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Welcome and congratulations: Getting to the first day of college is a major
achievement. You're to be commended, and not just you, but the parents,
grandparents, uncles, and aunts who helped get you here.

It’s been said that raising a child effectively takes a village: Well, as you may
have noticed, our American village is not in very good shape. We’ve got guns,
drugs, two wars, fanatical religions, a slime-based popular culture, and some
politicians who—a little restraint here—aren’t what they might be. To merely
survive in this American village and to win a place in the entering class has
taken a lot of grit on your part. So, yes, congratulations to all.

You now may think that you've about got it made. Amidst the impressive
college buildings, in company with a high-powered faculty, surrounded by
the best of your generation, all you need is to keep doing what you’ve done



before: Work hard, get good grades, listen to your teachers, get along with
the people around you, and you'll emerge in four years as an educated young
man or woman. Ready for life.

Do not believe it. It is not true. If you want to get a real education in
America you're going to have to fight—and I don’t mean just fight against
the drugs and the violence and against the slime-based culture that is still
going to surround you. I mean something a little more disturbing. To get an
education, you're probably going to have to fight against the institution that
you find yourself in—no matter how prestigious it may be. (In fact, the more
prestigious the school, the more you’ll probably have to push.) You can get
a terrific education in America now—there are astonishing opportunities at
almost every college—but the education will not be presented to you wrapped
and bowed. To get it, you'll need to struggle and strive, to be strong, and
occasionally even to piss off some admirable people.

I came to college with few resources, but one of them was an understanding,
however crude, of how I might use my opportunities there. This I began to
develop because of my father, who had never been to college—in fact, he’d barely
gotten out of high school. One night after dinner, he and I were sitting in our
kitchen at 58 Clewley Road in Medford, Massachusetts, hatching plans about the
rest of my life. I was about to go off to college, a feat no one in my family had
accomplished in living memory. “I think I might want to be prelaw,” I told
my father. I had no idea what being prelaw was. My father compressed his
brow and blew twin streams of smoke, dragonlike, from his magnificent nose.
“Do you want to be a lawyer?” he asked. My father had some experience with
lawyers, and with policemen, too; he was not well-disposed toward either. “I'm
not really sure,” I told him, “but lawyers make pretty good money, right?”

My father detonated. (That was not uncommon. My father detonated a lot.)
He told me that I was going to go to college only once, and that while I was
there I had better study what I wanted. He said that when rich kids went
to school, they majored in the subjects that interested them, and that my
younger brother Philip and I were as good as any rich kids. (We were rich kids
minus the money.) Wasn’t I interested in literature? I confessed that I was.
Then I had better study literature, unless I had inside information to the effect
that reincarnation wasn’t just hype, and I'd be able to attend college thirty or
forty times. If I had such info, prelaw would be fine. Otherwise I better get to

UNIT 1
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work and pick out some English classes from the course catalogue.

7 What my father told me that evening was true in itself, and it also contains
the germ of an idea about what a university education should be. But
apparently almost everyone else—students, teachers, and trustees and
parents—sees the matter much differently. They have it wrong.

8 Education has one salient enemy in present-day America, and that enemy
is education—university education in particular. To almost everyone,
university education is a means to an end. For students, that end is a good
job. Students want the credentials that will help them get ahead. They want
the certificate that will give them access to Wall Street, or entrance into law
or medical or business school. And how can we blame them? America values
power and money, big players with big bucks. When we raise our children,
we tell them in multiple ways that what we want most for them is success—
material success. To be poor in America is to be a failure—it’s to be without
decent health care, without basic necessities, often without dignity. Then
there are those backbreaking student loans—people leave school as servants,
indentured to pay massive bills, so that first job better be a good one. Students
come to college with the goal of a diploma in mind—what happens in between,
especially in classrooms, is often of no deep and determining interest to them.

9 In college, life is elsewhere. Life is at parties, at clubs, in music, with friends, in
sports. Life is what celebrities have. The idea that the courses you take should be
the primary objective of going to college is tacitly considered absurd. In terms of
their work, students live in the future and not the present; they live with their
prospects for success. If universities stopped issuing credentials, half of the clients
would be gone by tomorrow morning, with the remainder following fast behind.

10 The faculty, too, is often absent: Their real lives are also elsewhere. Like most
of their students, they aim to get on. The work they are compelled to do to
advance—get tenure, promotion, raises, outside offers—is, broadly speaking,
scholarly work. No matter what anyone says, this work has precious little to do

1 with the fundamentals of teaching. The proof is that virtually no undergraduate
| students can read and understand their professors’ scholarly publications. The
public senses this disparity and so thinks of the professors’ work as being silly or
beside the point. Some of it is. But the public also senses that because professors
don’t pay full-bore attention to teaching they don’t have to work very hard—




