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154 Introduction to College Writing

My sarnple of fbrty-seven-year-olcls scorecl very r.l'ell on the test. Not surprisinuly, so clicl their
seventeen- year-olcl children. (For each (luestion, either the last entry is correct or all responses rlre

correct except the last one.) The results of tire test reveal again the cieep hvpocrist, that runs through
our iamentations about eclucation. The illiteracy of the young rurns out ro be our ou,n reflected back
to us with enrirarrassingJ force. \\'e honor arnbition, r,v'e reu.arcl gleecl, we celebrare materialisrrl) \\-e

u.'orship acquisitiveness, we cherish success, ancl lve cotntnercialize tl-re classroonr-and then r.l e

bark at the yonlrg about the gentle arts of the spirit. M/e recomnrencl history to the kids but r'.rrely
consult it ourselvcs. We rn'.rke a hrss irbout ethics bnt are satisfled to see it taught as irn "add r)n," lrs
in "ethics in nreclicine" or "ethics in business"-as if Sundav morning in cl-rurch could compensate
for r-rninterrr-rpted sinning fronr Monday to Sanrrclay.

The children arc onl() this grnre.Tl-r$ knor,r'that iluc real]r ralrrcrl 's

*-sq14ep3l::L9abrskersJ_f u:e.,'aL!ed-bosk-s, n'gld,spe,rd-al!!1e so@!!,lhat
rtlults c'oultl rerd, too; ii u S r_a-lu-ellcitrlcrUh[]Ii! qive nrtienrtl service rnd_Sjl!9er]lrc;atielr rnorc
rFrrn plTot strrrus; if r,r'e value cl cl'riiclren, we wouldn't let thern be abusecl, nraniprilaterl, irnpoverished,
and killed in their betls by siln[f-war cross fire irnd str'.iy bullets. Scl"roo]s c:rn ancl shoultl leatl, br.rt

u,hen thev cclnfront a society that in every instance tells a story exactlv <lpllosite ro the one thev rrre
supposcrl to be teitching, their 1'olr beconres irnpossible. \\''hen the society unrloes eacl-r workdar- vvhrt
tl-re school tries to clo each school clay, schooling can't rnake much of a difference.

Inner-citv children are not the only ones r,r-ho are learning the rvrong lessons. TV sends the
sarne nressages to everyone) ancl the success of Donalcl tump, Pete Rose, Henrv Krarris, or Georee
Steinbrenner nrakes them potent role nroclels, u.hatever their r.alues. Teen dropor.rts are not blind; teen
clrug sellers are not cle:rf; teen college stuclents ll'ho avoid the hunranities irr flr.'or of pre-business or
pre' law ilre not snrpicl. I3eing aplr pupils of rcllitv', thev learn th eir lessons well. if thev see il rnrn u.ith
a rubber artn anclan elnptv head n'ho crur thr'ow a ball at 95 nriles per hor.rr pulline clown rnillions of
clollars r year u'hile a declicatecl primary-school teacher is getting crunrbs, they rvill avoicl careers in
teaching er''en if they can't make the major leagrres. If they observe their governlnent spending up to

S-l-5,000 a vear to keep a young black behind bars but a fraction of that to keep hirn in school,
thev u'il1 ri-rite o{T school (ancl probably rvrite off biacks as rvell).

Our chilclren's illiteracy is n-rerely our o\\.rn, u.hich they assume with cornmendable prou.ess.
They knon' u h.tt ri e hrtve taught ther-n all too rvell: there is nothing in Honrer or Virginia \\bolf, in
Shakespeirre or Trn j -\ Ion'isor-r, that u,il] arlvantage thenr irr clirrbinq to the top of the A,mericar-r heap.

Acatlernic creclenti.tls nrrrr,still count, but schooling in anrl of itself is tirr loscrs. Bookwrlrrns. Nerrls.
Inner-city rappers antl tr'.rternitv-house wise guvs are in ftill agreerlent about thrt. f'he point is to
start pulling dou'n the biq bucks. Some kids just go into business earlier than others. Drol-rping otrt
is the national pastime, ii br- tlropping out we mean giving up the precious things of the rnincl ancl

the spirit in n hich America shou's so little interest ar-rd for u.hich it off'ers so little payback.
\\4riie the professors irrquc about whether to teach the :rncient history of a putativelv ri,hite

Athens or the trncient histon of rr pr.rtatively black trgypt, the kicls ale w'ltchinq televised politicll
citrnprrigns driven by lrinrlless inrrrg'e rnorrgering ancl inf-lanrnratory pcllenrics th:rt ignrlre I-ristory
altogether. \\'h1,, then, :'rrc \\ c s,, surpriscrl when our stuclents disntiss the debate over the origir-rs of
civilization, u,hether Eurocentric or Afr'ocentric, and concentrate on cash-and-carry c:rreers? Isn't
the choice rr tribute not to their isnorance but to their aclaptive intelligence? Nthough we carl harclh'
be proucl of ourselr.'es for u'l-rat \r.e are teaching them, we should :rt least be proud of them for hor.r

rvell they'r.,e learr-reil our lessons.
Not all ,\nrericans have stoppecl caring ahout the scl'rools, horvever. In the final irony of the

educational encleame, cynical entrepreneurs likc Clhris \Ahittle are insinuating television int<i
the classroorn itself, hribing impoverishecl school bolrtls by' offering' free'fV scts on which tho'
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