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El Camino College football practice in Torrance, CA on Thursday, August 27, 2015. Coach John Featherstone 

walks and talks with Sebastian Franck-Love. Featherstone nearing end of fantastic career at ECC. (Photo by 

Scott Varley, Daily Breeze)  

 



 

El Camino College football practice in Torrance, CA on Thursday, August 27, 2015. Freshmen receivers, from 

left, Isaac Cox, Stevie Williams, Russell Shaw III, William Morehand and Dajuan Parham. (Photo by Scott 

Varley, Daily Breeze)  

 

The El Camino College football program is a year away from playing in its new stadium, 
and looking to right the ship in time to have a team that will shine in what promises to 
be the most impressive looking football venue in the South Bay. 

El Camino once was a perennial state title contender, but has fallen on hard times the 
last few years. The Warriors are 11-19 the last three seasons and have not reached the 
postseason since 2011. 

El Camino coach John Featherstone enters his 30th season leading the program, and 
possibly his last in this capacity. Featherstone said after the season he’s going on 
vacation and not coming back until the summer. Then he plans to be with the team in 
some capacity in 2016, whether it’s as head coach, co-head coach or something else. 

“I’ll sit down with Rory (Natividad, Division Dean of Health Science and Athletics) and 
see,” Featherstone said. “I just want one season in the beautiful stadium.” 

Then retirement? 



“Probably,” Featherstone said. “But the great thing is we have a wonderful staff here, 
this program won’t change a bit.” 

Featherstone’s goal is to get the team winning again as it heads into the new stadium. 

“I want to make sure we’re headed in the right direction,” Featherstone said. “I would 
feel good if we’re in the hunt. If we can stay healthy and our quarterbacks continue to 
mature, I think we will be.” 

Sophomore Jorge Hernandez leads a group of three quarterbacks for El Camino after 
seeing some playing time last season. Blaise Booth and Brent Boehm also could see 
action. Hernandez was 47 of 89 for 511 yards and three TDs with four interceptions last 
year. 

“All three are doing a great job, they all can flush out of the pocket, but I tell them don’t 
try to be Mr. Tough Guy, slide or go out of bounds,” Featherstone said. “I have to tell 
Jorge that more than the others.” 

The Warriors want to get the ball into the hands of fast freshman wide receivers like 
Stevie Williams, Russell Shaw III, William Morehand, Dajuan Parham and Isaac Cox. 

Shaw’s father, also named Russell Shaw, was a star receiver for El Camino and Michigan 
in the 1990s. 

“My goal is to be better than him,” Shaw “He helps me a lot, makes sure I’m improving.” 

Williams is a dynamic athlete who led Garfield to the L.A. City Section Division I 
semifinals last year as a do-it-all quarterback, throwing for 1,500 yards and 14 TDs and 
rushing for 591 yards and seven TDs. 

“If they catch it in space, they can go,” Featherstone said. “They are tough guys, too, they 
will lay out. They are all freshman, but that is not a concern. A football player is a 
football player.” 

Sebastian Franck-Love could play a big role rushing the ball and catching it out of the 
backfield for El Camino, which boasts an offensive line led by Adrian Skelton and Matt 
Kolden. 

On defense, El Camino’s line boasts the most experience. Austin Vaimili and Nela 
Lolohea return to lead the charge and Ray Lima (6-3, 260) returns after a year off from 
football after suffering a nasty knee injury in the West Torrance Senior Lions All-Star 
Game his senior season at West High. 

“Lima is almost the same dude coming back from that injury, but bigger and stronger,” 
El Camino defensive coordinator Andrew Alvillar said. 



El Camino is young at linebacker, where La Fifita returns to lead the way, and in the 
secondary, where Stephon Sudduth returns. 

“Stephon has been a pleasant surprise, he’s had a big offseason,” Alvillar said. 

El Camino has a number of players from Hawaii that Rainbow Warriors coach Norm 
Chow would like back. 

“We have about eight guys from Honolulu, Norm said take them for a year or two then 
send them back to me,” Featherstone said. “That’s what we’re going to do.” 

El Camino relies on a lot of young players in this season of transition, but is not lacking 
for confidence heading into its season opener. 

“We have really good wide receivers, three QBs who could start, I believe we can win 
every game,” tight end/long snapper Scott Stevens said. “Our defense is unbelievable at 
every position, they hit hard and keep playing through the whistle. They never stop.” 

 

EL CAMINO’S SCHEDULE 

NONCONFERENCE 

Saturday vs. Pasadena City at Redondo, 5 p.m. 

Sept. 12, at Ventura, 6 p.m. 

Sept. 19, vs. Saddleback at Redondo, 5 p.m. 

NATIONAL CENTRAL CONFERENCE 

Sept. 26, at Citrus, 1 p.m. 

Oct. 3, vs. Riverside City at Redondo, 5 p.m. 

Oct. 10, at Cerritos, 7 p.m. (nonconference) 

Oct. 17 BYE 

Oct. 24, at Harbor, 6 p.m. 

Oct. 31, vs. Chaffey at Redondo, 5 p.m. 

Nov. 7, at Mt. SAC, 6 p.m. 

Nov. 14, vs. Long Beach City at Redondo, 5 p.m. 

 



Pointing a Finger at For-Profits 

Inside Higher Ed 

September 11, 2015 

By Michael Stratford 

The spike in student loan defaults over the last decade has been fueled by students 
attending for-profit colleges and, to a lesser degree, community colleges, according to a 
new analysis of millions of federal student loan records. 

The paper, released Thursday as part of the Brookings Papers on Economic Activity, 
argues that the student loan crisis, to the extent there is one, is concentrated only among 
these “nontraditional” borrowers at for-profit and community colleges. 

As students flocked to those institutions during the recession, they accounted for a huge 
surge in loan borrowing and the subsequent defaults on the loans as they faced poor job 
prospects and low earnings, the report says. 

In 2011, the study found, borrowers at for-profit institutions and community colleges 
represented almost half of all federal loan borrowers leaving school and starting to repay 
their loans, but they accounted for 70 percent of defaults. 

Meanwhile, their counterparts who attended four-year public and private colleges fared 
comparatively well during the recession. Such “traditional” borrowers, the report says, 
tended to come from wealthier families and ended up doing far better in the job market, 
even though they took on the largest amount of loan debt. 

“Our work suggests that weak economic outcomes and poor loan performance are 
concentrated in certain sectors where institutions have not been held accountable for the 
outcomes of their programs either through market mechanisms or regulatory oversight,” 
write the two researchers, Adam Looney of the U.S. Department of Treasury and 
Constantine Yannelis of Stanford University. 

The study is an unusually sweeping analysis of the federal government’s student loan 
portfolio going back several decades. 

“This is probably the best picture of long-term student loan trends we’ve seen in a long 
time,” said Ben Miller, senior director of postsecondary education at the Center for 
American Progress. 

Looney and Yannelis examined the records of some four million student loan borrowers 
that are buried in the U.S. Department of Education’s computer systems, and paired that 

https://www.insidehighered.com/users/michael-stratford
http://www.brookings.edu/%7E/media/projects/bpea/fall-2015_embargoed/conferencedraft_looneyyannelis_studentloandefaults.pdf


data with earnings information from tax records as well as demographic information the 
borrowers provided on their federal student aid application forms. 

Portrait of Student Loan Distress 

The study also paints a much more distressing portrait of the federal government’s loan 
portfolio than other publicly available information has suggested. 

The federal government each year publishes default rates based on a three-year period 
after borrowers are supposed to start repaying their loans. 

Critics of that metric have long said it severely understates how much borrowers are 
struggling to repay their loans. And the report’s look at default rates over a longer period 
of time -- as well as at other, more detailed measures of how borrowers are able to repay 
their debt -- appear to confirm those concerns. 

The researchers calculated their default rates differently from the current federal 
methodology. They extrapolated the rates based on a sample of 4 percent of federal 
student loan records and based their calculations on individual borrowers rather than 
loans (federal rates are based on loans, which means some borrowers may be counted in 
multiple cohorts). 

Nonetheless, their default rates tell a much different story than the federal rates do. 

For example, across all types of institutions, 28 percent of federal borrowers who entered 
repayment in 2009 defaulted within five years, the highest such rate since 1993, 
according to the study. Broken down by sector, borrowers who were students at for-profit 
colleges fared the worst (47 percent defaulted within five years), followed by those from 
community colleges (38 percent), and those from nonselective public and private four-
year institutions (27 percent). Selective four-year institutions had a 10 percent default 
rate. 

The researchers also calculated the five-year student loan default rate for some 
institutions. 

ITT Educational Services, which owns ITT Tech, had among the highest rates, according 
to the report. More than half -- 51 percent -- of ITT borrowers who entered repayment in 
2009 had defaulted five years later. That cohort of borrowers collectively made no 
progress in repaying their loans, according to the study; their aggregate loan balance was 
actually 1 percent greater in 2014 than it was when they started repaying in 2009. 

A spokeswoman for ITT, Nicole Elam, said in an email that “the report makes clear that 
the borrowing trends and challenges likely had more to do with the Great Recession than 
anything else.” 



“The real story is that the Great Recession hit graduates of for-profit and community 
college programs the hardest,” she said. 

The University of Phoenix, one of the nation’s largest institutions, had the most 
outstanding federal student loan debt, with 1.1 million borrowers collectively owing 
$35.5 billion in 2014. Among a 2009 cohort of University of Phoenix borrowers, the 
researchers estimated, about 47 percent had defaulted within five years. 

Officials at the Apollo Education Group, which owns the University of Phoenix, pushed 
back against the study. 

“These researchers failed to acknowledge our students' significantly improving rate of 
default due in part to University of Phoenix support systems and services designed for 
working adult students,” Mark Brenner, the company’s senior vice president for external 
affairs, said in a statement. “They also failed to acknowledge our 2012 draft three-year 
cohort default rate of 13.6 percent.” 

Beyond default rates, the study found skyrocketing rates of negative amortization on 
federal student loans, most significantly at for-profit colleges. Among the most recent 
cohort of for-profit college student borrowers, nearly three-quarters had made no progress 
paying down their loans within two years; they owed more than when they started 
repaying. 

The new analysis about the performance of federal loans comes as lawmakers in 
Congress are weighing different metrics for holding colleges accountable. A bipartisan 
bill introduced earlier this year would eliminate student loan defaults as a factor and 
instead shift to measuring repayment rates. 

 



Why College Is Not a Commodity 

The Chronicle of Higher Education 

September 11, 2015 

By Gary Gutting 

What is college for? We typically answer this question by citing a variety of purposes, of which 
liberal education is only one. Most other goals — marketable skills, moral and social 
development, learning how to learn — are tied to the demands of employers. Yes, young people 
need all of those qualities. But, apart from liberal education, our best colleges — say, the top 100 
major research universities and the 50 best four-year colleges, which are our models of 
undergraduate education — aren’t an efficient way to provide them. 

These institutions are built around their faculties: the remarkable array of physicists, biologists, 
economists, psychologists, philosophers, historians, literary scholars, poets, and artists who do 
cutting-edge, highly specialized scholarly and creative work. Such scholars may be superb as 
teachers, but they are far from a cost-effective source of job training. Even if we include liberal 
education as a goal, colleges do not need such high-powered faculties to teach undergraduates. 
People dedicated entirely to teaching, with no special interest in research but with master’s 
degrees in their subjects, could do an excellent job. 

Given the role and the nature of its faculty, the only plausible raison d’être of a college is to 
nourish a world of intellectual culture: a world of ideas dedicated to what we can know 
scientifically, understand humanistically, or express artistically. In our society, this world is 
populated mainly by members of college faculties. Law, medicine, and engineering are included 
to the extent that they are still understood as "learned professions," deploying practical skills that 
are nonetheless rooted in scientific knowledge or humanistic understanding. 

Support for our current system of higher education makes sense, therefore, only if we regard this 
intellectual culture as essential. Otherwise we could provide job training and basic social and 
moral formation for young adults far more efficiently and cheaply. There would be no need to 
support, at great expense, the highly specialized interests of tenured academics. Colleges and 
universities have no distinctive purpose if we do not value highly the knowledge and 
understanding to which their faculties are dedicated. 

Colleges have no distinctive purpose if we do not value the understanding to which their 
faculties are dedicated. 

Many colleges — for example, branches of state universities and some liberal-arts colleges — 
participate in this project to a lesser though still significant extent. Others, like community 
colleges, have quite different goals, more akin to the job training provided by high schools and 
trade schools. But recognizing the diverse goals of various colleges does not affect the central 
role of intellectual culture in our premier institutions of higher education. 



There are important questions about the precise value and role of various academic disciplines in 
our intellectual culture. Some think that literary scholars have been corrupted by politicized 
intellectual fads, others that philosophers are lost in the minutiae of logical hair-splitting. But it’s 
absurd to say that this culture, over all, is not of fundamental importance in our society. Can we 
seriously say that we don’t want a society that supports a high level of pure scientific research, 
art and music, historical understanding, and philosophical reflection? 

There have been societies that sustained intellectual culture without universities (ancient Greece 
and Rome are clear examples). But most of our scientific research and almost all work in the 
humanities takes place in colleges; and increasingly, colleges are where poets, novelists, artists, 
and musicians are trained and employed. For us, the tie between intellectual culture and 
university life is so close that separation would destroy both. 

Further, centering intellectual culture in colleges has a distinctive advantage. Specialists need 
contact with intelligent and challenging nonexperts. Otherwise, submerged in the complexities of 
their advanced research, they will lose sight of the general human significance of what they are 
doing. This is the wisdom of making universities not just research institutions but also centers of 
undergraduate education. 

Of course, a college has functions other than the preservation, development, and transmission of 
intellectual culture. Students hope to qualify for better jobs, to make friends and find spouses, 
even to play sports. But none of these functions require the elite faculties at the heart of our 
colleges. They could all be carried out by vocational schools with dormitories, social events, and 
athletics facilities. The only justification for our major investment in college professors is 
transmitting knowledge and an appreciation of intellectual culture to the next generation. We 
could readily eliminate professors if the main point of college were not for students to open 
themselves to new dimensions of knowledge and understanding. 

This conclusion, however, conflicts with another common presupposition: that college teachers 
need to focus on "making their subjects interesting" to students by showing how they relate to 
students’ vocational and pop-cultural interests. On the contrary, students need to see how 
academic subjects are intrinsically interesting. It is more a matter of students’ moving beyond 
their current interests than of teachers fitting their subjects to interests that students already have. 
Good teaching does not make a subject more interesting; it initiates students into a fascinating 
part of intellectual culture — and so makes them more interesting. 

Here we need the Aristotelian distinction between instrumental knowledge and knowledge for its 
own sake. An education centered in a research university will focus on knowledge for its own 
sake: knowledge that forms a major part of a fulfilling life. 

An obvious objection: If going to college is primarily for nurturing students’ intellectual culture, 
how can we provide the training they need to get good jobs? Well-qualified employees require 
instrumental knowledge: information and skills of no special value in their own right, but 
essential as means to providing the goods and services a capitalist society requires. For those 
interested in careers in traditional "knowledge professions," such as engineering, law, and 
medicine, universities can simply maintain the standard graduate schools and undergraduate 



programs. This makes sense because these professions call for a combination of liberal education 
and high-level vocational training. 

Current thinking about education, however, assumes that college is the natural place to acquire 
the relevant instrumental knowledge not only for these elite professions but also for the vast 
majority of good jobs. This leads to the supposition that almost everyone should go to college. 
But the basis of this belief begins to collapse once we ask how college in fact prepares students 
for the workplace. For most jobs, it merely provides certain basic intellectual skills: the ability to 
understand complex instructions, to write and speak clearly and cogently, to evaluate options 
critically. Earning a college degree shows that you have the moral and social qualities that 
employers need. You have for a period of time, and with little supervision, deferred to authority, 
met deadlines, and carried out difficult tasks even if you found them pointless and boring. What 
better background for most jobs? 

Such intellectual and moral/social training, however, does not require studying with experts on 
Homeric poetry, particle theory, experimental psychology, or Kant. It does not, that is, require 
the immersion in intellectual culture that a college faculty is designed to provide. So why think 
that almost everyone should go to college? Because — and here we encounter yet another widely 
held supposition about education — we believe that college is the only place for most young 
people to gain the instrumental knowledge they need for good jobs. 

The tie between intellectual culture and university life is so close that separation would destroy 
both. 

This is an odd assumption. Why shouldn’t a good elementary- and high-school education provide 
the needed instrumental knowledge? What is needed, intellectually, to succeed in most of the 
"good jobs" in our society? Here’s one plausible and traditional model: a background in 
literature, art, science, history and politics adequate to read and comprehend the articles in 
national media; a grounding in precalculus mathematics; an ability to write well-organized and 
grammatically sound business memos and blog posts; and an intermediate level of competence in 
a foreign language. 

Students with that sort of education would be excellent candidates for most satisfying and well-
paying jobs (sometimes with the addition of an M.B.A. or other specialized master’s degree). 
From the standpoint of employment, high-school graduates with such training would not need a 
college degree unless they wanted to be accountants or engineers, pursue preprofessional 
programs leading to law or medical school, or train for doctoral work in science or the 
humanities. Apart from that, the primary reason for going to college is its intellectual culture. 

Of course, many high schools do not provide the needed instrumental education, and we make up 
the deficit with remedial work in college. This is an enormous waste of resources. In principle, 
there is no reason why elementary and high schools could not provide the instrumental 
knowledge that employers require. We hear various explanations for this failure: overcrowding, 
lack of technology, low teacher salaries, lack of parental involvement. Those factors are 
important, but, apart from the hard work of students themselves, the results of education depend 



mostly on who does the teaching. The other possible explanations for failure are relevant only 
because they make it impossible for students and teachers to do what they ought to do. 

But isn’t it clear that our K-12 teachers are not able to provide this sort of education? Even many 
students from the best public schools, which have small classes, lots of computers, well-paid 
teachers, and concerned parents, enter college far below the level I’m suggesting they should 
have achieved. The obvious explanation is the stunningly low standards we set for our K-12 
teachers. For every other knowledge-based profession — law, medicine, university teaching — 
we recruit from the top 10-20 percent of our undergraduate students. Not so for K-12 teachers. 

There was a time when outstanding women chose elementary- and high-school teaching because 
other professions excluded them. Now that these other professions are more open to women, we 
have come to accept that precollege teachers will, on the whole (and with admirable exceptions), 
be our less successful students. We try to work around that fact by emphasizing training, 
credentials, and external accountability. But in the end, as in other professions, there’s no 
substitute for talent. 

Even the best teachers may be ineffective if they have to work with the oversized classes, lack of 
discipline, and inane bureaucracies that plague so many of our schools. Above all, they may not 
be able to reach students with lives devastated by poverty. In fact, there is little chance of 
attracting the best students to teach in schools with such problems. Alleviating those problems 
has to be part of the effort to attract a better cohort of teachers. Why not adopt the same model 
for elementary- and high-school teaching that works for other professions? 

One objection is that the best students have little interest in teaching. But there is reason to think 
the opposite. Top doctoral programs, designed for those who want to be college teachers, have 
far more applicants than they can accept. Further, many excellent students who would find 
satisfaction in teaching don’t apply to graduate school, either because they lack certain 
specialized research skills or because they do not want to risk the highly competitive academic 
job market. Those students would form a natural pool for noncollege teaching if the pay and 
working conditions were anywhere near those of most colleges. There are also many top students 
who have no interest in the advanced research that is the focus of doctoral programs but who 
would prefer noncollege teaching to less intellectually engaging and less socially useful work. 

Another objection is that teaching children and teenagers requires social and emotional abilities 
— to empathize, to nurture, to discipline — that may not come along with the intellectual 
qualities of the "best" college students. But there is no reason to think that people who are smart, 
articulate, and enthusiastic about ideas are in general less likely to have those pedagogical 
abilities. We need only choose those who have both high intellectual ability and the qualities 
needed to work successfully with students at a given grade level. Moreover, it’s important that 
teachers be — as they now often are not — credible authority figures. Teachers with the justified 
self-confidence and prestige of an elite professional will more readily exercise such authority. 

A high level of intellectual ability may not be required to understand subjects in high school, not 
to say those in elementary school, but with our current low standards, it is not uncommon to find 



teachers who lack even this basic understanding. Moreover, it requires considerable intelligence 
to respond adequately to the questions and needs of students. 

Most important, the greatest intellectual challenge of teaching at any level is to present the 
content effectively. Our current system seems often to assume that K-12 teachers will need the 
guidance of "experts" on this. There’s considerable doubt as to the existence of this alleged 
expertise. For decades, educational theory has produced a series of failed panaceas (new math, 
whole-language reading, writing across the curriculum, discovery-based learning, group 
projects). But, in any case, more-intelligent teachers will be both more likely to develop better 
methods of teaching on their own and better able to understand and apply any wisdom that may 
come to them from above. 

The final objection is that, sensible as it might seem, turning K-12 teaching into an elite, highly 
respected profession is too expensive. Can we seriously expect to compensate the three million 
people who teach elementary and high school at the level of doctors and lawyers? How can we 
afford to? 

Judge teaching by the enduring excitement it generates, not by the amount of knowledge it 
passes on. 

First we need to overcome our self-destructive aversion to raising taxes to pay for what we need. 
But beyond that, several factors would reduce the cost. We don’t need to pay teachers on par 
with doctors and lawyers. College teaching (apart from the wage slavery of adjuncts) is strongly 
attractive at far lower pay levels, and K-12 teaching would not require the pay of full professors 
at elite institutions. Further, in the long run, the model of a faculty of elite professionals to whom 
we can entrust the education of our youth may pay for itself. There would be far less turnover of 
teachers who aren’t up to the job. We would no longer need the current elaborate — and 
demoralizing — processes of external evaluation and the continual retraining of teachers in 
accord with outside experts’ latest ideas. Nor would we need the extensive and expensive 
network of nonteaching administrators who oversee these processes. 

Further, if we professionalize elementary- and high-school teachers, we could rely on them to 
provide the knowledge and skills that most people need to qualify for good jobs. College will be 
for those seeking to enter certain professions (law, medicine, engineering, teaching) and those 
who want to take part in intellectual culture at levels beyond that required by most jobs. This 
means that we could transfer to K-12 schools the considerable resources that colleges now use to 
teach students what they should have already learned. 

At the core of this discussion is the conflict between liberal education and capitalism. If 
capitalism alone determines a society’s fundamental values, intellectual culture will be 
marginalized. But what we have seen is that, in our society, the de facto privileged status of 
universities as centers of intellectual culture shows that our values are not entirely determined by 
the capitalist system. That is why we must separate education for instrumental knowledge from 
education for knowledge for its own sake. 



A professionalized K-12 faculty can meet the instrumental needs of capitalist enterprises, leaving 
to college the pursuit of knowledge that makes us happy simply because we have it. In that way, 
college education would function as a counterforce to capitalism’s materialistic values. 

Simply put, the fate of liberal education depends on improving K-12 education. Colleges would 
then be freed of the burden of educating for the job market. Absent this improvement, colleges 
will have to compromise their commitment to intellectual culture to take up the instrumental 
slack from elementary and high schools. Avoiding this disaster requires remaking K-12 teaching 
as a desirable profession. 

Even if our commitment to capitalism has not eliminated our commitment to liberal education, it 
supports ways of thinking that can distort what goes on in our classrooms. The system 
encourages us to suppose that everything we value is what Marx calls a commodity: something 
that has a measurable value and that can be produced and transferred impersonally. We speak of 
knowledge as a commodity, saying that the amount of it is growing rapidly, and that schools 
transfer it to students. This way of thinking distorts the purpose of education, the role of tests, 
and the nature of teaching. 

Teaching is an action. Philosophers have paid considerable attention to actions, and their 
reflections provide useful ideas for talking about the action of teaching. An action is something 
we do, as opposed to something that happens to us. If my head drops as I’m falling asleep in my 
chair, the dropping is an event, not an action. By contrast, nodding my head in agreement is an 
action. Going back to Plato and Aristotle, most philosophers who have addressed the topic have 
concluded that the nature of an action depends on its purpose, the goal (or as philosophers often 
put it, the object) that the intention aims to achieve. The same physical movement — say, my 
hand’s moving an electric switch — may be intended to turn on a light, startle a thief, or signal 
the start of a revolution. 

In the commodity view, teaching is an action that has as its object the transfer of knowledge to a 
student, either knowing how (skills) or knowing that (information). If an argument is needed for 
this view, it seems enough to note that we need tests to measure the results of our teaching. What 
does a test do if not determine what knowledge (and how much) teaching has imparted? 
Therefore the object of teaching is to increase the quantity of a commodity — knowledge — that 
students have. 

But let’s think about the many tests we have taken in the course of our education. How well 
would most of us do on those we aced even just a few years ago? Here’s a quick quiz: 

Discuss the causes of the Thirty Years War. 

Mary is 20 years old, which is twice the age Ann was when Mary was the age Ann is now. How 
old is Ann? 

How do Shakespeare’s early comedies differ from his late romances? 

Give a brief summary of Mendel’s Laws. 



If the object of teaching is knowledge, then its effects seem short-lived. We may know enough to 
do well on a test at the end of a course, but unless we return regularly to the material, we will 
forget everything except a few disjointed elements. Of course, almost everyone eventually learns 
how to read, write, and do basic arithmetic, along with the rudiments of other subjects, such as 
history and geography. But that’s because such knowledge is constantly reviewed as we deal 
with life — texting, paying bills, keeping up with the news — and not because we learned it once 
in third grade. 

The same is true of more-sophisticated adult knowledge, even in areas in which we specialize. I 
know a lot about certain philosophers whom I studied in college and graduate school, but only 
the ones whom I’ve repeatedly returned to in my teaching and research. In general, this is the 
sort of knowledge we retain. But what we studied once and haven’t taken up again and again is 
largely lost. At best the traces of learning serve as signs of an "educated person" (you say 
madeleines and I’ll say Proust). 

The commodity picture falls far short of what actually goes on when students "learn." There is 
some knowledge acquired, but in most cases only for the short term. The object of education — 
especially liberal education — is something that endures, and that object is not usually 
knowledge. 

But if the object of teaching is not knowledge, what is it? In recent years I’ve taught a seminar to 
first-year honors students in which we read a wide range of texts, from Plato and Thucydides to 
Calvino and Nabokov. We have lively discussions that require a thorough knowledge of a given 
text, and the students write excellent papers that require close readings of particular passages. 
But I’m sure the half-life of their detailed knowledge is less than a year. The real goal of my 
teaching, I’ve come to believe, is that my students have close encounters with great writing. If 
the object of my teaching were knowledge, then my efforts would be mostly in vain. My actions 
are successful only if their object is helping students have certain experiences: intellectual, 
emotional, aesthetic, even moral experiences of reading, discussing, and writing about classic 
works. 

What’s the value of such experiences? They make students aware of new possibilities for 
intellectual and aesthetic fulfillment — enjoyment or, perhaps better, happiness. They may not 
enjoy every book we read, but they enjoy some of them and discover that — and how — this sort 
of thing (Greek philosophy, modernist literature) can bring them happiness. They may never 
again exploit the possibility, but it will remain part of their lives, something that may start to bud 
again when they see a review of a new translation of Homer or a biography of T.S. Eliot, or 
when Tartuffe or The Seagull is playing at a local theater. 

College education introduces students to our intellectual culture mainly through a proliferation of 
such possibilities: the beauty of mathematical discovery, the thrill of scientific understanding, the 
fascination of historical narrative, the mystery of theological speculation. We should judge 
teaching first by the enduring excitement it generates, not by the amount of knowledge it passes 
on. Knowledge — or, better, understanding — may emerge as students sustain and deepen their 
initial encounters and eventually come to grasp something substantial about Sophocles or 



Beckett. But such understanding is a later arrival, flaring up in the fullness of time from the 
sparks that good teachers plant in their students’ souls. 

The fruits of college teaching, therefore, should be judged by the popularity of museums, 
theaters, classical concerts, book discussion groups, and publications like Scientific American, 
The New York Review of Books, The Economist, and The Atlantic. These are where our 
students are most likely to reap the benefits of their education. And this benefit is less possession 
of a commodity and more access to a world of probing thought and creative imagination that 
helps free students from the commodity values of capitalism. 

Capitalism is not entirely averse to this cultural world. Employers often say they want to hire 
people who think critically and creatively, who can detect tacit but questionable assumptions and 
develop new ways of understanding issues — all virtues associated with liberal education. But 
critical and creative attitudes go only so far in the business world. The premium is almost always 
on ingenuity in adapting standard procedures and established values to make profitable but 
seldom fundamental changes. In film, for example, you’ll usually make more money from 
sequels than from trying to achieve a new artistic paradigm. The model for what works is not the 
radical thinking of Thomas Kuhn’s revolutionary science but the problem solving of what he 
called "normal science." Moreover, encouraging revolutionary thinking might lead to 
embarrassing questions about the capitalist system. 

Despite Bell Labs and a few other (increasingly rare) examples, profound conceptual changes 
typically come from outside the bureaucracies of big corporations or even from entrepreneurs 
seeking large profits. In general, those seeking relatively short-term practical results are 
constrained by the demands of standard expectations. It’s our intellectual culture — physicists 
and poets, psychologists and musicians, philosophers and visual artists — that generates 
significant criticism and creativity. Those not tuned in to this culture lack the primary source for 
new ways of seeing and thinking. Ezra Pound said, "Literature is news that stays news," and the 
same is true for all great humanistic and scientific achievements. 

Gary Gutting is a professor of philosophy at the University of Notre Dame. This essay is adapted 
from What Philosophy Can Do, just out from W.W. Norton & Company. 

 


