Higher Ed Anxiety
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Our system of elite education manufactures young people who
are smart and talented and driven, yes, but also anxious,
timid, and lost, with little intellectual curiosity and a
stunted sense of purpose: trapped in a bubble of privilege,
heading meekly in the same direction, great at what they’re
doing but with no idea why they’re doing 1it.

So extreme are the admission standards now that kids who
manage to get into elite colleges have, by definition, never
experienced anything but success. The prospect of not being
successful terrifies them, disorients them. The cost of
falling short, even temporarily, becomes not merely
practical, but existential. The result is a violent aversion
to risk. You have no margin for error, so you avoid the
possibility that you will ever make an error. Once, a student
at Pomona told me that she’d love to have a chance to think
about the things she’s studying, only she doesn’t have the
time. I asked her if she had ever considered not trying to
get an A in every class. She looked at me as if I had made an
indecent suggestion.

College is not the only chance to learn to think, but it is
the best. One thing is certain: If you haven’t started by the
time you finish your B.A., there’s little likelihood you’ll
do it later. That is why an undergraduate experience devoted
exclusively to career preparation is four years largely
wasted.
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