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more than a generation. All high school graduates ought to go,

says Conventional Wisdom and statistical evidence, because
college will help them earn more money, become “better” people, and
learn to be more responsible citizens than those who don't go.

But college has never been able to work its magic for everyone.
And now that close to half our high school graduates are attending,
those who don't fit the pattern are becoming more numerous, and
more obvious. College graduates are selling shoes and driving taxis;
college students sabotage each other’s experiments and forge letters of
recommendation in the intense competition for admission to gradu-
ate school. Others find no stimulation in their studies, and drop out—
often encouraged by college administrators.

Some observers say the fault is with the young people themselves—
they are spoiled, stoned, overindulged, and expecting too much. But
that’s mass character assassination, and doesn't explain all campus un-
happiness. Others blame the state of the world, and they are partly
right. We've been told that young people have to go to college because

= Thc case for college has been accepted without question for !
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our economy can't absorb an army of untrained eighteen-year-olds. But
disillusioned graduates are learning that it can no longer absorb an
army of trained twenty-two-year-olds, either. . . .

The ultimate defense of college has always been that while it may
not teach you anything vocationally useful, it will somehow make you
a berter person, able to do anything better, and those who make it
through the process are initiated into the “fellowship of educated men
and women.” In a study intended to probe what graduates seven years
out of college thought their colleges should have done for them, the
Carnegic Commission found that most alumni expected the “devel-
opment of my abilities to think and express myself.” But if such re-
spected educational psychologists as Bruner and Piager are right,
specific learning skills have to be acquired very early in life, perhaps
even before formal schooling begins.

So, when pressed, liberal-arts defenders speak instead about some-
thing more encompassing, and more elusive. “College changed me in-
side,” one graduate told us ferventy. The authors of a Carnegic
Commission report, who obviously struggled for a definition, con-
duded that one of the common threads in the perceptions of a liberal
education is that it provides “an integrated view of the world which
can serve as an inner guide.” More simply, alumni say that college
should have “helped me to formulate the values and goals of my life,”

In theory, a student is taught to develop these values and goals
himself, but in practice, it doesn’t work quite that way. All but the
wayward and the saintly take their sense of the good, the true, and the
beautiful from the people around them. When we speak of students
acquiring “values” in college, we often mean that they will acquire the
values—and sometimes that means only the tastes—of their profes-
sors. The values of professors may be “higher” than many students will
encounter clsewhere, but they may not be relevant to situations in
which students find themselves in college and later.

Of all the forms in which ideas are disseminated, the college pro-
fessor lecturing a class is the slowest and most expensive. You don't
have to go to college to read the great books or learn abour the great
ideas of Western Man. Today you can find them everywhere—in pa-
perbacks, in the public libraries, in museums, in public lectures, in
adult-education courses, in abridged, summarized, or adapted form in
magazines, films, and television. The problem is no longer one of ac-
cess to broadening ideas; the problem is the other way around: how

to choose among the many courses of action proposed to us, how to
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edit the stimulations that pour into our eyes and ears every waking
hour. A college experience that piles option on option and stimulation
on stimulation merely adds to the contemporary nightmare.

What students and graduates say that they did learn on campus
comes under the heading of personal, rather than intellectual, dcvc!—
opment. Again and again I was told that the real value of college is
learning to get along with others, to practice sodal skills, to “sort out
my head,” and these have nothing to do with curriculum.

For whatever impact the academic experience used to have on col-
lege students, the sheer size of many undergraduate dasses . . . dilutes
faculty-student dialogue, and, more often than not, they are taught by
teachers who were hired when colleges were faced with a shortage of
qualified instructors, during their years of expansion and when the big
rise in academic pay attracted the mediocre and the less than dedicated.

On the sodial side, colleges are withdrawing from responsibility
for feeding, housing, policing, and protecting students at a time when
the environment of college may be the most important service it could
render. College officials are reluctant to “intervene” in the personal
lives of the students. They no longer expect to take over from parents,
but often insist that students—who have, most often, never lived away
from home before—take full adult responsibility for their plans,
achievements, and behavior.

Most college students do not live in the plush, comfortable country-
clublike surroundings their parents envisage, or, in some cases, remem-
ber. Open dorms, particularly when they are coeducational, are noisy,
usually overcrowded, and often messy. Some students desert the institu-
tional “zoos” (their own word for dorms) and move into run-down, over-
priced apartments. Bulletin boards in student centers are littered with
notices of apartments to share and the drift of conversation suggests that
a lot of money is dissipated in scrounging for food and shcltcr..

Taxpayers now provide more than half of the astronomnca.! sums
that are spent on higher education. But less than half of tod::tys lngh
school graduates go on, raising a new question of equity: Is it fair to
make all the taxpayers pay for the minority who actually go to college?
We decided long ago that it is fair for childless adults to pay schoo! taxes
because everyone, parents and nonparents alike, profits by a literate
population. Does the same reasoning hold true for .staxc-s.upporwd
higher education? There is no condusive evidence on cither side.

Young people cannot be expected to go to college fo.r the general
good of mankind. They may be more altruistic than their elders, but
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no great numbers are going to spend four years at hard intellecrual
labor, let alone tens of thousands of family dollars, for “the advance-
ment of human capability in society at large,” one of the many pur-
poses invoked by the Carnegie Commission report. Nor do any
considerable number of them want to go to college to beat the Rus-
sians to Jupiter, improve the national defense, increase the Gross Na-
tional Product, lower the crime rate, improve automobile safety, or
create a market for the arts—all of which have been suggested at one
time or other as benefits taxpayers get for supporting higher education.

One sociologist said that you don't have to have a reason for going
to college because it’s an institution. His definition of an institution is
something everyone subscribes to without question. The burden of
proof is not on why you should go to college, but why anyone thinks
there might be a reason for not going. The implication—and some ed-
ucators express it quite frankly—is that an cighteen-year-old high
school graduate is still too young and confused to know what he wants
to do, let alone what is good for him. ‘

Mother knows best, in other words.

It had always been comfortable for students to believe that au-
thorities, like Mother, or outside spedialists, like educators, could de-
termine what was best for them. However, specialists and authorities
no longer enjoy the credibility former generations accorded them. Pa-
tients talk back to doctors and are not struck suddenly dead. Clients
question the lawyer’s bills and sometimes get them reduced. It is no
longer self-evident that all adolescents must study a fixed curriculum
that was constructed at a time when all educated men could agree on
precisely what it was that made them educated. ’

The same with college. If high school graduates don’t want to con-
tinue their education, or don’t want to continue it right away, they may
perceive more dearly than their elders that college is not for them.

College is an ideal place for those young adults who love learning
for its own sake, who would rather read than eat, and who like nothing
better than writing research papers. Bur they are a minority, even at the
prestigious colleges, which recruit and attract the intellectually oriented.

The rest of our high school graduates need to look at college more
dosely and critically, to examine it as a consumer product, and decide
if the cost in dollars, in time, in continued dependency, and in future
returns, is worth the very large investment each student—and his

family—must make.




