- Learning to Think

D W

WEREN YOU'HEAR ‘someone extol the bemefits of |
a liberal education, you will probably hear him or-
her say that “it teaches you how to think.” I'm sure .
that’s true. But for me, the central virtue of 4 liberal
education is that it teaches you how to write, and-
writing makes you think. Whm;
the ability to write clearly, cleanly, and reasonably .
quickly will prove to-be an invaluable skill.

In my freshman year of college, I took an English
composition course. My teacher, an elderly English-*
man with a sharp wit and aneven sharper red. pencil,
was a tough grader. He would return my essays with

)
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dozens of comments written in the margins, éﬁﬂ'f_?m:
highlighting something that was vague or conﬁléi;;g-ér
poorly articulated. I realized thatin coming-ﬁ'om India, -
1 was-pretty good -at taking. tests and regurgitatir;g _
things I had memorized; I'was not so good at expressinigh «
my own ideas. By the timie ] got to college; I had taken &
faany, many exams but written almost nb-papers. That
Was not unusual even at a good high school in Asia in
the 1970s; and it’s still true in many places there today,
Over the course of that semester, T found myself
starting to make the connection between my thoughfg-_ &
and words. Tt was hard. Being forced to write clearly
means, first, you have to think clearly. I began to recd;gi-'.—
nize that the two processes are inextricably inwtfermzined.h- .
In what is probably an apocryphal story, when the col-
umnist Walter Lippmann Wwas once asked his viewsona
particular topic, he is said to have replied, “I don'’t know:-
what I think on that one. I haven’t written-abou it yet.”
In modern. philosophy, there s 2 great debate as to
which comes first—thought or language. Do we think.
abstractly and then put those ideas into words, or do we
thinkin words that then create a scaf’t'olding of thought?
I can speak only from my own experience, When1 begin
to write; I realize that my “thoughts” ae usually a jum-
ble of half-formed ideas 'strung together, with gaping

holes between them. It i the act of writing that forces

—_
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w Writing the first draft of a col
umn or an essayis an expression of self-knowledge—
learmng just what I think about a topic, whether there:
is a logical sequence to..my: 1deas, and whether the
conclusion flows from the facts at hand No ‘matter
who you-are—a polltlman, a busmessperson a lawyer,
a historian, or a novelist—writing forces you to make
choices and brings clarity and order to your ideas.

If you think this has no earthly use; ask Jeff Bezos,
the founder of Amazon. Bezos insists that his senior
executives write memos, often as long as six printed
pages, and begins senior-management m’ceﬁ'ngs with
a period of quiet time, sometimes ‘as long as thirty
minutes, while everyone reads the “narratives” to
themselves and makes notes on them. If proposing"f

a new product or strategy, the memo must take the

form of a press release, using simple, jargon-free lan-
guage so that a layperson can undé_rs_tahd it. In an
interview with Forfune’s Adam Lashinsky, Bezos
said, “Full sentences are harder to write. Théy have
verbs. The paragraphs have ‘topic sentences. There
is no way to write a six-page, narratwely structured
memo and not have clear thinking.” - o
Norman Augus_"tiv'xic,a -reﬂeéting, onhls riyears.’,'-as\__tnhél: '
CEO of Lockheed Martin, récalled that “the firm I

led at the end of my fOrmalzbuéiness,;career ¢mployed -
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some one. hundred eighty thousand people; mostly
college graduates, of whom over eighty ‘thousand were

engineers of scientists. [ have concluded that one of

the stronger correlations .with advancement through
the management ranks was the ability of an individual
to express clearly hlS or her thoughts in writing.”

~The second great: advantage of a liberal education
is that it teaches you how to speak. The Yale-NUS
=port states that -thc_co]leg‘e wants to make “articulate

communication” central to its intellectual experience.
That involves writing, of course, but also the ability
to give compelling verbal explanations-of, say, scien-
tific experiments or to deliver presentations before

small andilarge groups. At the de est level, artic-

ulate communication helps you to speak your mind.

This doesn’t mean spouting: anything and everything

‘you TE. thlnk.mg at any given moment. It means learn-

ing to understand your own mind, to Slter it unlies
; Wd then to express to ‘the:outside
‘world your thoughts, arranged in some logical order.

_Another différence that struck me between school
in India and college in the United States was that
talking was an important component of my grade.

My professors were going to judge Am;e 'on my ability

to think through the subject matter and to present my

analysis: and .conclusions—out loud.. Theseminar, a

2 r




76  IN DEFENSE OF A LIBERAL EDUCATEON | LEARNING TO THINK: 4 i %7 au Rz '
i j. form of teaching and; léirr;ing at fthe:héa_\i't of liberal | aﬁd;eloﬁ%, débate‘:and;ded_/ﬁﬁa%iéné At the. center * '
education; helps you t’o*"‘fead anélyzae,“ and ‘dissect.: l of-;Briﬁa.iﬁfs_«:.pqlitiéal.i lifci;sfandssa_thé :House' of COIh";‘ : .
Above all, it helps you to express yourse]f And this. | monsy a venue in which-the ability-—-tO'lthrusf and paﬂy@g

il emphasis on “articulate communication™ is reinforced: '. verbally gains a politician notice by his or her peers.

! in the many ‘extracurricular activities that surround | That’s why so many _Bﬁtons:-soﬁnd;,-intcﬂigent;;lueid,,%f%@u

i every liberal arts college—theater, ‘debate; political and-witty—it’s not just the-accent. The rise of televi-

i unions; student government, protest groups, In order : sion and digital video: have made verbal fluency use- -
|l

- to be successful in life, you often have to gainyour = ¥ ful; sometimes criicial. Whether for public or private . . *

£ peers’ attention and convince them of ydur cause; 8 communication, the ability o articulate your-thoughts
'l somefimes in a five-minute elevator pitch. i clearly iwill prove to be:a tremendous:strengthi: No
| ||| The study and practice of speechactually figured E mattes, how- strong your.idea, you:have to. be abje to
f' far moreprominently ih*"ﬁthe;-f.early-ceni-u.,ries-of liberal ] confincestliersin get behind it T
:i education: Rhetoric was among the most: important: : | A related method of learning: through the ages . ;
‘li subjects taught—of’ccn the most important. It was inti~ #  hasbeensomething that is often thought of as-pure , e
' mately connected not only with philosophy but -also : pleasure—conyersation. “Conversation,” a former pres- :
i with governance and action. In the centuries before’ ~ ident of Yale; A.Whitney Griswold, wrote; “is the old-
li print, oral. communication mea the center of public' & st form of instruction of the human race” dcﬂnjng it
and professional life: The eighteenth= and nineteenth-=" as “the great creative art whereby man translates feeling
| !l century college curricula in Britain and the United - . intoreason and shares with his fellow:man those inner- !
-45’ States maintained that emphasis on oratory. 1 - 4 most thoughts and ideals of which civilization s riidde.” o
. -+ In the-twentieth century, as research’ became the . - T.he;,. scientistand: P hilq_sophér.. Ajﬁéd;Noi‘ﬂl'WhitEhgad | _'.":
| ‘major focus of large universities, and- the pnnted text once :confesséd ihat, “outsids. oftithe-boblkknawledgs 1
became the dominant:method: of i mass- communi-= 1 : " wﬁich;ifs necessafy; to, our. professionl training, I think ' ”
-cation, the eémphasis on speech: faded;’ especially in ¥ I giot:most ofmy developmerit from fhic godd conyersax. - 4
the United- States. In Great Britain, public %péahng' - tion to-which I havie always had theuck to have access.” | .I
remains prominent in atradition of poetry recitation of . This +is. probably: the /insight-behind the “open-plan ,
A
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il office” that encourages meetings, chats, and ‘conver-
i sation throughout the- workday:: For ‘rity part, I have
found that interviewing péople; exchanging “views
i with-peers and:friends; ‘and arguing-at edltonal meet-

§ ings have been ‘crucial to learning. -
That-

how to acquire knowledge on my own. I learned how
—L«: f‘faiuu Nah
il" i by Hﬂf&iata to prove:or disprove a hypothesis; and detect an
“ 0 - lOLUl(auth{)rs prejudices. T 1eamed how.to' fead-a book fast

. and still get its essence. I learned to: ask questions; pres-
] ‘t* c‘?f‘[ % ent an opposingview, take notes; and; nowadays, watch
| ﬂ hex i Ll'“'(%peechf:s lectures, and interviews as they strearm across

M[\ 4 < ¢80y computer: And most of all, Tlearned that learning. .

s 2 pleasure—a great adventure 5 “Exploration.
“Whatever job you'take, the spccxﬂc subjects you
i studied in cdllege will probably prove someiwhat irrel-
I evant to the day-to~day work you will 'do’soon after
,@- you graduate::And everif they are relevant, that-will.
48 change: People:whoilearned ito 'write . code for ‘com-
puters just‘ten years ago’now confront ‘a new world

E !“U“*_'i vjs
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metothethudgrcatstrengthofa: ,
» ,-/‘ liberal education: it téaches youthow to learn. T'now .
‘ (%g;u way  realize that'what T gained-from college:and: graduate -
‘ ckil C_‘sj schooly far more lasting than any- specific'set of facts
l %m 4 o piece of knowledge, has beeri the understanding of

" read an essay closely, ‘search for new sources, find.

of apps-and mobile devices.: What remain:constant

LEARNING TO THINK A g 79

are theskills you‘acquire and the methods you learn to

approach problems. Given how quickly industries and «
professions are evolving' these days, you will need to " -

apply these skills to new challenges all the time. Leatn-
ing and re-learning, tooling and retooling-are at the

heart of the modern economy: Drew Faust, preéident .

of Harvard University, +has: pointed out that a liberal

education: should ‘give:people the skills “that will heip .

them get: ‘ready for their'sixth job; not: their first _]Ob e

You might also need to experiment with varieties of

intelligence, not just one. Howard Gardner, devel-
opmental psychologist and expert on education, has
posited that thereare -at least-eight kinds of intellis

gence: linguistic, log1ca1—mathem°at1cal spatlal musi-

cal, bodﬂy—kmesthenc na 1:1c, mtrape nal and
mterpe?ﬂ\nal. 'ﬂ)‘ prop d for E&Z‘Ly’s world,

studedts m
ing conducive to these various intelligences. America’s
loose and open system of higher' education allows for
this kind of experimentation. This is what prompted
Gardner to write, “There is a joke in my‘trade that one
should go to infant school in France, preschool in Italy,
primary school in'Japan, secondary schookin Germany,

expetience. several methods. of learn-

and college or university in'the United States” .
“Thomas' Cech—Nobel  Prize-winning chemist and
graduate of Grinnell College, a classic liberal arts

ey
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school—makes a: 'sports analogy. to ﬂlustrate a similar
1nS1ght ]ust as athletes do'exercises unrelated to their

own sport, so students should study fields outside their

academic area of focus. “Cross-training may exercise

key muscle groups more effectively than spending the

_same amount of time working out in the sport of inter-
~est,” Cech writes. “Analogously, a liberal arts educa-
, tion encourages scientists to improve their ‘competitive

edge’ by cross—trammg in the humanities or.arts. Such

academic cross-training develops a student’s ability. _
to collect and organize facts and opinions, to. analyze
* them and weigh their value; and to articulate an argu-" -

ment, and it may develop, these skills more effectwely
 than writing yet another!lab report.” :

-Gardnet argues that in the future, students wﬂl )

focus even' more on modes of thinking. After all, with
facts being just a Google search. away, why waste brain
cells memorizing them? He notes that the best think-

ing often happens when idess, fields, and: dlscxp].mes :

c lhde, in a setting where cultures rub up against one

'ﬁler In the same vein, he rejects a great-books
approach to learnmg'—more so than I would.. The
point of education, in his view, is not to stock students :

minds with antique furniture, but to help them gain T

the intellectual skills they require to build their own

set of chairs and tables. __I—-I_e ‘would favor a curriculum .
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that exposes students to different ways of thinking—
observational, analync, aesthetic, teamwork’ onented,u

~ and soon (which sounds a lot like the Yale-NUS pro-«

gram). Such a curriculum is now known to- produce
results. Drawmg on his knowledge of psyahology and
neuroscience, Gardner:asserts:that “it bqrders ‘on mal-
practice'to design education that is backward-looking
and that ignores what we now understand about how
the mind constructs and recoristructs knowledge.” «:

: Technology -and engineering involve extraordinary
explorationis-of ideas and thought, something ‘that is

often lost because of their real-world application. ’Iﬁey e

are scienitifically fascinating, whether or not they will -
make you 'rich. I remember being amazed by the first
computers I saw in Ihdia in the 1970s, but T didn’t

have any sense that theywould produce lucrﬁmw

industries. In those days, the computer pr

I learned involved using punch cards and' mastering:
FORTRAN, 2 language long-since dead. Even in that

cumbersome format, the machine’s incredible power

was evident. It was also fun to learn® someth.tng $0.new.

Computers have transformed the world in ways that are
now blindingly obvious. But with all the money sur-
rounding them, we'can easily forget the intellectual

pleasure they can give. Big data, artificial intelligence,

and ‘mobile computing: all:might produce great new

g
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~ companies, but they also take ys.into areds of knowl—

edge where we have never been before. And whether

or not that m_akes someone a billionaire, itis a thn]lmg
intellectual journey that asks profound questions about

the nature of the mind—a return in some ways to the
idea of science as a branch of philosophy. -

Even technical skﬂls by themselves are alwonder—'

ful manifestation of human ingenuity. But they don’t
have to be praised at the expense of humanities, s
they often are today. Engineering is not better than
art history. Society needs both, often in combination.

When unveiling a new edition of the iPad, Steve Jobs

explained that “it is in Apple’s DNA that technology
alone is not enough. It’s technology married with lib-
eral arts, married with the humanities, that yields us,
the result that makes our hearts sing”

That marriage is not simply a matter of adding
design to technology. Consider the case of Facebook.
Mark Zuckerberg was a classic liberal aits student
who also happened to, be passionately. interested i in
cornputers He studied ancient Greek intensively
in high school and was a: psychology major when

~ he attended college. The crucial insights that made
Facebook the giant it is today have as much to do-
with psychology as they do technology. In i interviews
and talks, Zuckerberg has often pointed out that o
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before Facebook was created, most people’ shielded
their identities on the Tnternet. The Intérnet was a
land of anonymity. Facebook’s 1ns1ght was that you

could create a culture of real identities, where people .

would voluntarily expose themselves to their friends,
and this would become-a transformative platform. Of
course, Zuckerberg understands computers deeply and
now uses. great coders 'to put his ideas into practlce,
but;his und_ers_tandmg of human psychology was key
to his success. In his owr words, Facebook is “as mu'é’h

psycholog'y and sociology as it is technology.” :

~

+Technology and liberal education go hand in hand in ,

business today. Twenty years'ago, tech companies might
have survived simply as industrial product manufactus- -
ers: Now-they have to be at the cutting’edge of desigh,
marketing, and social networking. Many other’ com-
panies also, direct muich of their attentiont toward these
fields, since manufacturing is increasingly commod—
itized. You can make a sneaker equally well in many
parts of the world. But you can’t sell it for three hundred
dollars unless you have built a story 2 around it. The same
is true for cars, clothes, and coffee. The value added is
in the brand—how it is imagined, pi'es_ented, sold, and
sustained. Bruce Nussbaum, an expert-on ihnovat;ion,
wrote in a 2005 essay in Businessweek that the “Knowl-
edge Ecoﬁomir as we know it ié b'einé eﬁﬁ&d@some-
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-thing new—call it the Creativity Economy: ... What *

was once central to' corporations—price, quality, and
much of the left-brain, digitized analytical work asso-
ciated with knowledge—is .fast:being shipped off to.
lowef—péi,d, highly trained: Chinese. and Indians, as
well as Hungarians, ;C2echsb,iand. Ruslsijans:. Increas-
ingly, the new core competence is. creativity—the.
right-brain stuff thatsmart companies are now har-
nessing to generate top-line growth. ... It isn't just *

_,about math and science anymore. It’s about. creatw'lty,;

imagination, and, above all, innovation.”, S L
~ Dayid, Autor, theMIT éconorist who has most
carefully stud1ed ‘the impact. of tec.hr;ology and’ glo—:j
bahzatlon on JObS, writes_that “human tasks. that
have proved most amenable to computerization are
those that follow explicit, codifiable procedures—
such as multiplication—where computers now vastly
exceed human labor in speed, quality, accuracy, and -
cost efficiency. Tasks that have proved most vexing
to automate are.those that demand [flexibility, judg-"
ment, and common sense—skﬂls that we understand
only tacitly—for, example, developing 2 hypothes1s
or organizing a closet. In these tasks, computers are.
often less sophisticated than presehoolll-age children.”
This doesn’t. in any way. detract from'the need for’

training in technology, but it does suggest that as we. ~
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work-with computers—which is really the fiitare of all * _
work—the most valuable skills will be the ones that -

" are uniquely human, that 'c‘omﬁutersfcahnot Quit-'e "ﬁg—‘ ’
B g AT o0y
 ure.out—yet.

“Autor divides ‘the Job ‘market int6’ three shces A -
Fast Company article nicely summarizes his research.
“At the bottom of the market, there’s a growing nurh-
ber of service sector jobs that require hands-on inter-
action in unpredictable enmonmentkdnvmg a bus,
cooking food, caring for children or the elderly. These
areimpossible to outsource or replace with technology,”
it notes. The middle tier is made up of jobs that are
white co]la.r_but are also routine. They involve _mfor; o
mation processing, form filing, fact finding, data entry,
and simple data analysis. These are white-collar jobs in _
insurance; banking, and law, and they are incteasingly,
being done better by machines. “At the top of the mar-
ket are the jobs that everyone wants. And guess whaff‘

the article says, perhaps more optimistically than Autor T

himself might, “These are the jobs that graduates of
the American educational system are well prepared

for. [They] require creativity, problem solvi%g,‘ decision

making, persuasive arguing, and management skills.”

Vinod Khosla, a Silicon Valley venture _eépita]iet, argues
that machine learning will replace many humah jobs,

but even he believes that work involving complex ¢re=
__-_‘_——_‘-‘-‘-\—
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’auv:ty, embtional intelligence, and value judgments.

“Will conftinue to be done’by humans:

‘And then there is the most. influential mdust:y in
the United States—entertainment, one of the greatest
global growth sectors. A 2012 industry report titled 7%e
Sky Is Rising presented data -showing that all business
related to entertainment had maintained an upward

%8 trajectory, through recessions and recoveries. Between
1995 and 2009, the number of feature films. made -

worldmde more than quadrypled. Between 2008 and
2011; the number of Americans playing video gémcs
jumped about two and a half times. Even in book pﬁb{
lishing, revenues rQSES.G_p'ercenf'bctWeen the rec:ass_ioh
years 0f 2008 and 2010. Music and television as well—
everything in the sector is up. This is an industry that
employs millions around the world, continues to-grow,
and enriches economies and cultures. And 4t its heart
are stories, images, words, and songs. Often these artis-
tic elements are further embellished by technology—as
in the films The Lord of the Rings and Frozen. Regard-
less of how these films are made, it is clear that much of
the production of entertainment requires a background
and expertise in one of several of the liberal arts.

So there is a value to writing and music and ‘design -
and art. But what about art history? What is the best

response ‘to Prééidemt Obama and so many others
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who. worry about the purpose of an academic degree

in subjects as seemingly obscure as art history and
anthropology? To be fair to'the president, his emphasis
was on the many millions of Americans who are mote

inclined to obtain some kind of skills-based training -

than a liberal education. Perhaps those people would
be better off learning a specific technical skill rather

than enro]lmg in a preprofesmonal—soundm& major '_

like “business.” But for those who do find that the1r

voch g

passion is art history or anthropology, and take it seri-

those fields often require the intensive study of several
= } Y - = - - S— = Z
languages and cultures, experience working in foreign

countries, an eye for aesthetics, and the ability to'trans-

" pusly, there are real rewards in the outside world. Both yg_

Jate from one medium or culture to another. Most 6f

‘these skills could be useful in"any number of profes-
sions in today’s globalized age. They force you-to look

at t people and objects from a variety of perspectives. As

Howard Gardner's research demonstrates, this kind of

exposu:c trains various kinds of mtel].tgcﬁce, makmg

yo ore creative and aware person. -

Consider: the experience of Dr. Irwin Braverman of

the Yale:Medical School. In 1998, when he was teach-

ing young medical students.who were reésidents at an

affiliated- hospital, Dr.' Braverman d1scovered that

their powers of observat1on<and diaghosis were weak.

~

f)ﬁ “nf
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_-His novel solution was to take them to.an art ga.ilery

‘He teamed up with Linda Fnedlandor, curator of the

Yale Center for British-Art, t& design a v1sual tutorial

for one hundred students They asked the students to

examine paintings, forcing them to unpack the many
layers of detail and meaning in a good work of fart.
Braverman'found that students performed demon—
strably better at diagnosis after taking the class—so
much so that twenty other med1cal schools have fol- .

Jowed Els example..

While this may sound like the quixotic idea of
one professor, there are data to support the value of.
rounded or lateral thinking in the workforce. In 2013,
the American Association of Colleges and Univer-
sities published a survey shomng that 74 percent of

employers would recommend a good liberal educa- -

tion to studentsas the best way to prepare for today’s

global economy. When students graduate, those with

engineering degrccs start out with higher salaries—as

they. should, given that- they possess. a; tangible skill--

set that can.be mstantly applied within a company.

‘But: over time, the wage gap between engirieers.and

other profcss;o_nals narrows, éspecially for liberal arts;
students who go on to vgct_-gg_.proféssional degree. In
fact, one recent study found that students from a set of
liberal arts colleges were more likely than their peers.

-~
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at otherinstitutions'of higher education to‘obtain docs .
torates in sciences; presumably because they posséss an.
acute curiosity and sense of academic adventure. As > <

I noted, a liberal: education might encourage student . »
interest in scientific subjects for their inherent intellec-.
tual value, rather than their valie‘in the marketplace

~ed

And that might have its own payoffs over time in terms

,of basic research and scientific advancement. . « |
Norman Augustine (the former Lockheed Martin'

CEQ) stressed the importance of both: SCIBITfiﬁC skills
and humamstlc thought : 2 %

5

-So what does business need from ‘our educational sys=. = &

- tem? One driswer is that it needs more cmployees who o

?

c
>
—

7

<
4
5

.+ excelin sc1ence and'c engmeermg ..... ‘*But that is-only the (r -

fbegmomg' oné cannot live by equatlons ‘alone; ‘The: need:
is increasing for workers-with greater forclgn—ldnéuage o
. skillsand an cxpanded knowledge/bf ecoriorhics; h.xstory,
* and- geography And ' who watits ‘a- technologyc ~driven
economy if thosé whodrive it are not grounded!n such'
- fields as'ethics?". A e T Fog )

Certainly ‘when it comes ‘to .ﬁfe’s'glajo,; decisions, -

-~

would it not ‘be well for the leaders a:ld employees of
our government and our nation’s f}rms to have knowl-
edge of the thoughts of the world’s great ‘philosophers

~and the provocative dilemmas’ found in ‘the works of -
. o= .
e . L
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-great authors and playwrights? I'believe the answer is ¢

- aresounding “yes.” * .

Similarly, Edgar Bronfman, former CEO of Sea-.

gram Company, has offered students looking;tc_) suc-

ceed in business one piece of advice:

Get a liberal arts degree: In my. experience,.a liberal
arts degree is the most important: factor in formmg |
- individuals into 1ntercst1ng and. 1nterested people who.
can deterniine their own paths th.rough the future. .
For all of the decisions young business leaders wﬂl
, be asked to make based on facts and figures, necds and
wants, numbe£s dand speculatlon, all of those choices®
will require 6ne common skill: how to, evaluate Taw.
1nformat10n, be it from. people or a spreadsheet and

make reasoned and critical dec1‘_s1.ovn_s.A

Yet a sampling of the views of CEOs remains just
anecdotal evidence. What does, the. big plcture tell
us, in the vast arena of global economic competition?
Can liberal educat1on stand up against the instruc-
tion in science and technology that has been so finely
tuned by As1an nations? =/ . - - ® by

In 2013, the Orgamsatlon for.. Econom1c Co-
operation and ,Developrpent re_leased the results of

g ey —m
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the first-ever survey of the skills adults require to Work
in the modern economy. Three areas were considered:-

> literacy; numeracy, and technology. The United States

performed terribly, scoring below the OECD average
in literacy and technologlcal proficiency, and thud
from the’ bottom in numeracy. The test was des1gned

to assess problem-solving skills, not rote memoriza-
tion. The technology test, for instance, asked people

to sort computer files into. folders. Most troubling is

that in numeracy and technological proficiency, young <

Americans, ages sixteen to twenty-four, ranked last.

“This is consistent with the intellectual ability tor e

lack thereof) that Americans demonstrate earlier in-

their lives. Every three years since 2000, the OECD has,
administered a standardized test in science, mathemat—ilr

ics; and reading to fifteen-year-olds. The most recen:
edition of the test—called the Programme for Internd~
ttonal Student Assessment (PISA)—was conductecl in
2012 "and it found that- among the OECD’S thirty-four
members, the United -States ranked twenty-seventh
twentieth, and seventeenth in math, science, and read-
ing, respectrvely If rankings across the- three sub]ects

are averaged; the United States comes in twenty-ﬁrst

trailing nations Tike the Czech chubhc Poland Slo-
venia, and Estonia.
But there is a puzzle. The Umted States-has never per-

5
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formed eSpéciale well on ‘intemattonai tests. In 1964,
the First International Mathematics Study:was admin--
istered to t}urteen-year—olds in’ twelve. countries;. On
average, thrteen-year-olds in the United States posted;
a significantly lower score than their counterparts in:
nine of the countries. Only one education system did.
worse. In the 1970s and 1980s, studies ot mathematic:
and scientific abi]jry continued to find American stu--
dents. lagging. their international peers. Though not.
a.lways atthe bottom of the rankings; the United States
has rarely risen faf above.v vthc“__m,l_ddle_of the.pack. The:

most recent assessment in the series, called.the Trends

in International Mathematxcs and Sc:lence Study, was .
conductedini 2011;'and Americari students did much

better. Of fifty education systems tested,’ the, United
States ranked-eleventh. and, seventh i in, fourth—grade';
math and science,. respectlvely Of forty-rwo educa-
tion systems evaluated, the United States ranked ninth
and tenth iri eighth-grade math.and. sc,i'gxicc,v . These
TIMSS tests, however, are less about c’onéePfual prob-,

lem solving and more .about . repcatmg ‘material that

has been studied. .

“Overall,. America’s test ‘scores are. dlsappomtlng,,
particularly given the United States spends more per.
capita than almost any other country on education. But.
how then does one explairi the country’s success:over

r<
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the last five decades? And how does one understand why .

students in' Asian countries that typically top the inter-

national test charts don't end up p;o'ducing_‘t_h’e world’s.

most creative scientists, entrepreneurs, inventors, com-
posers, and businesspeople? These high-scoring Asian

countries do well economically, of course, but they d(?n't '

do especially well at innovation—so far.
"Many years ago, I had a conversation ‘about all this ~

with Smgapore s minister of education at the time, Thar- -

< ~

=

man Shanmugaratnam. Singapore is the right countryto

look at because it sits among the top-performing nations™ - |,

on international tests. And yet, it is actively seeking to

boost innovation and entrepreneurship among the stu- -

dents producing those top scores. “We both have mer—.

itocracies,” Shanmugaratnam said. “Yours i3 a. talent
meritocracy, ours is an exam meritocracy. There are some_
parts of the intellect that we are not able to test waﬁ——
like creativity, cunosxty, a sense of adventure, a.mbxtlon
Most of all, America has a.culture of Iea.rnmg that chal-
lenges conventional wisdom, even if it means challcng—
ing authority. These are the areas where Smg‘a.p@re must
learn from America” : :

It’s not just Smgapore that feels this way, wh1ch is
why it set.up the Yale-NUS liberal arts and sciences
college. South Korea, which con515ten&y produces top
rankings on international tests, is, -making a major

oy,

J-j -
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investment in liberal education. Seoul National Uni-
versity and Yonsei University have expanded their
instruction in subjects associated with the liberal arts.
Japan has done the same at the University of Tokyo,
and in 2004, Waseda University opened a School of

International Liberal Studies, though these efforts- -

have yet to bear fruit in any substantial way. India
has 2 long tradition of liberal arts colleges and uni-
versities, many dating to the British era and some to
the period after independence, like Jawaharlal Nehru
University. But none of these institutions are as pres-
tigious as the country’s engineering schools. In addi-
tion, all are run like the government bureaucracies
that they are. Looking to shake up the old system,

[

in.recentyears, several prominent Indian business-
men have set up new higher-learning institutions ori-
ented toward the liberal arts, such as Azim Premji
- University and Mahindra United World College. In
addition, Ashoka and Nalanda Universities, both of
-which welcomed their first class of students in 2014,
hearken back to India’s-ancient heritage of philoso-
phy, literature,. science, and ethics but in a-modern
liberal arts and sciences form.. -

When cons1dermg the : Worlds most innovative
countries today, in addition to the United States, in
Europe one often hears about Sweden; which seems
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to-have all the new technology companies outside Sil-
icon Valley. And then there is Israel, the subject:df a
fascinating -book: detailing -its hlgh-tcchﬁologj; sec-
tor, Start—up ‘Nation:by. Dan Senor and Saul Smger
The: evidence confirmis.. this anecdotal impression.

Israel actua]lllranks first in'the world in venture cap-. -
ital investments-as a-percentage of GDP. The United .

Statcs ranks: _s?cafd and Sweden sixth—-aliead: of ~

Great Britain and Germany. A 2014
sure of technology denswm_cr_thcm-bs:.of.h;gh—_mgh

companies as a percentage of all publicly listed cornpa- .

nies, prowdes a similar story. The-United States: ranks
first, Sweden ranks fifth, and Israel tenth. Rcsearch!. ) s

_and development expenditures as a percentage of GDP=

move Israel into the top spot; with. SWe‘den in fourth",
and the United States in the tenth place.

- What'is striking‘about‘all three:countries-is- that
none of them do-particularly well in t_h__e_PI§_A___ra__r_1k_‘
ings. Sweden and Israel performed even worse than the
United Statcs on the 2012 assessment: With their three
subject rankings averaged, they come in twenty-eighth
and twenty-ninth, respectively, among the OECD’s
thirty-four members. What do these countries have in
comimon, othef than bad test scores, that.could: -explain «

P

,then' real—world success> A few. traits stand out. In-all

three: places, the work culture is iofihisrarehical and



96 IN DEFENSE OF A LIBERAL EDUCATION

merit based: All operate like “young” countries, with
11 three are open societies,

ergy and dynamism.

happy to let in the world’s ideas, goods, and ser-

vices. And finally, they. are all places where tfi;()ple"

are confident—a characteristic that can actually be

Teasured. The PISA tests don’t simply evaluate stu-
dents’ skills; they also ask them questions to deter-
mine their levels of confidence—or “self-concept,” in
the jargon used. Students are asked how good they
think they are at, say, mathematics. Despite ranking

twenty-seventh and thirtieth in the subject, respec-:
tively, American and Israeli students come out right '

at the top in their belief in their own abilities. Sweden
comes-in- seventh, even though its actual math rank-
ing was twenty-eighth. : '

I remember first reading about thlS disparity

between achievement and. confidence in the early

1990s. At the time, William Bennett, who had served
as secretary of education under Presidént Ronald Rea-
gan, described similar results, quipping, “This country
is a lot better at teaching self-esteem than it s at teach-
ing math.” It’s a funny line; but on reflection, there is

actually something powerful in the plucky confidence

of American,-Swedish, and Israeli students. It allows

them to challenge their elders, start companies, per-:
sist when others think they are wrong, and pick them-
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selves up when they fail: Though cOnﬁdence;overstate_dj g

runs the risk:of 'self-delusion, the trait is:an: essential: .

ingredient for entrepreneurship. In their book 7%e Tri- -

ple Package, Amy Chua and Jed Rubenfeld argue that* .

Ry

the best-performing minority groups possess:a strange , - -,

combination .of insecurity and confidence. When we -,

i
consider America’s endless concerns about its decline,

e
i

Lk

IS
P

or Israel’s fear for its existence, and then couple these
insecurities with the bravado its people display, perhaps__—. , 7 |

we see the same phenomenon writ large. e Nl

-5

_The relationship between educational test scores.
and economic performance is a subject of great.con- - '
troversy (and has been caught up in the debate about” -
education reform). Some experts see no correlation at™ ~
all, while others point to data suggesting the opposite.
My own sense is that all things being equal, it obvi- -
ously helps to have a well-trained population. Americas
public school system needs many of the reforms being

. proposed by both Republicans and Democrats to make - 3
this more likely. South Korea, Taiwan, Singapore, and

now China—with their high rates of growth'in tecent °
decades—are living proof of a connection betwgen :
strong, test scores and economic success But growtha
and innovation ‘are supported: by many factors; some: of
which are wholly outside the realm of tests and skills.

The United States has a pootly trained labor force in



general, whichs a disadvantage. But it makes up for it
in several ways. The countryhas an extremely dynatmc

ulatory structure; ‘extraordinary research universities;:
rich venture-capital firms, and a vibrant entrepreneur<
ial culture. All these ingredients more than make up
for middling test scores. Japan, on the other hand, has
- a superbly trained general: population. But it would
score poorly-on many broader economic and cultural
indicators, especially with regard to entrepreneurship -
and the hierarchy of society. Good test scores are not
enoughr to create the next Google A
America‘also benefits: by bemg the world’s magnet
for the very best and bnghtest It takes in many immi- -
';-'-' grants, some of w whom arewell educated and motivated. -
‘ Its"best performers:create ‘néw comipanies;  products,

and even industries: As-Silicori Valley ‘demonstrates; -
% a small number of people can have a big impact on

Thompson have found that the performance of a coun-
'J _ | trystop 5 percent, as measured by IQ is closely cor-
related with economic growth. America’s top 1 percent .
,. intellectually, which works out to over three million:
- people, has an outsized effect on growth, according to
51;;: Jonathan Wai of Duke: Umversxty
g In a sense, the United States does.an ‘amazing job

~
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and flexible €économy, strong rule ‘of law, a good reg--

* taxes. to: ameliorate: the problem. But in his treatise-
the economy. Scholars Heiner Rindermann and Jamés

*
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given its raw material (a poorly trained labor force); and
Japan underperﬁ)rms despite its amazing raw.material
(a-highly skilled pool. of workers). South- Korea.and
Singapore; as well as Switzerland and some northern -
European countries, .do well in.both:dimensions-and
have the growth to prove it. The great.advantage of - -~ .
their model is that it not, only generates strong eco-
nomic . growth for: the'.country but also: benefits the
median worker. In other words, America has many Bill
Gateses and Warren Buffetts and Googles and Face-
books to bring up its averages. But top performers and

a hanélfu_l'of technology behemoths do not translate
into rising incomes for most Americans. For- that, the
East Asian-northern European model of good educa- +
 tion for all is crucial. The French economist Thomas =
Piketty is famous for arguing that capitalism in its
essence produces inequality and for- advocating higher .

Capital in the Twenty-First Century, Piketty acknowl—
edges. that the best approach to reducing mcquahty
in the long run is widening access to good cducanorr ]
“Over 2 long period- of time,” he writes, “the main
force in favor of greater equahty has been the diffusion
of knowledge and skills.”
East Asia’s economic success, has Jed many to want
to emulate its educational system: But as with Amer-
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ica, Asian growth might be explained more funda-
mentally. by other factors—like: hard work. Again,.

results from PISA 2012 serve as evid’e:;tce:.- On.aver-

age, students iﬁ--Shanghai.performed b_étter.-ﬂlan all-

their international peers, and were found to be.two’
years:ahead of even the best-performing entry from
the United States,;Massachusetts What is E_he secret
formula that explains Shanghai’s. superior: perfor-
mance?.Does it teach new math? Old math? Chinese
math? The answer mlght be: s1mpler US. Secretary
of Education:Arne Duncan has estimated that Chi-
nese students.spend 25 to-30 percent longer'a year in

school than their American counterparts. By the age

of fifteen; when:the ;test;ti-s;;taken,--stx_ilden'ts have been

" at school:for:about ten years. So, with the number:

of school days:in-the United States set at 180 each
year, a fifteen-year-old:student in Shanghai will have

attended school for what amounts to roughly two to.

three more academic yéars than a fifteen—year-old

in Massachusetts Theyre two years ‘ahead in math

because theyve taken at_least  two .more years' of
math! It’s not Chinese genes, nota better,system,,not

a magic formula—just more work. :If Malcolm Glad-

well is right when he says that'spending ten thousand
“hours in practice ‘helps you-gain proficiency in an
area, East Asians are going to reach that goal much

i\
—:“\ .
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faster than Ame_r'ic'ans; ho mattér what the mode of
instruction is. 2
Americans should be careful before they try to mimic

Asian educational systems, which are still onented
around memonzanon and test taking. I went throughq..
that kind of system and it’s not conducive to thinking;
problem solving, or creativity. The founder of China’s®,
Internét. behémoth Alibaba, Jack Ma, gave a speéch .

recently in which he asked why the Chinese were not

as innovative as Americans and Europeans. His answer

was that the Chinese educational system teaches the
basics very well, but it does not nourish a person’s com-
plete intelligence and creativity. It needs to allow people

 to range freely, experiment, and enjoy themselves while
learning. “[Innovations] will only come regularly if we

rethink our culture . . . and our sports,” he said. “Many
painters learn by having fun, many works [of art and
literature] are the products of having fun. So, our entre-
preneurs need to learn to have fun, too.” . _
The Asian system does teach you to work hard,
to retain knowledge for tests, and to perform under
pressure—all of which are valuable skills, Thﬁtmay be
the simple problem in the United States today—people
are working less at school. (This is true of the coun-
try in general not of its bcst—performmg high schools.

That said, even amorig the latter, the-academic yedr is
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much shorter than almost anywhere else in the world.)

And Amencan universities today have become less

demanding along many dimensions. Grade inflation.
is just one metric. A 2010 research paper found that

the average number of . houts college students spend

studymg outside the classroom a week dechned from .

forty in 1961 to twenty-seven in. 2003.

An important new study drew on survey data ‘tran-
scripts, and-a learning assessment to answer: the ques-:

tion' of ‘what ‘high-quality -American «ca]leges_, teach
their students. The answer is stunning: not very much.
Richard Arum and Josipa Roksa, the authors of 4ea-
a’mzca]?y Aa’nﬁ, summarize their ﬁ.nchngs succ:nctly'
Latge numbers of four—yea.t college students: expenence &
only limited academic demands, invest only modest lev- -
els of effort, and demonstrate ~]::.irjnite‘d' or no; growth onan’ -

objective measure of critical thinking, complex reason- -

ing, and written communication. Fifty percent of soph-
omores in our sample reported that they had not taken a

. single course the priorsemester that required more than < -

twenty pages of writing over the course of the semester; "

~ one-third did not take a single course the prior semes- - L

© -teér- that required :;dn:avem'g'eieven more:than 40 pages

“of reading ‘per week- Students it our sample reported f:‘ ]

'~ studying on average only:12 hours per week during their-

{
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sophomore year, one third of which was spent studymg

with peers. Even more alarming, 37 percent dedicated -
five or fewer hours per week to studying alone. These,_ :
patterns persisted through the senior year and are bmadly

consistent with findings on academic engagement from - A
other studies. These findings also should be considered
in the context of empirical evidence documenting large

Ilr

declines over recent decades in the number of hours full— gg ]

-time college students spend studymg e ;

And then there is the industry of “amateur” sporté,
which consumes a massive amount of time, money, and
attention. Many large universities have become multi-

million-dollar sports franchises with small educaﬂonﬂ— >

institutions attached to them. Some of these sportsw-
football most clearly, have the effect of systematically
damaging the brains-of the students.l Yet as Malcolm
Gladwell has pointed out, institutions that are suppos~
edly dedicated to enhancmg the cerebral capacity of
their students continue to promote, celebrate, and profit
from these activities. The idea of merit and the disci-
pline of academic work are undermined as a result.

In many colleges, the sub_]ects that often define the
liberal arts—the core humanities—have in particular
become-less structured and: demandlng That might

be why employers have become more susp1c1ous of

-
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majors like English and history. The social sciences, athletes have .the discipline and habits: that go: 'é.long »
by contrast, have increased in popularity among stu- § - withregular, long training and practice sessions. Ify you
dents and in credibility with employers. They remain : want:to succeed in life, most often you need to put in
somewhat rigorous, representing a midpoint of sorts _ the hours, develop good habits, work well with othets, -
between the humanities and the sciences. It is the and get lucky. That is true whether you study Eninsh
rigor and discipline of a science degree that n:ught physics, history, engineering, or business. &E
impress employers the most, not the specific sub- | . ~ In the late 1980s, at the peak of the bchcf——orw
Ject matter. Employers know that a phys1cs mgjor is | fear—that Japan was going to become the world’s larg-
not likely to use much quantum mechanics in a job ' est economy, its most innovative country, and the most ;
involving trading commodities. My brother gradu- : dynamic society, the journalist James Fallows “spent
ated summa cum laude from college with a degree several years there to examine how the United States ..
in math and theri went into- high finance: on Wall : might confront competition from the rising sun.” He i
Street—supposedly a'field in which numbers ‘mat- came to the conclusion that the best strategy was not ’
ter. He felt that his undergraduate major gave him' i to try to become like the Japanese—that is, not to cge- _
no technical advantage over a humamues major who: 5 ate a.society:grounded in self-sacrifice, all-powerful - _°
could do basic arithmetic. -~ - ; - g'over‘nmentrmandarins and massive industrial policy.

An excessively loose structure, dumrushmg work b The answer was, as the title of his book indicates, to DY
levels, and low standards—these  are flaws in the- ¢  be More Like Us. That meant emphasrzmg they dis-
'implementation of a liberal educaﬁen', not characteris- " tinctive. strengths of the United: States—its openness,
tics of it. The solution is not that people need to majorr = @ innovation, decentralization, laissez-faire. attitude, ~
in marketing in college, but that their liberal education f and.entreprencurial culture—but to do-so even better
should be more structured and demanding.’ Majors' _ than in the past. The same might be'true in this.case.
should have some required sequence of basic courses, R The solution to the problems of a liberal education is
as in economics. That would be the best preparation . & more—and better—liberal education.

for better jobs and stronger careers. Many firms look"
favorably on college athletes because’they know that
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