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Anyone who has spent time in a college classroom knows what students want from higher education.  For most students, college is a time for self-discovery, for developing passionate interests, and for trying to weave them into a meaningful career.  Studies bear this out: In 1999 the Mellman Group, a market-research consulting firm, surveyed college students younger than 31 years old and found that 80 percent said it is “very important” for them to find work that “will make a positive difference in people’s lives.”

But a major failure of our higher-education system is that it has largely come to serve as a job-readiness program.  Instead of helping students learn and grow as individuals, find meaning in their lives, or understand their role in society, college has become a chaotic maze where students try to pick up something useful as they search for the exit: the degree needed to obtain decent employment.  Today’s students fulfill general-education requirements, take specialized courses in their majors, and fill out their schedule with some electives, but while college catalogs euphemistically describe this as a “curriculum,” it is rarely more than a collection of courses, devoid of planning, context, and coherence.

In fact, mass higher education is heading toward what I call the Home Depot approach to education, where there is no differentiation between consumption and digestion, or between information and learning, and no guidance—or even questioning—about what is means to be an educated and cultured person.  Colleges are becoming academic superstores, vast collections of courses, stacked up like sinks and lumber for do-it-yourselfers to try to assemble on their own into a meaningless whole.

The fundamental problem underlying the disjointed curriculum is the fragmentation of knowledge itself.  Higher education has atomized knowledge by dividing it into disciplines, subdisciplines, and sub-subdisciplines—breaking it up into smaller and smaller unconnected fragments of academic specialization, even as the world looks to colleges for help in integrating and synthesizing the exponential increases in information brought about by technological advances.  The trend has serious ramifications.  Understanding the nature of knowledge, its unity, its varieties, its limitations, and its uses and abuses is necessary for the success of our democracy.
After all, political empowerment and economic opportunity stem from the same root: the spread of knowledge.  Thomas Jefferson fervently believed that a nation cannot be ignorant and free; I share this view as well as Jefferson’s optimism that societies become more democratic as citizens become more knowledgeable and cultured.  That is especially true now when so many questions are being raised about the ascendancy of mass society, technological anonymity, and the loss of a sense of place in a world that increasingly lacks human scale.

We must reform higher education to reconstruct the unity and value of knowledge.

While that may sound esoteric, especially to some outside the academy, it is really just shorthand for saying that the complexity of the world requires us to have a better understanding of the relationships and connections between all fields that intersect and overlap—economics and sociology, law and psychology, business and history, physics and medicine, anthropology and political science.

As a society, we tend to pay lip service to the complexity of problems and then continue to gamble on simplistic solutions . . .

[While] technology allows us to access more information, faster and in a more usable form, we must keep in mind the author and media critic Neil Postman’s caution: “The computer cannot provide an organizing moral framework.  It cannot tell us what questions are worth asking.”

Higher education must raise the important issues and guide students in synthesizing responses, if not answers.  Failing to do so is a missed opportunity of staggering dimensions, for history shows that humanity has a craving for wholeness.  And when people do not know how to question deeply, to separate fact from fiction, and to give coherence and meaning to life, they can feel a deeply unsettling emptiness in their lives.  Sometimes that vacuum is filled by esoteric ideas, cults, and extremist programs—which are very appealing because they provide answers for absolutely everything.  In the last century we have seen this hunger for wholeness manipulated by radical ideologies and militant theologies—Nazism, the Khmer Rouge, Al Qaeda.  Often they practice hatred and intolerance while proclaiming superiority and exclusivity.
I do not underestimate the challenge of reunifying knowledge in higher education, especially in the context of the information revolution that we’ve been experiencing . . .

Clearly we have to re-evaluate our entire system of education for what it is: an 18-year learning continuum that prepares citizens for a life of learning . . .

In particular, higher-education reform must focus on a revival of the liberal arts.  Yet, paradoxically, liberal education is in decline just when we need it the most.  In 1970 more than half of the baccalaureate degrees awarded were in a liberal-arts discipline.  By 1995 that proportion had shrunk to closer to 40 percent, while about 60 percent of the degrees were in preprofessional or technical fields.  The largest number of B.A. degrees in the 1990s was in business.

But a liberal education is needed to integrate learning and provide balance—otherwise students will graduate into a world in which dependence on experts of every kind will be even more common than it is today.  With that trend comes an even greater temptation to abdicate judgment in favor of others’ opinions.  Unless we help our students acquire their own identity, they will end up at the mercy of experts—or worse, at the mercy of charlatans posing as experts.  Without liberal arts to provide a context for technical training, young people cannot be expected to understand the general nature and structure of our society, the role of the university, or the importance of values . . .
What should be done?  First, we must help teach the teachers.  Colleges must develop strategies to enable their faculty members, who are steeped in different disciplines, to have opportunities for multidisciplinary work as they continue their own lifelong learning . . . 
We must also help students gain knowledge of multiple disciplines and their interconnectedness . . .

The renewal and transformation of the liberal arts, however, remain the key to providing students with a rich and wide-ranging body of knowledge that will equip them to be both problem solvers and communicators and to assess situations and make effective, balanced, and timely judgments—skills that are essential in a knowledge-based, globalizing world . . .

1) What is the author’s main argument about college education today?

2) How does what he says fit with your educational experiences?  Explain.

