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Crossroads


The future is an uncertain and often confusing subject. Nobody can predict the future, but we all like to think that we know exactly where are lives will take us. Often, people will make a decision based on how it will help them in the future. People want to ensure that they have good lives in the future, but they do not want to make the present any less exciting. Sometimes, we must make sacrifices to better our chances of being happy in the future. Every decision we make can have drastic consequences on our future lives and it is important to make the right decision for ourselves. Deciding what to do after high school is one of these decisions. If a student decides that he/she wants to attend college after high school, the next decision is whether or not to attend a junior college first. This can be a surprisingly difficult decision. College is an important part of a successful career and choosing the right college path is imperative. Both paths have their own advantages and disadvantages. Although going to a major university after high school is very respectable and offers a more fulfilling education, going to a junior college first can save a significant amount of money and lead to a satisfying educational experience.  


Universities do tend to be very costly without a scholarship or financial aid program. One of the colleges that I am interested in is USC. USC’s estimated costs for a full-time undergraduate living on campus are: $32,004 for tuition and fees, $9,610 for room and board, $750 for books and supplies, $1,634 for personal and miscellaneous, and $580 for transportation. The grand total comes out to $44,578 (Cost of Attending, par. 1). This is a very high price and there is no way I could afford it on my own. However, if I were able to get accepted into the school I would definitely try to find a way to pay for it. Luckily, USC claims, “USC administers a robust financial aid program. Undergraduate financial aid includes need-based grants, merit scholarships, low-interest loans, and work study. USC has a long tradition of meeting 100% of the USC-determined financial need for those undergraduate students who satisfy all eligibility requirements and deadlines” (Paying for College, USC Financial Aid, par. 2). If this is true, I could probably attend using USC’s financial aid program. If I continue to work hard in high school, I might be able to qualify for a merit scholarship. If I can also get a low-interest loan, I should be able to pay for a complete education. Also, there are other universities that do not cost nearly as much. For example, Cal State Fullerton estimates, “Full-time students taking more than six units: $1,402 per semester (or $2,804 per year—two semesters), Part-time students taking six or fewer units: $913 per semester (or $1,826 per year—two semesters)” (Cost of Attendance, par. 3). This is still a fairly large amount of money. However, this is a much more affordable price for me. By working part-time and possibly getting a small loan, I could pay for an education at Cal State Fullerton.

In contrast to universities, junior colleges are relatively inexpensive and can be afforded by most people. For example, estimated expenses at Citrus College are: $26 per unit, $13 for a campus service fee, $30 for a parking fee and $16 for a student service fee. (Citrus College, Fees, par. 1). I could afford to attend Citrus College with relative ease. By continuing to work part-time I could pay for classes and have money left to put into savings. This savings could be used to help pay for a degree at a university after I obtain my general education. Chaffey College is also a very inexpensive college to attend. Chaffey reports that, “Fees are only $26 per unit for California residents. Most classes are three units. This means that it will cost you about $700 a year in fees to be a full-time student” (Chaffey College, Fees, par. 1). Once again, this is well within my price range. In fact, it is identical to the cost of Citrus College. With prices like these, I could pay for a junior college on my own and not have to get any kind of financial aid until I transfer into a university. 

While the cost of a university may be high, it is not fruitless. Most universities offer comprehensive integrated programs and have magnificent accreditations that provide students with a high-quality education. For instance, USC offers a Core program that consists of general education courses, writing courses, and diversity courses. The general education portion consists of six categories from which the student chooses one course from each. The categories are: Cultures and Civilizations I, Cultures and Civilizations II, Scientific Principles, Investigations in Science and Technology, Arts and Letters, and Social Issues (USC Core, par. 6). This program offers insight into a variety of interesting subject areas. The Core program goes above and beyond the regular general education. By enrolling in the Core program, students get a broader education that is more useful. Accreditations are also very important. One example of an accredited university is Cal State Fullerton. “U.S. News and World Report lists Cal State Fullerton among its ‘Top Public Universities,’ ranking it among the top 10 of the nation’s Top Public Universities-Master’s institutions in the West” (Cal State Fullerton Fact Sheet, par. 8). This is what sets universities apart from junior colleges. A ranking such as this reflects very well upon a university. If I were to choose a university, it would be very reassuring to know that the college I chose has good accreditations such as this one. It gives students and employers confidence in the quality of the education. UCR carries some accreditations as well. “UCR is a member of the Western Association of Schools and Colleges (WASC). The campus is fully accredited by the Senior Commission of WASC. This accreditation requires periodic review in accord with WASC policies and standards” (History and Description of the Campus, par. 4). This reflects positively on the university and the education received there. This is an especially good accreditation because it requires periodic review. This way, people are assured that the school still meets the proper expectations and the education that students are receiving is of the best quality.
Similar to universities, junior colleges sometimes carry accreditation, but they are not quite as prestigious as those that universities carry. Junior colleges also have lower standards and do not provide as much in terms of course variety. For a general education degree, Mt. San Antonio College requires sixty degree appropriate units in the following four areas: social and behavioral sciences, fine arts and humanities, language arts and communication, natural science and mathematics. The minimum GPA is 2.0 (Graduation Requirements, par 4). While this is a somewhat broad education, it does not match up to that of a university. It will give students the same general education on paper, but it does not give them the same priceless quality. It is good to see a minimum GPA though. For a general education at Chaffey College, “a student needs at least 18 units from within the following subject areas: Language and Rationality, Natural Sciences, Humanities, Social and Behavioral Sciences, Multi-Cultural/Gender Studies and Physical Education, Recreation and Wellness” (General Education, par. 1). While the curriculum does cover more subjects than Mt. San Antonio, Chaffey still does not match up to a university. The Physical Education, Recreation and Wellness course is a good idea considering the lazy state of society today. Other than that the program just is not diverse enough.
Another way that universities enhance an education is through out-of-class experiences. According to the University of California Riverside, “The campus annually attracts more than 100,000 visitors for events, performances, conferences and visits to cultural facilities. More than 3,000 students contributed over 100,000 hours of service to the community in student organization activity. More than 2,500 hours of service were contributed by UCR students in student organization activities and 105,810 community service hours were contributed through the Career Services Intern Program” (University of California Riverside Fact Sheet, par. 6). Programs like these bring a strong cultural element into college life. Students are exposed to all sorts of artistic performances and presentations. Also, the university gives the students the opportunity to participate in community service that will teach valuable life lessons. Similar exposure is available at USC:

The University of Southern California offers diverse opportunities for student involvement and leadership development. Through resources in the Topping Student Center (TSC) and the Wilson Student Union (STU), the Office of Campus Activities (CA) provides educational programs and support services to student organizations, their leaders and other members of the campus community. These groups in turn provide programs and services to the student body and the wider university community. (Office of Campus Activities, par. 1)
Programs like this are not only a fun, innovative way for students to get involved, but they help teach the students to be leaders. This is an important lesson for any college student. With the help of these programs, students who come out of USC will be more confident and successful in the business world.

Community colleges have some decent out-of-class activities as well, but they do not have the same value as those from a university and tend to focus on the community in which they are located. “The purpose of the Student Activities Program of Chaffey College is to complement the academic program of studies and enhance the overall educational experience of students through participation in social, cultural, intellectual, recreational, health and governance programs” (Student Activities Information, par. 1). This is a typical community college program. It does involve some cultural and intellectual activities but it just is not the same as a university. This is in part because community colleges do not have the same funds as universities. They simply cannot afford to have as many social events. Mt. San Antonio College claims, “Mt. SAC takes the "community" in community college very seriously. We are an integral part of the communities we serve and foster partnerships with the business sector, local governments, as well as community-based organizations. We also invite the community onto the campus to experience world-class entertainment, athletic competitions, exhibits, farm and Wildlife Sanctuary tours, and various celebrations and fairs” (Mt. SAC and Community, par. 1). This is an exceptional program for a community college. There are a variety of interesting events that go on at the college. It is also good to know that the college interacts with the local community as well.

Despite the extreme cost difference, going to a university after high school is the best path for me and will ultimately provide the most satisfying experience . I feel that this decision will give my college experience more meaning and will eventually help my future career. I want to walk out of college with confidence and determination. If I can succeed at a good university, I will have that confidence and will be ready to take on the challenges that await. After having proven myself at a university, I should be able to find a good job that suits my talents and abilities. With a good job and a degree, I feel that I can make a positive influence on society. Hopefully, I can bring the knowledge that I will acquire to others in the workplace. One of the benefits of being educated is the ability to spread knowledge and learn more from others around us. After all, a person never really stops learning. There is always something new and exciting for to learn. Without a doubt, a good education is the foundation for a lifetime of success. 
