
~A great educator tells us-

THE PROPER EDUCATION FOR 
THE YOUTH 

General education should ab
sorb the attention of students 
between the ages of 15 to 16 
and 19 to 20. This is the case 
in every other country in the 
world but this. I favor award
ing the Bachelor's degree in rec
ognition of general education 
at about the end of the sopho
more year. This suggestion is 
less startling than many people 
seem to think. President Butler 
of Columbia advocated itr in 
1902. Beginning with the col
lege junior year, education 
should be limited to those who 
are willing and able to profit 
by it. 

The next question is: what 
subject matter should we expect 
the student to master to qualify 
for the Bachelor's degree? My 
views on this question are well 
known. I do not believe that 
all students who should have a 
general education must study 
Latin and Greek. I do hold that 
tradition is important in educa
tion-that its primary purpose, 
indeed, is to help the student 
understand the intellectual tra
dition in which he lives. I do 
not see how he can reach this 
understanding unless he has 
read the great books of the 
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Western world, beginning with 
Homer and coming down to our 
day. 

Nor do I hold that the. snirit. 
the philosophy, the technoiogy, 
or the theology of the middle 
ages is important in general 
education. I have no more 
desire to revert to this pe
riod than to antiquity. But 
some books written in the mid
dle ages seem to me of conse
quence to mankind. Most 
Ph.D.'s have never heard of 
them. I should like to have, all 
students read some of them. 
Moreover, medieval scholars did 
have one insight-they saw that 
in order to read books you had 
to know how to do it. They 
developed the techniques of 
grammar, logic, and rhetoric as 
methods of reading, understand
ing, and talking about things 
intelligently and intelligibly. I 
think it cannot be denied that 
our university students are woe
fully deficient in all these abili
ties today. They cannot read, 
write, speak, or think. 

I should like to point out in 
passing that in the Middle Ages 
people went to universities at 
13 and 14. They read books 
and experienced disciplines that 
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are regarded as far too difficult 
for Ph.D.'s or even university 
professors today. Most of the 
great books of the Western 
world were written for laymen. 
Many of them were written for 
very. young laymen. N.othing 
reveals so clearly the indolence 
aad inertia into which we have 
fallen as the steady decline in 
the number of these books read 
by students and the steady 
elimination of the disciplines 
through which they may he un
derstood. Arid all this has gone 
on in the sacred name of liberal
izing the curriculum. 

The curriculum I favor is not 
t-0d difficult for even very or
dinary students. It is difficult 
for the professors, but not for 
the students. And the younger 
the students are, the better they 
like the books, because they are 
not old enough to know that 
the books are too hard for them 
to read. The entire course of 
study that I propose is now in 
force at St. John's College, Ma
ryland. There a n unselected 
group of indifferently prepared 
students are studying these 
books with tremendous enthu
siasm. They read last fall 1 0 
dialogues of Plato and voted 
to have extra classes so that they 
might read the rest of them. In 
connection with the reading 
they are going through a for
midable course of instruction in 
grammar, rhetoric, logic, and 
mathematics. For seven years I 
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have taught these books to un
selected students in our U niver
sity High School as well as to 
college students. None of them 
has suggested that the bo~k5 
were too hard or that they were 
not worth reading. I can testify 
that students who can read any
thing thrive on these books and 
that the younger they are the 
more they thrive. 

Those who think that this is 
a barren program, remote from 
life and devoid of contemporary 
interest, have never read the 
books ot do not know how to 
teach. These books contain 
what the race regards as the 
permanent, abiding contribu
tions its intellect and imagina
tion have made. They deal 
with fundamental questions. It 
is a mistake to imagine that 
yourig people are interested only 
in football, dramatics, and the 
student newspaper. I think it 
could be proved that these ac
tivities have grown in propor
tion as the curriculum has been 
denatured. Students are inter
ested in the extra-curriculum 
because the curriculum is< so stu
pid. Young people are interest
ed in fundamental questions. 

A problem that has disturbed 
those who have discussed this 
issue is, what books I am going 
to cram down the throats of 
the young? The answer is that 
if any reasonably intelligent 
person will conscientiously try 
to list the 100 most important 
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books ever written I will accept 
his list. There is, in fact, start
ling unanimity about what the 
good books '!re. The real ques
tion is whether they have any 
place in education. 

Only one criticism of this 
program has seemed to me to be 
on the level: that it is unsuited 
to students who cannot learn 
~hrough books. This, of course, 
is true. I suggest, however, that 
we employ this curriculum for 
students who can be taught to 
read and that we continue our 
efforts to discover methods of 
teaching the rest of the youth
ful population how to do it. 

I could discuss the details of 
this program and of the attacks 
that have been made on it for 
hours. But the -real question is 
which side are you on? If yo~ 
believe that the aim of general 
education is to teach students 
to make money; if you believe 
that the educational system 
should mirror the chaos of the 
world; if you think we have 
nothing to learn from the past; 

if you think the way to pre
pare students for life is to lead 
them through little fake exper
iences inside and outside the 
classroom; if you think that 
education is information; if you 
think the whims of children 
should determine what they 
should study-then I am afraid 
we can never agree. But if you 
believe that education should 
train students to think so that 
they may act intelligently when 
they face new situations; if you. 
regard it as important for them 
to understand the tradition in 
which they live; if you feel that 
the present program is unsatis
factory because of its diffusion, 
"progressivism," an d utilita
rianism; if you want to open up 
to youth the treasures of the 
thought, imagination, and ac
complishment of the past
then we can agree, for I shall 
gladly accept any course of stu
dy that will take us even a lit
tle way along this road.
Robert M. Hutchins, President of 
th~ Universit11 of Chica.go, fr"'"' 
a.n a.ddress, FebruMy !16, 1938. 

A CANDIDATE, soliciting a vote at an election, got this flip
pant reply: "I'd rather ivote for the devil than for you." 

"'But, jn case· your friend is not a candidate " said the 
campaigltler, "Might I then count on your s~pport?"
Your Life. 
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