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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

Mental Penguins

I literally could not put this book down. Prof. Sardamov makes a passionate, meticulously-researched and utterly compelling case for reinstating reading (yes: old-fashioned text-based reading) at the heart of formal education. No UK or US academic at the moment would dare to write this book—but, boy, do we need it! Buy it, read it and send a copy to your favourite politician.

Sue Palmer, literacy specialist, author of Toxic Childhood and Upstart

Prof. Sardamov sounds the alarm about the unrelenting, pervasive stimulation facilitated by our enchantment with information technology. He makes a compelling case for reclaiming the less thrilling yet essential gratifications of reading, one child at a time.

Dr. Philip Zimbardo, Professor Emeritus, Stanford University, and Founder of The Heroic Imagination Project

An impassioned plea for the need to avoid gimmickry in education and to recapture the patient reading and learning that gives depth and breadth to developing minds. Those who have their own reasons not to hear its important message will easily dismiss this very personal book, but they would be unwise to do so.

Dr. Iain McGilchrist, psychiatrist, author of The Master and His Emissary

Prof. Sardamov has accomplished a fabulous integration of the personal narrative and academic form, with a readable, understandable call to alarm for anybody willing to listen. His own experience is compelling, and his review of many aspects of neuroscience, psychology and even philosophy lend tremendous theoretical support to his argument.

Dr. Stephanie Brown, clinical psychologist, author of SPEED
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It would be all too comical

Wasn’t it so deeply sad.1

—M. Y. Lermontov




1

The End of Education Revisited

This is the story of how I solved a mystery—the mystery of the neverending education crisis. Not that I have found any ultimate solution or set of policy and pedagogical fixes for it—that would be too much to ask. Rather, I believe I have come to understand why so much hope and hype, effort, and resources invested in education and educational reforms have failed to produce generations of better prepared high school and college students—not just in the United States, but also in many other countries. And why, as they have adapted to a harsh and dynamic socio-technological environment, growing numbers of students seem unimpressed by the ideas and the larger social world they are required to study (despite occasional bouts of enthusiasm like the wave of youthful support for American presidential hopeful Bernie Sanders or other causes).

Alas, I have come to the conclusion that the most “we”—those apprehensive about the socio-technological challenges I will describe—can hardly turn the tide. The most we can do is try to construct small-scale sanctuaries for ourselves, our students, and our children. This must be a depressing conclusion, but it seems unavoidable (to me at least) given the societal and technological pressure cooker in which we live—and in which we need to raise our children.

To reach this conclusion, I have stood on the shoulders of countless neuroscientists and other scholars—and perhaps stepped on the toes of many. I have also benefited from observing my own mental Galapagos (or Antarctica)—the assortment of students I have taught at the American University in Bulgaria over the past 18 years. For the better part of these years, I have been puzzled by a central paradox. As I have worked to become a better college teacher, I have seen growing numbers of my students struggle to grasp the main points in course readings, and to accumulate knowledge and connect the dots as they take various courses. And I have observed growing estrangement from larger social issues and ideas, and confusion even about simple administrative policies and requirements.

Of course, these concerns are not entirely new. “The Crisis in Education” was, in fact, the title famed political philosopher Hannah Arendt chose for an article she published over six decades ago.1 It offered a somewhat alarmist analysis at a time which some traditionalists still see as a period of solid learning in American schools and colleges. By the 1950s, however, perceptions of a far-reaching crisis in American education had already become conventional wisdom. Seeking an explanation and a way forward, Arendt lamented what she saw as the crass instrumentalization of education—its reduction mostly to a tool for achieving other goals. She thought that approach was counterproductive, even when pursued with an ostensibly noble purpose—the cultivation of engaged and responsible citizens.

Arendt wrote about the area of education which was closest to her heart (and resonates most in mine)—the teaching of political ideas. But the problems she addressed ran much deeper. As a political philosopher, Arendt understood well the need to place these problems in a broader social and intellectual context. She was concerned that the problematic approach to education she was criticizing in fact reflected and was reinforcing a more comprehensive crisis of modern society—a society which needs to find a balance between attachment to healthy traditions and the demands of the future.

Arendt’s criticisms were directed not only at the still predominant “factory” model of education. She also believed the “progressive”2 educational theories and practices (associated with John Dewey and other educational reformers) overturned too radically all pedagogical tradition. The 1960s, however, saw the explosive growth of ever more “progressive” educational models. One of the many to welcome the ostensibly subversive promise of this trend was media and education guru Neil Postman.3 In the late 1970s, however, he already saw a need for teaching to become a “conserving activity.”4 He hoped such an approach could counteract disturbing cultural and technological trends, and a potentially debilitating unbalancing of the information environment.

Postman was initially most concerned with the ubiquity of television, the predominance of visual imagery, and the danger of “amusing ourselves to death … in the age of show business.”5 The spread of personal computers later convinced him that the allure of visual images could have fatal cultural and educational consequences even outside their use in conventional entertainment. In the mid-1990s he was already lamenting “the end of education,”6 marked by the demise of the grand narratives that could endow education with a larger purpose. Both Arendt and Postman hoped that the troubling trends they had identified could be corrected—by returning to a less utilitarian model or the spread of some “noble lies” regarding the larger goals of education.

I am afraid my own vision is not as cautiously optimistic as theirs—or as good humored as Postman’s. Worse, my skepticism has been reinforced7 by a torrent of books which have offered a spirited defense of liberal education and the role of the humanities in it, increasingly seen as facing a grim future.8 At the same time, many hard-headed reformists have gone in the opposite direction in primary and secondary education.9 Unburdened by any larger philosophical perspective, they have often focused on classroom techniques, educational technologies, and algorithmic data analysis. They have also designed strategies for taking over the commanding (and conceptual) heights of education from the old guard. Of course, this game plan reflects precisely the instrumentalist fallacy Arendt once sought to expose in the sphere of education and beyond.

These debates have been focused not only on educational practices but also on wars of ideas and political projects. From my perspective, both the philosophical probings of humanistic educators and educational theorists and the no-nonsense recipes of their utilitarian opponents miss a vital dimension. They do not sufficiently take into proper consideration the intricate ways in which the social and mental lives of children and adults are enmeshed with some basic neural and physiological processes. This statement will probably evoke an instant rebuttal pointing to the recent mushrooming of neuroeducation,10 alongside many other neuro-branded fields of research. From my investigations, however, I have concluded that these undertakings have some serious limitations.

Neuroscience has certainly produced captivating images of the human brain and many curious findings regarding the neural “correlates” of mental processes. These results have been supplemented by clever experiments in “social neuroscience” demonstrating that the configurations of neural networks, in their turn, can be influenced by specific stimuli within our social and technological environment. Most neuroscientists, though, have sought to produce fairly mechanistic explanations identifying causal relationships between isolated neural and behavioral or environmental variables. They therefore open themselves to the accusation that they offer reductionist and deterministic accounts.11 The larger concern about neuroscientific causal models is that, once disseminated in simplified form by science journalists, they can undermine our indispensable faith in free will and personal responsibility.12

Such worries may have a point. But my sense is that notions of free will and individual agency have been undermined not by irresponsible theorizing but rather by much larger social and technological forces—which have also twisted the objectives and outcomes of education at all levels. I suspect that ignoring these forces, and seeking to bracket the potentially troubling implications of some recent findings in neuroscience (the “let’s pretend” strategy), can create its own problems. It can inspire misplaced faith in different varieties of intellectual or moral proselytizing, to say nothing of the wishful thinking underlying the growing reliance on dubious abstract models and technical solutions—from the unyielding devotion of economists to the alleged efficiency of financial markets and the commodification of public services and spaces, to the recent avalanche of distance learning start-ups and schemes.

My own approach will, no doubt, provoke accusations both of crass reductionism and of making willful inferences unsupported by reliable experimental or empirical data. I am not sure I can do much to dispel such doubts. My strategy in confronting them will be to offer a broad picture that weaves together the complex patterns of interplay between processes at the level of neural and other cells, the skull- and skin-bound human organism, and the human anthill—including the increasingly pervasive presence of information and other technologies in our lives.

Alas, this is easier said than done. No matter how complex and nuanced the picture that emerges from my musings, it is bound to have many deficiencies and blind spots. The extensive references I provide may also appear less than convincing to critics with a very different mindset and selection bias. I do anticipate such criticisms since I am very much aware that the picture I draw will be influenced by some personal and cultural idiosyncrasies. For starters, I grew up in Bulgaria—a country proclaimed by The Economist as the unhappiest place on Earth as proportionate to its GDP per capita13 (a distinction it has achieved in many other surveys of self-reported happiness or life satisfaction). I later went on to earn an American Ph.D. in political science, but resisted the pursuit of scientific rigor which had come to dominate the discipline. Instead, I have become deeply influenced by some broader Western intellectual traditions. I have also followed selectively the intellectual debates covered by quality publications aimed at the American liberal intelligentsia (like The New York Times, The New York Review of Books, The Atlantic, and a few others).

Exposure to this very different existential and intellectual ether has helped me put in perspective my somewhat fatalistic Bulgarian dispositions. But I have been unable, and partly unwilling, to completely overcome these. Speaking at an academic conference on political science education, I once referred (in the conventional self-deprecating way) to the strong pessimistic streak in Bulgarian culture. I did this because I felt like the designated Cassandra on a panel brimming with enthusiasm for innovative approaches involving experiential and distance learning. The chair of the panel commended me half-jokingly for being a great representative of my country—and I almost took it as a compliment.

Trying to perhaps make a virtue out of necessity, I have sometimes compared my own predicament to that of Alexis de Tocqueville. He was well aware of his own aristocratic biases, but could not quite escape their grip. In a letter he wrote as he was traveling around the United States, he confessed as much:


Bound to the royalists as I am by a few common principles and a thousand family ties, I find myself in a way chained to a party whose conduct often strikes me as dishonorable and almost always extravagant. I can’t help taking their faults deeply to heart, even as I condemn them with all my might.14



There was maybe one peculiar reason why Tocqueville did not seek to fully transcend the narrow-mindedness of the French aristocracy. He recognized that this point of departure opened his senses to some social, cultural and psychological dimensions of American life in which the natives were swimming like the proverbial fish in water. He believed there were “certain truths which the Americans can learn only from strangers,”15 and he gladly took this role of a prophet dispatched to a foreign land.

Tocqueville’s ambition, however, was much broader. He sought to identify in American society aspects of what he saw as the future shape and character of the civilized world, once deep class divisions had become obsolete. The “equality of condition” he observed in the United States impressed him as a clear improvement on the staleness and injustices of France’s semimedieval society. Yet he observed some troubling tendencies in American society which would soon have larger implications for the social upheaval sweeping across Europe.

I am well aware that the American reading public must be sick and tired of Tocqueville epigones like French philosopher Jean Baudrillard and British literary theorist Terry Eagleton.16 So I would not claim that I can in any way approach Tocqueville’s intellectual stature and perceptiveness. Rather, I look up to him as a cultural hero and a source of inspiration. Of course, a degree of experiential dissonance is not a straightforward avenue to illumination. I have now very much resigned myself to being stranded between two very different social, cultural, and intellectual worlds I inhabit. I also recognize that many of the conclusions I reach departing from this existential posture may come across as awkward.

This impression will probably be reinforced by my writing style. Part of its peculiarity comes from the fact that I am not a native speaker. Though I have mastered the basics of English grammar and syntax, I can never mimic the narrative flair of a Joseph Conrad or even a Joseph Brodsky. Recognizing these limitations, I have sought to avoid complex syntax17 and any attempts at literary flourish. If my text still comes across as somewhat dense and unwieldy, this in itself may convey a poetic truth. In fact, I would not mind sounding like a somewhat morose and didactic Eastern European intellectual bent on sweeping generalizations—as long as I can avoid any immediate association with Slavoj Žižek.18

In addition to some broader influences, I do bring into my investigation a degree of personal and intellectual eccentricity. I have always had some brooding tendencies which may seem a bit excessive even by Bulgarian standards. My inclination to usually see the glass as half-empty and to hear (and ring) cultural alarm bells should thus be taken with a grain of salt. On the other hand, a dour outlook may have some unexpected upsides. Depressive predilections have recently been associated with flashes of creative insight and an ability to associate issues and ideas which seem unrelated.19 So I do not display much false modesty when I am occasionally praised for my “lateral thinking.” I have in fact come to consider this as my intellectual “comparative advantage.” This is, in fact, the self-flattering justification I have embraced for shunning empirical research and drawing instead on the hard work of others20—unless some of the associations I draw are, indeed, overly far-fetched.

These detailed, slightly defensive self-revelations may appear as overly self-absorbed in the introduction to a book trying to set heftier issues in a broader context. I did feel a need, however, to include them as a caveat at the outset of what is a deeply personal account of the way in which I have moved from one insight to the next, reaching some unsettling conclusions. I suspect I may have lost a few readers at this point. Nor am I sure how many will be willing to remain plugged into the mental matrix I seek to weave to the end. My overall skepticism has helped dispel any illusions that I can win over throngs of converts and help make the world a better place.

In fact, I seriously doubt that I can convince anyone who, when they place their hand on their heart and look around and into the eyes of children and adolescents, does not share at least part of my anxieties and premonitions. There is much recent research which indicates that the extent to which we embrace ideas, political platforms, and even political candidates depends largely on some unconscious emotional responses, which then trigger trains of rationalizations.21 If this is the case, I should not harbor the illusion that I can win over those who do not cringe as easily at the cultural and technological developments I will describe.

With this in mind, I have chosen to address my argument to the small subset of potential readers for whom my observations may have some emotional resonance. This means that my book is bound to lack broad commercial appeal.22 It is also devoid of strict “scientific” pretensions. And though I have strong confidence in my overall conclusions, I am willing to entertain criticisms.

With these caveats regarding my intellectual, cultural, and personal perspective, I now stand ready to present my theory of the perennial crisis in education. It could initially be summarized in three main points: 1) chronic dopamine overload (induced by technological saturation and sensory overstimulation), which has contributed to 2) warped brain plasticity, and thus 3) a crisis of curiosity, motivation, and implicit learning in the majority of students, and growing utilitarian detachment in “the best and the brightest.”

As these points may seem a bit crude and schematic, I have also tried to place the trends they capture in a broader social context. If my theory still appears outlandish or overly alarmist, your optimal decision would probably be to put this book aside. If you are not completely sure what I have in mind, or you can vaguely anticipate my argument and you still want to give it the benefit of the doubt, please read on.23

As I promised, I will trace back the personal journey which has taken me to some disheartening conclusions—which I would rather have avoided. If at some point you feel my attempts to uncover interlocking patterns in the neural and sociotechnological tendencies I describe have lost relevance, you can easily shrug these off and move on to a more reassuring read. If you do decide to stay with me at least provisionally, but would like to move along faster, you can initially ignore the personal vignettes and diversions I will include in notes and the boxes I have posted throughout the book.24 You may or may not decide to return to these later.

If I can reach across and help a few kindred souls acquire a richer grasp of their own—and their children’s—predicament, the time and energy needed to complete this book will be well spent. I would be particularly gratified if some of my current and former students can relate to my thoughts. If even these humble goals are overly ambitious, I still feel a need to collect my scattered thoughts in a “codex” which is part self-discovery, part self-help, and completely honest—for myself and anyone whose heart I can touch.

The most important member of my reading audience will, of course, be our teenage daughter Gali. She is the one person who must find this book personally significant—just because her dad wrote it.


2

College Teaching and Its Discontents

It should come as little surprise that all my adult life I have been nagged by a fuzzy sensation that the time we live in is once again out of joint. I have consequently been attracted to a wide variety of skeptical and alarmist social theories—from Rousseau’s argument that the ostensible progress of the arts and sciences had resulted in moral corruption, through Marcuse’s critique of consumer capitalism, to conservative or communitarian laments that the Protestant ethic, respect for authority, and a degree of social cohesion have been displaced by a culture of impulsive self-indulgence. What set me on a clearer intellectual course, though, were the problems I began to notice as a college teacher over a decade ago.

When I started teaching political science at the American University in Bulgaria (AUBG) in the fall of 1998, I was not the greatest teacher. I was fresh out of graduate school at the University of Notre Dame. Its still very traditional Department of Government and International Studies1 had provided me with an intellectual environment that was at once cozy and stimulating. There, I had been inspired by a few great teachers like Fred Dallmayr, Alan Dowty, and Martha Merritt—but had received zero pedagogical training. I had asked to audit a course on teaching methods, only to find out that the professor offering it taught mostly by negative example. Class materials and sessions were mildly disorganized, and she was often late for class. I had also taught my own course on nationalism, but no one from the department had given me any guidance or shown any interest in it. All this experience was hardly sufficient preparation for facing the college classroom.

The courses I taught at AUBG were initially based on a few fairly dull textbooks. In upper-level classes, I supplemented those with sometimes duller 30-page journal articles rehearsing the main theoretical debates in different areas. Naturally introverted, I did not exactly feel the classroom as my natural element. To reduce my anxiety, I stuck to carefully laid out lesson plans. I also presented detailed outlines of assigned readings analyzing, for example, World Bank policies or the roots of ethnic conflict. As a nod to the interactive teaching methods AUBG faculty were encouraged to adopt, I did direct occasional questions at students. But against much common advice, I often went on to answer these myself, and the classroom rarely erupted in heated discussion.

My initial approach to teaching thus violated all postulates of pedagogical wisdom which, ever since Dewey, had increasingly encouraged active student engagement. Yet, something almost miraculous happened. Most of the exams I graded showed solid understanding of difficult concepts, reasonable clarity of thought, and a decent command of written English. I also saw quite a few students, most of whom never received an A, sign up to take three of four courses with me. One of them, Denitsa, even came by (after I had given her yet another B+ on her take-home final essay) to tell me how much she and her friends loved my courses. She said they joked they were majoring in “Sardamov,” not in political science.

I was slightly puzzled by such professed or implicit student devotion which I could not possibly have inspired. I was even more perplexed by the ability of most of my students to demonstrate some solid learning under such suboptimal conditions and the cognitive torture to which I was subjecting them. Despite those encouraging, if surprising, results, I sensed I needed to liven up my classes a bit. I gradually replaced many unwieldy journal articles with shorter, less “theoretical,” and more digestible texts from publications like Foreign Affairs. I also introduced a larger number of sometimes longer, but much more evocative pieces like Robert Kaplan’s dark prophesies from The Atlantic.2

I also started to open each class session by asking students about current events covered in the media. I additionally integrated into my classes short news stories or opinion pieces which I handed out for students to read in class. Those would typically contain lively descriptions of momentous events like the Asian financial crisis or NATO’s bombing campaign over Serbia. Both our current-event roundups and the handouts I distributed often supplied striking details from the unending real-life drama ostensibly captured by dry theoretical debates. These were meant to provide vivid illustrations of the larger issues and more abstract concepts discussed in course readings.

This purpose was served even better, I thought, by brief segments from recent documentaries (mostly produced by the BBC) which I started to show regularly in class. For example, I would incorporate into a class dealing with nationalism and ethnic conflict interviews with Hutu villagers who had participated in the butchering of the Tutsi in Rwanda. They described with some bewilderment how they had joyfully competed among themselves as to who would hack with a machete a larger number of their next-door neighbors, including many women and children. I would then ask students to relate what they saw and heard to debates about the driving forces and motivations behind such genocidal campaigns, sometimes carried out by thousands of apparently “willing executioners.”3 Or, in International Political Economy, I would show a segment describing a cashew-processing plant built with a loan from the World Bank in Tanzania which lay idle. I would then ask students about possible explanations for this glaring failure of international economic assistance, linking these to theories of economic development.

In addition to these pedagogical enhancements, I gradually pared down the PowerPoint outlines I projected in class and adopted a rule that I would never speak uninterrupted for more than a few minutes. I experimented with brief writing exercises, small-group discussions in class, and more practical group assignments outside of class. I worked hard to make my classes a lot more engaging for students, if not uninterrupted fun. As I was doing all this, I honestly believed I was becoming a better teacher and helping my students become better learners. According to the reigning pedagogical doctrine, those methodological improvements should have delivered some handsome intellectual returns (or superior “learning outcomes”). Yet, I observed with growing alarm an opposite trend.

I first became acutely aware that things were going amiss one afternoon in October 2002. That day Lejla, an obviously bright junior from Albania who was taking my Conflict and Conflict Resolution class, came to see me during my office hours. She was clutching a copy of “The Last Negotiation,” a 4,250-word article from Foreign Affairs proposing a bold stab at a final settlement to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.4 Before presenting their own recipe, the two authors introduced briefly two alternative approaches to resolving that seemingly intractable conflict: one advocating incremental steps that would allow the two sides to gradually build mutual trust, and another envisioning an all-out effort to hammer out a comprehensive final settlement. Lejla told me with palpable frustration that the previous night she and a few other students had spent almost two hours arguing over which approach the authors favored, if any.

I was taken aback. To me, the position of the authors seemed crystal clear. After all, the title of the article itself reflected quite transparently the overall thrust of the argument it contained. Yet here were a group of intelligent, earnest students making an honest effort to understand that fairly uncomplicated argument—and falling short.

A few days later another student from the same class, Jovana, stopped by to share a different yet related kind of frustration. She came from Serbia and was one of the stronger students in the class. Jovana had no problem understanding each of the assigned articles or book chapters. She was concerned, though, that there were too many of those, and so much content could hardly “sink in.” I tried to convince her that, by American standards, two articles or book chapters, on average 30-40 pages per class session (for a class which meets twice a week), was not an inordinate amount of reading. And once she graduated, she would need to process much larger piles of information in the field she would pick for her career. She left apparently unconvinced.

A few weeks into the following semester, in February 2003, two students in my International Political Economy class came in with different concerns. Sam, an exchange student from the United States, complained he could not really understand why we were reading most of the texts I had assigned and we were discussing in class. What purpose could all this theorizing serve? I could sense that the usual platitudes regarding the value of liberal education and critical thinking did not seem to convince him. Then Stanislav, an articulate third-year student from Bulgaria, asked why we were reading only Marxist authors. I took out the syllabus and tried to explain that he had the wrong impression: of the three texts with Marxist influences or references we had read, one author was, indeed, a quasi-Marxist; of the other two, one presented briefly some Marxist arguments against globalization, and the other was seeking to debunk such arguments. Stanislav also seemed unconvinced.

As I became more alert to the learning difficulties experienced by many of my students, I couldn’t but notice that those were slowly but surely growing. With each passing semester, larger numbers of students seemed to struggle a bit more when asked to relate recent political events or debates to some of the main points in assigned readings or to broader concepts. They also found it harder to identify and compare the theoretical perspectives of different authors.

Following a few general themes running through a course (like the changing understandings of liberty in modern political thought, or the evolution of prescriptions for economic development) was becoming an ever greater challenge. Applying or just accessing most of the knowledge students should have acquired in previous courses was turning into a similarly daunting task. Responses to exam questions grew steadily fuzzier, and fewer students seemed capable of mastering the intricacies of coherent argumentation, logical transitions, paragraph structure, and English grammar and syntax.

The eroding command of written English, including vocabulary and spelling, seemed particularly unsettling. Even some of the best students, after four years of reading thousands and writing hundreds of pages in English, would still submit papers peppered with grammatical glitches or compose sentences with confused word order—reflecting the syntactic structure of their native language. They were also frequently failing to make some finer distinctions—for example between the different meanings of “economic” and “economical,” “realist” and “realistic,” etc. Many would refer to supporters of liberal ideas as “liberalists” (without recognizing the derogatory overtones of this label), and this was hardly the only term which had not become firmly etched into their brains.

Such problems were becoming particularly evident in the essays students wrote for their graduation exams. Those often included 400-word “paragraphs” devoid of much logic or coherence.5 Research papers, including senior theses, seemed to demonstrate particular problems of organization and balance between developing a confident train of thought and bringing in appropriate references. Curiously, even some of the native speakers enrolled at AUBG as exchange students were showing some of these difficulties. A colleague once observed that some of the paragraphs they wrote looked as if they had tossed all the words they intended to use in the air—and left them where they had fallen on the page.


The Case for Cannibalism

This is the title of a brief, sarcastic article by Thedore Dalrymple, a conservative British social commentator.6 It refers to an infamous case in Germany when someone posted an ad that he was looking for a person willing to be killed and eaten; a man responded; the two met, one killed the other, and consumed part of his flesh. The subtitle of Dalrymple’s piece reads: “If everything is permissible between consenting adults, why not?” Throughout the text, he pokes fun at this liberal argument, seeking to demonstrate that it becomes absurd if taken to its logical conclusion. The last paragraph contains a telling observation: “The case is a reductio ad absurdum of the philosophy according to which individual desire is the only thing that counts in deciding what is permissible in society.” Still, when I ask students in my “Introduction to Politics” class (some of them juniors and seniors) to work in groups and try to identify the ideological position of the author, they almost unfailingly conclude that he is a liberal. This is, no doubt, partly due to their inability to catch all the irony expressed in a foreign language. But over the last few years at least 15 native speakers (mostly exchange students) have participated in this exercise, and not one of them has been able to decipher Dalrymple’s message.



Perhaps most disturbingly, at some point even discussions of current events started more often to fall flat as fewer students were regularly following the international news7—despite my frequent admonitions to do so and the inclusion of related bonus questions in mid-term exams. The first few semesters at AUBG I had skipped the introductory chapter of the international relations textbook I was using. Its main objective was to convince American undergraduates that international politics could, indeed, have a direct impact on their own lives, and was thus worth studying. At that point my students did not seem to need such a lesson.

In those days, students from Bulgaria and other Balkan countries still appeared to carry on a tradition started over a century earlier by their grandfathers. With a strong interest in international politics, they had engaged in heated discussions over the schemings of the “great powers,” informed by newspaper articles read aloud in smoky village taverns. In those distant times, it had been immediately obvious that the fate of the squabbling Balkan tribes was to be largely decided by outside forces. That fatalistic outlook had engendered keen interest in the larger world and the political gambits played out in distant capitals.

The apparent interest of most students in political issues was additionally kindled by dramatic events like the ethnic wars raging in the former Yugoslavia. After the secession of Kosovo in 1999, AUBG accepted a few dozen students from the new entity, some of whom had personally experienced the conflict. Also, Bulgaria itself had recently gone through an acute political and economic crisis, and many students had vivid recollections from those events (some had even participated in protests against the “socialist,” or reformed communist, government). Gradually, however, this kind of intense interest in politics seemed to fade. To most of my students, the larger social world was progressively becoming terra incognita much removed from their daily interests and concerns—a syndrome I knew had long become common among American students.

This is the bitter paradox I have faced as a highly committed teacher. I honestly believe my courses have become a lot more engaging and better designed. They have gradually incorporated more attractive (and still intellectually sophisticated and challenging) readings and multiple elements which should facilitate active student
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