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A Post-Lecture Assessment of Thomas 

Frank on Higher Education byAmeri''"studie. 

Last week, we were delighted to host Thomas Frank and john summers, founding edi tor and 

editor-in -ch ief of The Baffler, for a con versation on the future of higher education. In case you 

weren't ab le to attend the event (or watch ou r live~tweet i n g), one of our graduate students, 

Brendan Gaughen, has penned this thorough and thought-provoking write-up of the event. 

Feel free to weigh in in the comments, too - where is higher education going in the age of 

market pressures and student loans? 

A student protests tuition hikes at McGill University in 

Quebec 

Thomas Frank, founding edi tor of The Baffler, gave a ta lk ca lled "Academy Fight Song" on 

October 30 in Avaya Auditori um on issues in higher education. Compa ring higher education to 

an impossible dream burdened by unfulf illed promises, Frank decried the fact that un iversities 

have over the pas t few decades been increas ing ly run as businesses that va lue profi ts over 

the inte rests of students. Though his jeremiad was quite effective in ar ticulating some of the 

problems presently occurring in higher education, his solutions were less clear. 

Frank began the ta lk by describing the perception of the American un iversity system as a 

dreaml ike utopia of infinite possibility. Then all of a sudden, he said, recent college graduates 

wake up from the dream to discover themselves $100,000 in debt with no prospects to speak 

of, despite the pervasive myth that thei r college degree grants automatic entry into the 

professional manageria l class. Frank was ca refu l to di fferentiate between a college degree and 

a college education, the former being what is thought of as the single most important 

credential to obtaining a career. 

According to Frank, universities themselves are guilty of perpetuating this myth of self· 

importa nce. They are driven by what he cal led academic capi tal ism, sel ling promises to 

students but acting in their own inst itutional best interests, cal ling Harva rd, for example, a 

"hedge fund with a university attached to it." Frank cautioned aga inst univers ities functioning 

like businesses that answer to the needs of the ma rketplace. 

He cla imed college students also feed into the problem, calling them cash cows who are 

duped into believing a college education is necessary. Li ke lambs to the slaughter, sa id Frank, 

they sign a student loan applicat ion, a blank check drawn on their own future, not knowing 

what they are getting themselves into. Once in college, they are trapped by the high cost of 

textbooks and ever-increasing tuition. Afterward they are saddled wit h huge amounts of 

student loan debt. 

Higher education has been undergoing what he ca lled deprofessionalization, and the bulk of 

the teaching is now done by low-rankin g faculty with no tenure, benefits, or job security. 

University budgets go toward things like fa ncy arch itecture, sports sta diums, food courts, and 

celebrity professors with no academic credentials such as General David Petrae us and Chelsea 

Cli nton, who was given a high-ranking position despite not have finished her doctorate. 

Perhaps most importantly, higher and higher percentages of university budgets are spent on 

an increas ing number of administrators, whom Frank believes are largely unnecessary. Instead 

of a dreamlike utopia, said Frank, the America n higher education system has become a 

"dystopia brought about by paras ites and bill ionai res." 

The problem will remain unnoticed, said Frank, until there is an eventual breaking point: a 

bursting bubble that would take the form of a debt-driven fail ure of a prestigious university. 

The fa ilure, he said, will inevi tably be blamed on socialism, and the solution will be more 

standard ized tests and more number-crun ch ing administrato rs to monitor budgets and 

standards. There will be a mass fa culty extinction that wi ll mi racu lously spare administrators, 

and as a result humanities education will only be ava ilable to the very rich. 

At the end of the talk, Fran k outl ined some components that would begin to reverse the 

process of marketiza tion in higher educat ion. Ideal ly, college should be very cheap, he sa id, 

wi th greater subsidies from the state. Universit ies should reduce the number of adjuncts and 

get rid of most administra tors. student loan debt should be forgiven in bankru ptcy. Finally, he 

suggested college students speak up for the ir own Interests and strike for better higher 

education. Though he did mention a recent event in Quebec where students were able to 

negotiate for lower tuition, one wonders if he truly be lieves college students would be able to 

successfu lly organize on a grand sca le, given that he previously portrayed them as 

unsophisticated and charmingly naive (though perhaps it takes a bit of youthful naivete to 

proceed when the odds are not in your favor). 

In the question and answer session that followed, several aud ience members brought up good 

points. What about the pos itive experiences and transformat ions of students? What about the 

fact that universities continue to be at the forefront of scient ific and intellectual innova tion? 

Why isn't the solut ion to dream more, rather than less' Frank ac knowledged the 

transformative power of college but again lamented the fact that it has largely been captured 

by market logic. He then desc ribed an intellectual epiphany that he had in college when he 

used to be a Repub lican, though surely he must have had a more significa nt transfo rmative 

experience than that. 

But let's face it - the climate of higher education was much different then. The cost of tu ition 

and textbooks was much lower. University budgets were not burdened by cad res of 

administrators, and a significant ly greater portion of the teaching was done by ten ured (or 

soon-to-be-tenured) faculty rather than adjuncts. The high cost of a college educat ion today 

has made it increasingly more difficult for even the midd le class to attend, let alone those 

from lower socioeconomic classes. This makes the privileges afforded to certain groups (based 

on race, gender, and class) even more pronounced. Desp ite a somewhat condescending view 

of the ones who should be central to the story - college students - "Academy Fight Song" 

described quite effectively some of the main problems facing higher educat ion today: belief in 

the necess ity of a co llege degree, skyrocketing debt, shrinking budgets that have decimated 

some huma nities departments, and a pro liferation of administrators. But as I'm sure even 

Thomas Frank knows, outl in ing the problems is much easier than ar ticu lating realistic 

solutions. 
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