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When I went to college, I started out majoring in international relations, with a goal 
of working in the foreign service, having adventures at US embassies abroad and all 
that. Fortunately, within a month or so, I realized that I hated my major. The major 
required four courses in one area of study in fact, which shall go unnamed, that made 
me want to scream it was so annoying. I had to find something else. I even thought 
about transferring to another college I hated my major so much. But that would have 
been a mistake. There was another major waiting for me.

But I had to find it. My roommate’s girlfriend was really excited about a course in 
Psychology she was taking, so I decided to try that in the spring semester of my 
freshman year. It was amazing. I decided at that point that I wanted to become a 
therapist, and help people with their problems. (Didn’t happen)

In my sophomore year, I had a class called General Experimental Psychology, required 
for the major. Like most college students, I was studying one night around 1:30 or 2:00 
in the morning for an exam the next morning at 9, totally wired on caffeine. Studying 
required reading some really dull papers discussing research – the kind where you are 
just trying to get through it so you can say to yourself “at least I read it!” Honestly, 
even in graduate school, when I had assigned readings like that, I would end up 
focusing more on trying to estimate how much longer it was going to take to get to the 
end (because that’s the most exciting thing about it; that it is going to end). You know 
the kind of readings I’m talking about ... Somebody must find that stuff interesting?

To my surprise, in the midst of those assigned papers, I read something that got me 
thinking – and I got excited – It had to do with measuring people’s ability to figure out 
where something was by sound alone. Now, when I was a kid, my grandparents were 
wheat farmers in a really rural part of eastern Washington State, and sometimes 
during harvest time, I would spend the day riding along in one of the trucks carrying 
loads of wheat from the fields to the nearest grain elevator. It involved a lot of 
sitting and waiting for combines to be ready to fill the truck. One of the drivers I rode 
with liked to sit in the truck and keep her head down and try to guess where things 
were by sound alone (there wasn’t much else to do). As a kid, I was impressed by her 
skill. So, years later, there I am at 2:00 in the morning, reading about boring research 
on sound localization skills, studying for an exam, and I got so jazzed up about the 
issue, I started thinking about ways to do more research on it. I thought, “you know, if 
you set up 8 speakers [point] you could make sounds seem to come from anywhere 
around a person, and you could map out their ability to localize the sounds in 3 
dimensions ...” and I sat there in the middle of the night, in the all-night reading room in 
the library, designing an experiment. I may actually still have my notes in the margin of 
the reading somewhere.  (By the way, an interesting phenomenon is that if a sound 



comes from over your head, along a line perpendicular to your ears, you can’t tell 
where it is along that line). And I just got completely caught up in thinking about the 
problem. Time slipped away from me, and I was completely engaged in working on the 
problem (so much for studying).

Now, you’re probably all thinking, “Wow, what a dork.” Well, that’s pretty much what I 
thought at the time – what a dork I must be. 

And the dorkiness kept coming back in my experiences as a student. During my junior 
year, I started working as a research assistant to one of my Psych professors – a very 
successful researcher, she’s had federal grants to support her research continuously 
for the last 30 years or so. We were discussing how to set up an experiment we were 
working on, and I noticed that there was a critical control condition missing from the 
design. She looked at me kind of funny – she was probably thinking, he’s was a bright kid 
and all, she had designed the experiment, it was all ready;  we were just discussing how 
to get it ready for testing people. But she asked me to explain, and when I did, she 
thought about it for a moment, and said, “Yes, you’re right, we do need that control 
condition.”

That was a huge moment for me – as an undergraduate, I had made a significant 
contribution to the research; if we hadn’t included the control condition, we would 
very likely not have been able to publish the research, which we eventually did. 
Research methodology does actually matter, by the way, because it’s the only way we 
know about cause – the missing condition would have meant we couldn’t really know 
what the results of the experiment meant.

The research project was in the area of adult age-related changes in the structure of 
people’s knowledge of words. Like many research projects, it was examining a very tiny 
aspect of the field. We found that older adults are pretty much like younger adults in 
how they understand the meanings and connections between words. (Like the fact that 
“doctor” and “nurse” are related.)

So you’re probably all thinking, “Wow, when is the dork going to stop talking?”

As a kid, I spent a lot of my time with my grandparents on the farm. My grandmother was 
one of 9 children, including 8 girls and one boy. While the farm was obviously in a very 
rural area, I spent my summers in the company of a lot of old people – most of my 
grandmother’s sisters and their families lived relatively nearby, and I was even lucky 
to be able to spend time with my grandmother’s mother – weeding her garden, and then 
drinking lemonade and talking about when my grandmother was a little girl, my great 
grandfather’s first car, and what life was like 100 years ago. Growing up, I loved 
listening to and talking with older people. Everyone thought I was a really slow eater 
because I would sit at the table as long as I could and listen to the old people talk.



So there I am in college working as a research assistant in the lab, 3000 miles from 
that farm. And one day, while testing an older adult in the experiment, I had a sudden 
insight. I suddenly realized that this odd skill I had at designing experiments, and my 
fascination with tiny research questions was actually a way of studying those amazing 
and fascinating old people in my family. And furthermore, the research was finding 
that, contrary to stereotypes about old people being kind of soft in the head, there 
are many characteristics of older adults that make them just like younger adults and 
in some ways smarter and more capable. And by being involved in research, I realized 
that I could even be of help to them.

There was this sudden epiphany that my somewhat unusual skills and interests – yes, my 
dorky fascination with experimental design – could be of real value to not only 
furthering the discipline of psychology, but of real value to my family and older 
people in general. In fact, for the most part, my research on older adults ever since 
has been aimed at identifying good things about aging.

I had gone to college to study international relations, and never imagined that I would 
find passion, enthusiasm, and skill in experimental psychology and research 
methodology. And if you look for it, and keep open to it, something in college will grab 
you, and hold your attention, and make you more curious about it... and it will lead to 
amazing things. 

Before I finish, let me make one more comment. You may think, “Well, this is a great 
story about how to become a professor... but I don’t want to do that.” However, even 
the dorky skills in research design have been useful for some friends of mine in other 
professions – I have one friend who is a VP in a polling company doing work on 
marketing and branding. Another former fellow student became a director of research 
in a pharmaceutical company at age 26, straight out of graduate school. Both were 
psychology majors as students.

Passion about some academic topic, diving deeply into something you find interesting has 
two interesting outcomes: First, there will be interesting professions you can pursue 
that will need that passion, where your interest will take you to really cool places. 
Second, no matter what your interest is, most other people will probably think you’re a 
dork.

So take the time you need, and you will find the thing that excites you. Embrace your 
inner dork, or as my wife said when I told her about this, “Own your dorkiness with 
pride.”


