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154 v Introduction to College Writing

My sample of forty-seven-year-olds scored very well on the test. Not surprisingly, so did their
seventeen- year-old children. (For each question, either the last entry is correct or all responses are
correct except the last one.) The results of the test reveal again the deep hypocrisy that runs through
our lamentations about education. The illiteracy of the young turns out to be our own reflected back
to us with embarrassing force. We honor ambition, we reward greed, we celebrate materialism, we
worship acquisitiveness, we cherish success, and we commercialize the classroom—and then we
bark at the young about the gentle arts of the spirit. We recommend history to the kids but rarely
consult it ourselves. We make a fuss about ethics but are satisfied to see it taught as an “add on,” as
in “ethics in medicine” or “ethics in business”—as if Sunday morning in church could compensate
for uninterrupted sinning from Monday to Saturday.

The children are onto this game. They know that if we really valued schooling, we’d pay teachers
what we pay stockbrokers; if we valued books, we’d spend a little somethingon the libraries so that
adults could read, too; if Wnship, we’d give national service and civic ion more
than pilot status; if we valued children, we wouldn’t let them be abused, manipulated, impoverished,
and killed in their beds by gang-war cross fire and stray bullets. Schools can and should lead, but
when they confront a society that in every instance tells a story exactly opposite to the one they are
supposed to be teaching, their job becomes impossible. When the society undoes each workday what
the school tries to do each school day, schooling can’t make much of a difference.

Inner-city children are not the only ones who are learning the wrong lessons. TV sends the
same messages to everyone, and the success of Donald Trump, Pete Rose, Henry Kravis, or George
Steinbrenner makes them potent role models, whatever their values. Teen dropouts are not blind; teen
drug sellers are not deaf; teen college students who avoid the humanities in favor of pre-business or
pre law are not stupid. Being apt pupils of reality, they learn their lessons well. If they see a man with
a rubber arm and an empty head who can throw a ball at 95 miles per hour pulling down millions of
dollars a year while a dedicated primary-school teacher is getting crumbs, they will avoid careers in
teaching even if they can’t make the major leagues. If they observe their government spending up to

$35,000 a year to keep a young black behind bars but a fraction of that to keep him in school,
they will write off school (and probably write off blacks as well).

Our children’s illiteracy is merely our own, which they assume with commendable prowess.
They know what we have taught them all too well: there is nothing in Homer or Virginia Woolf, in
Shakespeare or Toni Morrison, that will advantage them in climbing to the top of the American heap.
Academic credentials may still count, but schooling in and of itself is for losers. Bookworms. Nerds.
Inner-city rappers and fraternity-house wise guys are in full agreement about that. The point is to
start pulling down the big bucks. Some kids just go into business earlier than others. Dropping out
is the national pastime, if by dropping out we mean giving up the precious things of the mind and
the spirit in which America shows so little interest and for which it offers so little payback.

While the professors argue about whether to teach the ancient history of a putatively white
Athens or the ancient history of a putatively black Egypt, the kids are watching televised political
campaigns driven by mindless image mongering and inflammatory polemics that ignore history
altogether. Why, then, are we so surprised when our students dismiss the debate over the origins of
civilization, whether Eurocentric or Afrocentric, and concentrate on cash-and-carry careers? Isn’t
the choice a tribute not to their ignorance but to their adaptive intelligence? Although we can hardly
be proud of ourselves for what we are teaching them, we should at least be proud of them for how
well they’ve learned our lessons.

Not all Americans have stopped caring about the schools, however. In the final irony of the
educational endgame, cynical entrepreneurs like Chris Whittle are insinuating television into
the classroom itself, bribing impoverished school boards by offering free TV sets on which they
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