
T o the high school graduates of
2019: You’ve been misled.

Having been schooled in
hoop-jumping by institutions
shaped by No Child Left Behind and
Race to the Top, you’ve been condi-
tioned to think that what matters
most about you can be quantified.
Because your government has de-
funded higher education, the college
degree you feel forced to pursue
probably requires your adult life to
begin in a swamp of debt. You’re
being programmed like robots for
the prospect of jobs that will be done
in the future by robots.

If the bubble tests and business
degrees happen to pay off, the re-
ward is employment in a corporation
that poisons the water, pollutes the
air, depletes the soil, roasts the plan-
et, preys on our neighbors or deci-
mates the species that share our
planet.

No wonder so many of you are
anxious and seek refuge in your
screens — mainly on platforms de-
signed to addict you and sell your
attention.

As someone who’s been teaching
college students since you were born,
here’s my advice.

You’re not human capital. You’re
human beings. Your lives are built on
priceless, immeasurable goods like
love, beauty, truth and freedom. Put
these things first.

College is often wasted on 18-
year-olds. If you don’t feel like more
school, learn things in the school of
hard knocks. Join the military or the
Peace Corps, travel if you can, or get
a stupid job.

If and when you’re ready, seek out
a real education. Find subjects you
want to study because they awaken
you. Commit yourself to living up to

their difficulties. Though it won’t
always be fun, your education will be
shot through with the joy of wonder,
growth and self-expression.

It’s a good idea to learn how to do
something, but learn a trade for
reasons that go beyond its useful-
ness. Nobody wants a doctor or a
nurse who as a student was always
asking, “Is this going to be on the
test?” We want doctors and nurses
who approached their education
with verve and are committed to our
health beyond what’s billable.

T he classic form of a real educa-
tion is the study of how we
inhabit this universe using our

most brilliant inventions: images,
letters and numbers. Why does an

activity like art or philosophy exist at
all? As an old German mystic said,
“The rose is without why: it blooms
because it blooms.” The same goes
for subjects like calculus and evolu-
tionary science, which are mostly
just as “useless” — and wonderful —
as French literature and roses.

Unfortunately our leaders, keen
on making college a private luxury
rather than a public good, openly
denigrate real education. They see an
antagonism between liberal arts and
labor skills, and they think we should
renounce the former for the latter,
ignorant of the fact that this country
was founded by farmers who read
philosophy.

Luckily, you don’t have to go to
school to get a real education. We

still have libraries. People still know
how to do things and are usually
happy to instruct you. Read, think,
draw, learn a trade, practice an in-
strument, have conversations.

If you insist on going to school, be
savvy about how you spend your
money. You don’t want to get in the
mindset that the only way out of your
gargantuan debt is to get a “useful”
degree. Once you’re registered, set
questions of usefulness aside — well,
mostly aside. Seek out teachers who
are absent-minded to the world and
present-minded to their subjects.
Embrace the demands of a broad
education. Look at your studies as an
adventure where the riches of the
universe are to be sought and found.
Even a mediocre class is brimming

with jewels.
The bad news is that the enemy

has infiltrated school, and even some
liberal-arts classes have been com-
promised. Up to a point, you’re going
to have to play their games. See the
world as a circus where people per-
form for free. But don’t lose the abil-
ity to draw a line between playing
along and walking out.

The good news is that it’s not as
bad as many media sources blare.
Our fellow citizens are decent and
often extraordinary. Plus, I’ve yet to
find a historical period when love,
truth, beauty and freedom were in
the ascendancy. The glory of human-
ity is the constant uphill battle for
them.

I can’t promise that a real educa-
tion will win you fame and for-
tune, or even get you a job,

though I honestly think you’re going
to have a much easier time with
those things if you do have a real
education.

What I can promise is that you
won’t regret it. I’ve yet to meet some-
one who says, “I wish I didn’t know
German,” or, “If only I knew less
philosophy,” or, “I sure regret having
mastered carpentry.” That’s because
real education makes you more you.

When the ancient Greek philoso-
pher Socrates was just a few days
from his death sentence, he took up
learning the flute. A friend asked
him why he bothered, with his exe-
cution so close. Socrates calmly
replied, “To learn this tune before
dying.” So when anyone asks of your
education, “What are you going to do
with that?,” just smile and say, “I
don’t want to die without knowing
the tune.”

Scott Samuelson, the 2015 recipi-
ent of the Dallas Institute of Human-
ities and Culture’s Hiett Prize, is the
author of “The Deepest Human Life
and Seven Ways of Looking at Point-
less Suffering.” He wrote this column
for The Dallas Morning News.
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