Excerpts from “Summa cum Avarita: 

Plucking a profit from the groves of academe”

by Nick Bromwell (Harper’s Magazine, Feb. 2002)

. . . Before you know it, almost everything you dislike about colleges and universities will have disappeared.  Bluebook exams, windbag professors, tedious classroom discussions, even classrooms themselves, all are headed for extinction.  Higher education in the United States is finally becoming a big business in search of big profits.  And as learning becomes a revenue stream, not a path toward “enlightenment,” customer satisfaction will finally come.  Life is about to get much, much easier for every college student in America . . .

Perhaps you’re fearful of what will happen to knowledge when it’s regarded as a commodity, or to freedom of inquiry when all professors are on the payroll of corporations like Disney and Microsoft.

If so, let me confess that I used to feel the same way.  I’m a professor myself, after all, and a professor of English at that . . . like the professors I studied with thirty years ago, I believed for a long time that my job was to help students think for themselves . . .

Alas, this is why for years my perspective on the world was pathetically narrow compared with the sweeping views commanded by higher-education experts working for corporate-funded think tanks and foundations.  From where I and my students toiled away . . . it looked as though Americans has simply lost the resolve to support higher education . . .

When I arrived here fifteen years ago, my department had more than seventy faculty members.  Now . . .it has fewer than fifty.  Students can’t get into the classes they need to take, we offer fewer and fewer electives, and classrooms are as crowded as subway platforms.

Although sentimentalists claim that such reforms have been a disaster, the truth is that the whole enterprise of students and professors meeting face-to-face is but a sad anachronism, better swept away.  After all, Robert Reich, former U. S. secretary of labor, has announced that “Classroom teaching is a nineteenth-century artifact—if not an artifact of the medieval times.” . . . Utah governor Mike Leavitt has told us that “In the future, an institution of higher education will become a little like a local television station.”  Efficiency, profit, variety, and entertainment: who but a professor would be opposed to those blessings?
But if, like so many of my colleagues, you still have worries, let me offer an example of the old system’s inefficiency.  This afternoon, a student came to visit me in my office.  Patrick is a polite and likable young man who does his homework and contributes ably to class discussion.  He is earnest, hardworking, mature.  “What I wanted to talk about,” he says, settling into the chair opposite me, “is the paper that’s due next Thursday.  I’m not sure exactly what you’re looking for.”

Patrick doesn’t know it, but this is the question I’m asked more frequently than any other . . . Throughout his schooling, he has learned that the “right answer” is the one the teacher is “looking for.”  It has been a precious insight, almost infallible.  In the system of higher education I used to believe in, my perverse task would have been to detach Patrick from this reliable strategy and orient him toward another goal: finding out what he himself thinks.  I would have spent the hour’s conference—and perhaps several more conferences as well—trying to help him discover that he already has ideas of his own, and that these—not some regurgitation of his class notes—are the answer I’m looking for.

As a convert to higher-education reform, I don’t have to go through all that nonsense anymore.  I’ve downloaded a single right answer on the website I’ve created for the course.  I tell Patrick that all he has to do now is click the “Right Answer” icon, which will lead him to a concise summary of class discussion and lectures on the subject . . . Clicking an icon is something Patrick is very good at, so he’s visibly relieved when he gets up to go.  

Innocent lad!  If he only knew how close he’d come to tumbling into the dark waters of his own thoughts!  But of course I denied myself the pleasure of telling him.  We who work in the new higher learning have a rigorous code of propriety to uphold, one dedicated to preserving the radical innocence of our students—that is, our customers.  The only satisfaction I allowed myself was to note on my desk calendar that I kept our appointment to just under three minutes.  Now that’s efficiency . . .

Don’t you see it?  The beauty of the quest for more efficiency is that it has no theoretical endpoint.  We could devote our entire lives to it . . .  I’ve started to see waste almost everywhere I look . . .  It’s about time we allowed multimillionaire corporate managers . . . to step in and take charge of things.  Under their leadership, everyone would be a winner.  Unchallenged by their professors, students would be more satisfied . . .  It’s obvious, isn’t it, that a prepackaged distance-learning education course that gives you a limited field of options to “click” is more tailored to your needs than a trained teacher standing in the room with you? . . .

For most of the second half of the twentieth century, Americans quite willingly believed that higher education was not about efficiency.  They were persuaded of quite the opposite: that the most fundamental value of higher education is the perspective a student gains by stepping outside the play of market forces and inhabiting it only for four short years . . .  a place where a certain kind of thinking and inquiry could be nurtured.  The goal was to learn to think “outside the box,” as we might say today, whether one’s field of inquiry was physics, business administration, history, or nursing . . .

For decades the basic mechanism enforcing this set of values was ingeniously simple: grading.  The professor’s power to grade students was the means by which a crucial message could be sent:  You still do not know what you need to learn.  Faced with a B- or a C or a D at the bottom of an exam or paper, the student always had a choice: continue without fundamentally changing his habits of mind, his sense of his potential as a learner, or seek to understand why his work was still unsatisfactory and strive to grasp what that eccentric professor was trying to get across . . .

Today, grades at most colleges and universities have been adjusted, so that only the clearest messages are sent.  Today, we mete out mainly As and Bs, telling students either they’re brilliant or that they’re very good.  This is quite a step forward: In 1969, 7 percent of students nationwide received grades of A- or higher.  By 1993, this proportion had risen to 26 percent.  Grades of C or below moved from 25 percent in 1969 to 9 percent in 1993 . . .

The beauty of grade inflation is that it turns disgruntled students and anxious parents into happy customers.  In the old medieval system, low grades were used to punish students; tough grading fostered a spirit of humility to which all but the cockiest goof-offs had to defer.  Now our campuses are democratized and our youth are empowered: they can now expect to get something in return for their parents’ money . . .  Better students get better grades, do they not?  And does it not then follow that higher grades mean the institution is attracting and producing better students? . . . Thus do higher grades satisfy the magic formula of efficiency: increased output without a corresponding increase in input . . .

How, you might be asking, can a computer program or a video tape of a famous professor’s lectures actually teach students skills—how to articulate problems in their own terms, how to devise their own solutions, how to imagine their way outside the box of orthodox thinking?  The answer is simple:  They won’t.  They won’t need to.  Education reformers have thankfully deemed such “skills” irrelevant . . . 

When I was a kid, I used to dream that scientists would invent a knowledge pill.  I’d take one every night before going to bed, and the next morning I’d run outside to play with my friends instead of trudging off to school.  Meanwhile, painlessly and miraculously, I’d be learning everything I’d need to know as a grown-up.

Well, we haven’t gotten that efficient yet, but we’re getting close.  At least we all can agree that learning is a means, not an end.  What matters is emerging at the end of the process with a ticket that guarantees you access to a comfortable lifestyle . . . Now that we’ve reconceived of education as a process that generates profit, we’ll quickly squeeze the inefficiencies out of it.  Knowledge will be seen for what it truly is: if not a pill you can swallow, at least a commodity you can buy . . .

1) What are the main points regarding efficiency in higher education?  Does he approve of the trends he describes?

2) Why can’t this article be taken at face value?  Does the author literally mean everything he’s saying?

3) What is satire?  Why can a satirical piece communicate a point more effectively than simply stating a position in a straightforward way?  Give another example of effective satire (either historical or modern).

