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What is happening to education? 
 

It is no secret that American culture is at root anti-intellectual, and that higher education is 
currently under attack. The fact is, more students are entering college with no real concern about 
what they will learn.  These same students choose (or are forced to choose?) degree paths which tie 
“education” to the promise of long-term financial gain, not just for the students themselves, but for 
their families, their future employers, and their country. It is constantly said that a college degree will 
improve how well an individual will do in the work force, but little is said about the value of a 
college education itself.   

 
A paradigm shift has definitely occurred in America in recent decades, one that has taken 

root in the mindset of college students. We are no longer encouraged to pursue an education for its 
own sake. Instead, we are encouraged to pursue “employability.” This has resulted in a fundamental 
alteration both of the campus and of university life. Having once offered the potential for the 
pursuit of intellectual curiosity, education has increasingly become a chore to endure, all for the 
prospect of a brighter future.   

 
It is discouraging to see student engagement with academia and academic pursuits diminish, 

but it is not the fault of the students alone. Rather, the economic state of the country and the world 
at large has brought financial concerns to the forefront of student consciousness. In generations 
past, it would not be uncommon for graduating high school students to prioritize helping the 
environment or their communities, but today, graduating students are driven by concerns that are 
overwhelmingly financial.  

 
The contemporary classroom has been affected deeply by this anti-intellectual paradigm, one 

which has seen a shift in student motivation away from intrinsic values towards extrinsic ones.  
Classrooms have ceased to be laboratories for the creation and exchange of ideas.  They have ceased 
to be spaces dedicated to real engagement.  They have become disengaged and disengaging spaces, 
not only because of the one-directional flow of “knowledge” from teacher to student, but also 
because of the problems caused by an unmotivated and intellectually disengaged student body. 

 
And now there is a push to separate the students even further from their studies via online 

classes, and entire online universities. 
 
What does this disengagement look like in the classroom? 
 

Of course, the problems that exist in higher education are set in motion well before the 
student even sets foot on a college campus. Standardized testing has in effect created standardized 
classrooms – and with this increasingly docile minds and bodies – in K-12 education. Teachers are 
forced to teach in a specific manner so that their students will achieve better scores on standardized 
tests. Anecdotal evidence and a growing body of testimony from teachers suggest that this isn’t the 
way educators would like to engage with their profession. We are of the opinion that the vast 
majority of teachers have new and exciting insights and ideas, and with this also an underlying 



enthusiasm for the scholarship they want to share with their students. Many have novel ideas about 
pedagogy, and would – if they could – welcome the time and the resources to revitalize and rethink 
the role of the teacher in the classroom.  

 
Due to limitations imposed by standardized testing, however (something which has run 

parallel with increasing class sizes, and never-ending budget cuts), much of this enthusiasm has been 
defused and displaced, as teachers find themselves in jobs that are not what they had hoped for or 
dreamed of. By standardizing and sanitizing the classroom to conform to a nation-wide managerial 
fixation with assessment, our schools are slowly but surely suffocating our teachers, stifling whatever 
enthusiasm they may once have harbored, and killing any chance they may have had to pass on their 
passion for learning to the next generation. 

 
The problem of standardized “canned courses” is seeping into the university as well, with 

strategic planning documents suggesting that instructors might be turned into more effective 
information delivery machines if they were made to teach from a syllabus that was made for them, 
rather than by them. In this sort of environment it is unlikely that either students or teachers would 
be able to engage in the course material in any sort of meaningful way. Instead, the courses will drift 
further into a sick parody of learning that consists of information being passively internalized, 
regurgitated, and ultimately forgotten the moment the course ends.  
 
What is the price society pays? 
 

This dehumanized mechanization of the educational system has done little to actually 
educate people. About 45% of college students show no improvement in critical thinking skills as a 
result of their stay in college. The remaining students show relatively unimpressive gains as well. 
Given that most students seem more concerned about graduating than learning, this is by no means 
a surprise to us. 

 
Can there be any doubt that this is tied, at least in part, to longstanding political and 

ideological movements in the United States that deride intellectualism wherever it may appear? 
 
It should be a concern to us when popular politicians shamelessly make statements that 

devalue education. It should be a concern to us when some of our leaders blame the nation’s ills on 
an educated university elite, and advise American youth against the pursuit of higher education for 
its own sake, or for the sake of personal growth and development. University, of course, may not be 
for everyone, but the notion that claims like these could go widely unchallenged by large portions of 
society is a problem.  

 
Even worse is that politicians and academically detached administrators increasingly feel that 

they are better judges of what is and what is not appropriate for the classroom. Such is the case with 
Tennessee’s new “monkey law”, which has introduced pseudo-science into the classroom in the 
form of intelligent design. Furthermore, the bemoaning in some circles of the separation of church 
and state, as well as the hand wringing associated with the secularization of academia, are indicative 
of an educational climate that is hostile to both a scientific as well as a cosmopolitan understanding 
of the world.  

 



And so we are left to wonder: what has been sacrificed and lost in order to promote this 
narrow educational agenda, one that is as politically convenient as it is academically suspect?  
Where is the Justice? 
 

There are definitive conflicts of interest that threaten education in America today.   
 
Critical discussions of global warming, for example, are challenged by corporations whose 

wealth and power are tied to the oil and gas industry, and whose interests are thus served by 
silencing the voices of credible scientists and climatologists.   

 
Serious discussions of the link between poverty, racism, and the criminalization of 

immigrants and the lower classes stand to be derailed by the underwriters of the prison-industrial 
complex, a growth industry driven by private interests whose own profits are tied to ever-growing 
inmate populations, and to the incarceration of individuals who they have no intention of 
rehabilitating because it would hurt business. 

 
The teaching of gender studies, ethnic studies, pan-African studies, Asian studies, queer 

studies, Mexican-American studies (the list goes on) is under attack. So to are sustained critical 
discussions of the history of violence, imperialism, and oppression in the United States, largely 
because this challenges the notion of American exceptionalism.  Historians are feeling increasing 
pressure to realign their teaching in order to reinforce – rather than question – the idea of America 
as a “shining city on the hill.”  

  
 Society stands to lose much as a result. 
 

At what point, for example, will the anti-LGBT lobby step in to fully muzzle researchers 
who have found either a genetic basis or a complex cultural explanation for sexual preferences, 
simply because this goes against their own convictions that sexuality is a moral choice?  
 

How much longer will it be before critics of the free market and of the capitalist notion of 
“rational economic actors” are viciously attacked simply for giving serious consideration to the 
findings of those who would argue that humans are at root complex, and often irrational, economic 
agents?  
 

The disengagement of both students and educators is a product of these conditions.  In the 
end, however, it is up to us to question the causes of our own alienation, and to devise effective 
strategies to fight back. 
 

Everything – even this pamphlet – needs to be questioned, for it is through both the spirit 
and act of questioning itself that the inaction of a disengaged society can be resisted, and overcome. 
 
Fighting Back? 
 

We have chosen to speak out against the standardization of knowledge, the dehumanization 
of pedagogy, and the commodification of education.  
 

We fully expect that the loudest and most radical students and faculty amongst us will be 
shouted down and denied freedom of speech.  



 
But we have to press on, despite the occasional setbacks and threats. Our leaders have failed 

us. But we have also failed ourselves. It is up to us to reclaim our university, and with this also our 
education.  
 

EDUCATE! ORGANIZE! MOBILIZE! 
 

We have literally nothing to lose, but everything to gain.    


