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Chapter One



THE CASE AGAINST COLLEGE

All great truths begin as blasphemies.

—GEORGE BERNARD SHAW

Here is who belongs in college: the high-achieving student who is interested in learning for learning’s sake, those who intend to become schoolteachers and those young people who seem certain to go on to advanced degrees in law, medicine, architecture and the like.

Here is who actually goes to college: everyone. That everyone includes the learning disabled and the fairly dumb, those who have trouble reading and writing and doing math, slackers who see college as an opportunity to major in Beers of the World, burned-out book jockeys and the just plain average student with not much interest in anything.

Think about your high school class. Now think about the 76 percent of those students (80 to 90 percent in middle-class suburbs) who say they expect to go to two-year or four-year colleges. You begin to see the problem?

Pamela Gerhardt, who has been teaching advanced writing and editing at the University of Maryland for six years, says she has seen a decline in her students’ interest in the world of ideas. In an article in the Washington Post on August 22, 1999, she noted: “Last semester, many of my students drifted in late, slumped into chairs, made excuses to leave early and surrounded my desk when papers were due, clearly distraught over the looming deadline. ‘I can’t think of any problems,’ one told me. ‘Nothing interests me.’ ”

Her students, she said, rejected the idea of writing about things like homelessness or AIDS. Five male students, she said, wanted to write about the “problem” of the instant replay in televised football games.

Ever since the Garden of Eden, people have been complaining that things used to be better, once upon a time, back when. I suppose it is possible that, thirty years ago, students were just as shallow and impatient with education as they are today. But I don’t think so. It could be that a college education is wasted on the young, but it is more likely that a college education is especially being wasted on today’s youth.

Of course, there was a period twenty-five years ago when Cassandras argued that college was a waste of time and money. Around the time that The Overeducated American was published, in 1975, Caroline Bird wrote a book called The Case Against College. Her book has been out of print for decades. But there are arguments that seem very familiar to me: that Madison Avenue sells college like soap flakes, that going to college had become a choice requiring no forethought; that students weren’t really there to learn and that college was no longer an effective way to train workers.

But primarily Ms. Bird argued that “there is no real evidence that the higher income of college graduates is due to college at all.” She cited as her proof Christopher Jencks’s report “Inequality: A Reassessment of the Effect of Family and Schooling in America,” which pointed out that people from high-status families tended to earn more than people from low-status families, even if they had the same amount of education.

College, Bird pointed out twenty-five years ago, “fails to work its income-raising magic for almost a third of those who go.” Moreover, she said, “college doesn’t make people intelligent, ambitious, happy, liberal or quick to learn new things. It’s the other way around. Intelligent, ambitious, happy, liberal, quick-to-learn people are attracted to college in the first place.”

Or, as Zachary Karabell asked in the 1999 book What’s College For?: The Struggle to Define American Higher Education, “on a more pragmatic level, does college truly lead to better jobs?”

He answered his own question with “Not necessarily. The more people go to college, the less a college degree is worth.” He goes on to point out that the Bureau of Labor Statistics includes in its list of jobs that require a college degree “insurance adjuster” and “manager of a Blockbuster video store.” Is that what you were foreseeing for Joey when you wrote that $25,000 tuition check?

Caroline Bird was outraged over the expense of college in 1975. A Princeton education, she said, would cost $22,256 for tuition, books, travel, room, board and pocket money—for four years.

Twenty-five years later, the price for that Princeton degree has grown to $140,000, including room and board and books, but not travel money and pocket change. It’s even more than that, if you factor in the student’s lost wages. Because of the low unemployment rates at the end of the nineties, anyone with the IQ to go to Princeton could make at least $15,000 a year with only a high school diploma, and perhaps more. So tack on at least $60,000 (if the student knows computers, make that $120,000) in lost wages while Jared or Jessica was busy at Princeton studying Shakespeare. That puts the price of a college degree from a fine Ivy League school at more than $200,000.

Is it worth it today? Perhaps even less so than in Caroline Bird’s day, primarily because students no longer seem interested in ideas, and because it is so much easier to make money just by hopping onto the Internet.

“I agree that from the perspective of society as a whole, it would be better if fewer people went to college,” Robert Frank told me. He’s the popular Cornell economist, and the author of Luxury Fever and other books. “Economists often challenge this notion by citing studies that show significantly higher wages for college graduates,” he said. “But all these studies say is that the people who attend college are better, on the average, than those who don’t. They don’t tell us how much value is added to them by attending college. From the individual’s point of view, it still often pays to attend college, since employers so often use education as an initial screening device. Everyone wants the best-paying and most interesting jobs, after all, which assures that there will always be a surfeit of applicants for them. So employers who offer such jobs have every incentive to confine their attention to college graduates. But that doesn’t mean that we’d be poorer as a nation if fewer people went to college.”

An article in Newsweek (November 1, 1999) by Robert J. Samuelson said: “Going to Harvard or Duke won’t automatically produce a better job and higher pay. Graduates of these schools generally do well. But they do well because they are talented.” The article was titled “The Worthless Ivy League?”

Brigid McMenamin wrote a blistering piece in Forbes magazine (December 28, 1998) called “The Tyranny of the Diploma.” Beyond listing the usual suspects in the computer field who did not complete college—Bill Gates, Michael Dell—she pointed to the young digerati who are making $50,000 to $80,000 a year and more at age sixteen. At a time when most kids in college say they are there “to get a job,” these kids may well skip college in order to jump in on the booming Internet business.

Moreover, as Ms. McMenamin recounts, almost 15 percent, or 58 members, of the Forbes 400 (a yearly listing of the most successful business leaders), had either, as she put it, ditched college or avoided it altogether. In terms of wages, she said, brick masons and machinists had it all over biology and liberal arts majors. As a capper, she stated: “A hefty 21 percent of all degree-holders who work earn less than the average for high school grads.” She didn’t even bring up plumbers, electricians and car mechanics.

HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUTS

Almost half a million teenagers drop out of high school every year, according to the United States Department of Education. In New York City, half of the entering freshmen don’t graduate from high school. There is every reason to be alarmed about high school dropouts.

Yet there is nothing stopping a high school dropout from becoming a plumber, or a computer programmer, and earning a great deal more than most holders of a degree in European history. One sixteen-year-old New Yorker, Cooper Small, dropped out of Stuyvesant High School in Manhattan in his junior year—over a bad grade in English, even though his GPA of 97.4 ranked him, he said, third in his class.

By that point he had begun working as a computer programmer, making $175 an hour. He then enrolled in Simon’s Rock in Great Barrington, Massachusetts, as a freshman in college—without a high school diploma.

That’s the millennial example: a seventeen-year-old who is off to college without a high school diploma, making more than his professors and doing it through building web pages.

OK, so those are the computer geniuses, the ones who may not even need a college education. But what about the kids who want to become doctors, lawyers, engineers, teachers? Fine, they should go to college, though I’ll tell you, in the course of this book, about a medical school in the United States that takes students straight out of high school. Meanwhile, parents should be aware that in 1990, 75,000 people with college degrees were working as street vendors or door-to-door salesmen, 83,000 college graduates were working as maids, housemen, janitors or cleaners and 166,000 college grads were working as motor vehicle operators, according to the July 1992 issue of the Monthly Labor Review.

Jennifer might get that expensive degree in marine biology, but she also might just as easily end up a waitress/ski bum in Aspen who picks grapes in the south of France during the summer to pay for her room and board.

THE MIDDLE-CLASS BURDEN

Future doctors and lawyers constitute only a small portion of the students going to college. Going to college is epidemic, especially among middle-class families, whose students have nothing more in mind than just . . . going to college. These are students who have a sense of entitlement about the enterprise. They may enroll in business classes because that seems to be the way to get rich, or they may major in communications with some vague idea of getting into broadcasting.

They may buy term papers on the web (hey, dude, check out www.cheater.com, where term papers can be downloaded for free), argue with their teachers when too much reading is assigned in an English course and argue with their teachers again when they get a grade lower than a B-minus. These are the students who see their college degree as getting their ticket punched, so they can go out in the world and get a good job and become the consumers they have been raised to be.

Listen to Sarah Williams, who recently left a high position in marketing at Unilever to take a flier on an Internet start-up. “I found high school in Greenwich, Connecticut, pretty boring,” she said. She enrolled in the University of Colorado and then dropped out. “I would never use 60 percent of what I needed in order to graduate,” she said. “Jobs want people who are specialists,” she concluded. “Not people who are well-rounded.”

Or, as Mr. Karabell says in What’s College For?, “Today’s students represent a generation of pragmatists who want knowledge that they can apply to their lives.” Mr. Karabell, who has taught at Harvard and Dartmouth, wrote that today’s college students are looking for usable skills. And if they think that way at top schools, imagine the attitudes prevalent at the local community college.

Despite the fact that half of all college students matriculate at community colleges, which essentially offer training and remedial education, Mr. Karabell said, “The public still retains romantic notions of college and still sees a college degree as a special achievement.”

Those romantic notions of success through college mean that parents treat all education up until college as mere prelude. Many middle-class parents buy homes in school districts where they are assured that 85 to 90 percent of graduates go to college—and where no guidance counselor would dare suggest otherwise.

At New York City’s selective public high schools like Bronx Science, Stuyvesant and (in the humanities) Townsend Harris, the number of students heading off to college is close to 100 percent. And then there are the private prep schools, either day schools or boarding schools, for which parents pay up to $20,000 a year to guarantee that their children get into good colleges.

But here’s a thought. College professors tell me that three-quarters of their freshmen have no business sitting in a college classroom. The professors were not talking about open enrollment, or remedial classes; they were primarily talking about spoiled, immature and lazy middle-class kids, the kind who are filling even some of the best college classrooms and who have no interest in studying what is being taught.

Saying that “everyone” needs to go to college (that is to say, everyone in the middle class) at age eighteen is just as arbitrary as saying that everyone at eighteen should become a race car driver or a concert pianist. Many kids just aren’t ready. Some may never have the aptitude to do college-level work. And a surefire way to make sure that your reluctant son or daughter will never graduate from college (or experience the pleasure of learning for learning’s sake) is to insist that he or she go to college “just to see what it’s like.” What they will see is that, for them, it’s like hell.

ALLERGIC TO SCHOOL

The truth is there are students who are simply allergic to school. They have to be monitored in high school to do their homework. They skip school, arrive late, leave early. Cooper Small, the student who dropped out of Stuyvesant, says he skipped forty days of school his junior year, despite his stellar grade point average. Kids in Boston skip an average of twenty-eight days a year apiece.

And high school students have all the usual problems. They get pregnant. They get depressed. They do drugs. They get broken hearts. They get bored. One student at the Bronx High School of Science in New York dropped out a few months before graduation, even though he had a 1500 on his college boards and a full scholarship from Northwestern. The student said he was “tired of school,” and took his GED. Good-bye, scholarship.

If this happened only rarely, you would have to say there was something wrong with the student. The fact is that it happens often enough to suggest there might be something wrong with the system.

Leon Botstein, the president of Bard College in the Hudson River Valley, believes that students should be turned loose at age sixteen from formal education and allowed to roam around a bit. In his 1997 book, Jefferson’s Children: Education and the Promise of American Culture, Mr. Botstein, in a chapter called “Replacing the American High School,” proposes ditching high school as we know it. Too many hormones, he says, too little learning. His proposal: tenth grade, and then adios. The ones ready for college would go there; the rest would get work or vocational training.

High school, according to his theory, is the place that rewards the jocks and the cheerleaders, the best looking, not the academically gifted. (Or, if I might turn a movie industry witticism on its head, it’s Hollywood, without the money.)

Staying in school, he says, damages the weakest students. “They stay in school, but they are bored,” he told The Christian Science Monitor in May of 1999, after the shootings at the high school in Littleton, Colorado. “They can’t concentrate. They gaze out of the window, dreaming about doing something else. They can’t sit still. And they cannot divert the enormous energy they possess into something that makes them feel better about themselves.”

BABY BOOMERS AS PARENTS

Thirty years ago, baby boomers (and I am one) fought to remove in loco parentis rules at colleges, to get rid of core curriculums, throw out the starchy old ideas about education and focus instead on getting back to nature, introducing pop culture and doing good deeds. While we were at it: down with materialism.

“In the sixties, students studied sociology so they could change the world; in the seventies they studied psychology so they could change themselves; in the eighties they will study business administration so they can survive,” Landon Y. Jones wrote in his 1980 book, Great Expectations: America and the Baby Boom Generation. And what do you know? Business administration is the number-one undergraduate degree being offered today.

If anyone wants to know why today’s eighteen-year-olds often seem to be at loose ends, lacking in values and uninterested in a liberal education, they need look no further than a study mentioned in Jones’s book, “American Family Report, 1976–77,” which defined middle-class and upper-class baby boomers as the “New Breed.” “New Breed parents tend to be better educated and more affluent,” the report said. “They represent the ‘Haves’ versus the ‘Have Nots.’ New Breed parents have rejected many of the traditional values by which they were raised: marriage as an institution, the importance of religion, saving and thrift, patriotism and hard work for its own sake. And they have adopted a new set of attitudes toward being parents and the relationships of parents to children.”

As Jones pointed out, the World War II generation always put family first, themselves last. For the baby boomers, the first priority was themselves. As adults, Jones wrote, “the baby boomers have become the first generation of parents to be widely unavailable to their children,” because mothers worked and married couples divorced.

Giving your children an expensive pair of sneakers is not the same thing as spending an evening focused on their social studies homework. As has become all too apparent to anyone who has tried to juggle work and home, money is not time.

I am not the only parent to wonder if I was too generous with my child, too eager to rush in and pay for solutions to his problems instead of waiting for him to solve them for himself. And part of the reason I rushed in with a checkbook and paid for a year at boarding school was that the entire process of educating children seems so relentless, there is no time to stop and wait for an organic solution. There seemed to be no way for me to just suspend him for a year or two and keep him out of the system until he was mature enough to plunge in.

Because almost everything we’ve done seems in retrospect to have been wrong, most baby boomers are becoming increasingly conservative with their children. The old adage that someone “would be without a heart not to be a liberal when they were young, and without a brain not to be a conservative when they were older” should be amended to say, “parents would be without a brain not to be conservative with their children.”

When two schoolboys opened fire on their classmates in Littleton, Colorado, many middle-class parents immediately called for cracking down on teenagers. Suddenly there were suggestions that kids wear school uniforms, that curfews be established, that the drinking age be raised and violence eliminated in movies and on television. In other words, today’s baby boom parents seemed to want to turn into parents circa 1958.

(“Turn off that TV, Johnny, I don’t know what that Elvis-pelvis guy is doing, but it shouldn’t be shown in our living room!”)

Yes, we have become our parents. But here is the difference. The World War II generation did not, for the most part, go to college. When baby boomers went off to those stern-looking, barrackslike dorms with long hallways and one phone at the end, they were setting out for a whole new world, one their parents did not comprehend.

When those baby boom parents send their own children off to college, they think it is an institution they understand. After all, they’ve been there. But college has changed.

Through market pressures and the inevitable sea changes that happen with any institution, college has become less rigorous. Moreover, the people going to college, our children, have completely different expectations from those we had. We wanted to change ourselves; they just want to make money.

It is the hallmark of every conservative to think that things were always better before. I thought that college would turn my son into an intellectual, someone like myself. For me, the newly hatched social conservative, college was about ideas, and about replicating myself. For my son, it was about getting away from home, being free, doing whatever it was his friends were doing and eventually getting a piece of paper that would entitle him to a job.

THE PAMPERED STUDENT

Because I wanted college to change my child, I coddled him into thinking that college was his right and punished him by assuming that college was essential. It wasn’t easy to accept that a child not go to college, when a college degree is now required for (but not essential to) being a secretary or a police officer.

So parents wheedle and coax, demand and seduce their children into going to college. We complain that our children have a sense of entitlement, but meanwhile we have turned college into a fun place, and sold it to students as surely as television has sold Pokémon cards.

Students are not acolytes who arrive on campus to partake in a sacred ritual of education. They are savvy shoppers who have chosen a college based on skin-deep factors like the splendor of apartment suites (most students, raised with their own rooms, object to sharing a dorm room), the size of the swimming pool, the sophistication of the Internet connections and what’s on the menu in the dining hall.

“It’s a much more consumer-oriented generation of students and parents,” said Connie Nicholson, an educational consultant in Osterville, Massachusetts. Note: The consumer-oriented students and their parents seem far easier to seduce with spangly, ephemeral things like a new gymnasium than by smaller freshman survey classes.

No one is saying that college students should live in squalor or not have a nice running track. But one father wrote me in amusement to tell me that his son had turned down a school in Boston because, get this, its football team played on artificial turf.

Colleen L. Casey, assistant transfer coordinator at Southern Illinois University–Edwardsville, said her colleagues have had some amazing requests from entering students. Among them she lists “Can I bring my water bed?” and “Can boyfriends and girlfriends share a room?” (“The student asking was serious, and this was a major factor in his decision,” she said.)

Students arrive with televisions, VCRs, refrigerators, computers, cell phones, beepers and Bang & Olufsen stereo systems. They drive sports cars. Many of them do not understand the concept of doing without, or of students being as poor as church mice.

When colleges and universities found that nearly a third of the students who started as freshmen did not return the following year—despite the salad bars and Nautilus machines, the classes like The Biology of ER and the college restoration programs (for students whose grades put them in danger of being expelled)—administrations came up with another solution. Forget about the notion that college was the place where dissimilar people would learn about each other. Colleges now allow freshmen with similar interests to room together on the same floor or in the same dorm.

So if Jason is a practicing Buddhist, against smoking, drinking and eating meat, there is a floor waiting for him at a U near You. If Janelle listens to country-western music and wants a quiet study zone, there is a place where she will find like-minded people. Good-bye, diversity. Hello, People Like Me.

Meanwhile, undergraduate classes taught by part-time faculty and teaching assistants have risen to 47 percent in 1995 from 22 percent in the mid-1970s. Why? To save money.

It has become so important that kids go to college, so inconceivable that they do anything else, we have become almost comic in our eagerness to appease them. In the Education Life section of the New York Times (summer, 1999), this advice was offered: “If your son announces he did not take chemistry because the lab was scheduled during The Jerry Springer Show, don’t risk alienating affections or parenticide by asking ‘Do you know how much money I’m paying to send you to that school?’ Offer to buy him a VCR to tape the show.”

Aha. I see. A parent is not supposed to assume that the child is in college to, say, study chemistry and take the lab. A parent is supposed to understand that a student might want to watch daytime television instead.

In twenty years of working with teenagers and their parents, Neil Bull, the founder of Interim Programs in Cambridge, Massachusetts, has become flummoxed by parents who think they owe their children a college education. “I had a kid from Exeter,” Neil said, referring to one of the top prep schools in the country. “This was a wimpy, feckless child, who got 1100 on his boards.”

The kid had confessed to his father, a doctor, that he wanted to go to college to have a good time. “That father would be masochistically insane to send that kid to college,” Neil said. “Most college freshmen are just falling-down binge drinkers.”

OK, he’s exaggerating. Less than half of college freshmen say they binge-drink once a week. But still, would any sane parent spend up to $30,000 a year on a kid who said, straight out, that he just wanted to have a good time?

IS IT EDUCATION, OR IS IT TRAINING?

Bottom line, why are kids going to college? They are going not to get an education, gain enlightenment, broaden their horizons, become better people. They are going to get those high-paying jobs. (And parents who have paid those tuition bills are certainly encouraging them to think about things like the size of their signing bonus on graduation.)

Perhaps it is because education has become so expensive that students have become so practical. As Ethan Bronner wrote in the New York Times in 1998, “The annual nationwide poll by researchers at the University of California at Los Angeles shows that two suggested goals of education—‘to be very well off financially’ and ‘to develop a meaningful philosophy of life’—have switched places in the past three decades. In the survey taken at the start of the fall semester, 74.9 percent of freshmen chose being well off as an essential goal and 40.8 percent chose developing a philosophy. In 1968, the numbers were reversed, with 40.8 percent selecting financial security and 82.5 percent citing the importance of developing a philosophy.”

Now, it can be argued that “developing a meaningful philosophy of life” is a very sixties-ish thing to admire, but to me it seems to come much closer to what education and learning are about than “being well off.”

Many colleges these days have become virtual trade schools, offering degrees in golf course design, massage therapy, business, business, business and computer programming. (I have no complaint with the disciplines, only with the notion that we have to bless them with a college degree.)

Placement offices have become the hotbeds that literary magazines used to be. In the American culture of big homes, four-wheel-drive trucks, conspicuous consumption and big-screen TVs, college has become a place to prepare students for a hot job market, not a hot discussion of Spinoza.

But in doing this, where colleges have sabotaged themselves. Training is much better done on the job or in narrowly defined, brief courses intended to do nothing more than teach NT networking administration. If colleges abandon the high ground of teaching the liberal arts, the notions of philosophy, the broad range of history, if they instead become diploma mills churning out baby business majors and computer science majors, there will soon be no reason to go to a liberal arts college at all.

So if personal growth is not the issue, better to just get the business experience yourself, or take a short-term course in the specific skill you need. Companies now offer certification courses for things that employers are actually demanding. Those range from “e-certification” in things like Windows 95 Power User for $25 on Tekmetrics.com on the web to several thousand dollars for the Microsoft Certified Systems Engineer program that leads to the coveted MCSE certificate. Cisco Systems, a networking company, offers a range of certificates from CCNA (Cisco Certified Network Associate) to CCIE (Cisco Certified Internetwork Expert), sometimes in high school. So while Jenny is working on her four-year B.S. degree in computer science, a high school dropout might zip by her with a CCIE, earned in a matter of months.

Colleges have a choice: They can either retreat to the high-minded school-on-the-hill notion of education and sacrifice 60 to 70 percent of their students. Or they can capitulate and become training institutions. Right now they are pretending to do one, while actually doing the other. Already the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York, offers a bachelor’s degree of professional studies, a B.P.S., in baking or culinary arts, a bachelor’s degree recognized by the State Board of Regents. What’s next, a bachelor’s degree in pet handling, B.P.H., or a bachelor’s degree in woodworking, a B.W.W.? Why do we have to justify a degree in cooking with a bachelor’s degree? Because we still romanticize what a college degree means.

“Not everyone needs college, but everyone surely needs post-secondary education or training of some high quality, if they want a high-skill, high-wage job,” Paul F. Cole, the secretary-treasurer of the New York State AFL-CIO, told me. He described a visit to Pueblo Community College in Colorado, where Cisco Systems, the computer networking company, has a certification program. A couple of dozen students were near getting their associate’s degrees in computer programming, and “Cisco grabbed them for like $60,000 or $70,000 a person, hired them right there,” Cole said, “people with a two-year technical college degree.

“Increasingly, because of the changing nature of work, and the increasing role of technology and understanding technology and other things you need to know in the workplace,” he said, “those occupational and technical skills are becoming more important.” The difference between the current level of training needed and the old vocational skills is that vocational training simply offered a narrow occupational expertise. To succeed today, Cole said, kids will need to learn occupational skills, but also need to read better, reason better and do higher levels of math.

Many community colleges, which are highly responsive to local job demands, are getting students who have already completed a bachelor’s degree in the liberal arts, and who now need to pick up a skill in order to get a job.

But why take the bachelor’s degree first? There are so many ways a kid can go out and earn money doing something he or she enjoys. Jill can get a certificate in horseshoeing (from the Pacific Coast Horseshoeing School in Sacramento, California, 10 weeks, $3,350), an apprenticeship in herbal medicine at the Dry Creek Herbal Farm and Learning Center, in Auburn, California (nine months, $1,395), or learn feng shui consulting for a year at the Metropolitan Institute of Interior Design, in Plainview, New York, for $3,400. There is even a course that promises to teach students everything they need to know about book publishing in four weeks at the University of Denver Publishing Institute, for $2,750, as well as the better-known Radcliffe Publishing Course in Cambridge, Massachusetts, six weeks for $3,645, plus room and board.

IS ANYONE TO BLAME?

A baby boomlet will arrive on college campuses in the fall of 2000, a boomlet that will not peak until near the end of the decade. Soon we will have a million additional students graduating from high school each year and throwing themselves at the portals of higher education. That will lead only to more competition and more stress on students.

Already Harvard rejects half of its applicants who received perfect SAT scores (on the easier, recentered scale). How much more stress can kids take?

College will remain the benchmark as long as it is assumed to be the keystone to a middle-class life. In her provocative 1989 book Fear of Falling: The Inner Life of the Middle Class, Barbara Ehrenreich wrote, “Through professionization, the middle class gained purchase in an increasingly uncertain world. Henceforth it would be shielded, at least slightly, from the upheavals of the market economy. Its ‘capital’ would be knowledge, or, more precisely, expertise. Its security would lie in the monopolization of that expertise through the device of professionalization. Its hallmark would be higher education and, with it, the exclusive license to practice, consult or teach, in exchange for that more mundane form of capital, money.”

But it is possible to see a college degree these days as a one-way ticket to . . . the middle, not the top. People like Peter Jennings, Tom Hanks, Woody Allen, Steve Jobs and Anna Wintour succeeded without that sheepskin, as did James Truman, the editorial director of Condé Nast.

“Don’t talk to me about college,” said Gary Levinsohn, one of the producers of Saving Private Ryan. Mr. Levinsohn, who grew up in South Africa, is a multimillionaire producer and movie executive. He does not have a college degree. “I have kids with college degrees who do my faxing for me,” he said, laughing.

The creative types, the entrepreneurs, people who invent things, run things and dominate our culture (hello, Barry Diller) have often neglected to pick up a college diploma.

Meanwhile, perfectly good jobs—what my son called “butt crack jobs,” like plumber, electrician and carpenter, plus truck driver, surveyor, air traffic controller, furniture restorer, cable puller, shop owner—are available for people who don’t go to college. An entire generation thinks there’s something sexy about sitting in front of a computer screen writing code, but something boring about repairing a car. And as for being a businessman, here’s one acid test: If it’s boring to own one garbage truck, why is it compelling to own 100? The answer, of course, is the difference between being a trash hauler and a trash mogul. But is the conversation at the end of the day that much different?

I am saying that most college students have not actually thought about what they are going to do with that college degree they are so avidly pursuing. They picture themselves being corporate executives, when in fact they are more likely to end up as low-level managers in charge of linens at Wal-Mart, or paper shufflers in the back office of a large and faceless insurance company. They might even end up in a more glamorous business—publishing, advertising, film—but shuffling papers all the same.

In fact, most students don’t even know what jobs are available. Yes, there are those laughable aptitude tests (which predict with a kind of creepy certainty that everyone should become morticians). But most high school kids are goofy. They are dreamers. They still think they have a chance to become a champion soccer player or a famous actress.

Moreover, most of them could not accurately tell you what their parents do during the day. (I am an editor at a newspaper; my son would say I answer the phone, talk to people and look things up in a dictionary, not what my employer thinks it is paying me for.)

It used to be that parents ran small businesses, shoeing horses in the barn or repairing clocks, or worked as farmers or even on a production line in a factory. Children saw their parents work; they often helped their parents at work. Now kids visit their parents at the office, and come home without a clue as to what they do.

There are an awful lot of people sitting numbly in college classrooms who are in fact better suited to working with their hands, to being out on their own, setting their own workday, solving problems, actually helping people rather than reading textbooks and writing papers. But a lot of those jobs are, in fact, blue-collar jobs, and therefore beyond the pale for most children of the middle class. As Barbara Ehrenreich said of attitudes fostered in the 1970s: “The working class became, for many middle-class liberals, a psychic dumping ground for such unstylish sentiments as racism, male chauvinism and crude materialism: a rearguard population that loved white bread and hated black people.” That’s why Johnny’s liberal middle-class mom is horrified if he suggests enlisting in the Army. In her mind, the Army is filled with all those people she has spent her life making sure he was better than.

And no wonder my son was initially dumbfounded when I suggested he look into becoming a car mechanic. “I want to do something that I’m not ashamed to say,” he told me.

No wonder college professors look out at a sea of faces and despair. No wonder students lament that college is like high school with beer and dorms. Or that employers complain that college graduates have no knowledge, no depth and an interest only in getting a decent salary.

A RACE THAT IS NOT WORTH WINNING

We have taken the notion of competition over school enrollment to its logical and most absurd extreme. In 1998, one pregnant woman in West Palm Beach, Florida, Pam Knorr, got her doctor to induce labor six days early, so that her baby would be born before the September 1 cutoff date for admission to Florida’s kindergarten. Forget whether this child will be ready for kindergarten in the fall of 2003; the mother was going to make sure that he was eligible. That’s the kind of planning (and pressure) I’m talking about.

Not every child walks at the same age, one mother of five told me. Why should every child go to college at the same age? Why should every child go to college? Do we finally live in a society where every American child is “above average” and where only immigrants become plumbers?

It is also time that parents who have learning-disabled kids, or children with attention deficit, begin to accept that college may be a race their children cannot win. At least not when they are eighteen and still growing up and learning about themselves.

Robert Gilpin, a college counselor in Milton, Massachusetts, believes that far too many kids start college before they are ready. “Parents,” he said, “you’ve got to listen to this. If you don’t, you’ll spend a lot of money, and miss an opportunity that your kids could benefit from.”

It is a grave mistake to think that a child who struggled in high school will suddenly find himself in college. It happens, but far less often than parents would hope, and at a very high financial cost.

And if a high school senior—even a very good one—believes that college doesn’t sound exciting, then that student should not go to college, at least not right out of high school.

Parents, are you listening? It’s that simple.


 

Chapter Two



BART, BOBBY, OR BRENDA:
DEALING WITH THE
SLACKER TEEN

The condition of perfection is idleness;
the aim of perfection is youth.

OSCAR WILDE

Perhaps because this is such a hardworking country, we tend to idolize the slacker, and make fun of those who toil. Take a look (please!) at the devilishly clever 1999 film Election, which portrays a girl (played by Reese Witherspoon) so intent on becoming president of student government in high school that her mouth is permanently flattened into a grimly determined line.

Tracy Flick, as she is called, raises her hand so high in civics class that she seems to be picking coconuts. She knows more about student bylaws than the faculty advisor. She makes her own campaign buttons and bakes cupcakes for prospective voters. She even has the presence of mind to arrange to have the school paper photograph her casting her ballot in the election.

As much as I laughed at the striving, friendless Tracy, I saw a lot of myself in her, the overachieving girl in high school.

One of my son’s best friends, Aaron, seemed destined for greatness from birth. The first time I heard of Aaron was when my son told me that this boy told him, on his first day of school, that he was forgetting his lunch. There you have it: My son was leaving his lunch behind in first grade and Aaron was there to remind him.

Aaron was not only brilliant at math, good at English and hardworking, but he was also on a citywide newspaper, started taking the SAT in seventh grade, went to elite summer programs limited to only really smart kids and competed nationally on the junior fencing team. There was no doubt, even in first grade, that Aaron was Ivy material. And so he is. He graduates from Princeton with a degree in computer science in 2000, completing his degree in the requisite four years.

If your child is like the fictional Tracy, or the real Aaron, read no farther in this chapter. If your child is hinting that he does not want to go to college, there are plenty of other chapters in this book for you. Your Jordan may not want to go straight to college. He may want to travel to Brussels (to intern at the Human Rights Watch) or work in a homeless shelter (to further his political career), or start his own Internet company. Your Jamikwa may feel she has a chance to become a pilot in the Air Force, or want to go to Choate-Rosemary Hall for a thirteenth year of school. They are going somewhere, even if it’s not straight to college.

Then there are the rest of our children. Some of them have not yet had a chance to ripen. Some dawdled their way through school. Many have no particular goal in school. Some got into trouble. Some feel entitled to a college education even though they’ve done nothing to earn it. Some are bright but have learning disabilities. Some may not even be that bright. Many of them are lazy. Some are nearly criminal.

There are lots of ways to classify these kids. Robert Schleser, professor of psychology at the Institute of Psychology at the Illinois Institute of Technology in Chicago, has his own way of classifying students. “In my own work, we have the Bored, the Bothered and the Bewildered. The bored kid has attention deficit hyperactivity disorder. You sit down with a college textbook and you’ll become ADHD,” he said, laughing.

“We have a school system based on the bell curve,” he explained. “The kids who are at either end don’t do so well. On one end you have the bewildered kid with learning disabilities, who needs support on concepts. At the other end you have the bored kids who get the concept but can’t stand the work. Then you have the ones in the middle, who are bothered by the other two.”

“In my own case,” he said, “I had A’s until fourth grade and didn’t see another one until after the military and Vietnam and doing blue-collar construction. Then I got straight A’s for two and a half years. When I got to college it was a good fit for me.”

Precisely.

One understanding mother of five, Kathleen Siegle, of Durham, North Carolina, just feels it is all a matter of maturation. “It’s those readiness signs,” she said. “If a child is eighteen months and not walking the same way as the others, we accept it. A person who’s eighteen is still giving a lot of signals. Not everyone walks at twelve months. And not everyone who graduates from high school is ready for college.”

PHYLUM, GENUS, SPECIES

Granted, some may just not be ready. I have my own categories for those kids; I divide them into Barts, Bobbys and Brendas.

Bart Simpson (on The Simpsons) is your classic slacker. “Underachiever, and proud of it” is his motto. In a 1990 episode of the television series called “Bart Gets an F,” he patiently explains to a friend, “Only geeks sit in the front seat.” The episode ends with Bart recalling a fact from history class and having his grade triumphantly changed from an F to a D-minus.

Bart is rebellious, hates doing chores, is strong-willed, plays a lot of pranks. When he thinks of the future, he imagines himself operating a wrecking ball. He gets frustrated with schoolwork and spends a great deal of time fantasizing. He tends to watch a lot of television (the ultraviolent Itchy and Scratchy Show, with episodes like “The Last Traction Hero”). He also fakes illness to avoid school.

Bart does not have a great moral compass, either. But what would you expect? His parents met in detention hall.

On the other hand, Bart’s mom, Marge, may be dim, but at least she is good-hearted. It is Marge who said, in a 1991 episode: “Look, I know Bart can be a handful, but I also know what he’s like inside. He’s got a spark. It’s not a bad thing. Of course, it makes him do bad things.”

What to do with a child whose philosophy can be summed up with the words “Eat my shorts” and whose response to almost any question is “I didn’t do it”? Well, after he was diagnosed with ADD, his parents tried a drug called Focusin. The drug turned Bart into such a monster, it came as a relief when the doctor put him on plain old Ritalin.

The reason we love Bart is that we all know Bart. I believe the Kevin Spacey character in the movie American Beauty is actually a grown-up Bart Simpson. Bart is merely an out-of-control kid. He wants what he wants, and he wants it now. If he weren’t fairly dumb, he would be a master criminal. “Think how much more damage Bart could do if he were smarter,” Norm Fraley of Kelly Scientific told me. “If he could think a little farther ahead, he wouldn’t get caught.”

So we’ve got our Barts, the kids who get called to the principal’s office, who have notes sent home, who get suspended from school, caught smoking cigarettes, drinking beer. These are the ones who give their parents headaches, but they are no more deeply troubled than the Bobbys.

Bobby Hill, of King of the Hill, is quite simply, as his father puts it, “not right.” Bobby is overweight, not doing that well in school. He’s a space cadet who plays video games and eats junk food all day. His father sees him as a “Mama’s boy,” and perhaps his father is right. Bobby has always failed to meet his dad’s expectations. (His father expects him to “be a man,” play football and eventually grow up to go into the propane business.)

Instead, Bobby loafs around the house. His heart is in the right place. He’s not the sort of boy who would blow up the girls’ bathroom, except by accident.

Like all slackers, he is an underachiever. But some slackers have a little brio, a little flair. Not Bobby, despite his mother’s hopes for him. Bobby is one big ball of disappointment—to himself and to others. “Something’s just not right about that boy,” his father, Hank Hill, says—repeatedly—on King of the Hill.

Bobby, too, was diagnosed with attention deficit disorder, definitely without hyperactivity. His parents put him on medication, but they weren’t comfortable with the “new” Bobby, the talkative one who was full of energy and focused. And so they went back to the Bobby they knew: a little shy, a little whiny, and just, you know, not right.

And then we have our Brendas. On Beverly Hills 90210, the character played by Shannen Doherty is rich, popular and feels entitled to whatever it is she wants. Her Brenda was only with the show for two years but in that time Brenda developed a loyal television audience of people who were fascinated (and appalled) by her.

Another Brenda is the Brenda Patimkin made famous in Philip Roth’s novel Goodbye, Columbus. That Brenda, played by Ali McGraw in the movie, was a strong tennis player who broke men’s hearts. She, too, was a dyed-in-the-wool princess.

Brendas make the list primarily because of their sense of entitlement. If they got into a decent state school, they would complain that it was not “competitive” enough. One mother I know told me that her daughter (clearly a Brenda) refused to go to a $35,000 a year therapeutic boarding school because she didn’t like the accommodations. This was a young woman facing a court date and who had just gotten out of rehab. “Look,” her mother told her, “we’re not sending you to Golden Door,” a spa for the pampered. Nonetheless, this Brenda rejected the school. And won.

Brendas are obsessed with status symbols. They would pick a college on the basis of name alone. And, please, the college must allow them to bring their new car on campus as a freshman, otherwise they’re Not Going, Mother.

In her farewell episode of Beverly Hills 90210, while the rest of the kids were going off to California State, Brenda was headed to Paris. (Granted, it was an attempt to get Shannen Doherty out of the show, but Paris is where the Brendas of the world should end up.)

One common complaint I hear about contemporary kids is that they, like Brenda, expect to have only the best. “Even young people I hire to work for me, there’s this sense of not having to pay your dues,” said Lisa Antell, director of admissions at Bridgton Academy in Maine, which consists entirely of kids in their thirteenth year of school. “The feeling is: You come out, you get perks.”

And there you have it: Bart (the protocriminal), Bobby (the layabout) and Brenda (the arrogant one). One is not performing at all, one is performing beneath expectations and one expects more reward than her performance deserves. Needless to say, the types are not gender specific. Jobert can be a Brenda, just as Jillian can be a Bobby.

And not every kid is a pure type. My well-intentioned son was a bit of a Bobby with Brenda rising (Nautica, Tommy Hilfiger, Polo, Abercrombie & Fitch). He only had a flash of Bart when he was at boarding school.

SO SHOULD THEY GO TO COLLEGE?

Let me say first, this is not just a question of the expense. Even if parents have money to pay for private college, there is a very good reason not to send a child who is not ready: That child may hit a wall, flunk out or slink away in disgrace, and end up with damaged self-esteem. (By the way, in these politically correct times, no kid “drops out” of college; today kids “stop out.”)

I asked Geoffrey Gould, director of admissions at SUNY Binghamton, an elite public university in New York State, to tell me some warning signs for kids who were not ready for college. He listed the following:

 

• Kids whose SAT or ACT scores were significantly higher than their grades. (“The exception is the student who feels freed upon leaving high school and home, and who then may be very emotionally ready and able to use his/her ability,” he said.)

• Students whose academic performance is on a downward track. “Whoever they are, students with downtrends are less ready for college, both academically and emotionally, than those ending high school on a stable or ‘up’ note,” Mr. Gould said. Similarly worrisome are kids who pick courses that are less selective during their senior year.
 
• Grade inflation that has tricked the student into thinking they are stronger academically than they really are. (A competitive college may come as a rude shock.)

• Students who seem especially interested in attending college close to home. “It may be for a very good reason, such as maintaining a strong family bond or economic necessity, or it may reflect uneasiness about making the break from home,” he said.

• And finally, students who have been accepted only by a college far down on their list. “The students may be unhappy enough that they do poorly the first year,” he said. “A youngster who feels like a failure as they begin college, because they are not at choice number one, will find adjustment more difficult.”

 

“When one looks at freshman-to-sophomore return rates and four- or five-year graduation rates nationwide,” he said, “it is clear that some of the items above as well as others are contributing to far less success than we’d all wish for.”

The answer may be taking time off, he said, but “most high school seniors seem to find the notion of time off before college very hard to handle. They need to be reassured such a strategy may make things even better later, but it’s a hard sell.”

Another college admissions officer cautioned kids not to head to college if there is a sudden change in family fortunes, a death or illness, a divorce. The point: It’s best for a child to head off to college with a clean slate instead of worries about what is happening back home.

And then there are the persistent fears every parent has of substance abuse. Even parents who smoked pot in the sixties may miss the signs of a child who is toking up before fifth-period biology. And as for drinking, how many parents don’t check to see what is happening in the liquor cabinet, or take their child’s word that it is her best friend who got into the single malt Scotch.

If you think a year off will loom like a giant void, ready to suck your child down into the nether regions of drink, drugs or lassitude, exactly what do you think that same child will do when she is five hundred miles from home and on a campus that stopped practicing in loco parentis about the same time that young ladies stopped ratting their hair and wearing crinolines?

If you look at recent statistics about deaths from alcohol poisoning on campus, you will quickly realize that a vulnerable child is far from safe at college. A study from the Harvard School of Public Health showed that 50 percent of males and 39 percent of females in college had been binge drinking in the last two weeks. (For him, five or more drinks in a row; for her, four.) Kids in fraternities and sororities were four times more likely to drink.

That daughter of yours would be better off working in an orphanage in a strict Muslim country.

HOW IS A PARENT TO KNOW?

Say you have a Bart, a Bobby or a Brenda in your house. This child expects to go to college because that’s what everyone does. And you may have been going along with the idea and preparing to take out thousands of dollars in loans.

“You could take that money and have them travel around the world several times for what you spend on tuition,” said Holly Bull, of the Princeton Center for Interim Programs, which arranges internships and travel for kids who are delaying starting college.

Your child may already have been accepted to college (of his choice or not). He or she may already be choosing what part of the dorm to live in: the vegetarian floor or the country-western music floor or intensive study floor (ha!) or the no-smoking wing. But until that child sets foot on campus, it is not too late to reconsider.

Of all the people I have talked to in writing this book, no one ever told me “I wish I’d gone to college sooner.” A child who waits a year may gain a great deal; she certainly will lose nothing. Most colleges will let a student defer matriculation; many recommend it. And those who counsel kids who are searching for colleges tell me that a lot of those kids are going for the wrong reason.

“I and most of my colleagues deal with young people who go to college to get away from home,” said David Denman, an independent college advisor in Sausalito, California “They’re not going to read, write papers and explore careers. They’re going to get away from their parents’ rules. Those who spin out do so primarily because they can’t handle the freedom.

“It’s not that they can’t handle their academic work,” he said. “The college admitted them on the basis of the data that says they can do the work, but no one has given them a maturity test. They’ve had the SATs but not the test for maturity.”

Well, folks, here’s the test for maturity.

A 1400 on the SAT is not going to help your daughter at Princeton if she has bad work habits and no focus. The following questions are meant to help you rate your child’s drive and discipline, both aspects of maturity. Those qualities will help make up for a weak SAT or ACT score. Contrarily, a smart kid who has never developed drive and discipline is going to get into trouble, quickly, at a competitive school.

Admissions officers are paid to keep just such kids (high potential, low achievement) out of the top-tier schools. Parents, on the other hand, will try everything from bribes to pressure to get that child in.

In a word: Don’t.

You should look at the following checklist if your child is raring to go to college, but you’re not sure he or she is ready. You might also take the quiz if your daughter herself says she’s worried that she won’t be able to handle the work and the freedom. You should do the test especially if your child has a learning disability that will make college that much harder.

Check off any of the following statements that describe your child. Note that there are both positive and negative attributes; points are added or taken away accordingly. And after the quiz take a look at what some experts on teens and college have to say about those questions.




	
	1.
	If asked to do a household task, the teenager will invariably say, “Why should I?”


	 
	 
	 


	
	2.
	The teenager finishes things he or she starts, whether it is a school assignment, a household chore or a hobby.


	 
	 
	 


	
	3.
	Your child has defaced, gouged, torn or otherwise tortured an assigned textbook or library book.


	 
	 
	 


	
	4.
	Your child has often forgotten to bring home forms for you to sign for events like trips, appointments or special events at school.


	 
	 
	 


	
	5.
	Your son or daughter has developed a technique for studying for a test, like reviewing material, making flash cards, writing outlines or rereading chapter summaries.


	 
	 
	 


	
	6.
	Your son or daughter is analytical about what he or she did wrong; he knows which questions he got wrong before he gets the test back; she takes blame for her mistakes. (“I messed up,” rather than “The question was stupid.”)


	 
	 
	 


	
	7.
	When assigned a research paper, your child starts by going to the library or searching the Internet long before the paper is due.


	 
	 
	 


	
	8.
	If given a choice between watching a favorite television program and getting an important paper finished, your child would opt to watch television first.


	 
	 
	 


	
	9.
	Your child has expressed an ambition to be the best in a field, whether it is music, sports, flower arranging, academics, modeling, whatever.


	 
	 
	 


	
	10.
	Your teenager may not be good in everything he or she does. But in his or her area of interest, he or she will work through the night on something. (Note: talking on the phone and playing computer games do not count; repairing the computer does.)


	 
	 
	 


	
	11.
	Your child has a hard time breaking a task down into component parts, and is often overwhelmed and confused by assignments or requests.


	 
	 
	 


	
	12.
	Your child tends to hang out with (and identify with) the children who have no solid plans for the future.


	 
	 
	 


	
	13.
	When your child gets a bad grade, he or she will bring up kids in class who got a worse grade.


	 
	 
	 


	
	14.
	You can remember at least one time when your child overcame great obstacles to get a school assignment or activity done.


	 
	 
	 


	
	15.
	After getting college catalogs, your teenager sat down and eagerly paged through them, identifying courses and programs to pursue.


	 
	 
	 


	
	16.
	Your child often says things like, “The course is too hard,” “My teacher hates me,” “I don’t understand the assignment” or “This class is stupid.”


	 
	 
	 


	
	17.
	Even if the assignment is too elementary for your child, he or she will work on it thoroughly and carefully.


	 
	 
	 


	
	18.
	Your son or daughter gets frustrated easily and gives up on things, even things that are almost finished.


	 
	 
	 


	
	19.
	Your teenager always seems to be short of cash and borrowing money; for him or her, immediate gratification doesn’t seem soon enough.


	 
	 
	 


	
	20.
	Given a choice between being a big fish in a little pond and a little fish in a big pond, your child would rather be in a big pond.



SO WHAT NOW?

College is a very expensive way for your child to find himself, and a bad experience may mean that he never goes back. So add up the following scores and then think about reconsidering the type of school your child will attend or whether he is ready to go at all. (At least talk to your child about your concerns.)

I call this the “Functional SAT Score.” If the Functional Score is significantly lower than the child’s actual SAT score (or ACT score), you have three choices: ignore it, suggest a school farther down the food chain (a two-year college instead of a four-year college, public school instead of private school) or ask your child to take some time off before entering college.

It’s okay for a parent to say, “We think you should wait.” In fact, it is right to insist your child take some time off. It’s your money. You are the adult.

Remember, the point is not getting into the college, it is getting out. The smart kid who is lazy and unmotivated is probably not going to make it. A kid who waits and grows up, who learns a little bit more about the way the world works, just might.

You will notice that the quiz is divided into questions about discipline (getting the work done) and drive (an internal will to succeed). Discipline can be taught (it’s what boarding schools excel at). Drive is more difficult to instill. A child with discipline but no drive may end up a file clerk; one with drive but no discipline may end up a thief.

Below is the scoring, along with some thoughts about the questions from employers, educators, counselors, psychiatrists and parents.

1. If asked to do a household task, the teenager will invariably say, “Why should I?” (30 points come off the SAT score for lack of drive; ½ point comes off the ACT.)

EXPLANATION: I’ll take the first one. Your son or daughter is not being cooperative on the little things, and college is a big thing. It is a collaborative endeavor: You put up the money; he or she puts in the effort.

Children who aren’t grateful to their parents will not think twice about wasting their parents’ money. You know the cartoon image of a person’s conscience, the little elf that sends the student to the library instead of to the lounge to microwave a pizza and watch what’s on the WB? A kid who says, “Why should I?” has a serious conscience deficit.

You could say, “It’s immaturity,” and point out that it’s fairly common. No matter. A teenager who says, “Why should I?” when asked to help around the house is being surly and shouldn’t be rewarded.

2. The teenager finishes things he or she starts, whether it is a school assignment, a household chore or a hobby. (Plus 50 points on the SAT for drive; plus 1 point on the ACT.)

EXPLANATION: Tom Hassan, dean of admissions at Phillips Exeter Academy, a prep school:

“High school students face many challenges that they could easily brush aside, and many sometimes do. They might put off tackling challenging calculus problems or daunting college admission essays in order to watch television or socialize with friends. Procrastination seems to be an inevitable part of adolescence.

“Teenagers, though, who stick with the task, even if that comes close to a deadline, impress admissions officers. These students are the ones who will succeed in their studies and in life beyond college.

“But how do admissions evaluators identify the students who finish what they set out to do? Clearly, standardized test scores don’t reveal much of this trait, other than being able to show up on time one Saturday morning to color in the bubbles with a No. 2 pencil.

“Careful readers of admissions files pay particular attention to the language used by recommenders. They like to read about students who come to class stimulated by what they have read, students who are able to talk about it in class. They also like to see students who have pursued a hobby with passion and persistence. Large numbers of tardy references and unexplained absences understandably put them off.

“Admissions evaluators are looking for students who take full advantage of what is available to them and do so with vigor and sustained commitment. These students will in turn be the reliable contributors at their schools.”

3. Your child has defaced, gouged, torn or otherwise tortured an assigned textbook or library book. (Minus 30 points on the SAT for discipline; minus ½ point on the ACT.)

EXPLANATION: Sure it



















































































Coda



The call came, as most of those calls do, without warning. I picked up the phone and there was my son, calling from Rochester, New York, sounding grave.

“Mom, I’ve got something to tell you,” he said.

A mother’s mind reels at moments like that. Even in the smallest pause, we steady ourselves for what will come. His girlfriend is pregnant. They are getting married. No, something worse. He wrecked his car (again). Someone is hurt. Someone is ill. Someone is in jail. This can’t be good news.

But no. This is what he said. “Would it spoil the thesis of your book if I went back to college?

“I’ve been thinking about it, and I think I’m ready,” he said. “It would feel good to be a student again. I want to study”—well, you can fill in the rest from here. He wants to study computers, of course, and who doesn’t?

I told him, no, it wouldn’t spoil the thesis of my book if he went back to college, part-time while he worked. I told him that the thesis of my book is that people shouldn’t go to college before they are ready. What I didn’t tell him was that I, of course, had come to the conclusion that college might actually be unnecessary. I didn’t tell him that because if your child feels that college is necessary, for him to get a job, or be proud of himself, or keep up with his friends, then you still want him to go. You want him to go for himself.

I say that despite believing that mass attendance at college may someday be seen as a quaint twentieth-century notion, something that was popular there for about fifty years, from the end of World War II until the end of the century. Can you imagine, people will say in 2020, that nearly two-thirds of high school students went to college?

Because we are always out of step with our children, it made perfect sense that, just as I was ready to abandon the idea of anyone really needing college, I would find that my son did.

Not too long after that, a friend sent me a copy of the speech that the columnist Anna Quindlen gave at Villanova University in Pennsylvania in the spring of 1999. She was addressing the graduating seniors, but it’s good advice for anyone, even someone who is thinking of skipping college . . . for now.

“You walk out of here this afternoon with only one thing that no one else has,” she said. “There will be hundreds of people out there with your same degree; there will be thousands of people doing what you want to do for a living. But you will be the only person alive who has sole custody of your life. Your particular life. Your entire life. Not just your life at a desk, or your life . . . at the computer. Not just the life of your mind, but the life of your heart. Not just your bank account, but your soul.

“People don’t talk about the soul very much anymore. It’s so much easier to write a résumé than to craft a spirit. But a résumé is a cold comfort on a winter night, or when you’re sad, or broke, or lonely, or when you’ve gotten back the test results and they’re not so good. . . . You cannot be really first-rate at your work if your work is all you are. So here’s what I wanted to tell you today: Get a life. A real life, not a manic pursuit of the next promotion, the bigger paycheck, the larger house.”

Or I might add, the manic pursuit of an expensive degree, before you know who you are. Students: Before you get the rest of your education, get a life.
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