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ASK WHETHER too many people are going to college requires
hink about the importance and nature of a liberal edy-
“Universities are not intended to teach the knowledge
| to fit men for some special mode of gaining their
hood,” John Stuart Mill told students at the University
. Andrews in 1867. “Their object is not to make skillful
15, or physicians, or engineers, but capable and cultivated
an beings.” If this is true (and | agree that it is), why say that
people are going to college? Surely a mass democracy
encourage as many people as possible to become “capable
tivated human beings” in Mill’s sense. We should not
availability of a liberal education to a rarefied intel
- More people should be going to college, not fewer:
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Are Too Many People Going to College?

Yes and no- More people should be getting the basics
liberal education. But for most students, the places to provids
those basics are elementary and middle school. E. D. Hirsch Jr.
is the indispensable thinker on this topic, beginning with his
1987 book Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs See Chapter .
1o Know. Part of his argument involves the importance Mﬁmﬁw&i
of a body of core knowledge in fostering reading speed  adifference.
.nd comprehension. With regard to a liberal education, ,

makes three points that are germane here:

Full participation in any culture requires familiarity with a
body of core knowledge. To live in the United States and not
recognize Teddy Roosevelt, Prohibition, the Minutemen, Wall
Street, smoke-filled rooms, or Gettysburg is like trying to read
without knowing some of the ten thousand most commonly
ued words in the language. It signifies a degree of cultural
illiteracy about America. But the core knowledge transcends
one’s own country. Not to recognize Falstaff, Apollo, the Sistine-
O.rmvm_, the Inquisition, the twenty-third Psalm, or Mozart sig-
nifies cultural illiteracy about the West. Not to recognize the
MM_MMMM%@B, &m Big Bang, natural selection, relativity, .egw@
e ZmM.Mm_u_o is to be scientifically mzﬁmmm.nm. Not to H.Mcmaﬁm
4 Zmnnw efranean, Vienna, the Yangtze River, Mount Ev

s to be geographically illiterate.

rc_”wm MMS knowledge is an important part of the g
e cultyre together. All American children
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cans together rather than hyphenated Americang.

-

~ learn, and

- students—remembering facts is much easier than makin;

. itself to adaptation for students across a wide ran
-~ ability.

the N,.o,ﬁmﬂm since Cultural Literacy was publ
colleagues have developed and refined his origi
0 into an inventory of more than 6,000 items tha
e core knowledge broadly shared by literat
s Core Knowledge Foundation has also
de-by-grade curriculum for K-8, com
1d other teaching materials.

m_mnm
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e core knowledge is our shared identity that makes
us

K-8 are the right years to teach the core knowledge, and the
effort should get off to a running start in elementary schoo]
 Starting early is partly a matter of necessity: There’s 5 lot 8.
it takes time. But another reason is that small childgen
~ enjoy learning myths and fables, showing off names and dages
~ they have memorized, and hearing about great historical figures
and exciting deeds. The educational establishment sees this kind
of curriculum as one that forces children to memorize boring
' facts. That conventional wisdom is wrong on every count. The
~facts can be fascinating (if raught right); a lot more than memo-
' rization is entailed; yet memorizing things is an indispensable
part of education, too; and memorizing is something that chil-
~ dren do much, much better than adults. The core knowledge
. s suited to ways that young children naturally learn and enjoy
learning. Not all children will be able to do the reading with
the same level of comprehension, but the fact-based nature of

the core knowledge actually works to the benefit of low-ability
g infer-

5

ences and deductions. The core knowledge curriculum le
ge of academic
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The Core Knowledge approach need not stop with eigh

ade. High school is a good place for survey courses in the
g anities social sciences, and sciences taught at a level below
H_n Jemands of 2 college course and accessible to most students
in the uppet two-thirds of the distribution of academic ability.
Some students will not émsﬁ.mo take these courses, and it can
b counterproductive to require them to do so, but high school
can put considerable flesh on the liberal education skeleton for

students who are still interested. %

Liberal Education in College

Saying “too many people are going to college” is not the same
as saying that the average student does not need to know about
history, science, and great works of art, music, and literature.
They do need to know—and to know more than they are cut-
rently learning. So let’s teach it to them, but let’s not wait for
college to do it. k.
Liberal education in college means taking on the tough
stuff. A high-school graduate who has acquired Hirsch’s core -
E:.us_o@mm will know, for example, that John Stuart Mill was
” _Bc.ozmbﬂ 19th-century English philosopher who was ¢
wmmnssr something called Utilitarianism and wrote 2
sEnrn.m lled On Liberty. But learning philosophy i c
that Hr_m an essential component of a liberal education,
actua] ¢ student has to be able to read and 5%
the :m”wﬂ of On Liberty. That brings us o %n limi
of On Evmm 8 nw=mmm\—m<w_ anmlm_. Here »m the
liberyy ¢ %@“ .1;@ subject of this essay is 1ot
doctripe y ,WEF so unfortunately om@o,q.,@..m o
of philosophical necessity; but civil,

[S

&

347




CHARLES MURRAY

Jature and limits of the power which can be legitim
ised by society over the individual.” I will not by, mom;%
~ with On Liberty’s last sentence. Itis 126 words long. Apgq Zm_o "
one of the more accessible philosophers, and On Liberty is is
of Mill’s more accessible works. It would be nice if m<o€owm
could acquire a fully formed liberal education, but they omssoﬁm

Specifically: When College Board researchers defineq ..8__
lege readiness” as the SAT score that is associated with g
65 percent chance of getting at least a 2.7 grade point average
in college during the freshman year, and then applied those
criteria (hardly demanding in an era of soft courses and grade
inflation) to the freshmen in a sample of 41 major colleges and
universities, the threshold “college readiness” score was found
to be 1180 on the combined SAT math and verbal tests. It is
a score that only about 10 percent of American 18-year-olds
would achieve if they all took the SAT, in an age when more
than 30 percent of 18-year-olds go to college.

Should all of those who do have the academic ability toabsotb
a college-level liberal education get one? It depends. Suppose
we have before us a young woman who is in the 98th percentile
of academic ability and wants to become a lawyer and eventu
ally run for political office. To me, it seems essential that she
spend her undergraduate years getting a rigorous liberal &:.S\
tion. Apart from a liberal education’s value to her, the Nt
will benefit. Everything she does as an attorney or as ait elected
official should be informed by the kind of wisdom that 2 i€

. ; v her
r eral education can encourage. It is appropriate to @cmw

- odds are high that she will enjoy it. The odds ar€
se she is good at this sort of thing—it’s no wﬂoZm
Liberty or Paradise Lost. It’s no problem fo
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up with an interesting perspective on what she’s read and
¢ into a term paper. And because she’s good at i, she js

likely to enjoy it. It is one of Aristotle’s central themes in
m_.mo%mncm sion of human happiness, a theme that John Rawls later
wmaz& into what he called the Aristotelian Principle: “Other
|, human beings enjoy the exercise of the irrealized

things equa : R
acities (their innate or trained abilities), and this enjoyment

weave |

cap L Fp :
increases the more the capacity is realized, or the greater its
complexity.” And so it comes to pass that those who take the

hardest majors and who enroll in courses that look most like an
old fashioned liberal education are concentrated among the stu-
dents in the top percentiles of academic ability. Getting a liberal
education consists of dealing with complex intellectual material
day after day, and dealing with complex intellectual material is
what students in the top few percentiles are really good at, in the
same way that other people are really good at cooking or making
pottery. For these students, doing it well is fun.

Every percentile down the ability ladder—and this applies
toall abilities, not just academic—the probability that a person
will enjoy the hardest aspects of an activity goes down as well.
Students at the 80th percentile of academic ability ﬁm%
smart kids, but the odds that they will respond to a coutse £t -
Hﬂm:m Mill or Milton are considerably lower than %M REM ,
rmmm;% mm.ﬁmsﬁ in the top few percentiles 5_* HmmvoMm.é RMEE g
>§M .“. :.Hm to do with it. Maturity has bon?_mﬂm ﬁwﬁ cnonmaﬁ_ |
to do ,MHE: of the value of a liberal &:own._mwaoﬂw ifng 8
Lost goes QM,.,M_,Tm vn.ovm.,g:@ .ﬂrmﬁ w_ .mEmmMM MMEP i

€ Probabil; n as his linguistic abi _m<~mo e
Spare tip, ility that he works on double acr = pi
@l reqgq, ¢ or regularly plays online mnwwvzﬁw, MM% i
fun m:nrz. H.rw .~oéma down the linguistic 1€

activities are,
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ing how to chop carrots into a perfect eighth-inch

’ And so we return to the question: Should all of ¢
A liberal education just doesn’t make sense for

have the academic ability to absorb a college-leve] liberg] &l
cation get one? If our young woman is at the 80th vﬂnm:m__r
of linguistic ability, should she be pushed to do so? She b e
enough intellectual capacity, if she puts her mind to w:mm
works exceptionally hard.

The answer is no. If she wants to, fine. But she probab]
won't, and there’s no way to force her. Try to force her Qow
example, by setting up a demanding core curriculum), and e
will transfer to another school, because she is in college for
vyocational training. She wants to write computer code. Start
a business. Get a job in television. She uses college to take
vocational courses that pertain to her career interests. A large
proportion of people who are theoretically able to absorb a
liberal education have no interest in doing so.

And reasonably so. Seen dispassionately, getting a tradi-
tional liberal education over four years is an odd way to enjoy
spending one’s time. Not many people enjoy reading for hour
after hour, day after day, no matter what the material may be.
To enjoy reading On Liberty and its ilk—and if you're going
to absorb such material, you must in some sense enjoy the
process—is downright peculiar. To be willing to spend many
more hours writing papers and answers to exam questions about
that material approaches masochism. 3

- We should look at the kind of work that goes into acquiriné
a liberal education at the college level in the same way that
- we look at the grueling apprenticeship that goes int© ?wnon__\
ng a master chef: something that understandably attracts O

hours learn
Jice are 1azy:

them-

Se sro

For Learning How to Make a Living,
the Four-Year Brick-and-Mortar Residential College

Is Increasingly Obsolete

We now g0 from one extreme to the other, from the ideal
of liberal education to the utilitarian process of acquiring
the knowledge that most students go to college to acquire—
practical and vocational. The question here is not whether
the traditional four-year residential college is fun or valuable
as a place to grow up, but when it makes sense as a place
to learn how to make a living. The answer is: in a sensible

world, hardly ever.
Start with the time it takes—four years. Assuming a semes-
ter system with four courses per semester, four years of class
work means 32 semester-long courses. The occupations for
which “knowing enough” requires 32 courses are exceedingly
rate. For some professions—medicine and law are the obvious
examples—a rationale for four years of course work can be con-
cocted (combining pre-med and pre-law undergraduate courses
i niiee years of medical school and law school), but for every
MMMMM o_ncvmaos. the body of knowledge Scmrm in classroc ns
carned more quickly. Even Ph.D:s don’t require T
WMMHM%MnnoEmm ,.aonw. The Ph.D. is mcv.mom& to m_mmsm‘ e
not moSvaoEmm comes from burrowing deep in Sw
(s monsm wm ooc.nmom. . -
ents, moﬂan wro jobs with the most stringent wnw,ﬁwa
ang the student who wants to wwnwﬁ?
8¢, software designer, accountant, hospital

Iy
m;
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h-school teacher, social worker, journalist, Optom
-designer, or football coach, four years of c|agq soo_w

liculous. Actually becoming good in those onn:vmnow

e longer than four years, but most of the ooBon:nM

acquired on the job. The two-year community college anq

line courses offer more flexible options for tailoring Course
~ work to the real needs of the job.

A brick-and-mortar campus is increasingly obsolete, The
physical infrastructure of the college used to make sense fo
three reasons. First, a good library was essential to higher learn.

'~ ing, and only a college faculty and student body provided the

~ economies of scale that made good libraries affordable. Second,

scholarship flourishes through colleagueships, and the college
campus made it possible to put scholars in physical proximity
to each other. Third, the best teaching requires interaction
between teachers and students, and physical proximity was
the only way to get it. All three rationales for the brick-and-
mortar campus are fading fast.

~ The rationale for a physical library is within a few years of

extinction. Even now, the Internet provides access, for a price,

to all the world's significant technical journals. The books are
about to follow. Google is scanning the entire text of every
ok in the libraries of Harvard, Princeton, Stanford, Oxford,
the New York Public Library, the Bavarian State Lib@
nent University Library, Keio Library (Tokyo), the Zwﬁo:m_
of Catalonia, University of Lausanne, and an expan™
of others. Collectively, this project will encompass n_oﬂo

_ otal of human knowledge. It will be oon_mﬁ.o M

‘Everything out of copyright will be free: Eve )

pyright will be accessible for a fee- Cvﬂmﬁ_mm «Mé

int for colleges, but as a place for st¥ M e

“surroundings—an amenity iD e

352

Are Too Many People Going to College?

n attractive student union is an amenity. Colleges

hat @ i
way ¢ s will not need to exist because they provide

niversiti€
_&%Mwm.ﬂmﬁobw_m for colleges vwmmm on colleagueships has
Jed. Until a few decades ago, physical proximity was impor-
rant because correspondence and phone calls just weren’t as
good- As email began to spread during the 1980s, physical prox-
imity became less important. As the capacity of the Internet
m%msm& in the 1990s, other mechanisms made those inter-
actions richer. Now, regular emails from professional groups
inform scholars of the latest publications in their field of inter-
est. Specialized chat groups enable scholars to bounce new ideas
off other people working on the same problems. Drafts are
exchanged effortlessly and comments attached electronically.
Whether physical proximity still has any advantages depends
mostly on the personality of the scholar. Some people like being
around other people during the workday and prefer face-to-face
conversations to emails. For those who don’t, the value of being
on a college campus instead of on a mountaintop in Montana -
is nil. Their electronic access to other scholars is incompara:
bly greater than any scholar enjoyed even within the world’s
Premier universities before the advent of the Internet. F.Wm
s library, face-to-face colleagueships will be an amenity that
“M_ﬁ_mmmm continue to provide. But colleges and E.%aamﬁ@mw, ¢
feed to exist because they provide a community of schola
. w,mﬁm third rationale for the vaow\mbm\ao:w_.., nomwmwﬂ :
sgsm_m m.wmnroa together with students. aqomw.ﬂw‘ ga
is Wﬁosw 3 Hrw explosion in the _unmw%r ww% ﬁwﬁa
is SUrprisi as distance learning. The idea o .;m nc
System HMDM_M .o—&:lemmo Pitman was aowormm :
1840, ritish .mmcmmsa through the postal s
»and the University of London began off

ero
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ndence students in 1858—but the technolg
ing changed little for the next century. The adve
.ww,mww:m?m videocassettes in the 1980s opened U a way Mz
dents to hear and see lectures without being in ¢}, n_mmE
By the early 1990s, it was possible to buy oo:mmm._gm
ourses on audio or videotape, taught by first-rate teachip
: professors, on a wide range of topics, for a few hundreq mozmam
But without easy interaction between teacher and mEmmE.
 distance learning remained a poor second-best to g good 8_\,
lege seminar.
~ Once again, the Internet is revolutionizing everything, As
personal computers acquired the processing power to show
‘high-definition video and the storage capacity to handle big
video files, the possibilities for distance learning expanded by
orders of magnitude. We are now watching the early expres-
sion of those possibilities: podcasts and strean:ing videos in real
time of professors’ lectures, online discussions among students
scattered around the country, online interaction between stu-
dents and professors, online exams, and tutorials augmented by
‘computer-aided instruction software.
- Even today, the quality of student-teacher interactions ina
virtual classroom competes with the interactions ina brick-and-
- mortar classroom. But the technology is still in its early Stages
g o development and the rate of improvement is breathtaking:
ompare video games such as Myst and SimCity in the 1990st0
descendants today; the Walkman you used in the 1990 t0
: s,%@& you use today; the cell phone you used in the S.oow
e e MW%?E or iPhone you use today. Whatever aows_w
, ns might lead you to say, “Yes, but it’s still not ¢
ng there in the classtoom,” are probably W

bei

8Y of djs.

ithin 4
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B e 1sn’t All 1t’s Cracked Up to Be
0

Jooms so large in the thinking of both parents o3
Jents because it is seen as the open sesame to a good job.
mEm B e economic payoff for college that shows up in econo-
MMHMn analyses is a long shot for large numbers of young people.
When high-school graduates think that obtaining a B.A.
will help them get a higher-paying job, they are only narrowly
correct. Economists have established beyond doubt that people
with B.A.s earn more on average than people without them.
But why does the B.A. produce that result? For whom does the
B.A. produce that result? For some jobs, the economic premium
for a degree is produced by the actual education that has gone
into getting the degree. Lawyers, physicians, and engineers can
earn their high incomes only by deploying knowledge and skills
that take years to acquire, and degrees in law, medicine, and
engineering still signify competence in those knowledges and
skills. But for many other jobs, the economic premium for the
BA. is created by a brutal fact of life about the American H.o.m
market: Employers do not even interview applicants who do
not hold a B.A. Even more brutal, the advantage conferred
by the B.A. often has nothing to do with the content of the.
_.m“”ow%o:. Employers do not value what the student ~o§mw.
mBm_m the student has a degree. 2 4
mnsmswzo«yma ,.\m_cm the B.A. because it is a no-cost (for them,
iy vmm evice for academic ability and vmagw&:mmw.
Ple who go to college, the more sense 1t maki

€m
i Ployers ¢, require a B.A. When only a small per
People g

Woulq have b
o.m the talepy,
Mg a B A

College

.

college degrees, employers who required:
een shutting themselves off from access £9
With more than a third of 23-year-0
» Many employers can reasonably limit &
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 college graduates because bright and ambitjoyg
ool graduates who can go to oozamo.cmcmE do go to ¢
An ﬂmbv_oﬁn can believe that exceptions exist but rat
choose not to expend time and money to identify thep,
ing this, large numbers of students are in college to hy,
admission ticket—the B.A.

- But while it is true that the average person with a B AN
makes more than the average person without a B.A moE:m.
a B.A. is still going to be the wrong economic decision for
many high-school graduates. Wages within occupations form
a distribution. Young people with okay-but-not-great academic
ability who are thinking about whether to go after a B.A. need
to consider the competition they will face after they graduate.
Let me put these calculations in terms of a specific example,
a young man who has just graduated from high school and is
trying to decide whether to become an elcctrician or go to
college and major in business, hoping to become a white-collar
manager. He is at the 70th percentile in linguistic ability and
logical mathematical ability—someone who shouldn’t go to
college by my standards, but who can, in today’s world, easily
find a college that will give him a degree. He is exactly average
in interpersonal and intrapersonal ability. He is at the 95th
percentile in the small-motor skills and spatial abilities that
are helpful in being a good electrician. K

- He begins by looking up the average income of electricians

- | i i . M‘ﬂm
and managers on the Bureau of Labor Statistics smvm;mw ma
W

high.
ozmwﬂ
WODNE
Wsos.
y ﬁrm:.
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$
cellent electrician and can reasonably expect S&n&a@m
p of the electricians’ income distribution, He does @%

o it in him O be an excellent manager, because he is
hav B e in interpersonal and intrapersonal ability and
%_M modestly above average in academic ability, all of EE&
ate important for vmooB:.ﬂm g good manager, while his com-
peticors for those slots will include many who are high in
all of those abilities. Realistically, he should be looking at
the incomes toward the bottom of the distribution of man-
agers. With that in mind, he goes back to the Bureau of
Labor Statistics website and discovers that an electrician at
the 90th percentile of electricians’ incomes made $70,480
in 2005, almost twice the income of a manager at the 10th
percentile of managers’ incomes ($37,800). Even if our young
man successfully co.upletes college and gets a B.A. (which is
far from certain), he is likely to make less money than if he
becomes an electrician.

Then there is job security to consider. A good way to make
sure you always can find work is to be among the best at what
you do. It also helps to have a job that does not require you
to compete with people around the globe. When corporations
wMM\MMNm..&Q lay off mediocre managers before they §~ om
. ctricians. When the economy gets soft, top o_nnﬁﬁmmw

ind work when mediocre managers cannot. Low-level -

mg; g : ,
_ fagement jobs can often be outsourced to India, whereas
€ mnﬁnpnwmsm. L g

W

A

onl

jobs cannot. .
gt L . icians i throughou
Amey; ave said of electricians is true througt
sEm:nm.z job market. The income for the top people
is by MBEQ of occupations that do not require a ¢ol
Sncm.mmw than the average income for many OCCUPE
Are oy aB.A. Furthermore, the range and number
Panding rapidly. The need for assembly-lin
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g a manager sitting behind a desk in a big office, telling
e what to do and getting the status that goes with jr,
@mﬂoam%b he should face facts that he is unlikely to know
on his OWD, but ﬁrmﬁ. a mc&m:.om ooﬁ.Smm_on could help him face,
His chances of getting the big office and the status are slim,
He is more likely to remain in a cubicle, under the thumb of
the boss in the big office. He is unlikely to have a job in which
he produces something tangible during the course of the day.
If he becomes a top electrician instead, he will have an
expertise that he exercises at a high level. At the end of a
workday, he will often be able to see that his work made a dif-
ference in the lives of people whose problems he has solved. He
will not be confined 1o a cubicle and, after his apprenticeship,
will be his own supervisor in the field. Top electricians often
become independent contractors who have no boss at all.
The intrinsic rewards of being a top manager can be just as
great as those of a top electrician (though I would not claim
they are greater), but the intrinsic rewards of being a mediocre
Manager are not. Even as people in white-collar jobs lament the
”MMMM.mm:_omm .Om their work, the intrinsic rewards of exercising
mhm m_ﬂzm Hmem: undiminished. . . :
e :w: there is an overarching nobm&ma.mcos SO Eﬁoﬂmﬁw
& ol Mxvammm mmmmwmﬂm? the mwam.mmnﬁ._onﬂ of vo_bm%«a ;
i oes mo.a a living (and knowing it), noE@m.H._; ;
, ¥ of being mediocre at what one does foraliving

knowip,,
a1y "8 it). This is another truth about livinga human i

one of the most boring jobs ever invented) i fall

‘demand for skilled technicians of every kind_; ;
. information technology, transportation Sogo%w
every other industry that relies on high-tech m@SvBmE/,
sanding. The service sector includes many low-skil], low-
ying jobs, but it also includes growing numbers of specialized
bs that pay well (for example, in healthcare and the enge,.
tainment and leisure industries). Construction offers an array
~ of high-paying jobs for people who are good at what they do,
" It’s not just skilled labor in the standard construction trades
that is in high demand. The increase in wealth in American
society has increased the demand for all sorts of craftsman-
Today’s high-end homes and office buildings may entail
vork of specialized skills in stonework, masonry, glazing,
ing, cabinetmaking, machining, landscping, and a dozen
ner crafts. The increase in wealth is also driving an increased
nand for the custom-made and the exquisitely wrought,
ng demand for artisans in everything from pottery to
ry to metalworking. There has never been a time in his-
hen people with skills not taught in college have bies
nuch demand at such high pay as today, nor a time -

ge of such jobs has been so wide. In today’s Amerc®
g first-rate

of bein

¢

o P 2uid Y€ar-old migh¢ ot yet understand on his own, bal
C is no longer money but job satisfaction—" decide sel Fuce Counselor can bring to his attention. Guidan
‘€ return to our high-school graduate trying knows 0 ind Parents who automatically encourage your
college and becoming an electrician: Fe of 0t w__mmm © <llege straight out of high school regard
orking with his hands and likes the _%&_Tn iden ofy " interegts are being thoughtless about 3
ne place all day, but he also likes & : e People in their charge.
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of the B.A. as Norm

i

. to accept all that I have presented as fact o

o still
the proposition that too many people are

mowsm

B¢

meaning of a college education has evolved since the
DE.Q,. The traditional liberal education is sti]] available
nts who want it, but the curriculum is appropriately
0 and includes many courses for vocational prepa-
 that today’s students want. Furthermore, intellectyg]
‘bmmgns_ vary across majors. It may be true that few st
can complete a major in economics or biology, but larger
rtions can handle the easier majors. A narrow focus on
urriculum also misses the important nonacademic functions of
. The lifestyle on today’s campuses may leave something
desired, but four years of college still give youngsters in
lolescence a chance to encounter different kinds of peo-
discover new interests, and to decide what they want to
of their lives. And if it is true that some students %ms,m
nw of their college years partying, that was also true of
 Oxford students in the 18th century. Lighten up.

f the only people we had to worry about were those s&w .am
A ze campuses and doing reasonably well, this positiof?
i have something to be said for it. It does not address ﬁvm_
: v ,@wﬁvﬂ four years makes sense or whether a residentia
y makes sense; nevertheless, college as it exists i pot at
ly evil place for the students who are there and ar¢

A . socl
an.mE. But there is the broader Americal ?
bout as well. However unintentionally,

the same time that other class
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secoming more powerful. Today's college system is implicateg
.m%m emergence of class-riven America. s
in The problem begins with the message sent to young peo-
b that they should aspire to ow_._mmm no matter what, mQBm
policicians are among the Bo.m_r. .Sm_._u_m offenders, treating every
failure to g0 tO college as an injustice that can be remedied by
increasing government help. American educational administra-
tors reinforce the message by instructing guidance counselors to
eer as many students as possible toward a college-prep track
(more than 90 percent of high-school students report that
their guidance counselors encouraged them to go to college).
But politicians and educators are only following the lead of
the larger culture. As long as it remains taboo to acknowledge
that college is intellcctually too demanding for most young

40

people, we will continue to create crazily unrealistic expecta-
tions among the next generation. If “crazily unrealistic” sounds
t00 strong, consider that more than 90 percent of high school
SeNiors expect to go to college, and more than 70 percent of
them expect to work in professional jobs. :

O.=m aspect of this phenomenon has been labeled misaligned
m,sv._nosm, meaning that adolescents have career ambitions that
Mm“%ﬂmmﬁmwﬁ with their educational plans. Data wwwaww
e Go«mo. Mo.:ﬁw and moo.ﬂm_ .Um<m_o_u3.mwﬁ nQ%:nnﬁ.. ;
Mot rm_ws icate that misaligned ambitions Mw &meﬁ& %
Meng i i HM of m.~: .mm.o_mm.nm:m.m. Almost always, QM@ L
Momeyg mroc.:@mco .m:mo:o_:, as wmo_wmnonwﬁ MMM%
hurle th Physicians without csmmammsmEm i
A €V must surmount to achieve their goals- ;mﬂ
: A institution not because that is where they €

Cour
- Colj¢ = they need to meet their career goals
Cge js th
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those who entered a four-year college i, 1
cent had gotten their B.A. five academic yeqpg later
4 percent were still enrolled. If we assume thyy rm_.m
@ ercent eventually get their B.As, about g third of
ho entered college hoping for a B.A. leave Withoyg

oom.

N1

was a nice thing to have but not a big deal, they could
terpreted as the result of young adults deciding that they
i m&@ want a B.A. after all. Instead, these numbers were
roduced by a system in which having a B.A. is a very big deal
ed, and that brings us to the increasingly worrisome role
B.A. as a source of class division. The United States has
had symbols of class, and the college degree has always
n one of them. But through the first half of rhe 20th century,
e were all sorts of respectable reasons a person might not
zollege—not enough money to pay for college; needing
right out of high school to support a wife, parents,
unger siblings; or the commonly held belief that going
to work was better preparation for a business careet
ing to college. As long as the percentage of college
duates remained small, it also remained true, and everybody
, that the majority of America’s intellectually most able
did not have B.A s, |
L the course of the 20th century, three trends mwﬁw\
gth. The first was the increasing proportion ol M
for high academic ability due to the advanced _mﬁm
n they require—engineers, Eém._owmbm, mﬁﬁoamwm.
ers, scientists, and the like. The second W2 M?
et value of those jobs. The third was the om:%
0 more of those who had the academic @ ich
because the increase in America? i
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that more parents could afford college for their children,
pecause the proliferation of scholarships and Joang
ble for most students with enough academic ability
to g0 :
The combined effect of these trends has been to overturn
the state of affairs that prevailed through World War II, Now
he great majority of America’s intellectually most able peo-
ple do have 2 B.A. Along with that transformation has come
2 downside that few anticipated. The acceptable excuses for
not going to college have dried up. The more people who g0
10 college, the more stigmatizing the failure to complete col-
lege becomes. Today, if you do not get a B.A., many people
assume it is because you are too dumb or too lazy. And all this
because of a degree that seldom has an interpretable substan-
tive meaning.
Let’s approach the situation from a different angle. Imagine
that America had no system of postsecondary education and
youwere made a member of a task force assigned to create one
fiom seratch. Ask yourself what you would think if one of your
s amammsﬂ an up a common goal mow every «.Nocbm nna%u
will thep - M m.snm.swsm_ success. We will call it a w.>., e
achieve ﬁEmm = _; difficult or impossible .moH. most waow_ﬂm_
take foy, <mmwom - For those who can, achieving the .mo&
™ economic M NO matter érmn. is being taught. We will attac
© do wigh & eward for reaching the goal that often wm.mm,.
lage scs_oﬁm nwsﬁmsﬁ of what has been learned. We will lut
Or Bo%mzosm Of people who do not possess mmnar.wmw &
then Stigmag; to try to achieve the goal and 9.3 fail. °
 Whey [ rzm everyone who fails to achieve it &
Place, ke Ve just described is the system that we &
'€ must be a better way.
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1. The “I say

. Compare Murray’s argument that college is a waste of time

. In one or two paragraphs, reflect on why you chose your

C onversation

» here is explicit: “t00 many people are going ¢,
¥ e know what Charles Murray thinks. Byt wh,;Y
this? In the rest of his essay, he tells us why,
noting all the reasons and eyj.

college.
does he think
Summarize his argument,
dence he gives to support his claim.
[s Murray right—are too many people going to college? If

you disagree, why? Whether or not you agree with him, do
you find his argument persuasive!
In the middle of the essay is a lengthy narrative about some-
one who is trying to decide what to be when he grows up,
an electrician or a manager. What does this narrative con-
tribute to Murray’s argument? Where would the argument
be without the narrative’

for many with Sanford J. Ungar’s argument (pp. 336-43)
that anyone can benefit from a college education. Which
one do you find more convincing?

current school. Did you consider, first and foremost, how
your college would help you “learn how to make a living,” as
Murray would recommend? Did you consider other poten-
tial benefits of your college education? If you could have

well-paying job without g college education, would you °
to college anyway?
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