IX. Education
With Their Whole Lives Ahead of Them
By Jean Johnson and Jon Rochkind
Johnson is a Senior Fellow and Rochkind the Research Director at Public Agenda, a non-profit
organization engaged in research projects in subjects ranging from education to government
leadership. In this essay, the authors present the myths and the reality of why students drop out
of college and what can be done to reduce the drop-out rate.
According to the U.S. Department of Education, only 20 percent of young people who begin their
higher education at two-year institutions graduate within three years. There is a similar pattern in fouryear institutions, where about 4 in 10 students receive a degree within six years. And these bleak statistics
on national college completion rates are averages. In some institutions, the numbers are even gloomier.
This is clearly a personal disappointment for the students and their families, but increasingly,
experts and leaders see it as a threat to U.S. international competitiveness and a phenomenon that
perpetuates economic insecurity and inequality. The question bedeviling many of those concerned
about higher education and the economy is why so many college students drop out. Some 2.8
million students enroll in some form of higher education each fall, in two- and four-year programs
and in public, private, online, and for-profit institutions. These young people are motivated enough
to start college, and somehow they manage to find sufficient resources to enroll, but getting
a college ID card, buying the books and showing up for class doesn’t mean they are poised to
complete a degree. What exactly goes wrong?
This study asks young Americans why so many college students drop out. It is designed to
test the assumptions many of us make about college students today and why so many of them fail
to graduate. It also helps to identify solutions that young people themselves say would help most.
We surveyed more than 600 young adults, ages 22 to 30, who had at least some higher education
coursework. We asked those who started college but did not complete a degree why they left, and
we compared their views, experiences and responses with those of students who had successfully
completed a two- or four-year college program.
Many of us envision young people living in college dorms, going to school full-time, attending
ball games and fraternity parties, maybe working a few hours a week or in the summer to bring in
a little spare cash. In high school, perhaps, they dreamed about going to a particular school, filled
out application after application and waited eagerly for the acceptance letter to arrive. The facts,
though, show quite a different picture:
•
•

Among students in four-year schools, 45 percent work more than 20 hours a week.
Among those attending community colleges, 6 in 10 work more than 20 hours a week, and
more than a quarter work more than 35 hours a week.
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•
•

Just 25 percent of students attend the sort of residential college we often envision.
Twenty-three percent of college students have dependent children.

The findings here reveal gaps in the higher education system that serve to undercut the efforts
of students who need to work and go to school at the same time. They raise serious questions about
long-standing policies that seem profoundly ill-suited to students who simply cannot afford to go
to school full-time for several years. They powerfully suggest the need for innovative responses that
would help more young Americans continue their education, but in better-organized and more
cost-effective programs. The results of this research pose a challenge.
MYTH NO. 1: Most students go to college full-time. If they leave without a degree, it’s because they’re
bored with their classes and don’t want to work hard.
REALITY NO. 1: Most students leave college because they are working to support themselves and
going to school at the same time. At some point, the stress of work and study just becomes too difficult.
The number one reason students give for leaving school is the fact that they had to work and go
to school at the same time and, despite their best efforts, the stress of trying to do both eventually
took its toll. More than half of those who left higher ed before completing a degree or a certificate
say that the “need to work and make money” while attending classes is the major reason they left.
Balancing work and school was an even bigger barrier than finding money for tuition. Those who
dropped out are almost twice as likely to cite problems juggling work and school as their main
problem as they are to blame tuition bills (54 percent to 31 percent). The problem often begins in
the first year. Of those who fail to graduate, more than 6 in 10 report that the statement “I had to
work as well, and it was too stressful trying to do both” described their first year of school; more
than a third say it describes their first year “a lot.”
In contrast, nearly half of those who graduated (48 percent) say this statement doesn’t describe
their first year in school at all. Few former students say they left college because they were bored or
found that college “just isn’t for them.” Only about 1 in 10 students who have left college say a major
reason they quit was that they didn’t like sitting in class or thought the classes were too difficult.
More than a third (36 percent) of those who left school say that even if they had a grant that
fully paid for tuition and books, it would be hard to go back. And twice as many of them say the
need “to work full-time” (56 percent) and “family commitments” (53 percent) are major reasons
they can’t go back, compared with 26 percent who say they would “not be able to afford college.” In
the focus groups, young people often described their predicaments.
A young woman in Seattle said, “Yeah, I think [working and going to school] was hard.
You want to work so that you can help pay off [your tuition and loans] so you don’t have this
accumulating debt. I think, for me, it always got in the way. I didn’t have enough time in the day to
get everything done.” A young woman from the Phoenix area who had dropped out but recently
returned to classes told us, “It’s very hard because I go to school three nights a week. I work from
8 to 5. I don’t get home until 9:30, 10 at night…I also think my dedication to my classes could be
better if I didn’t work as much.”
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A young man in Erie, Pennsylvania, who hoped to return to school described his fears that
he might never get a diploma: “The reason why I’m set back is because I got a wife, kids. My
wife’s doing her thing. Once she’s done with that then she can stay at home and take the side job,
whatever that she’s doing. Then I can do my thing at school, and then once I’m done we’ll have the
jobs.”
Many of the young people we interviewed believed that they could not afford not to work for
the time it would take to complete a degree. They had to have a paying job to make ends meet. Far
from being slackers, as some people imagine, they were often assuming responsibilities and financial
burdens that traditional full-time college students do not have to shoulder. It is a test of maturity
and perseverance that more affluent students are usually not required to face.
Such responses to our survey are a bracing reminder that the world of higher education has
changed markedly over the years. For many students today, the experience of “going to college” is
a far cry from that of the stereotypical “Joe College” so often seen in the movies and on television.
For these students, the balancing act is not between going to class and attending football games and
frat parties; it’s more likely between going to class and punching a clock in order to pay the rent.
Theirs is a dilemma that relatively few government or higher education programs readily address.
MYTH NO. 2: Most college students are supported by their parents and take advantage of a multitude
of available loans, scholarships, and savings plans.
REALITY NO. 2: Young people who fail to finish college are often going it alone financially. They’re
essentially putting themselves through school.
According to one recent analysis, college costs have risen more than 400 percent in the last 25
years, while the median family income has increased less than 150 percent. And even though the
pressure of having to balance the demands of a job and school is the major reason young people
say they drop out of college, it would be misleading to dismiss the role of rising college costs and
stagnant family incomes. National statistics show that young people who leave college without
a degree are more likely than their peers to come from less privileged backgrounds and to live in
more precarious economic circumstances. This study revealed that these students often bear the full
responsibility of paying for school: Nearly 6 in 10 students in our study who left higher education
without graduating say that they had to pay for college costs themselves, rather than being able to
count on help from their families. In contrast, more than 6 in 10 of those who completed their
degrees say they had help from parents or other relatives to cover the costs of school.
Young people who fail to finish college are also substantially less likely to have received
scholarships or financial aid, loans or even good advice about how to get help. About 7 in 10 of
those who leave school report that they did not have scholarships or financial aid, compared with
about 4 in 10 of those who graduate. The majority of students (62 percent) who told us that they
alone were responsible for paying for college (regardless of whether they dropped out) report that
their high school guidance counselors did a poor or only fair job of helping them to understand the
college application process. Among students who had financial support from their parents, less than
half said the same.
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Unfortunately, about 3 in 10 of those young people who leave school without getting a
diploma report that they have college loans—money that has to be repaid even though they do not
have the financial leg up that a college degree affords. In many respects, they have the worst of both
worlds—no diploma, but college loans to repay.
MYTH NO. 3: Most students go through a meticulous process of choosing their college from an array of
alternatives.
REALITY NO. 3: Among students who don’t graduate, the college selection process is far more limited
and often seems happenstance and uninformed.
In recent years, the media have been awash with “can you believe it?” stories about the college
selection and application process and the stress it engenders in affluent families. According to
the coverage, families are organizing summer vacations around visiting colleges. High school
students are filling out dozens of applications, sometimes with a “coach” whose job it is to help
them present themselves at their best. A cottage industry of publications, Web sites and experts
offers advice on selecting the right college and getting into it. But according to this survey, many
young Americans—and especially those who fail to get a diploma—barely go through any college
selection process at all. Their options may be quite limited because they do not have the financial
resources to go away to school and/or they are able to consider only those options that mesh with
their job schedules and family responsibilities.
In many instances, college selection is more constrained and happenstance than deliberate
choice. Among those who did not complete college, two-thirds say they selected their school
primarily for its convenient location, nearly 6 in 10 because its schedule worked with theirs and 57
percent because the tuition and fees were affordable. A third based their choice on the academic
reputation of the school and only a quarter on recommendations from friends and family.
Given that students who drop out of college are far more likely to come from families in which
neither parent has a college degree, the minimal role played by recommendations from friends
and family may not be surprising. Perhaps most notable is that when respondents who dropped
out of college were asked about the most important reason they chose their school, a third named
convenience or proximity to their home.
In Seattle, a woman who had left college said, “I just picked [the school] that was close to
where I lived and that a couple of my friends were going to.” In Phoenix, a man told us, “It was ASU
[Arizona State University] that I chose, partly because of cost and partly just because of proximity,
because ASU is really the easiest school for me to get to from where I live.” For students who
successfully complete their degrees, the selection process is dramatically and substantively different:
Their top reasons for choosing their school include that the school offered a desired program or
major, the belief that going to the school will help them secure a good job and the school’s academic
reputation. Tuition and fees are important considerations for any college student today, but among
those who dropped out, the selection process seems more a matter of chance or location, not the
pursuit of a specific goal or future career.
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MYTH NO. 4: Students who don’t graduate understand fully the value of a college degree and the
consequences and trade-offs of leaving school without one.
REALITY NO. 4: Students who leave college realize that a diploma is an asset, but they may not fully
recognize the impact dropping out of school will have on their future.
This survey leaves little doubt that young Americans who dropped out of college often faced the
double-edged challenge of working to make a living and going to school at the same time. What’s
more, many seem to have drifted into college without a specific goal or purpose beyond hoping for
a “better job” or a “better future.” But do those who fail to graduate have the same urgency about
getting a degree as those who do graduate? Do they see the attainment of a degree as something
essential to their future, something that requires whatever sacrifice and effort may be required?
This study and others have shown persuasively that most young people acknowledge that
having a college degree will pay off in the end. Most also say they have received a fair amount
of encouragement to go to college from family, school and other sources. Yet the findings here
suggest that young people who leave college before finishing are somewhat less likely to hold these
views passionately. That is, as a group they are less likely to strongly agree that their parents always
instilled in them the importance of college, less likely to strongly agree that people who have a
college degree make more money and less likely to say they would still go to college if they knew
they could get a good job without a degree.
And, again, although most young people who drop out say that going to college was their plan
even in high school, the numbers are slightly weaker than for those who successfully completed
their degrees. Students who fail to graduate are 16 percentage points less likely to say that they
always knew they would continue to college and 15 points less likely than those who completed
college to say that their teachers and counselors probably thought they would go to college
immediately after high school.
The differences here are subtle. Students who drop out of college are only slightly less likely
to endorse the benefits of higher education or to say that attaining a degrees has always been their
plan. In some respects, this may be a natural outcome of having left college – after all, one needs to
believe that he or she still has a good future ahead.
Nevertheless, though these response variations are relatively small, they may play a role in a
student’s ultimate decision to leave school. For someone who is scrambling to work and attend
classes at the same time and has taken on the burden of paying part or all of his or her own way,
even a small amount of uncertainty could be the tipping point. Or, as an old Spanish expression has
it, it could be the drop of water that finally makes the glass overflow.

Conclusion

Much of the broad national discussion about raising college completion rates has focused on
making loans more available and keeping tuition costs in line. But the vast majority of young people
who made the decision to leave college without a degree (or, in effect, had the decision made for
them by circumstances) point first to options that would give them more flexibility in schedules
and help them mitigate the challenge of working and going to school at the same time. Eight in
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10 of those who did not complete college supported two proposals that they believe would make
college graduation feasible: 1) making it possible for part-time students to be eligible for more
financial aid (81 percent said this would help “a lot”); and 2) offering more courses in the evening
and on weekends so that they could continue working while taking classes (78 percent said this
would help “a lot”).
Of course, there’s little doubt that changes in costs and an expansion of the availability of
financial aid would be enormously helpful to nearly all college students—those who complete their
programs as well as those who struggle to do so. When young adults were asked to name which
among our list of proposals would be most likely to help them and people like them, 25 percent of
those who dropped out and 40 percent of those with degrees suggest as their top priority cutting
the cost of college by a quarter.
Nearly two-thirds of young Americans who left college without finishing say that they have
given a lot of thought to returning. In the focus groups, almost to a person, these young people
talked about their aspirations and the hopes for their lives. A woman in Erie, Pennsylvania,
described her dream: “I want the 8 to 5 [job], no weekends. I want the set schedule. I want the job
that’s indoors, nicer, and the majority of the time, if you want to move up in a job like that, you got
to have a degree.” A young woman in Seattle who aspired to become a teacher but had left school
before getting her degree said, “I have to finish school. I’m already working with kids. I’ve worked
in a day care for over six years. I have the experience. I just need to go back to school.” Nearly every
young person we talked to shared his or her desire to do more in life. Yet despite their dreams, many
were working in jobs that didn’t seem to offer any way to get where they want to go.
This study revealed some eminently practical steps that schools could take to benefit this group,
beyond simply offering more and bigger loans to help pay tuition costs. Having enough money
for tuition and books is step one, to be sure, but by itself that step may not provide the breathing
space that many of these young people need to stay the course. Numerous responses suggest that
one set of solutions might revolve around making part-time attendance more viable by giving those
students better access to loans, tuition assistance and health care—benefits and services that are
frequently available only to full-time students.
There may also be implications for employers. Are there ways that businesses can help part-time
workers to pursue higher education, perhaps by providing access to health benefits or by offering
more predictable working hours so that would-be students can more easily schedule their classes?
Part-time work is often seasonal or otherwise vulnerable to the business cycle and other economic
ups and downs. Would more secure part-time employment options be a game changer for some
students?
In a focus group in Erie, Pennsylvania, several young women gasped in disbelief when the
moderator listed child care as one of many possibilities for solutions to the college dropout
problem. Of course that would help, several immediately agreed. “Would a college ever do that?”
most of them asked. A woman in Seattle who had dropped out of college said, “The one [school] I
was at, they have a huge waiting list for the day care. It was just really difficult to get in.…It was all
really complicated to get it subsidized, at least where you weren’t paying $300 a week, plus whatever
you’re paying for tuition.”
What is clear from these results is that it would be a mistake of the highest order to write off
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these young people because they dropped out of college. Nearly all young adults understand the
value of knowledge and know-how in today’s world. Even though many hedge their bets, given
what’s happened in their own lives, most do grasp the economic facts of life: Attaining a college
degree can change your life. Most strive to complete school; most would like to return to school,
but the realities of their lives become insurmountable obstacles.
Perhaps the most poignant evidence of how these young people really feel about college is
this: Even though they themselves left before finishing—and chances are that many of those we
spoke to will never return to higher education—fully 97 percent of young American parents who
dropped out of college say that they will encourage their own children to go to college. Given their
aspirations and their clear message that some distinctly practical and attainable changes could
genuinely enhance their prospects, the ball is now in our court. As a society, are we willing to act on
what they have to say?

Discussion Starters
1. As a college student, do you find any of the reasons that the survey group of drop-outs
gave for leaving college surprising? Are you more in tune with the four “realities” regarding
college students than the four “myths?”
2. Evaluate the solutions suggested by the survey group: financial aid for part-time students,
more flexible class schedules (e.g. weekends, nights), child care. Do you agree that such
solutions would keep more students in college?
3. Discuss your own college/work/family responsibility situation. What if any roadblocks to
your graduation do you see? How will you overcome them?

First-Generation College Graduates: Their Stories
By Luz Gonzalez
Luz Gonzales is Dean of the College of Social Sciences, Fresno State University. In this essay,
Gonzales chronicles her story of going from a migrant fieldworker to a university dean.
My journey from fieldworker to educator took prayer, courage and hard work—lots of it. I never
had the opportunity to attend high school and I began college at a third grade level in reading and
mathematics.
I grew up following the harvest from state to state. As migrant farm workers, we traveled from
Mexico to California to Oregon to Montana and back to Mexico, picking strawberries, tomatoes,
grapes and sugar beets. Consequently, I received minimal schooling both in Mexico and in the
U.S. During the winter months in Mexico, student teachers would come and leave quickly. From
February to April we went to school in the U.S. Even then, we were often called out to help with the
crop. Being a good farm worker isn’t about how strong you are, it’s about how fast you are. So there
is always something kids can do in the fields to help the adults make more money.
After finishing the eighth grade at El Monte School in Orosi, CA, I started working full- time
in the fields with my parents. With only a fifth grade education in Mexico, they knew just enough
English to talk to the farmers and survive. But in his early twenties, my father got diabetes. In his
thirties, he started developing complications in his toes and ankles and his eyesight deteriorated.
At times, he was hospitalized as long as two months. I’m the oldest of six children, and the load on
my mother was tremendous. She worked in the fields with six kids to care for, paid the bills, did the
laundry, sat with my dad in the hospital and kept him up-to-date on everything so he could stay an
involved, empowered member of the family. She kept it all together.
The bulk of what Latinos do is for family and community. We do some things for ourselves, and
we’re competitive in the fields, but we’re raised to be cooperative within the family and to keep others
in mind. It’s just second nature that if you’re done with your homework, mom would say, “help your
brother or your sister.” Or if you’re going outside to play, she’d say, “don’t go without your friend.” I
was an excellent fieldworker and could have made a lot of money, but my dad was the center of my
life. When I thought about what would help him most I realized that I needed to speak the language
the doctors and nurses spoke so I could protect him and assure that he got good medical care.
For many years my father wasn’t happy about me going to college. It took awhile to convince
him to let me attend. He was afraid I’d lose my culture, values and traditions, and afraid something
would happen to me driving to school. In the 1960s and 70s, girls didn’t have cars. They didn’t go
to college. They were supposed to get married, find a good farmer to work for, have kids and follow
the crops and maybe finish the eighth grade. If they didn’t take on these roles, they risked bringing
shame on the family. But my mother backed me up all the way. “If I can get one of my six children
out of the fields, I’ll be happy,” she said.
When I was 18, my father relented. I decided to become a missionary and, while still working
in the fields, I enrolled at West Coast Bible College in Fresno. I had to learn everything I never got
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in elementary and secondary school and learn it fast. I shared a dorm with six English-speaking
women who became my friends. Living with them, and listening to their conversations, was how
I learned to speak English. I remember sitting under a tree with my text book in one hand and a
dictionary in the other, struggling over every word. If I failed, I believed, everybody behind me
would fail. If I went back home and said I couldn’t do it, it would be the end of women trying. My
mother’s strength carried me for many years. It was from her that I learned not to give up and to
dream bigger dreams.
After college, I taught a year and a half at a private Baptist school. That was when I realized
teaching is my calling. I completed a second baccalaureate degree, a teaching credential, and a
master’s degree at California State University-Fresno. After earning a doctorate in teacher education
at the University of Arizona, I returned to Fresno State as a full-time lecturer in 1989. Until then,
at age 32, I continued to spend my summers picking tomatoes and working in the table grapes in
the San Joaquin Valley. I couldn’t stand the thought of my mom and sisters picking grapes and
tomatoes while I was sleeping in. It was my mother who finally told me it was time to leave the
fields behind and focus on education.
Across the years, as my father’s health worsened, I studied every medical condition he
developed. I was forced at times to request, and often demand, the best medical treatment for him.
He spent a lot of time in the hospital, but we were always with him. When he needed a kidney
transplant in 1996, I donated one to him. Unfortunately, he died 18 hours after the surgery. Despite
his initial resistance to my getting an education, he was proud of me and my accomplishments. He
could see in me that education doesn’t mean losing the values you were raised with.
As a Latina educator, recruiting and enrolling Latinos is important to me. Through my own
experience, I not only helped my parents, but the Latino community to understand the U.S.
educational system. When I look into the eyes of worried parents, especially farmworkers, and I get
to tell them in Spanish not to worry that their child will be well taken care of at our university, it
makes me proud of my accomplishments. Seeing parents relax and feel comfortable about letting
their children out of their nest and into ours is my reward.
By Mui Vuong
Mui Vuong is Director of Student Affairs at Fresno State University. In this essay, Vuong
reveals the numerous obstacles she overcame as an uneducated immigrant on her road to
becoming a respected educator.
“Ho.c Va^~n,”—“education” is a privilege. Even in America, where education is an integral part
of the culture, being educated makes you privileged. In third world countries like Vietnam where
few educational institutions exist, people cannot even get an education unless they are already
privileged. There, only the children of parents who hold important official positions can attend
college, and many natives are fighting for equal access.
I was nine years old when my family and I left Vietnam for the United States. We were refugees
in a small boat headed for a land we’d heard about but never seen. After six days at sea, we were
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rescued by the U.S. Navy. My family was sponsored by two American families from Utah. I was
placed in the third grade in a school where my siblings and I were the only minority students. We
spoke limited English. Despite this language barrier, however, I graduated from middle school as
the valedictorian. Being recognized in this way made me realize I truly enjoy learning.
As the oldest child in my family, I was the one to pave the way. It was expected. I became
multilingual, speaking Chinese, Vietnamese and English. Because my parents spoke so little
English, I had to translate for them. One of the funniest experiences happened when I accompanied
my dad to the doctor. I was in the seventh grade. My dad and I sat in the doctor’s office and as the
doctor spoke, I translated. Examining my dad, the doctor asked, “How is your dad’s stool?” I must
have had the most puzzling expression on my face because I was looking at the chair my dad was
sitting on thinking it looked fine but wondering why the doctor would ask about his stool. Clearly,
the doctor realized I didn’t know the meaning of the medical term “stool.” So he turned to me and
said, “How is his shit?” I knew what that word meant!
Throughout high school, I was an eager student. But I was very lucky to have incredible
teachers. I graduated seventh in my high school class. Even so, I had difficulty filling out the
applications for admission and scholarships. My Math teacher helped me and so did my AP
Chemistry teacher. She was a new teacher and very caring. Every day, she brought scholarship
applications to class and helped us apply.
People from my culture and background knew very little about the social sciences, but I
discovered a deep passion for psychology. I think, because of my experience as a refugee, I wanted
to understand why people behave the way they do. I received a full scholarship from the Psychology
Department at the University of Utah and graduated after four years. During that time, I accepted
a part-time job as a math tutor working with the Upward Bound Program. Until then, I hadn’t
met students who were like me, students whose backgrounds were similar to my own. I was excited
by meeting them and realizing I could help, and they were thrilled to work with me. So my start
in working with low-income and first-generation college students was accidental. The experience
spurred me on to pursue a Master’s degree in Educational Psychology and eventually to enroll in
the joint doctorate program with University of California, Davis and California State University,
Fresno.
Although my family is proud of my academic achievement, I do not have support from them.
The courage and determination it took for them to leave their native country for a place unknown
to them with the hope that they and their children could live a better life inspires me. They
never questioned whether I should go to college. That was a MUST. But my parents are still very
traditional. They believe a woman’s main role and responsibilities should be her family. It’s very
important to them that I have a family of my own. I’m not married yet, so in their view I haven’t
achieved the most critical thing in life. My career and academic achievement are perceived as
secondary.
In 1998, I had an opportunity to visit Vietnam for the first time since my family and I left twenty
years ago. There were many social and economic changes, but one critical factor, the reason we escaped,
remains the same: the lack of educational support and opportunities. Even today, there are only a few
educational institutions and only the most socially privileged can attend. Youth from poor family
backgrounds or whose parents have limited political affiliations have no educational opportunity.
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Consequently, hundreds of children beg in the street for food, money and whatever they can
get to make ends meet. Often, these children stand outside restaurants and wait. As soon as the
patrons finish their meal and stand up to leave, the kids rush to the table and eat whatever is left.
This disturbing sight brought back sad memories. At the same time it reinforces and strengthens my
conviction to pursue higher education and help others along the way.
By James E. Walton
James E. Walton is an English Professor at Fresno State University. In this essay, Walton tells
the story of growing up in poverty with an uncaring step-father, his chance encounter with a
man who would forever change his life, and their unlikely reconnection over thirty years later.
As a city champion in the 880-yard run in Canton, Ohio, in 1960, I always thought that athletics
would be my ticket to college. I had wrestled varsity in high school and, sometime later, held my
college’s record in the mile run. In addition to my athletic ability, my grades were excellent, yet a
partial scholarship to a local college was the only offer I received. So I gave up the idea of going to
college.
Growing up in poverty with a stepfather who cared nothing about my siblings and me and who
saw us as a burden, I knew he would not support the idea of my attending college nor would he
provide any financial assistance. I’d heard it often enough. “Boy, when you turn 16 years old, there
are 18 ways to get out of my house,” he’d say, irritably. He was counting all of the windows along
with the front and back doors.
So like my brother one year before, I graduated from high school at age 16 with no job
prospects, no plan for further education and my allotted time to live at home had expired. The U.S.
military offered the only hope, so I signed up for the Navy.
Two weeks prior to shipping out to Cleveland and eventually Viet Nam, I agreed to take my
pastor’s place in a church play performed across town at a “white” church. After the play, I was
downstairs trying to arrange a ride home when a foreigner who I didn’t know congratulated me on
my role in the play and innocently asked, “How’s school going?” “School?” I responded with some
indignation. “I graduated!” “Well, why aren’t you in college then?” the stranger shot back. I had no
response to that impossibility.
A week later I received a phone call. “You have been on my mind,” the stranger I’d met at the
church said, “so I looked up your number.” We talked for several minutes, then he asked to speak to my
mother. As I feared, my mother mentioned to the stranger that I had signed up to join the Navy. This
news spurred the caller into action. Reminding me that Seventh-day Adventists did not volunteer for
the military (Seventh-day Adventists, as a matter of faith, only go to the military if drafted and only
as conscientious objectors, at that), the caller tried to talk me out of going. He had no way of knowing
the hateful and abusive ways of my stepfather, so I could only promise that I would try.
Even though I had not officially taken the military oath, I had given my birth certificate to a
stern-faced local military recruiter and I didn’t want to face him again. After some begging, my
sister agreed to retrieve my birth certificate from the recruiter.
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One week later, the stranger—having only met me once—called again to ask directions to my
home. “I think I can get you into the college in Michigan that I attended,” he told me. “I’ll be at
your house in about one hour. Can you be packed by then?”
I quickly tossed my few personal items in a pillow case, slung it over my shoulder, and was
standing, waiting, by the time the stranger arrived. My stepfather only had discouraging words
as the stranger approached our house. The Navy, he told me, was still my best option. “I won’t be
giving you a damn dime to go to no school,” he said.
In sub-freezing temperatures and tall, drifting snow gusts, the stranger and I headed into the
darkness toward a private university hundreds of miles away from Canton, Ohio in Berrien Springs,
Michigan. I had not applied to attend the university. I hadn’t even taken the SAT or the ACT.
Three dollars, left over from the five-dollar bill a relative had given me for graduation, was all I had
to cover room, board and tuition.
On the long, treacherous drive to Michigan, I learned that the stranger’s name was Dr. Joseph
Nozaki, a young physician serving out his residency in a local hospital. He hadn’t slept for three
days and was having difficulty staying awake. We stopped the car several times and ran in the snow
to stay awake. During one of our runs around the car, he lost his wallet, but we decided to continue
on to the university anyway.
Many challenges awaited me: working half days, going to class half days, living on governmentsurplus peanut butter at times, surviving without adequate clothes in frigid Michigan winters, and
being saved once by the financial intervention of Dr. Nozaki when the college threatened to suspend
me for lack of funds. Somehow, scratching my way and generally depending on the kindness of
strangers, I graduated from Kent State University where I’d transferred during my third year.
Unfortunately during this time, I lost all contact with Dr. Nozaki, even though I visited the
alumni office of his alma mater several times for updated addresses. The letters I sent to China, to
Singapore, and to Hong Kong always came back a few months later stamped “address unknown.”
After teaching high school in Canton for three years, earning a doctorate, then teaching at a
liberal arts college for 20 years, my family and I moved 3,000 miles away from Ohio to Fresno where
I began teaching at Fresno State. Miraculously, through a series of improbable events, I rediscovered
Dr. Nozaki, who at age 79 is still a practicing surgeon. He had spent many years as a missionary on
several continents before returning to his practice in Fresno. Dr. Nozaki and I had lunch together
just yesterday—as we do weekly—at the church where we both are now members: Fresno Asian and
Community Seventh-day Adventist Church. After 40 years I rediscovered my education angel.

Discussion Starters
1. What do the lives of the three first-generation graduates have in common? What obstacles
did each have to overcome to get an education?
2. What did you find most inspiring about each of the personal stories? How did their
experiences contribute to the people they are today?
3. Compare your own family and educational experiences to those of Gonzales, Vuong, and
Walton. Do you share any similarities with them? How much easier, or more difficult, was
your road to higher education than theirs?

The End of Men
By Hanna Rosin
Hanna Rosin is a writer for The Atlantic and has also has written for the Washington Post,
The New Yorker, and GQ. In this essay, Rosin chronicles the depletion of men from the college
ranks, its causes, the consequences for both men and women, and what can be done about the
problem.
If you really want to see where the world is headed, of course, looking at the current workforce
can get you only so far. To see the future—of the workforce, the economy, and the culture—you
need to spend some time at America’s colleges and professional schools, where a quiet revolution is
under way. More than ever, college is the gateway to economic success, a necessary precondition for
moving into the upper-middle class—and increasingly even the middle class. It’s this broad, striving
middle class that defines our society. And demographically, we can see with absolute clarity that in
the coming decades the middle class will be dominated by women.
We’ve all heard about the collegiate gender gap. But the implications of that gap have not yet
been fully digested. Women now earn 60 percent of master’s degrees, about half of all law and
medical degrees, and 42 percent of all M.B.A.s. Most important, women earn almost 60 percent
of all bachelor’s degrees—the minimum requirement, in most cases, for an affluent life. In a stark
reversal since the 1970s, men are now more likely than women to hold only a high-school diploma.
“One would think that if men were acting in a rational way, they would be getting the education
they need to get along out there,” says Tom Mortenson, a senior scholar at the Pell Institute for the
Study of Opportunity in Higher Education. “But they are just failing to adapt.”
This spring, I visited a few schools around Kansas City to get a feel for the gender dynamics
of higher education. I started at the downtown campus of Metropolitan Community College.
Metropolitan is the kind of place where people go to learn practical job skills and keep current with
the changing economy, and as in most community colleges these days, men were conspicuously
absent. One afternoon, in the basement cafeteria of a nearly windowless brick building, several
women were trying to keep their eyes on their biology textbook and ignore the text messages
from their babysitters. Another crew was outside the ladies’ room, braiding each other’s hair. One
woman, still in her medical-assistant scrubs, looked like she was about to fall asleep in the elevator
between the first and fourth floors.
When Bernard Franklin took over as campus president in 2005, he looked around and told
his staff early on that their new priority was to “recruit more boys.” He set up mentoring programs
and men-only study groups and student associations. He made a special effort to bond with male
students, who liked to call him “Suit.” “It upset some of my feminists,” he recalls. Yet, a few years
later, the tidal wave of women continues to wash through the school—they now make up about 70
percent of its students. They come to train to be nurses and teachers—African American women,
usually a few years older than traditional college students, and lately, working-class white women
from the suburbs seeking a cheap way to earn a credential. As for the men? Well, little has changed.
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“I recall one guy who was really smart,” one of the school’s counselors told me. “But he was reading
at a sixth-grade level and felt embarrassed in front of the women. He had to hide his books from his
friends, who would tease him when he studied. Then came the excuses. ‘It’s spring, gotta play ball.’
‘It’s winter, too cold.’ He didn’t make it.”
It makes some economic sense that women attend community colleges—and in fact, all
colleges—in greater numbers than men. Women ages 25 to 34 with only a high-school diploma
currently have a median income of $25,474, while men in the same position earn $32,469. But it
makes sense only up to a point. The well-paid lifetime union job has been disappearing for at least
30 years. Kansas City, for example, has shifted from steel manufacturing to pharmaceuticals and
information technologies. “The economy isn’t as friendly to men as it once was,” says Jacqueline
King, of the American Council on Education. “You would think men and women would go to
these colleges at the same rate.” But they don’t.
In 2005, King’s group conducted a survey of lower-income adults in college. Men, it turned
out, had a harder time committing to school, even when they desperately needed to retool. They
tended to start out behind academically, and many felt intimidated by the schoolwork. They
reported feeling isolated and were much worse at seeking out fellow students, study groups, or
counselors to help them adjust. Mothers going back to school described themselves as good role
models for their children. Fathers worried that they were abrogating their responsibilities as
breadwinner.
The student gender gap started to feel like a crisis to some people in higher-education circles
in the mid-2000s, when it began showing up not just in community and liberal-arts colleges but
in the flagship public universities—the UCs and the SUNYs and the UNCs. Like many of those
schools, the University of Missouri at Kansas City, a full research university with more than 13,000
students, is now tipping toward 60 percent women, a level many admissions officers worry could
permanently shift the atmosphere and reputation of a school.
In February, I visited with Ashley Burress, UMKC’s student-body president. (The other three
student-government officers this school year were also women.) Burress, a cute, short, African
American 24-year-old grad student who is getting a doctor-of-pharmacy degree, had many of the
same complaints I heard from other young women. Guys high-five each other when they get a C,
while girls beat themselves up over a B-minus. Guys play video games in each other’s rooms, while
girls crowd the study hall. Girls get their degrees with no drama, while guys seem always in danger
of drifting away. “In 2012, I will be Dr. Burress,” she said. “Will I have to deal with guys who don’t
even have a bachelor’s degree? I would like to date, but I’m putting myself in a really small pool.”
UMKC is a working- and middle-class school—the kind of place where traditional sex roles
might not be anathema. Yet as I talked to students this spring, I realized how much the basic
expectations for men and women had shifted. Many of the women’s mothers had established their
careers later in life, sometimes after a divorce, and they had urged their daughters to get to their
own careers more quickly. They would be a campus of Tracy Flicks, except that they seemed neither
especially brittle nor secretly falling apart.
Victoria, Michelle, and Erin are sorority sisters. Victoria’s mom is a part-time bartender at
a hotel. Victoria is a biology major and wants to be a surgeon; soon she’ll apply to a bunch of
medical schools. She doesn’t want kids for a while, because she knows she’ll “be at the hospital, like,
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100 hours a week,” and when she does have kids, well, she’ll “be the hotshot surgeon, and he”—a
nameless he—“will be at home playing with the kiddies.”
Michelle, a self-described “perfectionist,” also has her life mapped out. She’s a psychology
major and wants to be a family therapist. After college, she will apply to grad school and look for
internships. She is well aware of the career-counseling resources on campus. And her fiancé?
Michelle: He’s changed majors, like, 16 times. Last week he wanted to be a dentist. This week
it’s environmental science.
Erin: Did he switch again this week? When you guys have kids, he’ll definitely stay home.
Seriously, what does he want to do?
Michelle: It depends on the day of the week. Remember last year? It was bio. It really is a joke.
But it’s not. It’s funny, but it’s not.
Among traditional college students from the highest-income families, the gender gap pretty
much disappears. But the story is not so simple. Wealthier students tend to go to elite private
schools, and elite private schools live by their own rules. Quietly, they’ve been opening up a new
frontier in affirmative action, with boys playing the role of the underprivileged applicants needing
an extra boost. In 2003, a study by the economists Sandy Baum and Eban Goodstein found that
among selective liberal-arts schools, being male raises the chance of college acceptance by 6.5 to 9
percentage points. Now the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights has voted to investigate what some
academics have described as the “open secret” that private schools “are discriminating in admissions
in order to maintain what they regard as an appropriate gender balance.”
Jennifer Delahunty, the dean of admissions and financial aid at Kenyon College, in Ohio,
let this secret out in a 2006 New York Times op-ed. Gender balance, she wrote back then, is the
elephant in the room. And today, she told me, the problem hasn’t gone away. A typical female
applicant, she said, manages the process herself—lines up the interviews, sets up a campus visit,
requests a visit with faculty members. But the college has seen more than one male applicant “sit
back on the couch, sometimes with their eyes closed, while their mom tells them where to go and
what to do. Sometimes we say, ‘What a nice essay his mom wrote,’” she said, in that funny-but-not
vein.
To avoid crossing the dreaded 60 percent threshold, admissions officers have created a
language to explain away the boys’ deficits: “Brain hasn’t kicked in yet.” “Slow to cook.” “Hasn’t
quite peaked.” “Holistic picture.” At times Delahunty has become so worried about “overeducated
females” and “undereducated males” that she jokes she is getting conspiratorial. She once called
her sister, a pediatrician, to vet her latest theory: “Maybe these boys are genetically like canaries
in a coal mine, absorbing so many toxins and bad things in the environment that their DNA is
shifting. Maybe they’re like those frogs—they’re more vulnerable or something, so they’ve gotten
deformed.”
Clearly, some percentage of boys are just temperamentally unsuited to college, at least at age
18 or 20, but without it, they have a harder time finding their place these days. “Forty years ago, 30
years ago, if you were one of the fairly constant fraction of boys who wasn’t ready to learn in high
school, there were ways for you to enter the mainstream economy,” says Henry Farber, an economist
at Princeton. “When you woke up, there were jobs. There were good industrial jobs, so you could
have a good industrial, blue-collar career. Now those jobs are gone.”
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Since the 1980s, as women have flooded colleges, male enrollment has grown far more slowly.
And the disparities start before college. Throughout the ’90s, various authors and researchers
agonized over why boys seemed to be failing at every level of education, from elementary school
on up, and identified various culprits: a misguided feminism that treated normal boys as incipient
harassers (Christina Hoff Sommers); different brain chemistry (Michael Gurian); a demanding,
verbally focused curriculum that ignored boys’ interests (Richard Whitmire). But again, it’s not all
that clear that boys have become more dysfunctional—or have changed in any way. What’s clear is
that schools, like the economy, now value the self-control, focus, and verbal aptitude that seem to
come more easily to young girls.
Researchers have suggested any number of solutions. A movement is growing for more all-boys
schools and classes, and for respecting the individual learning styles of boys. Some people think
that boys should be able to walk around in class, or take more time on tests, or have tests and books
that cater to their interests. In their desperation to reach out to boys, some colleges have formed
football teams and started engineering programs. Most of these special accommodations sound very
much like the kind of affirmative action proposed for women over the years—which in itself is an
alarming flip.
Whether boys have changed or not, we are well past the time to start trying some experiments.
It is fabulous to see girls and young women poised for success in the coming years. But allowing
generations of boys to grow up feeling rootless and obsolete is not a recipe for a peaceful future.
Men have few natural support groups and little access to social welfare; the men’s-rights groups that
do exist in the U.S. are taking on an angry, anti-woman edge. Marriages fall apart or never happen at
all, and children are raised with no fathers. Far from being celebrated, women’s rising power is often
perceived as a threat.

Discussion Starters
1. What do you think the long-term societal effects will be of girls graduating from college at
significantly higher rates than boys?
2. In the essay, several possible reasons are presented as to why boys don’t perform as well as
girls in school. Do you agree with the reasons?
3. Does your own college reflect a similar female/male ratio as that presented in the essay?
What effects, if any, do you think that has on students?

Make College Free for All
By Bernie Sanders
Bernie Sanders is a political Independent representing Vermont in the U.S. Senate and a
former candidate for the Democratic nomination for president. In this essay, Sanders makes
the case for free college education for all American students.
In 1877, Rutherford B. Hayes became the first president to make a strong case for universally
available public education. “Universal suffrage should rest upon universal education,” he said in his
inaugural address, adding that “liberal and permanent provision should be made for the support
of free schools.” Hayes, a Republican, didn’t worry that some poor kid might benefit from access
to “free stuff,” nor did he believe that the children of wealthy elites should be excluded from the
universal nature of the program. For him, education was the basis for full economic and political
participation, and full participation was the basis for all prosperity. An education should be
available to all regardless of anyone’s station.
Today, there is universal access to free, public schools across the United States for kindergarten
through 12th grade. That didn’t happen by presidential decree. It took populist pressure from the
progressive movement, beginning in the 1890s, to make widespread access to free public schools
a reality. By 1940, half of all young people were graduating from high school. As of 2013, that
number was 81 percent. But that achievement is no longer enough. A college degree is the new high
school diploma.
In the 1950s and 1960s, it was possible to graduate from high school and move right into
a decent-paying job with good benefits. Strong unions offered apprenticeships, and a large
manufacturing sector provided opportunities for those without an advanced degree. A couple with
a sole breadwinner could buy a home, raise a family and send their kids to college. That was the
American dream. Unfortunately, today, for too many Americans, it’s not a possibility.
An important pathway to the middle class now runs through higher education, but rising costs
are making it harder and harder for ordinary Americans to get the education they want and need.
In 1978, it was possible to earn enough money to pay for a year of college tuition just by working a
summer job that paid minimum wage. Today, it would take a minimum wage worker an entire year
to earn enough to cover the annual in-state tuition at a public university. And that’s why so many
bright young people don’t go to college, don’t finish, or graduate deeply in debt. With $1.3 trillion
in student loans, Americans are carrying more student debt than credit card or auto-loan debt.
That’s a tragedy for our young people and for our nation.
In my view, education is essential for personal and national well-being. We live in a highly
competitive, global economy, and if our economy is to be strong, we need the best-educated
workforce in the world. We won’t achieve that if, every year, hundreds of thousands of bright young
people cannot afford to go to college while millions more leave school deeply in debt. We need to
ensure that every young person in this country who wishes to go to college can get the education
that he or she desires, without going into debt and regardless of his or her family’s income.
It may seem hard to believe, but there was a time when higher education was pretty close to free
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in this country, at least for many Americans. After World War II, the GI Bill gave free education
to more than 2 million veterans, many of whom would otherwise never have been able to go to
college. This benefited them, and it was good for the economy and the country, too. In fact, scholars
say that this investment was a major reason for the high productivity and economic growth our
nation enjoyed during the postwar years. And, in certain states, such as California and New York,
tuition was so low that college was practically free for much of the 20th century. That is no longer
the case in America, but free college is still a priority in many parts of the world.
In Finland, Denmark, Ireland, Iceland, Norway, Sweden and Mexico, public colleges and
universities remain tuition-free. They’re free throughout Germany, too, and not just for Germans
or Europeans but for international citizens as well. That’s why every year, more than 4,600 students
leave the United States and enroll in German universities. For a token fee of about $200 per year, an
American can earn a degree in math or engineering from one of the premier universities in Europe.
Governments in these countries understand what an important investment they are making, not
just in the individuals who are able to acquire knowledge and skills but for the societies these
students will serve as teachers, architects, scientists, entrepreneurs and more.
It is time to build on the progressive movement of the past and make public colleges and
universities tuition-free in the United States — a development that will be the driver of a new
era of American prosperity. We will have a stronger economy and a stronger democracy when all
young people with the ambition and the talent can reach their full potential, regardless of their
circumstances at birth.

Discussion Starters
1. What do you believe are the strongest arguments made in the essay for universal free
college education? What other arguments can you think of that would have make the case?
2. What arguments do you envision people not supportive of free college education would
make? How do you think that Sanders would try to counter them?
3. What is your own opinion on college education being free to anyone wishing and qualified
to attend? How might that change the country for the better?
4. How, if at all, has the cost of a college education affected you personally regarding
the college that you attended, the loan(s) you may have had to take out, any financial
difficulties you may encounter in remaining in college? How, if at all, would a free college
education change your life?

Colleges Confront a Gender Gap in Student Engagement
By Libby Sander
Libby Sander is a staff writer for The Chronicle of Higher Education. In this essay, Sander
explores the differences between how men and women navigate the college experience, the postgraduate effects of those differences, and what each gender can learn from the other.
For decades, women have enrolled in college in greater numbers than men, and, by many measures,
have outperformed them in the classroom. But in recent years, as social scientists and student-affairs
offices have focused on other differences between the genders, they have documented patterns that
could explain how engagement influences student development.
The focus on gender is leading some colleges to try new approaches to interacting with their
students. And it is also providing some fascinating—if often maddening—hints at how differently
male and female students experience college.
Women tend to study abroad, volunteer in the community, and spend longer hours preparing
for class, some experts have noted. Men spend more time playing video games, relaxing, and
watching television. But men have more substantive engagements with their professors, are more
likely to do undergraduate research, and tend to major in fields that steer them into better-paying
jobs. And although women do many of the things that researchers have identified as positive
influences on a college experience, they also report higher levels of stress and lower levels of
confidence than men.
Researchers continue to wrestle with those contrasts. How, they wonder, do such differences
shape the way men and women experience college? The patterns prompt complex questions about
the expectations that men and women internalize long before they even set foot on a campus.
“It’s not necessarily that men are not engaged and that’s bad, and women are very engaged
and that’s good. The real story is much more nuanced than that,” says MaryAnn Baenninger, a
scholar of gender and cognition and president of the College of Saint Benedict, a women’s college
in Minnesota. Saint Benedict has close ties to the all-male Saint John’s University, sharing a
curriculum and extracurricular activities with the institution six miles down the road.
Girls and boys are treated differently from the day they’re born, Ms. Baenninger says, and the
disparities playing out on college campuses say as much about how men and women are socialized
before they get to campus as they do about what happens once they’re there.” They’re different,” she
says. “But there is probably something to be learned from both the women and the men in terms of
how they navigate in college.”
Looking at student-engagement trends in the aggregate—men and women together—can
mask some important differences between the genders, researchers say. Men and women, it turns
out, tend to view college differently—and those differences often shape their willingness to get
invested in academic pursuits and other activities.
Some colleges are trying to learn from the patterns. At Saint Benedict and Saint John’s,
academic awards used to be split evenly between women and men. (Women make up 52 percent
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of the two institutions’ combined enrollment.) Then Ms. Baenninger advocated a survival-of-thefittest approach. Now, she says, slightly fewer men receive awards: Phi Beta Kappa, for instance, is
roughly 60 percent female.
“When left to their own devices in an academic environment, women are excelling,” Ms.
Baenninger says. But she’s noticed that that doesn’t always translate into professionally oriented
tasks like career fairs, where men often schmooze more readily with prospective employers. The
disconnect makes her wonder if the ideal lies somewhere between the women’s academic gusto
and the men’s more laid-back approach. “What good is Phi Beta Kappa if you don’t know how
to go through that job interview?” she asks. “And suppose you know how to go through that job
interview—wouldn’t it be great if you had Phi Beta Kappa on your résumé?”
When Demetri Morgan was a student at the University of Florida, he observed that his female
friends were active on the campus and excelled academically as a way to assert themselves and find
their footing at the large institution. Not so for the guys. “That wasn’t how they were defining
themselves,” he says. “Their social capital came from how many women they were sleeping with or
how good they were at sports or what job they were aspiring to.”
Today, Mr. Morgan, who graduated in 2011 and is now pursuing a master’s degree in higher
education and student affairs at Indiana University at Bloomington, sees a conflict between what
he has learned from research on student engagement and what he has seen in his own life. “I know
plenty of guys who were only involved in the fraternity—and they weren’t even really involved
in that—and they’re doing fine,” he says. On many occasions, he’d get deep into discussions
with other men about why it was important to get involved. They’d often meet his pleas with a
pragmatic comeback: “If I’m here to get a degree, why are you talking to me about involvement?”
he recalls them saying. “Sometimes I try to argue back about all the positive outcomes about
engagement,” he says. Other times, he felt they had a point: “I’m like, ‘Yeah, you are here to get a
degree.’”
The gender differences tend to become evident early on, usually during students’ first year
of college, says Jillian Kinzie, associate director at the National Survey of Student Engagement,
based at Indiana. At that time, survey results have shown, female students are participating at very
different levels than male students are. The women are volunteering in the community, spending
more time each week preparing for class, and caring for dependents; male students, meanwhile,
spend more time relaxing and playing intramural sports.
Many of those trends equalize over time, Ms. Kinzie says. But she is troubled by other contrasts.
Women work harder to meet expectations, spending more time on drafts of papers, say, before
turning them in. But men spend more time interacting with faculty on research projects and other
serious academic endeavors.
“Women are doing more of the things that are beneficial for them in college,” says Linda J.
Sax, a professor of higher education at the University of California at Los Angeles and one of the
authors of The Gender Gap in College ( Jossey-Bass, 2008). But the fact that men spend more time
on leisure is “not necessarily a bad thing.”
The diligence and motivation that many female students display, though, often belies a
complicated vision of their own skills and abilities. Women appear to be harsher—or perhaps just
more realistic—critics of themselves than men are.
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In the 2011 freshman survey, administered each year by UCLA’s Higher Education Research
Institute, men claimed to be above average at certain skills at rates higher than women—in
some cases, much higher. They saw themselves as above average in academic ability, popularity,
mathematical ability, physical and emotional health, and in negotiating controversial issues, to
name a few. In some cases, the gender disparities were more than 15 percentage points. (Women
viewed themselves as “above average” more than men did in only a handful of categories, including
artistic ability and “drive to achieve.”)
Men and women also respond differently in academic settings. Women may spend more time
revising papers and hitting the books, but the impact of academic engagement on students’ overall
success tends to be stronger for men, Ms. Sax says.
“We know that men spend less time studying. But we know that if we can increase their
homework time, they’re going to reap greater benefits,” she says. “There’s something about the
academic engagement that’s a bit more eye-opening for men than for women when it comes to their
thinking about their place in the larger world.”
Ms. Sax has found that interacting with professors is a powerful influence on how women
view themselves. It can cut both ways, though. If women feel that faculty are taking them seriously,
they tend to feel better about themselves. But if they think they’re not being taken seriously, that
impression can undermine their confidence.
With growth in female enrollment attributed in large part to an influx of women from
previously underrepresented minority groups, it’s men of color, researchers say, who are least
likely to engage. Mr. Morgan, the Indiana graduate student, has found that to be true. As an
undergraduate at Florida and a self-described “involved guy,” he wanted to understand why his
fellow African-American male students held back. Under the auspices of his fraternity, he organized
a group of black men to get together and talk about their experiences at the university.
The reason that black men didn’t get involved, he learned, was that they didn’t want to be seen
as “gay” or nerdy. They also didn’t want to seem white. After the discussion, Mr. Morgan says, he
was angry. But he didn’t know where to lay blame: On men, for hanging back? On the university,
for not engaging them? On the women, whose energy the men saw as emasculating? “I was just
confused,” he says.
Some scholars and campus officials are grappling with similar dilemmas. But they do
acknowledge that in other respects, the gender gap favors men. They still earn more than women,
and they tend to dominate positions of power and prestige in government and the private sector.
But Frank Harris III, an associate professor of postsecondary education at San Diego State
University who has studied engagement among male college students for a decade, says that such
eventual success doesn’t let colleges off the hook now. “Men are absolutely still more advantaged in
society than are women,” Mr. Harris says. “But I don’t think that should be a reason for us not to do
the work necessary to help men become better people.”
The work that colleges do with men in their college years, he believes, could help them make
better decisions later in life. But first, colleges need men to show up.
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Discussion Starters
1. What are some of the major differences cited in the essay for how “engaged” men and
women are in college? What do you think the main reasons are for this “gender gap?”
2. How do you reconcile the contradictory contention that women work harder and are
more successful in college but that men get the better jobs upon graduation?
3. The essay suggests that women and men approach college differently because they are
raised differently. What differences in upbringing would lead to the educational disparities
that reveal themselves in college (and before)?

Good Silences, Bad Silences, Unforgivable Silences
By Angela Onwuachi-Willig
Angela Onwuachi-Willig is a professor at the College of Law, University of Iowa, and author
of According to Our Hearts: Lessons on Race, Family, and Law. In this essay, OnwuachiWillig relates her experiences as a black woman in a white male-dominated profession and
how remaining silent is sometimes wise and other times unforgiveable.
For an untenured faculty member, perception is everything. How should this young “lamb”
signal to all that she is a dedicated teacher, a brilliant scholar, and a wonderful colleague? For
outsiders, such as women of color, this task of negotiating and performing identity can prove rather
burdensome because of the need to counter negative stereotypes based on race, gender, and class.
For many junior faculty members, a recurring conflict is the longstanding tension between voice
and no voice: to speak or not to speak becomes the question. How, then, can women of color,
especially those from poor or working-class backgrounds, draw the line between following advice
for survival and resisting their own subjugation?
The tenure process is an exhausting one, and each individual must do what allows her to sleep
at night. We all have to strive to be like Sister Pollard, who proclaimed during the Montgomery
bus boycott, “My feets is tired, but my soul is rested.” Although I went through the tenure process
recently and emerged relatively unscathed, I constantly struggled with the issue of silence, and
continue to do so now. Through it all, I have learned that there are good silences, bad silences, and
unforgivable silences.
Silence as Action
As an untenured professor, I learned firsthand about the power of silence by observing the conduct
of a senior male colleague of color at the first law school where I worked. I recall my initial surprise
at his silence during most faculty meetings, especially given his stature as a highly respected faculty
member. His silence stood in stark contrast to the frequent speech of many of our white, male
senior colleagues, some of whom voiced their opinions on every matter—repeatedly. I wanted to
learn from my colleague’s opinions, but, in the end, I learned more from his silence. As I watched
him throughout the year, I understood that his silences were, at least in part, strategic. They gave
him a powerful voice when he spoke in public settings. I later learned that he did much of his
speaking outside of the public faculty eye—in private.
Through him, I learned that we have to become comfortable enough with silences to know
when to read them and nurture them into spoken voice. As the legal scholar Dorothy Roberts
said in her article “Paradox of Silence”: “One possibility is that by employing silence, the professor
subverts the dominant style of speech in law-school classrooms. By breaking through the fastpaced aggressive banter, typically dominated by white, male students, silence allows less aggressive
students of color to compose their thoughts and to participate.” Undoubtedly, silence can be
powerful. But when are the silences harmful? And how can such harm be prevented?
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The Harmful Effects of Silence
We—female faculty of color—can be silenced in many aspects of our job. We can be silenced
through our difficulties in saying no to extra service burdens that involve diversity, especially where
we know our voices will not otherwise be represented; or through our shame in talking about the
daily biases we face in the classroom, biases that are often invisible to white colleagues; or through
our feelings that we are impostors in the academic world. We have to ask ourselves, How can we
balance the act of not speaking without losing self and yet speak without losing the game?
Most recently, I struggled with these issues when I taught employment discrimination for the
first time. Little did I know that I was in for a surprise as I covered the law regarding workplaceappearance codes and discrimination—in particular, those cases concerning the hairstyles of
black women. I presented the class with a hypothetical case based upon an actual one (Rogers v.
American Airlines), in which a black female airline employee had filed a discrimination lawsuit.
She argued that the airline discriminated against “her as a woman, and more specifically, a black
woman” through a grooming policy that prohibited certain employees from wearing all-braided
hairstyles.
I was pleasantly surprised by my students’ initial reaction. My students—none of whom were
black, and many of whom came from small, rural towns—argued fervently that the prohibition on
braided hairstyles was a form of race discrimination. I then revealed that my hypothetical was based
on an actual case, which a court had dismissed on the grounds that the appearance provision did
“not regulate on the basis of any immutable characteristic” and that the policy applied equally to
both races and sexes. My students slowly began to nod their heads in agreement. Their challenges
ended. I pressed them briefly, but I never really dove into complex criticisms of the case. I later
questioned my silence during this classroom discussion. Why had I remained on the sidelines?
I began to understand how Paulette Caldwell, a black legal scholar who wrote 20 years ago
about her reluctance to discuss the Rogers case, had felt. I had remained silent because I was
nervous about voluntarily making myself both a subject and an object. But my silences in that class
hurt not only me but also my students.
A few weeks later, I had another chance in that course to address the hair issue. This time I
spoke openly, explaining my theory about how braids, locks, and twists—in light of the gender
ideal for women with long, straight hair—should be understood as natural hairstyles and thus a
marker of race. The students were receptive, nodding this time with me instead of the Rogers court.
Only rarely, though, do we get second chances to make up for our silences. There are times when we
have no choice but to speak.
Unforgivable Silences
I had just moved to a new school, where I was scheduled to come up for review for tenure the
following fall. During a meeting to discuss my file, one associate dean, a white, senior male,
remarked, “What we really care about are your teaching evaluations here, not the ones at your
previous institution.” I was in my first semester of teaching at my new school. I had no evaluations
to speak of yet and—at least until that moment—had not been too preoccupied with them. I
immediately thought, “Really? My record does not matter much?” I wanted to explain to him
that—unlike him and many of my white, male colleagues—I did not walk into a classroom with a
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presumption of competence; that students judged me more harshly than they did my white peers;
that I effectively had to work twice as hard to get good evaluations; that it could take at least two
semesters to build up the same credibility that my white peers so often automatically received; and
that this struggle would be particularly arduous because of the overwhelmingly white student body.
I then thought back to the pretenure meeting at my first school, a meeting that had gone
completely differently. In that meeting, the dean, a white, senior male, told me, “You should know
that I am fully aware of the challenges that women of color face in the classroom. We fully consider
these challenges as we evaluate your teaching.” I remembered how soothing I had found his words
at that time. Struck by the stark differences at my new school, I remained silent in that pretenure
meeting.
When I later had a chance to speak about my classroom challenges in my tenure file, I limited
my words. I had previously planned to discuss these challenges at length—to educate others from
what I hoped would be a position of relative privilege. However, my evaluations in one course were
not as strong as my prior ones, and I was worried that my discussion of those challenges, including
studies of proven bias against women of color, would sound too much like I was making excuses.
My silences before had affected my freedom to speak later.
Although I went through the tenure process—as others repeatedly tell me—easily and
unscathed, that incident and others continue to haunt me. But they have also taught me much
about unforgivable silences—about the times when we must speak up.
I refer primarily to the tenured voices that helped the dean at my first school understand the
classroom challenges faced by people of color. My silent senior male colleague of color and a senior
female colleague of color had often met privately with that dean to discuss such challenges over the
years. They had used status to create understanding for those who came after them.
It is my thoughts of these colleagues that often remind me that it is time to stop being a lamb,
that it is my duty now to educate and speak up, that the silences reserved for the young lambs are no
longer my own.

Discussion Starters
1. What distinctions does Onwuachi-Willig make among “good,” “bad,” and “unforgiveable”
silences? Do you agree with her?
2. Onwuachi-Willig contends that women of color face discrimination and have to work
harder to be successful than others. What experiences of your own or others you know
confirm this contention?
3. Discuss your own comfort in “speaking out” in the classroom or other settings. What if
anything keeps you quiet? Are there times you would like to speak out when you don’t?
How does someone overcome such silences?

