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A message from the President...

Ugh…I don’t know what to say…At this point
in the school year I am tired, exhausted
really. In addition, my brain is fried and I’m
grouchy. I know what you’re thinking, “We
just had a two week break. You should feel
rested and ready to go back to work.” The
reality is, I am not. Not after the countless
things that were on my “to do” list. First it was visiting a friend up north
that I haven’t seen in quite some time and quite frankly just hasn’t been
the same as in years’ past. It’s my friend snow. I spent my first two days
of break at the base of a hill in Cadillac with skis in hand praying for no
rain so that my friend snow would be okay (and so I could have some fun
with it). It was for one day, then it quickly disappeared from my life once
again. Upon arriving home, it was time to fulfill the wish lists of many.
Between the last minute shopping, sewing of gifts, baking, card writing,
and volunteering for charity, I was ready for a break. Oh, but no, not now!
Next were the many Christmas get togethers with friends and family,
church services, and a birthday party for my nephew. Soon after came
New Year’s Eve and the Bowl parties the day after. Can I rest now? Oh
no, now it’s time to do all the things that teachers do when they have time
off like go to the dentist, to an appointment with the financial planner,
downtown to pay the tax bill at City Hall, etc. Basically, it’s the time
needed to go to all the places that are closed when you go to work and are
closed when you get out of work. Some rest now…pretty please? Still no
because now I needed to get all things ready in order to go back to work
like the lesson plans and the grading etc. So, as I look forward to future
days off for Martin Luther King and Presidents and get wishful for snow
days, I want to offer some suggestions for getting over the exhaustion,
the brain fry and the grouchy moods…or at least managing it. So turn the
page to get started on decreasing your exhaustion and increasing your energy!
Anne Ribby
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One—Prioritize your sleep.
Set a regular bed time and get uninterrupted sleep. Even if you can only
get a few hours of sleep each night, if it’s at the same time and without
interruption your mood will improve.

Two—Take breaks when working.
Take a short ten minute break from planning curriculum or writing lesson plans to do something mindless. For example, you
might think of a random word or phrase like ‘pineapple’ to say to me when
you see me at the Annual FCSEM Conference this summer in order to get
one free raffle ticket for the door prize drawing. You might play a game on your phone like
Candy Crush Saga. Another idea is to color a page from your adult coloring book for ten minutes. Basically, a ten minute break can help you re-set your brain so that you can go back to
work with a clear head.
Three—Get physical!
Taking a walk, lifting weights, going for a run, or taking a Zumba or
yoga class before or after work can help in giving your body a needed
energy boost, help in quieting your mind and help better your mood.
Four—Eat something!
Basically, don’t skip breakfast or lunch. It’s very typical when we get busy to eat on
the go, at our desk or not at all. Actually take a break and eat. When your sugar
levels fall, your cranky mood can easily rise.
I hope that this advice can help! Happy New Year and here’s to snow!

Anne Ribby
Skip the diet, just eat
healthy!
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“Sheriff Ribby is lookin’ for some volunteers!”

MEMBERSHIP

Family and Consumer
Science Teachers to
fill volunteer positions
of the State Board.
Positions include the
following:

Membership
Legislation Liaison
Web Liason

Responsibilities include collecting membership dues,
distributing membership cards, promoting membership and maintaining and up-to-date membership
list.

LEGISLATION LIAISON
Duties include securing legislative information pertinent to FCS/CTE, inform FCSEM members of
upcoming issues or hearing that may affect an
area of educational concern, and create sample
suggestions for members to use when contacting
legislators concerning issues of concern to the
area of FCS.

WEB LIAISON
Tasks include maintenance of the website
(fcsem.org), evaluating and editing information to
be posted on the website, and answering any
questions regarding the website.
Please contact the current FCSEM President, Anne
Ribby, at ribbyann@gmail.com if you have any
questions regarding or interest in any of the open
positions.
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onference
Connection

FCSEM
Conference

Conference Update… By Kathie Beck and Jennifer Leja

We are very excited about how the 2016 FCSEM Annual Conference, taking place on

Monday August 1st and Tuesday August 2nd in Frankenmuth, Michigan is coming together. You
can always visit our website (www.fcsem.org) for additional information regarding speakers,
schedule, and soon registration/payment information. It is important to note that on Monday
August 1st we will have a later start allowing most to travel to the conference that day. Tuesday August 2nd will end early enough for most to drive and arrive home before dark that evening. For the majority of individuals, this schedule will only require one night in the hotel, which
we hope will be financially more attractive. Our goal for this conference is to have a wide variety of speakers that will be addressing topics that all of us can use in our classroom, no matter
what class we teach. We know that as a content area we have a variety of courses that we are
certified to teach, so we wanted to focus on big topics that can be immediately implemented in
your classroom, as well as more specific topics.
We are excited to announce that we have not one, not two, but three
keynote speakers lined up and a number of phenomenal breakout speakers.
Well-integrated use of technology resources by thoroughly trained teachers makes twenty-first-century learning possible (Edutopia). Knowing the
importance of technology and the fact that it is not going away, we invited
Shelly Stanton, a Certified Google Trainer, to be a keynote speaker. She informs us that her session will show that Google isn’t spooky or scary but it will be fun, fast and
furious. She will share tricks about using Slides, Docs, Chrome, searching and just fun stuff
that makes your Google life easier.
The goal, as a group, will be to leave the session with at least 31 tips
any teacher can implement into their bag of goodies. We know that your
summer time is precious, and we all in one way or another need to get excited for the next academic year. This is why we have secured the second
keynote speaker, Bruce Boguski, to help IGNITE us and get us Fired Up!
Most everyone is already equipped with amazing talent, brain power and the
drive to succeed, but they might simply be lacking the spark needed to set them on fire and
achieve breakthrough results. Bruce’s program provides the combustion needed to launch your
levels of success.
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As Family and Consumer Science Educators, students approach us on a daily basis wanting to discuss
struggles in their lives. We are also mandated reporters in
ed
t
c
the state of Michigan. So, with that being said, we felt it
ne
n
o
was appropriate for our third keynote speaker to be Rene
tc
e
G
Howitt, Founder and Executive Director of Cope 24. This
August
is a Trauma Informed Training, which helps to prepare
1-2
one for how to react when a student reveals an abusive
situation. She will ask questions such as; What unintended
messages may we be sending? What support systems does
your school have in place? We have so much more to tell you about the conference, however,
do not want to take up all of the newsletter space! We encourage you to visit the website,
read more about the breakout speakers, the events we have lined up, and be ready for a few
fun surprises along the way. Registration will be open soon and we will be sure to publicize it
greatly so we can get a fabulous attendance for this conference. We (your conference planners) are working hard to make the conference as fun, informative, and as cost effective as
possible. We look forward to seeing everyone in August! Edutopia. (2016, November 5). What
Is Successful Technology Integration? Retrieved February 8, 2007
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Share Your Best!
Submitted by Nicole Dykstra

This year was the first year that my students and I
traveled to our local Apple Orchard to pick apples for two
of our foods labs. We went on this field trip with the
Special Education Class and this was a great experience for both groups of
students to work together. My students enjoyed picking apples, even though
it was raining when we went. Students were able to sample different types
of apples and see a lot of different varieties. Back at school we used scales
to weigh apples to find which group picked the largest apple. Within that
next week we made biscuits and apple butter. The students were able to get
a canning experience which was fun. We also made apple pies and this was
one of the favorite labs of the trimester. This will be a field trip I plan to
include for many years to come.

Nicole, thank you for “pickin’ such a great idea!

Fellow teachers, please me send me your “Best” ideas so I can add them to the next
news letter.
Please send info to Gloria Rigney:
rigneyg@howellschools.com or fcsemnewsletter@gmail.com
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a bushel of fun and a great “peck” for all!

What’s
missing?

Your awesome ideas, lesson plans, articles, photos, etc.
Please submit your ideas...you never know whose day you will brighten!
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Teachers...please send me items for the next newsletter! We’d love to hear
your awesome ideas and if you submit a lesson for “Share Your Best”, the
FCSEM Board will notify your administration about your article that was seen by
educators across Michigan!
A letter of recognition would be a great asset to your evaluation process.

FCSEM Board Elections are approaching
The nomination window for the FCSEM Board is fast approaching. Please think of individuals (or yourself) that would like to join the board. Voting will take place in the spring.
Please send all nominations to Leah Brinker at brinkerl@howellschools.com.
Thank you!

Hope that everyone is finding the new year starting out wonderfully. Please consider nominating a fellow Michigan FCS teacher for the FCSEM Teacher of the Year or Rising Star
Awards. Go to the FCSEM.org website to fill-out the online nomination form. Please note that
nominees need to be a current FCSEM member. You can find information about becoming a
member on the FCSEM.org website as well. If you have questions please contact Nichole
Dykstra atndykstra@alleganps.org.
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Putting the pieces together…The Executive Board

President

Anne Ribby

Past President
Dawn Farrell

President-Elect

Secretary
Kathie Beck

Leah Brinker

Treasurer

Jennifer Warner-Leja

Our Executive Board is hard at work to make things better for the FCS teachers of Michigan.
Each board member has dedicated time and energy into meeting the needs of its members. In addition, the
Advisory Board continues to support and back the efforts of the organization. Please
check out the fcsem.org website to contact any of the board members.

Elaine Blake & Miranda Barth
Curriculum

Open Position
Website Liaison

Gloria Rigney
Newsletter

Denise Gentner
Historian

Tina Delbridge
Promotions

Zena Lowe
MDE/FCS

Conference Coordinators
Kathie Beck & Jennifer Warner-Leja

Nichole Dykstra
Scholarships and Professional Awards

Deborah Bailey—CMU and Yvonne Miller—Madonna
Charles Bruce—WMU and Dawn Contreras—MSU

Open position—Legislation Liaison/Public Relations
Cynthia Rodrigues — Jump$tart & FCCLA
Kathy Dardas—SEEC
Where is your picture?
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S.355: Teach Safe Relationships Act of 2015
By: Leah Brinker
Reference: congress.gov

In early 2015, Senator Kaine (D-VA) sponsored a bill to create a law about healthy

relationship education. The bill gained momentum on July 21, 2015. You may have seen a
post on the National Facebook page regarding the legislature. You can track the bill's progress on www.congress.gov. The website will send alerts if you sign up.
This bill amends the Elementary and Secondary Education Act of 1965 (ESEA) to authorize the Department of Education (ED) to award competitive four-year grants to local
educational agencies (LEAs) to provide: (1) professional development to school administrators, teachers, and staff in safe relationship behavior education; and (2) educational programming and curricula for students regarding safe relationship behavior.

"Safe relationship behavior education" is education that:
·

Is medically accurate and appropriate for an individual's age, developmental stage, and
culture

·

Promotes safe relationships and teaches students to recognize and prevent coercion, violence, or abuse, including physical and emotional relationship abuse

·

Includes education regarding communication skills, emotional health, accountability, and
well-being in relationships; and

·

Includes education regarding healthy relationships and consent.
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This is GREAT news for FCS Education, but how do they know we are already teaching this

content? Google their contact information and send them a message stating who you are,
where you teach, that you teach healthy relationship education, that you support healthy relationship education for all students, and that Family and Consumer Sciences is the discipline that needs to be teaching this content.
Here are some talking points:
·

Family and Consumer Sciences is the only discipline that has the background knowledge and training to teach a class on this topic

·

Family and Consumer Sciences is the only discipline that has a focus on prevention education, that includes healthy relationship education already

·

Family and Consumer Sciences has 27,000 teachers already offering this instruction, but
there should be many more of us

·

Family and Consumer Sciences should be a required subject, not elective which is why
many have not had our healthy relationship education instruction already

Let’s advocate to promote…
Family and Consumer Science Education.
In Pennsylvania, all high school students are required to take at least one FCS class. FCS is a
very popular course in Texas and Washington. There is an act where art and music are identified as core subjects. It took 15,000 contacts for that to happen.
What can we do?
We are all in this together!
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by Gloria Rigney

I can’t speak for anyone but myself, but I became a Home Economics teacher (FCS was not
coined yet) because of my grandmother. She was a Home Ec Teacher in central Philadelphia during the
1930’s and she was my idol. She was a working woman who was ahead of her time and who inspired me
fulfill my potential. She taught me many life-skills , but more importantly she taught me to pursue a
career that “fit” me. One that would bring me happiness, one that would make me feel good about myself and one that would allow me to use many of my talents. Sure, I love to sew and I am
pretty good, but stitchin’-n-stewin’ was not the reason I went into my field. I loved my Home
Ec classes because they were so varied and offered so many “useful” topics. Learning how to
become independent was exciting to me as a high school student. I was never bored in my
Home Ec classes, and the topics we discusses “made sense”.
Towards the end of her life, she lived to 95, she and I spent a lot of time talking
about teaching—the way it used to be and the way it was. I know she loved working with youth and she
loved listening to the stories or the funny things that my students said or did..especially the one regarding chicken soup.
My 8th grade Independent Living class was doing a Food History Unit and the group that researched the 1900’s wanted to make homemade chicken soup because that was a staple
item for families at the time. So, they cooked the chicken, prepped everything and
then called me over…”Ms. Humphreys, our soup doesn’t look right,” they said. I asked,
“Where is the broth?” They said….”oh, we drained that.” Needless to say I guess I
should have explained a bit more, but it’s still one of my favorite stories.
When I first began teaching, our department name was “Work and Family Studies”. At other
schools, departments were named “Life Management” and in some schools the name was still “Home
Economics”. Regardless of the name, I believe the skills that were taught are still the ones we teach
today. When a sewing project taught students problem-solving skills, how to follow directions in detail
and promoted analytical thinking, those life-skills...problem-solving, critical thinking, etc. did not disappear with the sewing unit; we just created new ways to implement the same skills. My grandmother’s
goal was to teach her students to become independent, to learn to think, to problem-solve and to manage whatever came their way. As I said, she was a woman ahead of her time. When teaching gets me
down, or makes me feel unappreciated, I think of Grandmom and how proud she was for my following
in her footsteps.

Why did you choose FCS?
Please share your thoughts and stories with me for the next newsletter…
you might find yourself as a “Featured Teacher”:)
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As I was searching for some articles to submit for this newsletter, I found two that I
thought would make for some interesting reading. The articles are written very differently
and focus on various life-skills, but I hope you will enjoy the personal and candid perspective of
the first article; I though about editing it somewhat—too Home ‘Ecy” but in the end, I agreed
with the big picture. As for the Harvard article, I feel sad that many high school students
don’t feel they have “time” in their schedules to take our FCS classes earlier in life rather

Five Elements Of An Excellent Home Economics Class
It’s time to bring home economics back to schools and colleges.
By: Jennifer Doverspike; March 17, 2015

I’m sitting at my dining room table, which is piled high with clean, unfolded clothes.
I’ve been avoiding my kitchen and the dried remnants of breakfast. I still haven’t called the
handyman and gotten him to paint our ceiling and uproot the tree—ooh, and I still need to
RSVP to that thing, and, crap, I need to go to the grocery or the kids will have nothing to eat
tonight. How much pizza is acceptable for a child in a week?
I decided to take off from my day job today so I could write. I’m craving my clean, organized desk and my beautifully kept files at my work office. I feel calm and controlled
there. Multitasking is my strength, and I can juggle many projects at once. Why do I have
trouble applying that skill to my home?
Turning that question to my fellow contributors here at The Federalist, we hit
upon the answer: Structure at work is important, because work itself is important. The home,
conversely, does not feel important to us, and we do not apply the same mental discipline to
our housework. Home and family just is; work is important to our finances, and therefore our
survival. That, of course, is a fallacy, and one could write a novel on the reasons home is of
utmost importance. But like other life skills, learning to manage a home takes practice and
time. Hence, I call for a return to home-economics classes—for both sexes—at schools and
universities. Unlike Betty Crocker-inspired quick meals, though, this class would be an overall
life skills class, and would need five basic units:
1. The Pinterest Unit: Cooking, Sewing, and Shop
2. Household Management, Cleaning, and Maintenance
3. Nutritional, Financial, and Sexual Literacy
4. Child Development, Education, and Health
5. Etiquette, Dress, and Habit
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“Just as play-based education
1. The Pinterest Unit: Cooking, Sewing, and Shop
is widely hailed as the way to
Let’s get the stereotype out of the way. I have no
teach young children, working
idea how to use a sewing machine, and I taught myself
hand stitching (which I do badly) from a Girl Scout work- with your hands has value for
older children and adults as
book when I was a kid. I’m an okay cook, but my kids
well. There is “complex thinkprobably will never crave my home cooking. Although I’m
ing” involved when working with
crafty, my work looks like I tried to staple together a
your hands that teaches probproject while half-drunk and balanced on a yoga ball.
My mom is good at all these things, and I should
lem-solving and analysis.”
have learned from her (a theme that will be echoed
throughout this article). But, at the time, I had no interest. I was a serious student, so if I
had to do all this for a grade, I might have become proficient in at least one stereotypical
homemaking skill.
These stereotypical women’s skills should extend to men. My favorite “man blog,” Art
of Manliness, states it clearly. Cooking makes you “self-sufficient…saves you money…keeps
you healthy…is creative…[and] boosts your social skills.” In addition to “women’s work,” all
children should have basic handyman skills and should learn how to service a car and change a
tire. I love AAA as much as the next gal, but there are times you will just have to take care
of it yourself.
“Shop Class as Soulcraft” highlights the beauty and dignity of manual work, while also
tracing the evolution and subsequent demise of shop class in America’s schools. And in Forbes
magazine, Tara Tiger Brown laments this decline: “a belief that learning how to swing a hammer or understand the difference between a good joint from a bad joint is part of a by-gone
era, and as a society these skills are not something to strive for – something people resort to
when they are out of options. Looking at shop class in this light is short-sighted and detrimental to America’s future...Shop class is dead and so are the potential trades people that
would be born out of that early exposure to a tool or machine. What is America going to do
without skilled workers who can build and fix things?”
Just as play-based education is widely hailed as the way to teach young
children, working with your hands has value for older children and adults as well.
There is “complex thinking” involved when working with your hands that teaches
problem-solving and analysis.
2. Household Management, Cleaning, and Maintenance
As one of my fellow contributors pointed out, we have this notion of home-keeping as something for the unskilled and unintelligent. Sure, intelligent, accomplished women keep house,
too—some choose to stay home after having children. But it couldn’t have been a hard transition, could it?
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Instead, home management is akin to project management, with not only
multiple moving parts but with multiple skills involved. Not only have many men and
women not been properly trained in these skills, many don’t start practicing until
they also have a newborn to cope with.
In fact, as Ruth Graham writes in the Boston Globe, the discipline of home
economics was originally rooted in progressivism: bringing professionalism and rigor into
women’s work. Keeping a home is a job unto itself, and it is important—but not enough of us are
properly trained in that job, or perhaps, we are not trained to conceptualize it
as a job. Programs such as Flylady’s self-help-slash-cleaning regiment indicates
how desperate we are for guidance.
Cheryl Mendelson, author of “Home Comforts: The Art and Science of
Keeping House,” states, “So many people imagine housekeeping to be boring,
frustrating, repetitive, unintelligent drudgery. I cannot agree. In fact, having
kept house, practiced law, taught, and done many other sorts of work, low and high-paid, I can
assure you that it is actually lawyers who are most familiar with the experience of unintelligent
drudgery.”
Now, I don’t want to blame the lack of home ec for why I personally am a lazy slob, but
in the quest for self-improvement, being able to fall back on a basic home maintenance course
would have been nice. And there are cultural factors to consider, as well. I didn’t know for the
longest time about something as basic as pillow protectors that went under pillowcases (or
mattress pads, for that matter). In all these examples and units—especially
when considering nutrition and social interactions—there are blind spots due to
cultural mores. I’m not arguing for homogenization—I mean, no one says your
bed has to have a mattress pad—but it’s nice to know it’s an option.
3. Nutritional, Financial, and Sexual Literacy
Home ec actually does exist, in the form of family and consumer sciences
classes. Most of these focus on finance and nutrition, both essential things to teach children.
Many proponents of a home ec resurgence focus on the nutrition aspect. For instance, in a
2010 Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA) commentary, Alice Lichtenstein and
David Ludwig called for a return to home ec to combat the pediatric obesity epidemic. Almost a
third of Americans under age 19 are now overweight or obese. Lichtenstein’s ideal class would
include “basic cooking techniques; caloric requirements; sources of food, from farm to table;
budget principles; food safety; nutrient information, where to find it
and how to use it; and effects of food on well-being and risk for
chronic disease.”
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As for financial literacy, this is where I’m thankful for my parents’ avoidance of debt and their great example. That said, buying my first house and learning what a mortgage is was eye-opening, to put it mildly. And I truly (erroneously)
believed you had to completely pay a credit card off every month—an example of a rather
large gap in my financial education. It was a lucky gap, and many young people are not as lucky
as I am. Credit card companies are notorious for preying on college students. A 2013 study indicates younger people are taking on more debt than previous generations, and paying it off
slower—so slowly that they will remain indebted until their 70s. An ideal class would not only
be about avoiding debt, but also the difference between debit and credit, the concept of supply and demand, how to do a 1040EZ tax form, and how to balance an account.
Just as home ec exists, obviously sex ed does too. But how many sex ed classes teach
you how to make a baby? It’s not as easy at is seems. We spend a lot of time in sex ed classes
on how to avoid getting pregnant, and the shift to actually trying to conceive leaves
many women confused. I’ve long advocated a type of reproductive literacy class
akin to financial literacy classes, one that may take away the debate about abstinence-only classes by not really focusing on teen behavior but on lifelong sexual
behavior. A 2014 study showed a disturbing lack of knowledge among adult women
about their reproductive health. I know I certainly had a lot to learn
about the female reproductive cycle as well as learn some hard stats
about how much a woman’s chance of conceiving goes down as she
ages.
4. Child Development, Education, and Health
Despite being a self-proclaimed lover of children who had great experience with babysitting, when my daughter was born I realized how little I really knew about babies. I was
scared to bathe her because no one had shown me how. Although I thought I understood
breastfeeding, I didn’t know about cluster feeding, growth spurts, or the fact that some babies sleep for the first three days of their lives—things that seem obvious to me now, but not
to a first-time mom.
Being sleep-deprived and hormone-addled is not the best time to accept your complete
ignorance in these matters. Thank goodness for the Internet and a research obsession. I eventually caught up on Wonder Weeks and the timeline of a breastfed baby. Maybe I wouldn’t
have actually remembered any of that stuff from a home ec class, but at least I would have
recognized any gaps in my knowledge before I went into labor. From bringing home
baby to helping your child learn to read and way beyond, a basic introduction to
child development is invaluable to future parents. So is home medical knowledge,
first aid, and CPR.
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5. Etiquette, Dress, and Habit
Concepts one should learn are those in “The Seven Habits of Highly Successful People,” “Dress For Success,” “How to Win Friends and Influence People,”
and Emily Post’s “Etiquette.” I don’t wholly endorse each book (See Jezebel for a
hilarious takedown of “Women’s Dress for Success”), but the main points in the first three,
with Emily Post as a reference guide, are invaluable.
Despite some tone-deafness in the women’s version of “Dress for
Success,” for example, I followed the author’s guidance about wearing blazers with my outfits when I was in a workplace in which I wanted to climb
the ladder. (Now, as an assistant, I stick to nice dresses and a cardigan).
Eric Jackon, reviewing the “Seven Habits of Highly Successful People,”
noted he could not remember most of the “habits,” but that the book’s
overview of the difference between urgent and important was incredibly
useful. I myself was heavily influenced by Dale Carnegie’s “How to Win
Friends and Influence People” and Post as a child, and gave my little sister “Etiquette” as a present for her thirteenth birthday. (Yes, I know. Worst. Big sister. Ever.)
When we debate class privilege, these manuals are the types of
things I think of: books that bring out into the open those oft-hidden societal rules the privileged just absorb by watching adults around them.
It’s a hard skill to teach, and it’s a hard thing to pick up the older you get.
For anyone, an introduction of how to navigate middle-to-upper class
American society is, again, not an attempt at homogenization but an effort to breed familiarity with a certain manner of living. This passing familiarity may be the most we can hope for in a new super-home economics
or life skills class, but it’s an investment worth making.

Jennifer Doverspike is a senior contributor at The Federalist.
A former counterterrorism intelligence analyst at the Department of Defense,
she has also worked for Sen. Tom Coburn and Oklahoma Attorney General E.
Scott Pruitt.

Retrieved 2/11/16 from:
http://thefederalist.com/2015/03/17five-elements-of-an-excellent-home-economics-class/
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College adds ‘Life Skills’ to its menu
March 22, 2007
By Steve Bradt, FAS Communications

C

' ar Care' is taught by mechanics Mark Gentile (left) and
Luigi Criscuolo. Gentile explains the under-the-hood mechanics of a Harvard-owned pickup
truck.
Members of the Harvard community are authorities in game theory, Celtic poetry, and
quantum mechanics — and in emergency plumbing repairs, automobile maintenance, and preparing a mean tiramisu.
Until now, students have had scant opportunity to tap the vast campus expertise that
resides outside the classroom. That’s changing this year, though, with the expansion of Harvard College’s academic smorgasbord to include seminars with titles like “Car Care Basics,”
“Brownies,” and “Wardrobe 101.”
These free, noncredit “Life Skills” classes, and others on topics vexing to many a twenty
-something — How does health insurance work? When should I call an attorney? How do I cook
salmon? — are being offered for the first time this spring by Harvard’s Office of Career Services (OCS) with initiative and leadership from a committee drawn from across the College.
“Harvard students can really benefit from a fun introduction to the ‘real world’ before
having to face it,” says Julia Garrett Fox, assistant dean for life skills curriculum development.
“I’m hopeful that all undergraduates will find something appealing among these classes.”
To date, the response suggests that a chord has indeed been struck: Most of the inaugural Life Skills sessions, which accommodate 12 to 40 students and run one to two hours, have
filled to capacity, with waitlists established for some classes and others slated to repeat due
to popular demand. “The response so far has been, in a word, gratitude,” Fox says of the 12
seminars held since Feb. 22. “A lot of students are saying, ‘Thank you for doing this.'”
The Life Skills curriculum taps the know-how of eclectic campus experts: everyone from
attorneys in Harvard’s Office of the General Counsel to building managers with expertise in
window and radiator repair to the chief of medicine at University Health Services. A representative of Harvard Real Estate Services will lead upcoming sessions on the local
and regional rental market, the Harvard University Employee Credit Union is
hosting seminars touching on credit cards, investing, and budgeting, and Harvard HR specialists are demystifying workplace benefits for tomorrow’s employees.
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“Seniors and graduate students may find a class such as ‘Health Care After Harvard’
particularly useful,” Fox says. “And who doesn’t need to know about simple household repairs? Think of it — most college students in this country do live off-campus and learn how
to sign a lease, pay rent, cook, clean, and fix a leaky faucet sooner than most Harvard students do.”
At one of the first Life Skills classes, a Feb. 27 session on winter car care, students
crowded around the open hood of a hulking diesel pickup with two of the master technicians
who keep Harvard’s fleet of some 500 buses, trucks, vans, and automobiles on the road. Fueled by cookies and hot cocoa, attendees peppered the technicians with questions both elementary (when to measure tire pressure, how to check engine oil levels, where is the battery) and complex (what to look for in buying a used car).
A session later that evening, led by chefs from the Lowell House and Hillel dining
centers, saw a gaggle of first-years clustered around an island in the kitchen of Dean of
Freshmen Thomas A. Dingman. Among other things, the students learned how to zest citrus
fruits, whip cream, make gravy, and roast whole chickens. While preparing their evening
meal, they grilled the campus chefs on how dining hall recipes are developed, how ingredients are selected and procured, and the challenges of feeding 800 dinner guests.
“It’s clear that everyone is having a blast in the cooking classes,” Fox says. These sessions,
sponsored by Harvard University Dining Services, include last week’s “Tapas: Small Plates
for Entertaining” and the upcoming “Global Vegetarian” (April 12 in the Pforzheimer House
masters’ residence) and “Pasta Night” (April 26 in the Eliot House masters’ residence).
Former College Dean Harry R. Lewis, Gordon McKay Professor of Computer Science
and Harvard College Professor, conceived of a Life Skills curriculum some years ago, and
William Wright-Swadel, director of the Office of Career Services, shepherded development of the classes. For several years, OCS has sponsored a popular etiquette dinner for
students — last autumn’s, at the Sheraton Commander Hotel, drew 147 faux pas-phobes —
as well as regular programming about planning for the future.
We’ve been meeting with many partners throughout the College and University, as
well as speaking with our students and looking into what is offered at
other schools, to think about what we could offer that students would
find fun and useful,” Wright-Swadel says. “Some of the undergraduate
Houses have offered ‘life seminar’ programs in the past, and we wanted to
make this concept more widely available.”
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The notion of such courses on college campuses is not entirely new. Students can take
life skills courses for credit at Williams College and Boston College — at the former as an
intersession course during a January term and at the latter as part of capstone classes offered during junior and senior year. The New School requires such a seminar during freshman
year, and Brown University once offered a class called “Reality 101.” Several private companies have also seized on the life skills sector and offer similar sessions, for a fee, on participating campuses.
Harvard’s Life Skills courses, Fox says, have the added advantage of introducing students to some of the people who work behind the scenes on campus.
“In addition to learning some practical skills, it’s important to learn how to work with the people across your organization,” she says.
The Life Skills initiative complements others undertaken recently across the College,
such as the Freshman Residential Education Program, which prepares new students for life at
Harvard, and “$hoestring $trategies for Life @ Harvard,” a guide developed by the Harvard
College Financial Aid Office to help students develop and stick to a budget.
The Life Skills curriculum is currently a pilot program; at the end of
the academic year the College will analyze student feedback to determine
whether to continue it next fall.

