuredness to reveal the confusion and pain they sometimes experience in trying to find their way. They wonder how to lead a more fulfilling, less “empty” life than the one they know; they express their dismay at the realization that life is not always fair; and contrary to the Pew Research Center findings discussed in the preface, they want to know how to pursue a career that means something to them personally and will make a positive difference in their communities.

Regardless of gender, race, or social class, the respondents for each text underscore how universal many of these questions of meaning are. Although their social identities may frame the context in which they seek clarity, these quarterlifers express the same basic frustrations, excitements, worries, and questions (and even the same answers), regardless of the part their social identities suggest they play in life. Each of them wonders, through their interviews and written responses, whether they will discover a meaning and purpose worth living (and even dying) for.




Cycles of Quarterlife Meaning-Making 

The students we have encountered are no different from the quarterlifers represented in print. We find that not only do our quarterlife students ask the same powerful questions, but they also pass through recognizable meaning-making cycles. Different from stages or other linear and sequential developmental steps, the cycles of meaning-making in the quarterlife tend to appear and reappear with each new meaning challenge. Some of us are more ready than others to undertake the meaning-making project. Being aware of these cycles helps us to find the best ways to time, fine-tune, and present meaning-making opportunities to the right audiences, at the most appropriate time, and in the most effective manner. However, we are always very cautious in the use of our developmental cycles, because we do not believe that any kind of sequencing  should be the last word on who, how, when, and why to teach meaning-making.

If carried to an extreme, developmental ages and stages can often become tight little boxes that slot and plot students throughout their college experience—and, sadly, long afterward. In some ways, we prefer Robert Havinghurst’s phrase “developmental tasks.”  Cycle is a metaphor for describing particular sequences of quarter-life development, and, in some senses, the metaphor works very well. But mastery of all the earlier tasks of childhood and early adult development is necessary before quarterlifers can move on to the next sequence (Havinghurst, 1972). The term cycle also indicates the somewhat repetitive nature of meaning-making. Meaning develops in spiraling layers over time, and we want to allow for the likelihood that quarterlifers will find themselves revisiting one or another cycle on their way to becoming more fully themselves.

We offer what follows as suggestive and not definitive, as observations based on our informal experiences with quarterlife students over the last several years. (We are indebted to David L. Norton, 1976, for inspiring us to think about the ongoing interplay between seeking self-fulfillment and working for the fulfillment of others. He calls this developing a “philosophy of ethical individualism,” and he believes that reconciling these two sometimes conflicting ideals is the challenge of a lifetime for all of us.) The existential theme for each stage is choice, with its different configurations, as students travel through the quarterlife cycle of meaning.

Cycle One: I choose myself. Quarterlifers realize at some point that they must start to take responsibility for their own lives. This moment of existential awareness may happen suddenly or gradually, over a brief or long period of time, at any age. This narrative of self-awareness and self-construction takes this form: “Only I can live my life for myself. Nobody else can tell me who I am and what I must live for. From this moment on, I’m the one who has to make sense of my life. And I’ve got almost forever to do it, because I’m young  and healthy, and I feel immortal. Even though this independence is challenging, I’m looking forward to being on my own, without anyone telling me what to do.”

Cycle Two: Choosing myself is scary. Quarterlifers begin to develop a sense of their own finitude. Their self-awareness takes this shape: “I like choosing who I am and who I want to become, but I’m afraid choice carries with it certain risks. I can do anything that I want, it is true, but what is it I really want to do? The people whose advice I respect sometimes want different goals for me than I do. At times I’m afraid of letting down people whom I respect and love. I don’t want to disappoint anyone, but I also want to be independent and happy with my own choices about how to live, love, and work. But what is it I can do that is worthwhile? Who should I love? When should I make lifelong commitments, if at all? What should I believe? I need mentors and guides I trust and respect, but who should these people be? I know that others are depending on me to fulfill my promise as an adult, but just what are my duties to myself and my duties to others? What should I do when these duties are in conflict? Is it really possible for me to live a life of personal integrity when every choice I make stands to harm or to help others, and I’ve got to decide whose side I’m on?”

Cycle Three: I’m not really as free to choose as I thought I was. In the third cycle, quarterlifers become far more aware of their own boundedness. They realize that their choices are limited by their external circumstances, their individual temperaments, and other conditions over which they have little control. They still relish the idea of being autonomous agents who are able to construct their own meanings, but now the whole experience takes on a sharper, existential edge. It is more tuned in to the limitations of finite existence and bounded choice-making, as well as to what the Greeks called fortuna (“chance” or “luck”). No longer is the quarterlifer a superman or superwoman.

Happiness is, at best, a fleeting thing, and the months and years are as passing seasons. Now these questions arise: “Is there  any enduring meaning in my life? When I’ve done everything I’m supposed to do, will this guarantee that I’ll be in a satisfying relationship and a good job, and enjoying my life? If I’ve worked hard to achieve my goals, will this mean that I’ll finally be happy and fulfilled? I know so many people who, to the outside world, appear to be incredible successes. But they often tell me they feel so unsettled and so restless. Some of them are even doing self-destructive things. If all goes well when I graduate, I will still have more than two-thirds of my life to live. But I don’t ever want to be in a state of depression about opportunities lost. Where do I go from here? Will I be able to settle for less than I want, knowing that there are limits on my ambitions?”

Cycle Four: I’m becoming more, not less, cautious in my choices. During this cycle of meaning-making, quarterlifers start to realize that age, events, and added responsibilities are taking hold of them...almost by surprise. Often, when we listen to quarterlifers at this time of meaning-making, we are reminded of a Woody Allen line: “I’m not afraid of death. I just don’t want to be there when it happens.” Their self-talk covers more than just death, of course; it usually takes the following form: “Life is happening to me almost when I’m not even looking, and, lo and behold, I’m getting older. Who I see in the mirror every morning is not who I used to see. Now what? I’ve still got so much left that I want to do, but I’m realizing that what I want to do might actually take more time than I will actually have. How can I avoid slipping into despair, frustration, and just plain exhaustion?

“Will people still love and respect me, even though I probably won’t be as active a risk-taker as I want to be? In my later years, what in the world will I have in common with people who are younger and more creative and vital than I am? Will I look too eccentric and settled to them, completely out of touch—the way that my parents and teachers look to me now? It won’t be long before I’m out in the world, hustling like everyone else, and I’m really afraid of losing my passion for life. I never want to compromise my integrity, or lose  my sense of humor, or give up on my faith that there is some force greater than me in the universe.”

Cycle Five: I will choose my meanings to the best of my ability, and I will try not to live a life of regret or bitterness. In the fifth cycle, meaning-making becomes less concerned with the navel-gazing questions of self and more concerned with developing a generative, outward-facing philosophy. This cycle is less about resignation for quarterlifers than it is about authentic realization both in and out of community. Authenticity is the realization that we are the  authors (each word has the same Greek word root—authentes—meaning “one who makes or originates something”) of our own lives. In some ways, this cycle is a restatement of Cycle One, only now it is grounded in a narrative of existential responsibility (response-ability—the ability to respond) to others as well as to self:

“Yes, it is true that I am the author of my own life, but there are limits. There is around me a circle beyond which I cannot pass, but within that circle I have tremendous freedom to make choices; choices that can be as satisfying, exhilarating, and life-expanding as any I’ve ever made. Only now I need to proceed more carefully, not thinking only of myself but also being willing to respond to the needs of others. I am not a completely free agent, and I recognize now that there is a balance between freedom and responsibility. I live in a complex social network that imposes certain duties and obligations on me. Having said this, however, I also realize that this social network also confers a wonderful sense of freedom. I am not completely alone. I have others on whom I can rely to help me make wise and good choices.”




Introducing Maigret Lisee Fay: The Life and Times of a Cycle-Five Quarterlifer 

Inspired by a presentation of the quarterlife cycles of meaning that we made, Maigret wrote to us about her take on her quarterlife experiences. We were astounded by the insights she shared and  asked her permission to include her story in our book. Much to our delight, Maigret agreed. Unlike some of the other quarterlife portraits and vignettes we will share throughout, we do not filter Maigret through our own lenses as mentors for meaning-making. Instead, we want Maigret to speak for herself in this piece, with her own chosen title.

Twenty-Seven: Exactly Where I Am Supposed to Be

I’m sitting here thinking about what life is supposed to be. Then there’s what it is. Where do they meet? Nobody has room for both. So we conform to the supposed to, or accept the is. Or, we balance in the middle. I AM the middle at 27. I am not settled, but not restless either. I’m not among the newlyweds with baby on the way, but I am also not feeling that my life is missing anything right now. I am exactly where I am supposed to be.

I offer my thoughts on acceptance, perfectionism, career, and reflection and how these play a role in, and contribute to, my quest for meaning as a quarterlifer. I need each of these components in order to create meaning in my life. My approaches to these allow me to maintain a feeling of contentment and centeredness, which ward off the pressures and uncertainties that plague many quarterlifers. In sharing this reflection, I hope to provide a different perspective for others in their quarterlife phase, and I hope to better understand myself.

 

 

Acceptance

I believe Paul Tillich’s words that “He who risks and fails can be forgiven. He who never risks and never fails is a failure in his whole being.” This is why recently, I embraced the “control my own destiny” mentality over the “let go so things can fall into place” mentality.

Long story short: I risked; I am forgiven; I am back to letting go. Accepting myself and forgiving myself for mistakes made has been a great source of meaning-making in my life. I like the person that I am, and I want to be present to my life. Before we speak of getting along with others, first we must get along with ourselves. I love what has come before by respecting my past. I love what is ahead by not obsessing over it. In being happy within myself, I can enjoy life and not be constantly searching for something else. To me, that is truly being open. The moments when I stop trying to figure it all out or come up with all of the answers are the times that I discover the most meaning and acceptance of my current place in life.

 

 

Perfectionism

The danger in giving in too much to perfectionism in my quarterlife, when everything seems to be “up in the air” already, is that I will miss out on living life and celebrating my successes. I think perfectionism could also cause me to miss out on learning lessons from my mistakes. If I am too caught up in trying to “avoid messes” then I lose time for appreciating the moment. In his Confession, Leo Tolstoy describes his battle with perfectionism. He says, “The starting point of it all was, of course, moral perfection, but this was soon replaced by a belief in overall perfection . . . a desire to be better in the eyes of other people. And this effort . . . was very quickly displaced by a long ing to be . . . more renowned, more important, wealthier than others.” Tolstoy became so consumed with being perfect and being seen as perfect by others, that his values shifted. His life was centered on an unattainable goal and dissatisfaction followed.

A little bit of perfectionism can be a good thing, but too much will stir up an already overflowing pot as a quarterlifer. I already have enough decisions to make about how I want to live my life and how I want to develop the meaning in my life; I do not need the added pressure of trying to make that fit some unattainable mold determined by a source outside of myself. I will continue to make messes as I  navigate my life—a good life is full of many little messes, and some times in cleaning up the mess we find our meaning.

 

Career and Calling

I used to have this fork. It came from a set of utensils made for toddlers. This was back in the ’80s though, so children’s utensils were still made of metal, just like their adult counterparts. Not all that plastic, rubbery, safety stuff we have now. I remember we had four each of forks, spoons, and butter knives. The handles were white, porcelain animals wearing blue overalls. The spoons were cats, the knives were bunnies, and the forks were dogs. One of the forks had accidentally gone through the dishwasher at some point. The steam and heat proved too much for the little puppy and he cracked. After the accident, his ear was gone along with half of his face. He was broken, fragile. The break had exposed the smooth, white insides of the porcelain. I remember caressing the place where the dog’s skull would have been, had he been a living thing; I was very attached to this damaged fork. As a little girl, I had to be the one using that fork at dinner. I believed I could protect it and prove to my parents that it did not need to be thrown out. To me, it was just as good as all the others. I remember all of this vividly.

Even at such a young age, I had a sense of caring that I think I was born with. I had to care for the fragile, broken fork that no one else wanted. I don’t think anyone taught me to love the broken and neglected, I think this was the part of me I brought into the world. Of course, this value of mine was reinforced and strengthened by my upbringing, but I had a natural inclination towards helping.

Now I find myself teaching children with autism as an interventionist. Maybe it was chance that brought me here, but as I learn more about my work, I learn more about my own values. In reading my agency’s code of ethics for a previous course I took, I came across one principle that struck a chord in me. Our “Societal Obligation”  states that “Employees . . . shall, through their endeavors and community affiliations, advance the understanding of the nature of . . . developmental disabilities.... They will strive for the de stigmatization of these conditions, and for the amelioration of human suffering. They will work to the best of their abilities to contribute to the welfare of the community as a whole, and to promoting the dignity, self-determination, and worth of the people they serve.” This is what I do. When I read this to myself, I literally overflow with passion and drive. It is an incredible feeling that no words, no image I can conjure up could come close to portraying. You just have to trust me when I say this means something to me.

One of my keys to happiness and a meaningful life is doing a job that means something to me. The job I have found for myself really is a vocation. It is my “summons or strong inclination to a particu lar . . . course of action.” I feel compelled to do this work. If it is going to be what I spend the majority of my time doing, then I have to believe in it. I do this work to “become” more myself, not just to “acquire” a paycheck. That, combined with causing what I believe to be a positive impact on another person’s life, is all I really need to feel successful.

 

Reflection

To truly create a meaning-filled life, I also make time for reflection. Knowing myself is necessary, especially when working intensively and directly with people, like individuals with autism where I will experience physically, emotionally and mentally draining days. Since this work matters to me, I don’t want to crack under the pressure. I want to be able to provide therapeutic support for a child no matter how I am feeling internally, while still validating and accepting my internal feelings at some point. This is why I value my ability to write about my life up to this point. Some may see it as self-indulgent, or without much of a point. However, writing my story allows me to better myself by getting to know what really matters to me and why. I apply this every day in my one-on-one work with people who are outside of the “mainstream.” I ask myself questions to make sure I am being  thoughtful in my meaning making. Friedrich Nietzsche said, “We only hear questions that we are able to answer.” I think it is necessary to open yourself up to the questions that don’t have answers. You might just find all the answers you need. You might just find yourself.

 

Exactly Where I Am Supposed to Be

I believe we can lead several different lives within a lifetime, but only one life at a time. Whenever we choose to lead a certain life, we follow its particular path. This also means choosing not to lead other possible lives at that time. Being limited to one path at a time is really a great gift, because it allows us to fully enjoy the present moment. Some things I can plan, some are out of my hands, but I believe that I am exactly where I am supposed to be right now. Each day can bring a new struggle, or a new release. My definition and awareness of my own identity helps me to make the decisions of how I will walk each path I am presented with.

What sometimes makes these decisions challenging is the fact that quarterlifers today are in an unprecedented situation: we have all of the options in the world, but now there are no guidelines or rules for choosing the right path. Subsequently, I believe the need for trusted guidance and a support system are, in some ways, more important than at other transitional life stages. Those of us facing the transition from college life into the Real World need people to turn to who understand the plethora of options facing us. Having professors and professional mentors that are aware of the challenges facing quarterlifers and the common themes of people in this period of life, will help us to navigate our way to a more meaningful and fulfilling journey.

The problem, or “quarterlife crisis,” really emerges when you cling too tightly to where your life is supposed to be or allow the negative thoughts about where your life is run rampant. Compassionate educators and mentors have the opportunity to help their quarterlife students be fulfilled by the middle.






What Cycle-Five Quarterlifers Can Teach Other Quarterlifers 

Maigret’s reflection offers the following lessons for quarterlifers:• It is possible to live one’s life whole. Integration and wholeness (the meaning of integrity) are achievable, if one is willing to work for it. At least for some quarterlifers, integrity need not be a pipe dream.
• It is possible for us to match our inner and outer lives, at least some of the time. For example, Maigret understands that her inner life always defines and shapes her outer life. Therefore she takes time out of her busy schedule to look for what we might call “inner” and “outer” narrative overlaps. For her, being in the world in a way that reflects her full humanity is more than just an abstract philosophical question. It is a very practical one.
• It is possible to find a close symmetry between our ideals and our realities. It is not necessary for ideals and realities always to be at war with one another. What we hold by way of our most praiseworthy convictions can be translated into actual commitments.
• Maigret demonstrates that one can live in a variety of sometimes conflicting roles and narratives without becoming schizophrenic or causing harm to others. She is working hard to achieve balance in her life.
• Maigret is finding a way to integrate both heart and head in her work without compromising either one—without putting blinders on her feelings or on her thinking. This is an ongoing struggle for all of us, because either our heads seem to want to control our hearts or vice versa. Maigret is seeking a wholeness of head and heart. She is rapidly becoming what we might call a “whole being.”






Two Potential Meaning-Making Moments 

Quarterlife students like Maigret, representing all ages and stages, frequently come to us in our roles as faculty and staff, directly seeking our advice about the meaning of their lives. We sometimes look at them with bewilderment and helplessness, but more often with empathy and solidarity. How many of us in higher education have really taken the time to examine the meaning of our own lives? Most of us know that we were born, we live, love, and learn, and then we will die. All human beings, no matter their educational level, wonder if there is anything more to life than this “eternal recurrence,” the Hindu view that time repeats itself cyclically ad infinitum.

Approximately 120 billion human beings, since the beginning of human time, have lived this repetitive cycle (Dillard, 1999). Nobody escapes it. Few are remembered for long. One of the universal meaning questions that all of us ask in our own ways has to do with the inevitability of our eventual death and the short shelf life of others’ memories of us: will we be remembered even months or years after our death, let alone decades or centuries? Or will we merely melt into one enormous statistic as tens of billions of others have before us? Does any of this really matter?

One of our recent quarterlife students recently spoke to us about a philosophy professor of his (let us call him Dr. So-What-Now-What), with whom he had a love-hate relationship. He told us that this man, steeped in Nietzsche, Schopenhauer, Buddhism, and Hinduism, always made the following comment over and over again to his classes, whenever students were arrogant enough to think that they had come up with a sensational new insight about the meaning of life: “Such as it always was. Such as it always is. And such as it always will be. So what? Now what?” Little did this student know that his philosophy professor was restating Schopenhauer: “The true philosophy of history lies in perceiving that, in all the endless changes and motley complexity of events, it is only  the self-same unchangeable being which is before us.” Perhaps his professor was even trying, in his own way, to provoke a thoughtful response from his students. Perhaps not. The student was never sure.

We believe this professor could help many of his Cycle-Two, Cycle-Three, and Cycle-Four quarterlife students to think in a different way about the meaning of history in their own lives by getting them to unpack, and discuss, Schopenhauer’s short narrative passage on time, change, and changelessness. At the very least, and even though this professor’s familiar riposte always manages to bring his students up short, he might be able to help quarterlife students to look deeper within themselves to accept their responsibility to make meaning of their lives, no matter how repetitive and predictable these lives might seem. If our developmental sequence of quarterlife questions is accurate, then all of our students, each in his or her own way, are ready to tackle this philosophy professor’s take on the meaning of history.

Whether intentionally or not, this professor creates meaning-making moments in his classroom, and we commend him for this. But for quarterlife students his words should not be left hanging; they are potential stimulants that cry out for continuing conversation, clarification, and interpretation. For example, quarterlifers at all stages of the developmental cycle need the professor’s help to think further about the following types of meaning-making questions: Is there a “true philosophy of history,” as Schopenhauer says? Does history have a purpose? A fate? A design? Or is it all a matter of brute chance? Or is the “purpose” nothing more than some historian’s pet theory imposed on it? Why does Schopenhauer choose the words “motley” and “complexity” to describe historical events? Also, in what sense is there “only the self-same unchangeable being” before us? Do quarterlifers believe this? Why did Schopenhauer believe this? In other words, the philosophy professor could become a philosophical counselor, a meaning-making educator, if only for a little while.

Schopenhauer’s philosophy of history raises universal questions for all of us, whether we are quarterlifers or not. We all need to come to terms with the fact that tens of billions of people have been born, lived, and died since the beginning of human time. Some of these 120 billion people lived life better, of course, and some lived it worse. Some died living; some lived dying. Some lived for the next life; some lived for the now. Some lived without a concern for meaning; some found it impossible to live without meaning.

The meaning of life’s ceaseless ebb and flow is not for Dr. So-What-Now-What to assert for his students, of course. Nor is it for any of us to declare. This is each quarterlifer’s task to discover for him- or herself. Therefore, as meaning-making educators, we must ask ourselves: how can we help each of our quarterlifers to understand and respond to such a large question, given where each might reside in their unique narratives of meaning? How can we cut it down to size? We think quarterlifers are more than ready to consider questions like these. In fact, we believe that this entire generation is capable of responding to such questions, at all points throughout their years of meaning-making. It is our responsibility to know which quarterlife sequence each of our students is living in and then be ready to ask them the appropriate questions, just as we have with Maigret, whose responses we read in an earlier section.

One more example will suffice. Another of our quarterlifers, a junior English major, remarked that he was more and more becoming a creature of rituals and routines. In the words of Victor Hugo, one of his favorite authors, whom he quoted frequently, he was trying to “recover the ground beneath my feet.” He went on to say, in Hugo’s words, that he did not want to become a “rock that is massive, haughty, and immobile” as he got older, had a family, became successful in a career, and accumulated possessions. Instead, he wanted to strive for gelassenheit, or “letting be.” As we talked, Robert asked him what advice he might give to other quarterlifers like himself. He said: “Live and let live. Practice some generosity  toward others, especially toward those whose choices, ideas, and lifestyles you dislike. Let go, and let be. Enjoy. In the end, it’s all a matter of taste and temperament anyway, right?” In many ways, Maigret in the previous section would agree, even though she might choose to live these responses in a different way—through service to others.

It was clear to us that this student’s comments were an outgrowth of the quarterlife meaning-making cycle in which he lived. Hugo spoke directly to many of his Cycle-Three and Cycle-Four fears. Equally clear to us, his comments also confirmed the fact that we are all more alike than not, even though our individual stories, phases, and stages are singular. We all have a need to tell our stories in our own special ways and to have others tell theirs as well. What binds us all together is the universality of our questions, the overlaps in our stories of meaning, and the commonality of our psychobiological needs. What sometimes separates us, though, are the unique, age- and sequence-related stories we fashion in order to deal with our particular cries for meaning. But this separation need not resign us to a life of isolation and loneliness. We tell our stories of meaning, as do most other quarterlifers, to reach across the terrifying chasm of meaninglessness and separation to make contact with others like us.

Robert often says this to his classes at the beginning of a new semester:

I make the assumption that each of us is all about discovering and making meanings that will sustain us in the days and years ahead. Let us, therefore, agree that your meanings may not work for me and vice versa. Therefore, please resist the temptation to foist your “successful” formula for finding the keys to your existence on me, and I will promise to return the favor. Meanwhile, whenever it is necessary during our time with one another, let us agree to huddle together within the protective cocoon of  our mutual humanity for the comfort and affirmation we need when things go dismally wrong, or for that matter, ecstatically right. Be willing to share your meanings with the rest of us, and we will do the same with you. Beyond this, we cannot, indeed, dare not, go.


Finally, here is what Dr. So-What-Now-What might have said to that student to draw out his thoughts regarding Schopenhauer’s thesis of eternal recurrence. Granted that we are born. We live. We love. We learn. We get old. We die. Do you think there is anything more? Does anything really change? Or is everything change? Do we read the meaning of our lives from the past to the present, or from the present to the past, or from the present to the future? How do you read the meaning of your life up to the present time? Are we living in fast or slow motion? What speed are you living in? Is it all about “infinite recurrence”—Bill Murray’s Groundhog Day, over and over, and then it’s just beginning once more? Or is it only about the “eternal now,” past and future beside the point, the present moment all there is—never duplicable, no facsimiles, be here in the moment a la Ram Dass, nothing more, nothing less? Finally, do you think Philo was right centuries ago when he said that the “true name of eternity is Today.” What do you think he meant by that comment?




How One Quarterlifer Created Meaning in a Seminar 

What follows is the personal statement of a quarterlife student, Meredith Long, after taking a semester-long course with Robert. We reproduce this personal reflection because it demonstrates well two points: first, most quarterlifers, if given a chance, are willing to pursue the meaning-making project with great intensity and enthusiasm; second, quarterlifers experience the meaning-making project in such different ways. This quarterlifer starts her reflection with a quote from one of the authors she read during the term.

The point of non-vocational higher education is, instead, to help students realize that they can reshape themselves—they can rework the self-image foisted on them by their past, the self image that makes them competent citizens, into a new self-image, one that they themselves have helped to create (Rorty, 1999, p. 118).


For me, this statement by Rorty more than adequately describes my experience in this course. I have been introduced to many new perspectives, and have questioned, refined, and redefined many of my own. It was refreshing to be able to converse so freely with fellow “philosophers.” I have learned much about myself, my fellow classmates, and my teacher through the sharing of our personal narratives. It seems amazing to me that twenty or so perfect strangers could grow so close in such a short amount of time. It just goes to show that we all have more in common than we might realize.

I would say that, according to Nel Noddings (1995), in a way, we are all existentialists in that “existentialists often choose stories rather than argumentation as their mode of communication. They do this because they believe that life is not the unfolding of a logical plan; one cannot argue from trustworthy premises what a life should be like or how it should be lived. Rather, meaning is created as we live our lives reflectively. Stories give us accounts of the human struggle for meaning. They inspire and frighten us. They tell us how we might be—for better or worse—if we choose to act this way or that” (p. 62).

I believe this proof-text from Noddings beautifully sums up what we have accomplished together this semester. In the beginning of the semester, we were introduced to the “art” of moral conversation and scholarly personal narrative writing. Both individually and collectively we reflected on readings, conversations, and personal stories, and then we attempted to create meaning on both a personal and communal level. Our classroom served as our own community, within which we were able to create a safe haven, where the free flow of ideas and sharing of personal experiences were encouraged and  supported. We were able to share personal accounts of our own struggle for meaning, free from judgment. At times I was inspired, at others deeply saddened, and others still, surprised by how much my own narrative overlapped with those of some of my classmates.

I know I make meaning in my daily life by simply appreciating the fact that I am here. I am lucky because I have people around me whom I deeply love and who support me. I am passionate about the career I am pursuing. I am in touch with my spirituality most when I am outside, surfing, snowboarding, riding my bike, or hiking with my dog. The way in which my mind and body work together in harmony centers me. I feel at peace. I know that there is pain and suffering in the world. Sometimes things seem unfair and don’t make sense to us. It is during these times I believe it is most important to connect with others and to live reflectively.

I am not sure I believe in God in the traditional sense or as an ultimate meaning of life, but I do believe in living the best way I know how. I believe in living with passion and authenticity, helping others when I can, enjoying the things I love to do, seeing the world, experiencing different cultures, being healthy in a way that exercises and enriches my mind, body, and soul. I believe in having the courage and honesty to take my life for what I believe it to be, and to make the most of it each day. I will continue to question myself and the world around me as well as share my experiences with others in hopes that they will, in turn, share theirs with me. I believe this process is necessary in order to continue to develop my own life-narrative. Thank you for everything.






From Quarterlife Questions to Meaning for a Lifetime 

For Robbins and Wilner (2001), the quarterlife years, beginning around age twenty, are full of questions that poise emerging adults on the precipice of change. Responsibility. Relationships. Definitions  of success. Careers. Values and beliefs. All of these seem to be up for grabs as adolescence begins to give way to adulthood. The old ways of thinking, sensing, feeling, and believing fall away, and college students attempt to cobble together new ways that will carry them into the next stage of their lives. The feeling of crisis, Robbins and Wilner point out, occurs when the old ways have crumbled, but nothing substantial has risen to take their place.

By the time traditional-aged college students receive their baccalaureate diplomas, they will have been in school for sixteen to eighteen consecutive years. For many of them, graduation day represents the tremendous pride of accomplishment alongside the crippling fear of the unknown. To the best of their recollection, they have never not been students. To the best of their recollection, September means a return to school, a return to a comfortable way of life. Whether they have firm post-graduation plans or not, many students panic at the thought of entering the world that lies vast and mysterious before them. The rules change after college, and they are not sure whether they know the new game.

In the next chapter, we examine two philosophical approaches to meaning and meaning-making—existentialism and postmodernism.




End of sample
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