7/4/26 Independence Day
By Amy Weldon, Professor of English * amy.weldon@luther.edu * amyeweldon.com

“How will Luther College prepare me to live and work in an AI-dominated world?”

College education is (and has always been) a process of becoming a curious self with something constructive
to say. It isn’t always (and has never been) comfortable, certain, or easy. It has never boiled down into a neat
set of steps with a guaranteed outcome, as our consumer society and our grades-focused K-12 system
promise us we can have with anything: “Six Weeks to the Perfect Beach Body!” This is because education is
an unpredictable human process, and the world beyond college has never been a predictable place. With Al
destabilizing jobs at every level in every field, it’s only getting /ess predictable. So the only way to ensure
you’re getting the proper value from your investment in college and to give yourself the best shot at your
future (which college does help with) is to double down on what has a/ways been college’s real source of
value: building the intellectual, psychological, and emotional skills that help you grow into a curious self
with something constructive to say. Even in the Al era, I think this looks the same as it always has:

humans who
1) see what’s at stake in the present moment (and how we got here),

2) “read” the text and the situation before them as it is with appropriate time and attention,
and

3) act with curiosity and compassion in their world, knowing it’s an inherently marvelous,
multiplicitous, mysterious, and never-quite-predictable place

are going to be best-positioned to find personal and professional fulfilment in an unpredictable future,
because they will do, and be, things that Al never can.

Each class you take at Luther in our general education curriculum and in your major shows you different,
specific ways to do these three big things, readying you deeply for career and life in ways we can’t always
predict. If this sounds harder than promising a plug-and-play set of “Al skills” or “things you have to do to
get a grade,” that’s because it is. Harder and more worth the time and money college asks you to invest. And
more based in the kind of foundation you lay for the self you want to be. This starts with hard questions,
rooted in you and your responsibility for your own education. Which, like any worthwhile thing, takes time.
And a willingness to explore, learn new things, and let those new things spark new interests, abilities, and
decisions. Then you’ll have learned how to learn — and that’s vital, throughout any life and career. Luther
offers you a reasonably safe place to learn and practice these things, with guidance from faculty who care.

Maybe you’re wondering, “what major should I choose to get the job I want?”” My approach to teaching and
advising, having been in this job since 1998, is that the only certainty in the Al era is uncertainty. There are
still some majors — nursing, pre-engineering, education — that may seem to feed into careers. But even they
are being challenged and changed: Al can fulfill many entry-level accounting and computer programming
jobs, for instance. And the “job you want” may not even exist yet. So as a student now, I ask you to consider
that you can focus less on flocking to a major that promises X (“in six easy steps!”) and more on choosing a
major (with help from faculty) that meshes with your answer to this question:



What skills do I want to build (or keep building) to add the value I want to add to the world and get
good at something — knowing that the only thing I can ever really count on in a future of accelerating
change will be what I build and carry forward in my own heart and mind?

Maybe this is asking you to think about your values. Maybe this is asking you to think about what brings you
Jjoy, and hope. Maybe this is asking you to think about what absorbs you, making time fly when you do it and
making you feel proud that you are making a contribution that matters. And maybe it is also asking you to
think about what draws you, what you want to get good at doing, even though (maybe because) it'’s hard.

Then ask yourself: This might change, but what is my current answer to what kind of field or job this
might look like? “I don’t know” is a perfectly acceptable answer. That’s what my faculty and staff
colleagues and I are here to help you discover. Our gen ed curriculum lets you sample fields and jobs.
This is your first year out of four on this campus. You have time. We are here, and we will help you.

Let me tell you a story about a 2024 Luther grad, Will, a cross-country runner and physics major with a
perfect GPA. I got to know him when he took my creative writing courses. He completed an internship at the
Stanford Particle Accelerator Lab and seemed set for science-career success. Yet while living in Iowa City,
he took a job — “following his gut,” in his words — teaching 4-year-olds with autism, many of whom are
nonverbal. “This is the hardest thing I have ever done,” he told me, “and I want to do it for the rest of my
life.” So when he asked me last year if | could write a recommendation letter for a master’s degree in special
education, I said yes, wrote a glowing letter — and Will got in. “Following his gut,” moving toward a good
kind of difficulty and challenge, building relationships with mentors, and taking good risks (the hallmark of
his whole personality) to get better at something important, has made him the happiest he’s ever been.

Maybe you are thinking, “I don’t know what I believe or want to do that strongly.” Neither did I — I found it
out by following my gut, getting lucky, and throwing myself into the work as best I could. (I entered Auburn
University in 1992 as a pre-med major, changing to pre-vet, psychology, English, then English and
Journalism by my sophomore year — but reading and writing were always what I loved and wanted to do
well.) I learned how to “be a college professor” by applying to graduate school and standing up in front of
that first class of freshmen in 1998. I learned how to write books by writing a lot of words, throwing some of
them out, and writing more. “We are what we repeatedly do,” says Aristotle, “excellence is not an act but a
habit.” We discover our passion and our vocation less by “getting inspired” than by just committing
ourselves to something, following our gut, asking for help, and staying in there until we get good, like Jacob
wrestling the angel in Genesis, hanging on all night long, stubbornly declaring “I will not let you go until you
bless me.” And in that persistence, we find joy. We find meaning. We figure out: this is why I’'m here in the
only life on earth I will ever have. But we don’t always know that when we’re 18. Or 28. Or 38. Or — We can
chart a course at any time, though, by asking, “One year from now, what will I wish I had done now?”

So this is why I ask my students to do things that seem simple but, in our screen-based, infotainment, make-
it-easy world, can feel difficult: reading words on paper, writing words by hand, thinking again, talking to
classmates (and me), trying, failing, discovering, and getting better. With no shortcuts. And no Al. College is
valuable. But only if you invest your most precious thing: your time, your attention, your effort, your self.
That’s what you are here to build, with faculty and staff help, and what you will have to count on as the basis
for your future. No matter what is coming next. So let’s get started. We’re all in this together.



