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nstead of rushing to the 
dining hall, college junior 
Natalie Kanter walked 
through the streets 
of Berlin to grab some 
groceries at a Turkish 
market. Instead of taking 

notes in a lecture hall, she spent 
her days working with an NGO 
that helps refugees earn college 
degrees. And instead of running for 
student government, she discussed 
school reform with the Argentine 

Ministry of Education.
Kanter, 20, is one of thousands 

of young adults opting for an 
alternative to traditional higher 
education, bucking the centuries-
old trend of attending a brick-and-
mortar four-year college. There are 
a growing number of options for 
these unconventional students—
from innovative programs inside 
traditional universities to schools 
where students never set foot 
inside a classroom.

“I’m not necessarily interested 
in doing the same thing as other 
people,” Kanter says. “I person-
ally wanted to have an experience 
where I can say that I have been 
really waist-deep in real life.”

CITIZENS OF THE WORLD

Kanter is in her third year with 
Minerva Schools at Keck Graduate 
Institute, a San Francisco-based 
higher education program that 
believes that a foundation of inter-
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disciplinary skills combined with 
four years of world travel results 
in a more well-rounded gradu-
ate capable of thriving in today’s 
increasingly complex international 
job market.

The social sciences major is 
spending this semester in Seoul, 
South Korea, and the spring semes-
ter in Hyderabad, India. By the time 
she graduates in May 2019, she also 
will have studied in London and 
Taiwan.

Minerva was founded in 2012 by 
former Snapfish CEO Ben Nelson. 
Disillusioned by what he found to 
be predictable and outdated uni-
versity curricula and a price struc-
ture that favored the haves over 
the have-nots, Nelson launched a 
pilot program in 2014 with a small 
number of students. There are now 
more than 450 students enrolled 
at Minerva. The first group of mas-
ter’s students graduated in August, 
and the first undergraduate class 
will graduate in May 2019. For the 
class of 2021, Minerva counted 
20,400 applicants, more than MIT 
or Dartmouth. 

“It’s still hard for me to wrap 

my own head around that,” Nelson 
says, adding that less than 2 per-
cent of the applicants were admit-
ted and, of that, half of the selected 
students chose to enroll.

“Our students come in from all 
over the world,” Nelson says, and 
Americans make up just 20 percent 
of the student body. 

Kanter first heard about Mi-
nerva when she was a high school 
senior in Scottsdale, Arizona. Her 
mother passed along a newspaper 
article about Minerva and Nelson. 
Kanter says she connected with 
the school’s mission right away 
and finally felt the pull she’d been 
looking for.

Minerva students spend their 
first year in San Francisco getting 
the fundamentals before they 
travel abroad. In all cities, they 
are housed in Minerva-arranged 
housing, but are expected to live 
like locals, which means navigating 
public transportation and grocery 
shopping.

Classes are 90-minute live 
video seminars with fewer than 20 
students each. Professors, Nelson 
says, are not allowed to speak for 

more than four minutes at a time to 
give students plenty of opportuni-
ties to engage with them and each 
other. “We developed a technique 
called ‘fully active learning,’ ” he 
explains. “Imagine two students 
are debating. The other 16 students 
in the class know that at any point, 
the professor may cut off one of 
the debaters in midsentence and 
ask another student to complete it. 
He’ll ask a third student to rebut 
that concept and then he’ll go back 
to the first student and have them 
complete the rebuttal for their 
own idea.”

 “It’s all about immersing,” 
Kanter says. She got a firsthand 
look at the Argentinean govern-
ment when she was invited to 
participate in a discussion on edu-
cation alternatives at the Ministry 
of Education.

 “This is not ‘play pretend,’ ” 
Kanter says. “We are expected to 
be citizens of the world and engage 
with these organizations, commu-
nities, governments and institu-
tions in a way that someone much 
older than us would.”

NEW RULES FOR A NEW
GENERATION

That appetite for learning on a 
global stage drives students en 
masse to the Cooperative Educa-
tion program at Northeastern 
University in Boston. 

“It’s really clear that this gener-
ation doesn’t have the patience to 
actually sit and listen, and I would 
argue that’s a good thing. They 
see that they need to be engaged,” 
says Susan Ambrose, senior vice 
provost for undergraduate educa-
tion and experiential learning at 
Northeastern. 

Co-op students spend six 
months at a time working full-time 
in their chosen field, then return to 
the campus for six months of study. 
While a co-op experience is not 
mandatory, 96 percent of students 
did one last year and 79 percent of 
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SPOTLIGHT ON: SETON HALL UNIVERSITY

While most universities 
offer internships, very 
few are as successful as 
Seton Hall University 
in South Orange, New 
Jersey. The school was 
ranked in the top 5 for 
undergraduate intern-
ships by the Internation-
al Business Times. And 
more than 80 percent of 
Seton Hall students par-
ticipate in an experien-
tial educational program 

at major companies such 
as NBC Universal, ABC 
News, Goldman Sachs 
and Google.

The key to their suc-
cess is the university’s 
commitment to career 
development from the 
moment they set foot 
on campus and “un-
precedented access” to 
mentors, alumni and 
potential employers.

“If you come here, 

you’re going to be a 
big fish. We’re small 
enough that we can 
really nurture and 
pay attention to these 
students,” says Alyssa 
McCloud, vice presi-
dent of enrollment 
management. “We have 
employers who know 
that when they get a Se-
ton Hall intern they are 
getting someone who is 
very talented.” —S. N.
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students from the class of 2017 did 
two or more by graduation.

“These students just fundamen-
tally understand that they learn 
through experience,” Ambrose 
says. “They also want some control 
over their education.” 

The co-ops differ from tradi-
tional internships in that they 
are longer, they are typically paid 
and the student is treated like an 
employee. Northeastern partners 
with about 3,300 employers world-
wide in almost every imaginable 
industry—everything from medi-
cal and financial giants to small 
startups (even the White House 
and Congress). 

The program starts in the 
sophomore year with an entry-level 
class that teaches the basics of 
business, including résumé writ-
ing, office etiquette and interview-
ing skills. 

“It’s a win-win because we want 
our students to get real-world 
experience and employers want 
to identify young people early on 
and woo them into the workforce,” 
Ambrose says. 

“They come back more ma-
ture because they know what it’s 
like out there,” she says. “They’re 
motivated in a way and matured 
in a way that I just have not seen 
with students who don’t do co-op. 
This is part of why many of our 
employers convert co-op jobs into 
full-time jobs.” 

Northeastern University has 
one of the oldest co-op programs 
in the country. Started more than 
100 years ago as a way for students 
to earn money for their tuition and 
fees, the program has evolved with 
its students into an experience 
worth more than money.

Ambrose, one of the authors 
of How Learning Works: Seven 
Research-Based Principles for Smart 
Teaching (Wiley, 2010), has worked 
in higher education for more than 
30 years. The current generation, 
she says, is unlike any previous 
cohorts. “This notion that they have 
to commit to a major and follow this 
through and be narrowly tagged 
and take a job and take it for life—
that is just the furthest thing from 
their minds.”

“THE NEED TO BE BOLD”

The numbers support Ambrose’s 
observations. According to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, work-
ers ages 25 to 34 spend a median 
of 2.8 years with an employer 
compared to more than 10 years 
for workers ages 55 to 64. And they 
are recruited with more than just 
salary and promotions.

Students today, Ambrose says, 
“are more interested in working 
for companies that are socially 
conscious and environmentally 
conscious. That’s more important 
to them than salary. They are more 
interested in working for compa-
nies where they can have a  work-
life balance.”

Taylor Spratt juggled classwork 
and co-ops at Antioch College, a 
small liberal arts school in Yellow 
Springs, Ohio, about 20 miles east 
of Dayton. Unlike Northeastern, 
Antioch makes its co-op program 
a mandatory graduation require-
ment. The school year is divided 
into quarters—students do a full-
time co-op every third quarter for 
a total of four co-ops during their 
time at Antioch.

Spratt transferred to Antioch 
after two semesters at a tradi-
tional, private “status quo” West 
Coast college. At Antioch, “there 
was a big emphasis in admissions 
recruitment on the need to be bold 
and the need to want to be in [a] 
community and be interested in 
your education,” she says. 

Spratt spent her first co-op in 
Madrid, working both as a nanny 
and at Scarleteen, a sex educa-
tion website for teens and young 
adults. Her second co-op was a 
stint in education at the Kokro-
bitey Institute, a learning and 
creative center in Ghana. That was 
followed by a co-op in peer-to-peer 
mentoring in the English as a Sec-
ond Language program at Dayton 
Public Schools in Ohio. That co-op 
turned into employment while she 
finished college. Her final co-op, 
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Through Emory Execu-
tive Education at Goi-
zueta Business School, 
innovative programs let 
busy professionals gain 
the skills they need—in 
just a few days’ time.
“Today, everyone has 
a lot of needs, but not 
enough time,” explains 
J. B. Kurish, senior 
associate dean of ex-
ecutive education and 
a professor in the prac-

tice of finance. “People 
come to Emory looking 
for specific skill sets: 
business analytics, 
design thinking and 
strategic execution, to 
name a few.” 

Busy professionals 
can sign up for courses 
that last a few days; by 
taking a series of these 
short courses, they get 
a nondegree certificate 
in that discipline. “It’s 

useful for people who 
are leaders to come to 
Emory and get the abil-
ity to positively disrupt 
their organizations and 
move forward,” says 
Kurish. “That’s the edge 
we work on—to make 
sure we are cutting 
edge in giving people 
skills that will make a 
positive difference on 
their professional jour-
neys.” —Kate Gammon

SPOTLIGHT ON: EMORY EXECUTIVE EDUCATION  
AT  GOIZUETA BUSINESS SCHOOL
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A DIFFERENT PATH TO
SUCCESS

Even with the myriad options for 
post-high school and postgraduate 
education, there is a smaller, but de-
termined, group of successful young 
adults foregoing the college experi-
ence altogether. 

The Thiel Fellowship, a two-year 
competitive grant program founded 
by tech entrepreneur and PayPal 
co-founder Peter Thiel, encourages 
business-minded students to leave 
college behind—or never start in the 
first place. In exchange, fellows are 
awarded a $100,000 grant and two 
years of support and mentoring from 
a carefully curated team of business 
founders, inventors and scientists.

Their target? “Young people who 
want to build new things instead of 
sit in a classroom.”

Young people like Megan Grassell, 

who founded Yellowberry, a bra com-
pany marketed to teens and tweens, 
when she was just 17 years old.

“It was always the plan—no ex-
ception—for my parents and for me 
that it was a four-year college,” she 
says. Grassell, then a high school 
student, found her career inspira-
tion in a dressing room, helping her 
younger sister try to find a comfort-
able bra that wasn’t padded, push-
up or oozing the type of sex appeal 
meant for a much older woman. 

So Grassell launched Yellow-
berry to give young girls and their 
parents comfortable and modest, 
yet stylish, bra options. For the first 
two years, she ran Yellowberry out 
of her bedroom in Jackson Hole, 
Wyoming, taking on her mom as 
her business partner. Her message 
resonated and the company grew 
exponentially.

She heard about the Thiel Fellow-
ship from another young business-
person and immediately applied. 
She was invited to a fellowship sum-
mit in San Francisco and realized 
she was not the only person to take a 
different path to success.

While these alternatives are 
in direct competition with the 
tried-and-true methods of higher 
education, students and graduates 
are seeing success in the job market 
right alongside their more tradi-
tionally educated peers. And many 
have a faster path to employment.

Ninety percent of Northeastern 
University students are employed 
in jobs related to their field of study 
within six to nine months of gradu-
ation, Ambrose says. And about 50 
percent of students get a job offer 
from a past co-op employer. While 
Minerva has yet to graduate its first 

dedicated to writing, came with a 
permanent move to Miami. 

While there are no hard num-

bers on how many students opt for 
alternatives to traditional higher 
education, there are statistics to 

show movement among college-
age adults.

Vocational schools, which saw 
an uptick in enrollment after the 
2008 recession, continue to see 
healthy enrollment numbers. 
There are 8.4 million students 
seeking a sub-baccalaureate cre-
dential at vocational schools, ac-
cording to the National Center for 
Education Statistics. The Associa-
tion for Career & Technical Educa-
tion points to a 71 percent increase 
in the number of students earning 
sub-baccalaureate credentials 
between 2002 and 2012. Overall 
postsecondary education enroll-
ments have decreased every fall 
and spring term for the past five 
years, according to the National 
Student Clearinghouse Research 
Center. 

Students applying to 
online undergraduate 
and graduate programs 
offered by Rutgers 
University in New Jersey 
can expect a uniquely 
personalized experience 
from the minute they 
even consider the popu-
lar East Coast school.

“We go through an 
extensive process of 

recruiting,” says Jaishan-
kar Ganesh, dean of the 
Rutgers School of Busi-
ness-Camden. “We try to 
match students’ career 
goals and aspirations to 
the program, to make 
sure they pick the right 
program that will help 
them move forward.”

The individualized 
process, which includes 

an initial webinar, then 
one-on-one calls, emails 
and Skype sessions, 
works especially well, Ga-
nesh says, with prospec-
tive MBA students who 
come to Rutgers Online 
with an average of 12 
years of previous work 
experience. “Engage-
ment,” he says, “ is the 
key.” —S. N.

SPOTLIGHT ON: RUTGERS ONLINE

At Seton Hall University, we help our  
students live career-defining moments  
every day. You’ll have access to expert  
faculty and valuable professional  
development opportunities that will  
expand your network and your skill set.  
Find out how the graduate programs  
at Seton Hall can accelerate your career  
growth. Then, show the world just
what you can accomplish.

What great minds can do.
www.shu.edu/greatminds
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undergrad class, Nelson says the 
school has an 87-percent place-

ment rate for first-year students 
in summer internships. And when 

he surveyed internship managers, 
Minerva students rated exception-
ally high.

“When you actually find great 
students and you educate them,” 
Nelson says, “it turns out that the 
employer demand is outrageous.”

As for Megan Grassell, she 
doesn’t release sales figures for 
Yellowberry, but reports that the 
company recently outgrew its 
distribution center. Yellowberry 
products are found at several major 
retailers, including Amazon and 
Aeon in Japan—and they sold out 
at Nordstrom.

“The way I was taught to think 
was that success and intelligence 
was in parallel with your level of 
education, which is not true,” Gras-
sell says. 

“Learning in any capacity is 
what’s really important.” 

How can a school turn 
any student into a 
leader? That’s a question 
Christopher Newport 
University has been 
answering since 1998. 
The school’s unique 
President’s Leadership 
Program combines 
academic studies of lead-
ership with service and 
experiential learning. 

“Every single person 
has leadership poten-
tial, and we want to 
help students develop 
themselves,” says Brian 
Larson, CNU’s associ-
ate dean of students for 
leadership and student 
development. 

About a quarter of the 
student body partici-
pates in the President’s 

Leadership Program, and 
the students come from 
all academic areas. “We 
are pushing the concept 
of community service 
and leadership through-
out the campus,” says 
Larson, who adds that 
students learn to inspire 
others as they lead. “It’s 
an exponential opportu-
nity for growth.”  —K. G. 

SPOTLIGHT ON: CHRISTOPHER NEWPORT  
UNIVERSITY
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