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Unit 1

Why Do We Go to University?

What are the aims of a university? Why do we go to university? What subjects should a univer-
sity teach? These are the familiar questions people have been trying to answer ever since education
began to expand to common people more than a century ago. The debate for and against the utilitar-
ian attitude towards education in Britain a hundred and fifty years ago' is still echoed in the canon
debates of the 1990’s in U.S. and the worries over the decline of science students in UK now. T. H.

Huxley made an address on education during his visit to the United States?.

“You have enunciated the principle that ‘the glory of the university should rest upon
the character of the teachers and scholars and not upon their numbers of buildings con-
structed for their use.” And I look upon it as an essential and most important feature of
your plan that the income of the professors and teachers shall be independent of the
number of students whom they can attract. In this way you provide against the danger,
patent elsewhere, of finding attempts at improvement obstructed by vested interests; and,
in the department of medical education especially, you are free of the temptation to set
loose upon the world men utterly incompetent to perform the serious and responsible

duties of their profession.”

In these words, Huxley prophesied the lamentation of the professors and teachers of a century later,
who ask “Why do colleges shower their students with A’s?”

In 1897, Mark Twain said of Britain, “British history is two thousand years old, and yet in a
good many ways the world has moved farther ahead since the Queen was born than it moved in all
the rest of the two thousand put together.”® The same thing is said of the 20th century when the
move has been accelerated. Public education has a shorter history, but it likewise has undergone a
great change. Even so, some of the fundamental issues remain unsettled.
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Read and Think

Commercialization has permeated throughout our life and has turned what was traditionally an
interest free relationship into seller-and-buyer or consumer-and-service relationship in many fields
including education. Higher education has more than ever been confronted with the problems brought
about by the combination of utilitarianism and commercialism. The following selections are passages
and articles expressing controversial opinions concerning the problems of higher education.

Why Colleges Shower Their Students with A’s

The economist Milton Friedman* taught that superior products flourished and shabby ones died
out when consumers voted emphatically with their dollars. But the truth of the marketplace is that
shabby products can do just fine if they sustain the veneer of quality while slipping downhill, as has
much of higher education. Faced with demanding consumers and stiff competition, colleges have
simply issued more and more A’s, stoking grade inflation and devaluing degrees.

Grade inflation is in full gallop at every level, from struggling community institutions to the elites
of the Ivy League. In some cases, campus wide averages have crept up from a C just 10 years ago
to B-plus today. %

Some departments shower students with A’s to fill poorly attended courses that might other-
wise be canceled. Individual professors inflate grades after consumer-conscious administrators hound
them into it. Professors at every level inflate to escape negative evaluations by students, whose
opinions now figure in tenure and promotion decisions.

The most vulnerable teachers are the part-timers who have no job security and who now teach
more than half of all college courses. Writing in the last issue of the journal Academe, two part-timers
suggest that students routinely corner adjuncts, threatening to complain if they do not turn C’s into
A’s. An Ivy League professor said recently that if tenure disappeared, universities would be “free to
sell diplomas outright.”

The consumer appetite for less rigorous education is nowhere more evident than in the Univer-
sity of Phoenix’, a profit-making school that shuns traditional scholarship and offers a curriculum so
superficial that critics compare it to a drive-through restaurant. Two hundred colleges have closed
since a businessman dreamed up Phoenix 20 years ago. Meanwhile, the university has expanded to
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60 sites spread around the country, and more than 40,000 students, making it the country’s largest
private university.

Phoenix competes directly with the big state universities and lesser-known small colleges, all of
which fear a student drain. But the elite schools fear each other and their customers, the students,
who are becoming increasingly restive about the cost of a first-tier diploma, which now exceeds
$120,000. Faced with the prospect of crushing debt, students are treating grades as a matter of life
and death — occasionally even suing to have grades revised upward.

Twenty years ago students grumbled, then lived with the grades they were given. Today, col-
leges of every stature permit them to appeal low grades through deans or permanent boards of
inquiry. In The Chronicle of Higher Education, Prof. Paul Korshin of the University of Pennsylvania
recently described his grievance panel as the “rhinoplasty committee,” because it does “cosmetic
surgery” on up to 500 transcripts a year.

The argument that grades are rising because students are better prepared is simply not convincing.
The evidence suggests that students and parents are demanding — and getting — what they think of
as their money’s worth.

One way to stanch inflation is to change the way the grade point average is calculated. Under
most formulas, all courses are given equal weight, so math, science and less-challenging courses
have equal impact on the averages. This arrangement rewards students who gravitate to courses
where high marks are generously given and punishes those who seek out math and science courses,
where far fewer students get the top grade.

Valen Johnson, a Duke University statistics professor, came under heavy fire from both stu-
dents and faculty when he proposed recalculating the grade point average to give rigorously graded
courses greater weight. The student government beat back the plan with the help of teachers in the
humanities, who worried that students might abandon them for other courses that they currently
avoided. Other universities have expressed interest in adopting the Johnson plan, but want their
names kept secret to avoid a backlash.

Addicted to counterfeit excellence, college, parents and students are unlikely to give it up. As a
consequence, diplomas will become weaker and more ornamental as the years go by.

(1998 )
Brent Staples
from The New York Times

Questions for discussion

1. What is the general situation of American universities according to Staples’s description?
2. What is Staples’s attitude towards American higher education? What are the words or
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expressions that can help to tell whether he is pleased or not with the fact that more

students have better grades now?

3. Why does the author refer to the University of Phoenix in this article?
4. Do you find similar situation in your university? What do you think of it?

Shameless Students Put Tutors in E-mail Hell

Students once would only dare to approach
a lecturer with a meek knock and a humble “Ex-
cuse me, professor.” But now they bombard lec-
turers with e-mail messages at all hours of the
day to make banal or impertinent queries in a
manner that ranges from the overly familiar to
the downright rude.

. UK academics say e-mail is erasing the
boundaries that traditionally kept students at a
healthy distance. Students hit the send button at
all hours, even on Christmas Day, addressing their
tutors by their first names only and often in a
style so informal that the message ends in “hugs”
and “kisses”.

One lecturer received this from a drama
undergraduate: “Hey. do u have to quote from all
the plays u r referrin 2 in the drama essay or just
paraphrase? thank.” Another regularly receives
e-mails signed “hugs ‘n’ kisses”, “cheers mate”
and “see you in class!”

One student expected his lecturer to reply
immediately to the following:

“Sorry I lost the handout that gave me the
essay title — I know it’s due in tomorrow so
can you send it again, Pete?” The essay referred
to had been set a month earlier.

The examples emerge from an informal
Times Higher survey of UK academics — who
were only too pleased to divulge their experiences.
Today’s e-mail correspondence also increasingly
reflects students’ perception of themselves as
paying customers.

One sent an e-mail to his tutor threatening
to “take his fees elsewhere” unless he had a
prompt response about why he had failed a
module.

Another wrote: “I see no point in retaking
this exam unless you can provide me with feed-
back of where I underperformed. I hope you
can supply this to me at the nearest opportunity.”

(2006 )
Jessica Shepherd
<http://www. thes.co.uk/search>
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Questions for discussion

1. Do you think the students deserve the epithet “shameless™?
2. What might be the causes of this phenomenon?
3. Will this happen in your university?

Tory MPs Question Value of Arts Degrees

Too many students are wasting their time and money on traditional arts degrees that are likely to
leave them jobless, a group of Conservative MPs has warned.

In a new paper, the right-leaning Cornerstone group of Conservative MPs argued universities
were becoming overcrowded with students who would not benefit from higher education study.

The paper, written by the Conservative MP for Canterbury and Whitstable, Julian Brazier,
suggests that vocational degrees in subjects such as media studies provided students with better job
prospects. v

“Everybody has a story about golf-course management, equine studies or surfing technology.
This paper will suggest, however, that such courses are not the major problem. Perhaps there is a
debate to be had about whether overtly vocational courses should be classified as degrees, but many
such courses have a good employment record,” Mr. Brazier’s paper said.

“Everyone with the educational attainment to benefit from a degree course should have the
opportunity to go to university — as [Conservative party leader] David Cameron has rightly said. But
this paper will suggest that participation has already passed that point and growing numbers of those
entering the higher education system are not benefiting from it.”

Mr. Brazier said universities were staffed by academics that were seriously underpaid and
working under difficult circumstances.

“At the same time, much of the output from some of Britain’s universities is unproductive, not
just a waste of money but a waste of the students’ time; over a third of students who enter higher
education either drop out, become unemployed or settle into jobs for which a university degree has
little value,” he said.



Section One

Read, Think, and Write

The Conservative higher education spokesman, Boris Johnson, said he agreed with much of
Mr. Brazier’s paper but the expansion of higher education was not necessarily a bad thing.

“People have got to think carefully about their degrees and whether they are worthwhile,” Mr.
Johnson said.

Mr. Brazier’s paper said it was a concern that barely half of those who graduated from univer-
sity in recent years followed careers that did not require a degree.

“In future, many, including a majority of those who do traditional arts subjects, are likely to
make a substantial financial loss out of their time at university. The financial benefits from their
studies will be either less than the cost of the course or even, in some cases, worth nothing in the job
market at all.”

However, Universities in UK, which represents vice-chancellors, said the document failed to
acknowledge that not all graduates measure the value of their degrees purely in economic terms.

“The vast majority of graduates and employers also recognize the personal development oppor-
tunity that an undergraduate education offers. A point often overlooked in such analysis,” said a
spokesman.

“Some specific assertions in this report are not supported by the most recent studies into
graduate employment. The suggestion that certain undergraduate courses are a waste of money is at
odds with the findings of a number of recent surveys on the subject. For example, the recent Unite
student experience survey showed that students continue to recognize the benefits of higher education,
with 89% believing the money they’re spending to be a good investment for their future.”

He added: “The latest evidence shows that employers continue to value graduates and are
prepared to pay a premium that reflects this, with graduates in the UK enjoying the highest financial
returns of any OECD country.”

(2006 )

Alexandra Smith
<http://education.guardian.co.uk/students/>

Questions for discussion

1. What different opinions does this article report?

2. Whose idea makes more sense to you?

3. Do you regard it as a failure of education if you can’t find a job that is directly related to
your major courses?
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Trend to Drop Philosophy No Bad Thing, Says Rammell

Students are dropping subjects such as
philosophy and history in favour of courses
that will be more useful to their careers, the
higher education minister, Bill Rammell, said
today.

The minister said the trend — which also
hit classics and fine art — was “no bad thing”.

The latest figures from the universities ad-
missions service, Ucas, showed a fall in applica-
tions as students face top-up fees of £3,000 a
year for the first time.

Applications to study traditional history
courses were down 7.8%, while students apply-
ing to take degree courses in subjects such as
art history or history of religion were down
10.1%. .

Philosophy was down 3.9% and fine art
degree applications fell 11.4% from last year.

Mr. Rammell told the Press Association
more analysis was needed on the figures, but a
first reading showed students picking the sub-
jects they think will help them get jobs.

“There is some evidence that students are
choosing subjects they believe will be more vo-
cationally beneficial to them,” he said.

“What you might describe as subjects
which students see as being really non-vocational,
like fine art, philosophy, classical studies, have
seen big reductions.”

“That’s why I say an initial reading of fig-
ures suggests to me that there is some evidence
that students are choosing subjects they think
are more vocationally beneficial.”

He added: “If that’s what they are doing I
don’t see that as necessarily being a bad thing,”
he said.

Asked if there was any merit in students
taking courses in history and philosophy, Mr.
Rammell said: “Of course there is and if
people want to do that I am not going to stop
them.”

“But if students are making a calculation
about which degree is going to get them the best
job and the best opportunity in life, I see that as
being no bad thing.”

Applications to take some longer courses
that would result in more debt for students, such
as law and engineering degrees, also fell
dramatically.

“It is a complex pattern,” Mr. Rammell said.

“There are reductions in electronic and elec-
trical engineering,” he said. But the minister said
he was “encouraged” by the fact that numbers
applying to study chemistry, physics and math-
ematics were up this year.

(2006 )
<http://education.guardian.co.uk/students/>



