
A few weeks ago, my parents celebrated their 25th wedding anniversary. They met 

while in line to rent dorm refrigerators before the first day of college in 1981, and were 

married 11 years later. While my friends are usually impressed by this “cute” “perfect” 

How-We-First-Met tale, the full story of my parents’ eventual marriage is a bit more 

complicated. Of the 11 years between their first encounter and their wedding, they only 

dated the last two. 

Dating never was and never will be easy. 

One Boston College professor, Kerri Cronin, hopes to change this by assigning 

students to go out on an “old fashioned” first date. The guidelines for successful 

completion of the task are posted online, and explain the process in 3 steps: 1) 

Planning and Asking, 2) The Date, and 3) After the Date. Each step has several bullet 

points with further specifications. The date must not exceed 45-90 minutes, it cannot 

involve alcohol or physical contact aside from a hug, it should not be a group date, and 

it must include a follow-up email within the following two days, to name just a few 

requirements. (The rest of the details can be found here: 

https://www.bc.edu/content/dam/files/schools/lsoe/pdf/DatingAssignment.pdf) 

Her assignment caught the addition of many media outlets, attracting a diversity of 

opinions and reactions. In 2014, an Atlantic article titled “Why College Students Need a 

Class in Dating” highlighted Cronin’s assignment, along with programs at Duke 

University and the University of Illinois, which try to teach students how to date. 
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I see several issues with the idea of a university-sponsored class in dating. First, social 

relationships, no matter the type, are messy and difficult. Dating in particular is 

emotionally strenuous, and because emotions are complex phenomena with biological, 

behavioral and physical roots, they are impossible to control with a one-size-fits-all 

dating guide. 

Further, while Cronin’s assignment provides a handful of potentially useful tips and 

tricks, some are simply not fully compatible with today’s dating scene. For example, the 

date assignment requires that the student ask someone out in person, as opposed to 

via online or text messaging. As social media continues to play a larger role in society, 

some students may feel more comfortable using digital platforms to initiate a date. 

And that’s okay. 

Dating practices can and should evolve with the cultural and societal norms of the era. 

On this note, although the “hookup culture” is typically treated as a modern issue, the 

American Psychological Association notes hookups rose in popularity in the 1920s 

when popular entertainment and cars became mainstream, allowing young people a 

newfound sense of independence. When the idea of gender equality rose in the 1960s 

and 1970s, hookups experienced another surge, as men and women began to see 

each other more as equals and birth control became more accessible. Today, at least 

six to eight out of every ten college students in North America report a hookup 

experience. 

If the goal of these initiatives is to encourage students to revert back to “old-fashioned” 

dating, they face a road wrought with essentially insurmountable modern societal 

norms. The Atlantic article introduces a few different viewpoints about why young 

people today aren’t dating correctly. In addition to speculating about this generation’s 

supposed hookup culture, the article cites as potential reasons for the lack of 

committed dating the fact that “college students these days are too focused on resume- 

building and career preparation” and the way that “Millennials have been so coddled by 

their parents and teachers that they are now unable to accept others' opinions and 

realities.” The article suggests that university-sponsored courses or discussions about 

these topics could potentially help correct this generation’s problems. 

https://shs.wustl.edu/HealthAndWellness/HealthTopics/Pages/Relationships.aspx


Regardless of whether modern young people are delaying committed relationships in 

favor of internships, jobs, and clubs (how could this be a bad thing?), whether the 

hookup culture is more prevalent today than in previous generations (this has been 

widely debated), and whether college students now tend to have closer bonds with 

their parents, socialization relies on deep values that I am not sure can be taught in the 

format of a course. No matter how you slice it, a successful relationship is not defined 

by its every socially acceptable, perfectly drafted, follow-up text message, but rather by 

its solid foundation of respect and honesty. In fact, Psychology Today names trust as 

the most essential determinant of a relationship’s success. How can you teach young 

adults to trust another? How can you design a syllabus to instruct on basic decency? 

Teaching young adults how to compose polite messages and how to ask people on 

dates may eliminate some anxiety and awkwardness they feel about doing "the right

thing," but it also doesn’t quite get at the root of a healthy relationship. In some cases, I 

could envision it possibly detracting from the potential for a strong, flexible bond. 

Dating should be about compromise and understanding, and promoting a specific set 

of social guidelines could enforce polite stoicism over emotional authenticity. 

Additionally, because the primary goal of many colleges is to equip students with 

critical thinking and analytical problem solving skills, a “how-to” class just doesn’t fit in 

with this liberal arts-based educational approach. However, classes examining the 

evolution of monogamy over time and its place in society could easily be integrated in 

social science departments like anthropology, psychology, and history, similar to the 

“Love and Reason” class currently offered through WashU’s philosophy department 

(which will be offered under the course listing L30 2451 Fall 2017). These liberal arts 

courses may be better able to get at the true root of what it means to be in a 

relationship. 

No matter how many well-intended tips a professor may provide, finding one’s place 

socially is challenging. Young adulthood is the best time to make embarrassing flubs in 

all spheres of life, and doing so should not warrant forced participation in a didactic 

class assignment. When it comes to learning how to be an independent, well-socialized 

individual, there’s no classroom like the outside world (or if you’re my parents, maybe 

the refrigerator rental line.)

For more info on healthy relationships visit 

www.shs.wustl.edu/HealthAndWellness/HealthTopics/Pages/Relationships.aspx
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