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Unit 1

More and more Americans are going to college, but how many of them are actually
learning anything?

Pre-reading Questions; _

1. Is your college life like what you had imagined before your entrance? If not,
what are the differences?

2. Have you ever thought why we need to go to college, to help us become more
competitive in job-hunting or to learn things that will make us‘a whole person well-
adjusted to the society? Or do you hold any other opinions?

3. Should we have tests at college? Why or why not?
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Text A
Live and Learn. Why We Have College

Louis Menand

I My first job as a professor was at an Ivy League university. The students were

happy to be taught, and we, their teachers, were happy to be teaching them. Whatever

portion of their time and energy was being eaten up by social commitments — which
may have been huge, but about which I was ignorant — they seemed earnestly and

unproblematically engaged with the academic experience. If I was naive about this, they
were gracious enough not to disabuse me. None of us ever questioned the importance of
what we were doing.

2 At a certain appointed hour, the university decided to make its way in the
world without me, and we parted company. | was assured that there were no hard
feelings. | was fortunate to get a position in a public university system, at a college with
an overworked faculty, an army of part-time instructors, and sixteen thousand students.
Many of these students were the first in their families to attend college, and any
distractions they had were not social. Many of them worked, and some had complicated
family responsibilities.

3 I didn’t regard this as my business any more than | had the social lives of my
Ivy League students. | assigned my new students the same readings | had assigned the
old ones. [ understood that the new students would not be as well prepared, but, out of
faith or ego, 1 thought that T could tell them what they needed to know, and open up the
texts for them. Soon after | started teaching there, someone raised his hand and asked ,
about a text I had assigned, “Why did we have to buy this book?”

.4 I got the question in that form only once, but I heard it a number of times in
the unmonetized form of “Why did we have to read this book?™ T could see that this was
not only a perfectly legitimate question; it was a very interesting question. The students
were asking me to justify the return on investment in a college education. 1 just had
never been called upon to think about this before. It wasn’t part of my training. We took
the value of the business we were in for granted. =3

S I could have said, “You are reading these books because you're in college,
and these are the kinds of books that people in college read. ™ If you hold a certain
theory of education, that answer is not as circular as it sounds. The theory goes like
this: In any group of people, it’s easy to determine who is the fastest or the strongest or
even the lwst-lookiﬁg. But picking out the most intelligent person is difficult, because

intelligence involves many attributes that can’t be captured in a one-time assessment,
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like an L . test. There is no intellectual equivalent of the hundred-yard dash. An
intelligent  person is open-minded, an outside-the-box thinker, an effective
communicator, is prudent, self-critical, consistent, and so on. These are not qualities
readily subject to measurement. ‘

6 Society needs a mechanism for sorting out its more intelligent members from its
less intelligent ones, just as a track team needs a mechanism (such as a siopwatch) for
sorting out the faster athletes from the slower ones. Society wants to identify intelligent
people early on so that it can funnel them into careers that maximize their talents. It
wants to get the most out of its human resources. College is a process that is sufficiently
multifaceted and fine-grained to do this.

7 College is, essentially, a four-year intelligence test. Students have to
demonstrate intellectual ability over time and across a range of subjects. If they’re
sloppy or inflexible or obnoxious — no matter how smart they might be in the L. Q. Sense
— those negatives will get picked up in their grades. As an added service, college also
sorts people according to aptitude. It separates the math types from the poetry types. At
the end of the process, graduates get a score, the G. P. A. | that professional schools
and employers can trust as a measure of intellectual capacity and productive potential.
It’s important, therefore, that everyone is taking more or less the same test.

8 1 could have answered the question in a different way. I could have said,
“You're reading these books because they teach you things about the world and yourself
that, if you do not learn them in college , you are unlikely to learn anywhere else. ™ This
reflects a different theory of college, a theory that runs like this: In a society that
encourages its members to pursue the career paths that promise the grealest personal or
financial rewards, people will, given a choice, learn only what they need to know for
success. They will have no incentive to acquire the knowledge and skills important for
life as an informed citizen, or as a reflective and culturally literate human being.
College exposes future citizens to material that enlightens and empowers them, whatever
careers they end up choosing. 3

9 In performing this function, college also socializes. Tt takes people with
disparate backgrounds and beliefs and brings them into line with mainstream norms of
reason and taste. Independence of mind is tolerated in college, and even honored, but
students have to master the accepted ways of doing things before they are permitted to
deviate. Ideally, we want everyone to go to college, because college gets everyone on
the same page. It's a way of producing a society of like-minded grownups.

10 If you like the first theory, then it doesn’t matter which courses students take,
or even what is taught in them, as long as they’re rigorous enough for the sorting
mechanism to do its work. All that matters is the grades. If you prefer the second
theory, then you might consider grades a useful instrument of positive or negative

reinforcement, but the only thing that matters is what students actually learn. There is
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stuff that every adult ought to know, and college is the best delivery system for getting
that stuff into people’s heads.

11 A lot of confusion is caused by the fact that since 1945 American higher
education has been committed to both theories. The system is designed to be both
meritocratic ( Theory 1) and democratic ( Theory 2 ). Professional schools and
employers depend on colleges to sort out each cohort as it passes into the workforce, and
elected officials talk about the importance of college for everyone. We want higher
education to be available to all Americans, but we also want people to deserve the
grades they receive.

12 - Tt wasn’t always like this. Before 1945, élite private colleges like Harvard and
Yale were largely in the business of reproducing a privileged social class. Between 1906
and 1932, four hundred and five boys from Groton applied to Harvard. Four hundred
and two were accepted. In 1932, Yale received thirteen hundred and thirty
applications, and it admitted nine hundred and fifty-nine — an acceptance rate of
seventy-two per cent. Almost a third of those who enrolled were sons of Yale graduates.

13 In 1948, through the exertions of people like James Bryant Conant, the
president of Harvard, the Educational Testing Service went into business, and
standardized testing (the S. A. T. and the A. C. T. ) soon became the virtually universal
method for picking out the most intelligent students in the high-school population,
regardless of their family background, and getting them into the higher-education
system. Conant regarded higher education as a limited social resource, and he wanted
to make more strail the gate. Testing insured that only people who deserved to go to
college did. The fact that Daddy went no longer sufficed. In 1940, the acceptance rate
at Harvard was eighty-five per cent. By 1970, it was twenty per cent. Last year, thirty-
five thousand students applied to Harvard, and the acceptance rate was six per cent.

14 Almost all the élite colleges saw a jump in applications this year, partly
because they now recruit much more aggressively internationally, and acceptance rates
were correspondingly lower. Columbia, Yale, and Stanford admitted less than eight per
cent of their applicants. This degree of selectivity is radical. To put it in some
perspective ; the acceptance rate at Cambridge is twenty-one per cent, and at Oxford
eighteen per cent.

15 But, as private colleges became more selective, public colleges became more
accommodating. Proportionally, the growth in higher education since 1945 has been
overwhelmingly in the public sector. In 1950, there were about 1. 14 million students in
public colleges and universities and about the same number in private ones. Today,
public colleges enroll almost fifteen million students, private colleges fewer than six
million.

16 There is now a seat for virtually anyone with a high-school diploma who wants
to attend college. The City University of New York ( my old employer) has two hundred
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and twenty-eight thousand undergraduates — more than four times as many as the entire
Ivy League. The big enchilada of public higher education, the State of California, has
ten university campuses, twenty-three state-college campuses, a hundred and twelve
community-college campuses, and more than 3.3 million students. Six per cent of the
American population is currently enrolled in college or graduate school. In Great Britain
and France, the figure is about three per cent.

17 If you are a Theory 1 person, you worry that, with so many Americans going
to college, the bachelor’s degree is losing its meaning, and soon it will no longer operate
as a reliable marker of productive potential. Increasing public investment in higher
education with the goal of college for everyone — in effect, taxpayer-subsidized social
promotion — is thwarting the operation of the sorting mechanism. Education is about
selection, not inclusion.

18 If you are friendly toward Theory 2, on the other hand, you worry that the
compelition for slots in top-tier colleges is warping educational priorities. You see
academic tulip mania: students and their parents are overvaluing a commodity for which
there are cheap and plentiful substitutes. The sticker price at Princeton or Stanford,
including room and board, is upward of fifty thousand dollars a year. Public colleges
are much less expensive — the average tuition is $7, 605 — and there are also many
less selective private colleges where you can get a good education, and a lot more
faculty face time, without having to spend every minute of high school sucking up to
your teachers and reformatting your résumé. Education is about personal and intellectual
growth, not about winning some race to the top.

19 It would be nice to conclude that, despite these anxieties, and given the
somewhat contradictory goals that have been set for it, the American higher-education
system is doing what Americans want it to do. College is broadly accessible . sixty-eight
per cent of high-school graduates now go on to college (in 1980, only forty-nine per
cent did) , and employers continue to reward the credential, which means that there is
still some selection going on. In 2008, the average income for someone with an
advanced degree (master’s, professional, or doctoral) was $83, 144 ; for someone with

a bachelor’s degree, it was $58, 613 ; for someone with only a high-school education, it

was $31, 283.

Notes

1. About the author.

Louis Menand has been contributing to The New Yorker since 1991. Menand is the
author and editor of several books. His book The Metaphysical Club, was awarded the
2002 Pulitzer Prize for History and the Francis Parkman Prize from the Society of
American Historians. He was an associate editor at The New Republic from 1986 to
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1987, and was a contributing editor at The New York Review of Books from 1994 1o
2001.

Menand is the Anne T. and Robert M. Bass Professor of English and American
Literature and Language at Harvard University. He has also taught at the Graduate
Center of the City University of New York, Princeton, Columbia, and the University of
Virginia School of Law.

2. My first job as a professor was at an Ivy League university. (Para. 1)

The Ivy League is an athletic conference composed of sports teams from eight
private institutions of higher education in the Northeastern United States. The
conference name is also commonly used o refer to those eight schools as a group. The
eight institutions are Brown University, Columbia University, Cornell University,
Dartmouth College, Harvard University, Princeton University, the University of
Pennsylvania, and Yale University. The term Ivy League also has connotations of
academic excellence, selectivity in admissions, and social elitism.

3. An intelligent person is open-minded, an outside-the-box thinker, ... (Para.5)

Thinking outside the box (also thinking out of the box or thinking beyond the box)
is to think differently, unconventionally, or from a new perspective. This phrase often
refers to novel or creative thinking. To think outside the box is to look further and to try
not thinking of the obvious things, but to try thinking beyond them.

4. Ideally, we want everyone to go to college, because college gets everyone on
the same page. (Para.9)

In business meetings and college classes people often make copies of a single report
and hand a copy to each person at the meeting. While they discuss the different points
in the report, each person needs to be reading from the same page ( “on the same
page” ). Everyone is “on the same page” when they are all following along and
understanding the basic idea that the group is sharing. “On the same page” has a
further meaning of people being in basic understanding and agreement on something.
Example: “Before we make any decisions today, I'd like to make sure that everyone is
on the same page. ”

5. ...the Educational Testing Service went into business, ... (Para. 13)

Educational Testing Service (ETS) , founded in 1947, is the world’s largest private
nonprofit educational testing and assessment organization. It is presently headquartered
near Princeton, New Jersey. ETS develops various standardized tests primarily in the
United States for K—12 and higher education, and it also administers international tests
including the TOEFL ( Test of English as a Foreign Language ), TOEIC ( Test of
English for International Communication ), GRE ( Graduate Record Examinations )
General and Subject Tests, and The Praxis test Series — in more than 180 countries

and at over 9, 000 locations worldwide.



Unit 1 7

6. ...and standardized testing (the S. A. T. and the A. C. T. ) soon became the
virtually universal method... (Para. 13)

The SAT is a standardized test for college admissions in the United States. The
SAT is owned, published, and developed by the College Board, a nonprofit organization
in the United States. The test is intended to assess a student’s readiness for college. It
was first introduced in 1926, and its name and scoring have changed several times. It
was first called the Scholastic Aptitude Test, then the Scholastic Assessment Test.

The ACT ( originally an abbreviation of American College Testing ) is a
standardized test for high school achievement and college admissions in the United
States. It was first administered in November 1959 by Everett Franklin Lindquist as a
competitor to the College Board’s Scholastic Aptitude Test, now the SAT Reasoning
Test. The ACT has historically consisted of four tests: English, Mathematics,
Reading, and Science Reasoning.

7. To put it in some perspective, the acceptance rate at Cambridge is twenty-one
per cent, and at Oxford eighteen per cent. (Para. 14)

If you put something into perspective you show that you realize or make others
realize the importance/significance of the thing you are referring to. Alternatively, it
means you put the thing into its correct place (or make it clear for you and others). e. g.

1) You know that we have done a good research. We ask you to do a favor for us
and put it into perspective when you talk to the stakeholders. (to show the significance
of our work )

2) Let’s put it into perspective: 100 years ago the frequency of skin cancer was
way lower than what it is now. (to give a clear idea of what has happened)

8. You see academic tulip mania. students and their parents are overvaluing a
commodity for which there are cheap and plentiful substitutes. (Para. 18)

Tulip mania or tulipomania was a period in the Dutch Golden Age during which
contract prices for bulbs of the recently introduced tulip reached extraordinarily high
levels and then suddenly collapsed. The term *tulip mania” is now often. used
metaphorically to refer to any large economic bubble ( when asset prices deviate from

intrinsic values).

Glossary

accommodating [ a'kpmadeitin | a. helpful and obliging

aptitude [ 'zptitjud]| n. an inherent ability, as for learning

attribute [ o'tribju:t ] n. a quality or characteristic inherent in or ascribed

to someone or something
cohort [ 'kavho:t | n. a group or band of people
commitment [ ka'mitmont | n. the state of being bound emotionally or



