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Dear Reader,

The room was completely silent.

Over 500 people, but you could hear a pin drop.

I remember it well…

Dr. Steve Sjuggerud took the stage and made one of  the boldest predictions of  his career. 
(A career that sure hasn’t lacked boldness!)

He said that one little-known company would become the largest company in the world  
by 2021.

I thought it was a joke.

But today, just two years later, his prediction is on its way to coming true. This company is 
now one of  the 10-largest in the world – along with Facebook, Apple, and Warren Buffett’s 
Berkshire Hathaway. 

But despite its size, I’ll bet you don’t know this company’s name...

The people in that room in Las Vegas were the first to hear Steve’s prediction.

And if  they acted on it, they scored a triple-digit gain in less than two years.

That is the magic of  the annual Stansberry Conference.

Exciting, actionable investing ideas you’ll hear in real time – often before anyone else.

Don’t miss out on the biggest – and most profitable – (and most enjoyable!) investing event 
of  the year. It pays to be in the room.

As of  today, 80% of  the tickets are already sold out.

Click here for the details – and how to get a $500 Stansberry Credit.

Sincerely,

P.J. O’Rourke 
Editor in Chief  
American Consequences

F R O M  T H E  D E S K  O F  
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School’s out! For the summer... and maybe 
for good.

It’s clear that there’s a bubble in education... 
from student loans, political correctness, and 
flawed science. 

How much bigger is this bubble going to get? 
And when will it pop?

Editor in Chief P.J. O’Rourke gets our 
“Education Issue” started with some advice 
he’s giving to his kids... while Dr. David 
Eifrig details the smart way to save and 
shelter assets for your family. 

We have a high-level Department of 
Education mole who tells us the real story 
behind Betsy DeVos, the most controversial 
member of President Trump’s cabinet for 
her “crime” of allowing parents to send their 
children to the school of their preference. 

And if one man can save education, it’s the 
former governor of Indiana and current 
president of Purdue University – Mitch 
Daniels. He shares an “open letter” to 
Purdue about a few bold steps he’s taking.

Financial analyst Porter Stansberry shares 
the best way to grow rich – wildly rich. It’s 
an investment secret he plans to teach his 
children, titled: “The Only Stocks I’ll Teach 
My Children to Buy.”

Then, we have three folks sharing their very 
different education experiences...

1.  Hannah Long shares the unexpected 
upside of a homeschooled education. 

INSIDE THIS ISSUE
2.  Turney Duff details the unexpected 

upside of a Wall Street education. 

3.  And Christine Rosen shares the 
unexpected upside of a religious education. 

Professor David Labaree writes about how the 
American college went from pitiful to powerful 
with a deep, historical look at the education 
system in the U.S. And Alice B. Lloyd travels 
to Broward County to report on the Parkland 
shooting... and discovers the biggest national 
scandal you’ve never heard about.

Andrew Ferguson details the 
reproducibility crisis in social science. 
Thousands of studies are worse than useless... 
and you’ll never guess who’s to blame. As 
one of the most prestigious scientific journals 
admits... “Much of the scientific literature, 
perhaps half, may simply be untrue.”

P.J. talks about his lousy education... Doug 
Casey delivers why college is a waste of 
money... and we round up a list of dumb 
decisions made recently by schools.

Plus, don’t miss P.J.’s essay on “Adventure 
Nerds” – what he learned taking his son Cliff 
to the 34th Space Symposium. 

Finally, former CIA analyst Buck Sexton 
tells us how to be the next generation’s greatest 
spy. (Think memos, not karate chops.)

Enjoy the issue. And tell us what you think at 
feedback@americanconsequences.com. 

Regards,

Steven Longenecker 
Managing Editor, American Consequences
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Thousands of Stocks Tested

One simple change could result on average  
in a doubling of your overall investing profits.

click here to 
 learn how
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From Editor in Chief 
P.J. O’Rourke
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 LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

I want my kids to believe in getting a good 
education, but I’m not sure where they’ll 
get it.

In the classroom? At home? In the gutter, 
where I got it?

I have a friend who sends his kids to Catholic 
school, partly because he’s Catholic, but 
mostly because he lives in a big American city 
where – as in all big American cities – the 
public schools stink.

I asked my friend, “Are the Catholic schools 
any good?”

“No,” he said. “But the kids aren’t taught 
anything that I have to un-teach them when 
they come home.”

And that’s pretty much all I’ve asked from the 
schools where I’ve sent my three kids.

I’ve been lucky. They haven’t come home 
needing to be un-taught much.

There was one occasion, at the kids’ sort-of-
but-not-too-Montessori-ish grade school, 
when a teacher answered a second-grader’s 
question about the difference between 
Democrats and Republicans by saying, 
“Democrats care about people.”

Fortunately for my police record, another 
parent blew her top before I had a chance 
to blow mine. The teacher was called to the 
dean’s office where her ears were pinned back 
and her hair was scorched off by an angry 
mom yelling, “Democrats care about ‘The 
People’! Democrats hate people! Republicans 
care about people and hate ‘The People’! 
Especially you!”

Fortunately for my police 
record, another parent blew  
her top before I had a chance  
to blow mine.

“
And a few weeks ago the prep school where 
my middle daughter goes had “Unconscious 
Bias Day” – all classes were excused in favor 
of required attendance at six or eight hours 
of lectures, assemblies, workshops, and 
discussion groups devoted to the above-
named topic.

This is a traditional New England prep school 
– which is to say it is resolutely multicultural 
in curriculum, diversity-sensitive, and 
inclusivity oriented. Meanwhile, of course, 
preserving the age-old customs and mores of 
rich WASPs.

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION
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LETTER FROM THE EDITOR

I gather. I haven’t heard any direct reports. 
While I enjoy embarrassing my kids as much 
as the next dad, I’ve never gone so far as to 
ask them, “What did you learn in Sex Ed 
Class today?”)

The students have absorbed endless lessons 
about the horrors of war but would be baffled 
if they encountered the quotation, “make a 
desolation and call it peace.” Not that they’re 
likely to be assigned to read Tacitus.

A young man can appear in the classroom 
dressed like Princess Di and no one will say a 
word, but he will be sent back to his dorm if 
he wears jeans and a collarless shirt.

I asked my daughter, “Is there bias at your 
school?”

She said, “Oh, gosh no. Nobody’s prejudiced 
or bigoted or anything like that.”

“In that case,” I said, “why not just have 
‘Unconscious Day’?”

Schools haven’t taught my kids many bad 
things. On the other hand, there are many 
good things schools haven’t taught my kids 
either.

Today’s students can list every injustice in 
America but can’t name a Justice of the 
Supreme Court.

They know all about Martin Luther King Jr. 
but have no idea who Martin Luther was.

They are fully conversant with Title IX of the 
Education Amendments Act of 1972, but are 
fuzzy on the details of Articles I through VII 
of the U.S. Constitution... not to mention 
Amendments I through X, and II in particular.

(Furthermore, Title IX aside, they don’t know 
their Roman numerals and they can’t write – 
or read – longhand.)

They are cognizant of the origins of poverty 
but ignorant of the origins of wealth. Their 
instruction has been in “dark Satanic Mills,” 
not John Stuart Mill. And they wouldn’t 
know Adam Smith from Adam.

(And even knowing Adam from Eve is a 
pedagogical conundrum these days. Or so 

I give them two rules: Mind 
your own business and keep 
your hands to yourself. 

“
Instead they are assigned to read about the 
detrimental effects of Eurocentric patriarchal 
imperialism. What they read is true enough, 
no doubt. But if an instructor dared to 
assign “The White Man’s Burden,” in which 
Rudyard Kipling writes about the detrimental 
effects of Eurocentric patriarchal imperialism 
on Eurocentric patriarchal imperialists, the 
instructor would be fired.

And, come to think of it, I don’t believe any 
of my children have ever been assigned to 
read a poem that rhymed.

Furthermore – while I’m at it with my rant 
– today’s students know all about climate 
change but spend too much time indoors 
staring at screens to know anything about the 
weather.

They have reversed Charles Dudley Warner’s 
famous quip, “Everybody complains about 
the weather but nobody does anything about 
it.” They’re all doing something about the 
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Finally, I teach them about hypocrisy. My 
mentor on the subject was my old friend 
(and American Consequences contributor) 
Andy Ferguson. Andy’s children are older 
than mine. When his were in junior high 
and mine were still little, I asked Andy what 
he was going to say when he was asked – as 
he inevitably would be – “Dad, did you take 
drugs?”

Andy, a fellow survivor of the “Better Living 
Through Chemistry” era, replied, “I’ll say I 
never took any drugs, ever.”

“Andy,” I said, “what about that 1970s photo 
of you on the mantle with your hair down to 
your butt and a guitar?”

“I’ll say I was playing in a band that 
performed ‘folk mass’ at church.”

“But Andy,” I said, “you’ve published books 
where you’ve written about being stoned out 
of your gourd.”

“Reading is part of a good education,” Andy 
said, “but when it comes to reading there’s 
one thing you can count on with your kids – 
they will never read anything written by their 
fathers.”

Presumably, that includes what I’m writing 
here. Therefore, I have told my children that 
I never took drugs, never had sex until I was 
married to their mom, and that when I was 
a kid I made my bed every morning before I 
left for school.

If the kids believe that, they’ll believe 
anything. They might even believe in getting 
a good education.

weather – with their climate activism, climate 
advocacy, heightening of climate awareness, 
etc. – but they’ve curled up with Netflix and 
are too cozy to complain.

Thus, today’s students are graduating from 
school literally too stupid to come in out of 
the rain.

But so did we. So did everyone. That’s the 
way it’s always been. We don’t get much of 
our education in school.

This leaves me in charge of the education my 
kids get outside school...

OK, I’m lying... My wife is in charge of that. 
And my kids can be damn thankful for it. But 
I try to do my little bit.

I give them two rules: Mind your own 
business and keep your hands to yourself. 
I call these “The Bill and Hillary Clinton 
Rules” because... Mind your own business, 
Hillary. And, Bill, keep your hands to 
yourself.

Then I invoke the “Fairness Precept,” which 
began with my eldest daughter, a child much 
given to exclamations of “That’s not fair!”

One day when she was about eight or nine 
and had worked herself up into a huge snit 
about the unfairness of something or other I 
lost my patience and snapped at her...

“Not fair?” I said. “You’re cute. That’s not fair. 
Your parents are pretty well off. That’s not 
fair. You were born in America. THAT’S not 
fair. Honey, you’d better get down on your 
knees and pray to God that things don’t start 
getting ‘fair’ for you!”



“bang for their buck” in value stocks, which 
typically outperform when profits and interest 
rates raise.

Two market bellwethers that did not fare 
well were Caterpillar and 3M. Caterpillar 
management thinks first-quarter results could 
be the highwater mark for the year, and 3M 
flat-out missed all estimates and guided 2018 
lower. 3M’s struggles are not a surprise given 
that the bulk of consumer-staples stocks are 
in a bear market.

Oil prices held and are up over 18% year to 
date. OPEC production cuts were extended 
and the inventory levels have consistently 
shown a weekly drawdown. Many oil 
bulls believe the summer driving season 
could push prices above $80 a barrel. U.S. 
withdrawal from the Iran nuclear accord and 
increased tensions in the region have acted as 
support for oil prices.

Gold bugs tried to push the metal higher 
when equities sold off, but prices quickly 
fell back $1,300 an ounce. There are many 
reasons for gold apathy, the most salient of 
which are the ratcheting down of Korean 
tensions and a strong U.S. dollar.

Bitcoin recovered after February’s lows, and 
there is some talk about Wall Street banks 
building out crypto trading desks.

Markets are stuck. The battle between 
investors who embrace earnings growth, 
buybacks, and dividends are stymied by 
sellers focused on higher inflation and interest 
rates, which negatively impact future cash 
flows and force fund managers to reduce 
stock holdings in favor of bonds.

‘MARKETS ARE STUCK’ AS VOLATILITY AND 
INTEREST RATES RISE...

The trade tensions that raged in March 
simmered down in April and May. The 
driving factors were the U.S. trade team’s 
trip to Beijing, and the return favor by China’s 
delegation to Washington, D.C. But investors 
are conditioned to be wary of the next China 
headline or Trump tweet and are quick to “sell 
first, ask questions later.”

As for rates, the 10-year yield breached 3.1% 
and the spread between the 2- and 10-year 
yields was the tightest it’s been in five years, 
stoking fears of the dreaded inverted yield 
curve. When short-term rates are higher than 
long-term rates, the chances of an impending 
recession are elevated.

The S&P 500 traded down to the 200-day 
moving average and held firm. Earnings 
have been all over the map, but, taken in 
aggregate, better than expected.

Dow Jones Industrial leader Boeing delivered 
stellar results and guided higher. Facebook   
did the same and rallied, showing investors 
are beginning to get past the Cambridge 
Analytica debacle. Intel and Microsoft 
delivered beats across the board but then 
sold off quickly over concern that growth 
stocks have peaked. Investors saw more 

WHAT MOVED THE MARKET
THE BIGGEST STORIES THAT 
MATTERED FOR THE MARKET 
LAST MONTH...

TUNE IN
Stansberry NewsWire,  

every morning at 

8:30 a.m.

For real-
time 

market 
updates 

from some 
of Wall 

Street’s 
most 

plugged-in 
analysts, 

CLICK 
HERE  
to get 

instant 
access to 

NewsWire.
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THE FED’S INFLATION DEBATE IS FRONT 
AND CENTER...

To raise rates quicker than expected or not raise 
rates quicker than expected, that is the question...

The Federal Open Market Committee 
(FOMC) met once again May 1 and 2 before 
announcing their latest policy decision... it left 
rates unchanged but changed the language 
in the conversation. The key phrase was, 
“Inflation on a 12-month basis is expected 
to run near the Committee’s symmetric 2% 
objective over the medium term.” “Symmetric” 
was the word of focus.

The thinking is “symmetric” implies the Fed is 
willing to let inflation run hot. In other words, 
inflation has undershot the 2% target for so 
long, it may be time to let it run over 2% for a 
commensurate amount of time. But, bear in 
mind, the Fed must be careful not to let the 
economy overheat.

As May wore on, and Fed speakers hit the 
road, “symmetric” was a popular topic of 
conversation. Investors were interested 
in understanding exactly what the FOMC 
meant in its statement. Regional presidents 
Raphael Bostic of Atlanta, John Williams of 
San Francisco, Loretta Mester of Cleveland, 
Robert Kaplan of Dallas, and Charles Evans of 
Chicago all went to great lengths to elaborate. 
They confirmed exactly what the market 
thought. They discussed the inflation picture 
and yield curve at length and are willing to let 
the economy run hot to make up for inflation 
undershooting for so long. The hope is that there’s 
less need to quicken the pace of rate hikes.

As we approach the next policy decision in 
June, remember that the Fed has not raised 

EDITORS

Scott  
Garliss

John  
Gillin

Greg  
Diamond

WATCH  
THESE  
DATES
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May 22
The House of Representatives votes on 
the Senate’s Dodd-Frank reform bill. This 
is expected to raise the threshold for the 
systemically important financial institution 
designation from $50 billion to $250 billion, 
benefitting community and regional banks.

May 23
FOMC minutes from the most recent meeting. 
Investors will be looking for more inflation talk.

Markit releases its preliminary manufacturing, 
services, and composite Purchasing Managers’ 
Index (PMI) data in the U.S. and the eurozone. 
This is a vital gauge for judging the state of 
global growth.

June 12-13
The FOMC meeting in Washington, D.C. It will 
announce its latest policy update, and investors 
will be listening to the follow-up press 
conference and surveying the dot plot release 
for rate-hike clues.

rates unless there is a press conference after 
the meeting. For the rest of this year, there are 
press conferences after the June, September, 
and December meetings... which is an 
opportunity for three more rate hikes in 2018. 
The market has already priced-in a June hike, 
so it’s a matter of September and December. 
Granted, this doesn’t necessarily mean the 
Fed will hike rates four times this year. But the 
bears are saying there’s nothing in the most 
recent statement to make you think it won’t.

We’re going to know very soon.



WHAT COULD 
POSSIBLY  

GO WRONG?
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U.S. withdraws from Iran nuclear deal...

This month President Donald Trump fulfilled 
his campaign promise to withdraw from the 
Iran nuclear deal, also known as the Joint 
Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA). 
Calling the JCPOA “defective at its core,” 
he promised to impose the “highest level of 
economic sanctions” on the country.

The decision upset key allies in Europe, 
some of whom had been urging Trump to 
reconsider. Russia and China even issued a 
joint statement declaring their “unwavering 
support” for the agreement.

President Trump and critics of the deal say 
that Iran has continued to develop its nuclear 
program despite sanctions and inspections. 
And Israel’s prime minister, Benjamin 
Netanyahu, held a press conference where 
he presented a cache of documents he said 
prove Iran lied to the world about its nuclear 
enrichment and development programs.

And days ago, U.S. Treasury Secretary Steven 
Mnuchin announced anti-terror sanctions against 
the governor of Iran’s central bank, as well as a 

member of the bank’s international division.

In short, these sanctions have the potential to 
target any agreements signed by either of the 
two men, creating a strong disincentive for 
governments or businesses considering deals 
involving the country. The sanctions are also 
“secondary” – they apply to both American 
and non-U.S. companies and individuals – 
with more expected in the coming weeks.

So, what could possibly go wrong?

Proponents of the deal claim that U.S. 
withdrawal leaves the door open for Iran to scrap 
the agreement and renew some nuclear programs. 
And many political analysts believe the action 
would be symbolic rather than provocative... a 
bargaining chip for future negotiations.

A removal of Iran’s self-imposed enrichment 
limitations would be a breach of the 
agreement, but would still leave the country 
unable to produce weapons-grade uranium 
without further redevelopment of nuclear 
facilities... many of which are currently under 
satellite surveillance.

Financial follies and disaster in the making



As we go to press, the remaining JCPOA 
parties are still committed to the agreement, 
but more U.S. sanctions are expected.

What about Iran’s oil?

With the disruption of the JCPOA comes 
the potential loss of Iranian oil on the global 
market – estimated at about 500,000 barrels 
per day – and its effect on oil prices.

European benchmark Brent crude has already 
seen its price rise to more than $75 a barrel, 
the highest in more than three years. But this 
was on the expectation that Trump would 
reject the deal and the market would see less 
Iranian oil... In other words, futures traders 
had “priced in” the expected withdrawal.

When sanctions on Iran lifted two years ago, 
it was able to double its oil exports to about 
2.2 million barrels a day – roughly 3% of 
global output. Europe quickly became a major 
buyer, and that’s where the 500,000-barrel-
per-day loss comes in. European buyers and 
businesses that deal with both Iran and the U.S. 
will likely withdraw business from the country 
before putting their U.S. dealings at risk.

So what does this mean for oil in the United 
States? Not much so far.

Even the most extreme long-term estimates – 
about a million barrels a day – only account 
for 1% of global demand. And Venezuela’s 
oil production has already fallen by a similar 
amount, also about 500,000 barrels per day, 
with little disruption to the global oil market.

That said, on May 16 the U.S. Energy 
Information Administration (EIA) announced 
that oil stockpiles in the U.S. and cooperating 
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countries had dropped back to five-year 
average levels due to OPEC production cuts. 
But it also expects this drop in surplus oil to 
correct over the next six months.

The EIA estimates that the U.S. will produce 
an average of 10.5 million barrels per day in 
2018. And while the U.S. consumes more 
than it produces (about 20 million barrels 
per day in 2017), it’s unlikely that even the 
hypothetical one million-barrel global loss 
would hurt oil prices in the long term without 
further cuts from OPEC or manipulation by 
futures traders.

In the short term, a rise in gasoline prices is 
possible, with diesel likely taking the brunt 
of it. But analysts and the EIA don’t expect 
prices to bounce much higher than $3 for a 
gallon of regular unleaded.

The ‘buyback boom’ has resumed...

According to Goldman Sachs, S&P 500 
companies are on track to announce $650 
billion worth of share repurchases this year. 
This would trounce the previous all-time 
record of $589 billion set in 2007.

But share buybacks are a “double-
edged sword”...

When shares are trading at a relatively cheap 
valuation and the company has the cash to 
fund them, buybacks can be great for investors. 
But today, we’re seeing many firms buying back 
shares at historically high valuations. Worse, 
most are borrowing heavily to do so. These 
companies are likely to regret these decisions 
when the next downturn arrives.

What could possibly go wrong?
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FROM OUR INBOX

published reports that the company paid 

ZERO federal income taxes last year.

If that is true, why is it true? That kind of cash 

could go toward closing the deficit or paying 

down the national debt. If Bezos is getting 

away with it, how many others in or near his 

bracket are also skirting their “share” of the 

taxes? – Al E.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: Al, I don’t have that 
Obama Administration kind of access to IRS 
secrets that would let me give you the dirt on 
Amazon’s tax status. But I can tell you that 
corporate taxes generate only about 9% of 
federal revenue. Trying to close the deficit gap 
with corporate taxes is like trying to close a 
church door with a chicken feather.

I would take an issue with the comment [that 

folks making under $70,000] only pay 6% of 

the total taxes. I assume you’re only talking 

about income tax. What about property 

taxes, sales taxes, tolls, car taxes, and all 

those little fees here and there that are 

distractions from the costs of living people in 

or below this income level pay? – John C.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: John, I would snatch 
that issue back from you. I was only talking 
about income tax and also only talking about 
federal revenue. 
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Re: Our Newest Readers 
Weigh In
Got to admit I thought when I saw it that you 

were O’Rourke-ing financial shibboleths. I 

always felt you were warped but fair. I liked 

that. Looking forward to help in this mess. – 

Rick J.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: That’s us, Rick! 
Warped but fair. Tipsy but balanced. 
However, I don’t know how much assistance I 
personally am going to be with the mess we’re 
in. About all I can do is figure out a funny 
way to yell for help.

Is it possible to receive the magazine as it is 

in my Kindle or PDF format? – Mike R.

Steven Longenecker comment: Absolutely! 
We’ve uploaded all our archived issues 
in a PDF format right here: https://
americanconsequences.com/archive/. It 
should open great on a Kindle Fire or other 
tablet. It’s a little rougher (but workable) on a 
Kindle e-reader.

Re: What’s ‘Fair’ About Taxes?
April 25, 2018 issue American Weekly 
Consequences

Regarding fairness in taxation, have you read 

about Jeff Bezos and Amazon? Namely, the 

Send us a message, question, or criticism at 
feedback@americanconsequences.com

https://americanconsequences.com/subscribe.html
https://americanconsequences.com/subscribe.html
https://americanconsequences.com/archive/
https://americanconsequences.com/archive/
https://americanconsequences.com/now-is-the-time-to-prepare/
mailto:feedback%40americanconsequences.com?subject=
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ADVERTORIAL 

It’s finally happening…

As soon as next week, a story on the cover 
of The Wall Street Journal is going to turn 
some American investors into newly minted  
marijuana millionaires.

Thanks to new legislation proposed by Chuck 
Schumer on April 20th, it looks like marijuana 
is finally going mainstream here in America. 
And if you know what to do, it could make you 
one of the highest investment gains in 2018.

Politico magazine calls it “Legal Marijuana’s 
Big Moment”.

The Washington Post reports, “President 
Trump has promised… that he will support 
congressional efforts to protect states that 
have legalized marijuana.”

Former speaker of the House, John Boehner, 
who once said he was “unalterably opposed” 
to decriminalizing marijuana, recently joined 
the board of a marijuana company and now 
says marijuana is critically needed to fight the 
opioid epidemic.

If you read between the lines, it’s clear that 
a major legislative change is at hand — and 
that’s good news for investors who know how 
to play it.

According to the author, in many cases you 
can make a fortune without ever leaving your 
house… starting a business… or touching a 
single gram of marijuana along the way.

Even better, there’s a new resource called the 
Marijuana Playbook that details dozens of 
clever ways anyone can take advantage of the 
situation right now.

Better yet, you can learn everything you need 
to know about this resource here, for a brief 
time only, free of charge.

Senate Bill C-45 Could Trigger 
Last Marijuana Boom This June

MAY 2018

https://orders.cloudsna.com/chain?cid=MKT355349&eid=MKT359544&encryptedSnaid=&snaid=&step=start
https://orders.cloudsna.com/chain?cid=MKT355349&eid=MKT359544&encryptedSnaid=&snaid=&step=start
https://orders.cloudsna.com/chain?cid=MKT355349&eid=MKT359544&encryptedSnaid=&snaid=&step=start
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I agree that almost all forms of American 
taxation other than income tax are regressive 
and unfair to people of modest means. But I 
wasn’t talking about fairness... I was talking 
about math. And math, as those of us who 
flunked it in high school know, isn’t fair. And 
note that individual income tax provides the 
largest share of federal revenue.

You wrote: “And folks who make less than 

$47,300?... they don’t pay any federal income 

tax at all. In fact, on average, they receive 

money back from the feds.” Not so! I made 

about $45,000 (gross) and paid over $2,000 

in federal income tax last year. – C.A.S.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: Dear C.A.S., let’s go 
C.P.A. Are you sure you’re balancing your 
accounts – subtracting all direct and indirect 
government benefits you receive from the 
income tax you pay? 

If you’re still getting nicked for two grand I 
suggest being more aggressive on your IRS 
Form 1040 – better to get audited than to go 
broke! And, if even that fails, at least you can 
console yourself with the thought that your 
income tax rate is only 4.4% ($2,000 divided 
by $45,000). Which is more than nothing, but 
less than a poke in the eye with a sharp stick.

Live within your means, raise your kids, 

reach retirement and the government is 

right there to take some of the extra money 

you thought you would have. Oh yes, they tax 

your Social Security also if you happen to have 

a little too much coming in from your IRA...

It is just going to get worse. I’ve never 

been rich. But every time “only the rich” 

will be affected by a tax, it seems to hit 

me. No such thing as fair when it comes to 

taxes. – Alan S.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: Amen, Alan. No 
such thing as fair and no such thing as a tax 
that affects “only the rich.” All tax money is 
money taken away from productive purposes 
(which the free market will always find for 
money) and used for unproductive purposes 
(which the government will almost always 
find for money).

Re: Tax Strike!
April 18, 2018 issue of American Weekly 
Consequences

You are the first I have seen to advocate 

something. Of course it is tongue in cheek 

but the underlying idea is correct. I thought 

that a tax delay would actually accomplish 

some upset. If the rich would not pay for 

two years and just handle the interest and 

penalty it would be legal and something 

would have to change quickly. – Jim T.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: But you know how it 
is, tangling with the IRS. You first, Jim.

Re: A Few Political E-Mails
I am an environment voter. If you cannot 

drink clean water, breathe clean air and till 

clean soil, then this game here is over. Mars 

is not ready for us, though other beings may 

not let us escape from this planet that we are 

destroying. Would serve us right. – Patty D.

https://americanconsequences.com/you-just-spent-tens-of-thousands-whatd-you-get/


P.J. O’Rourke comment: Patty, I’m with you 
about the water, the air, and the soil. But 
the danger of being an “environment voter” 
is in the politicians who claim to favor “the 
environment.” Too often what they really 
favor is more power for the political system 
and hence for themselves. 

One way to “cast a vote” for the environment 
is to assert property rights. I live in rural 
New England and want to preserve its fields 
and forests. So I’ve bought as much of them 
as I can afford and have put 200 acres into 
permanent conservation easement. It’s a small 
effort, but I think it’s worthwhile. Private 
property is less likely to be abused than 
public property. Compare the average private 
bathroom to the average public restroom.

The last two administrations had no idea of 

what business is all about and it shows. At 

least Mr. Trump is familiar with business. – 

Richard W.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: Well, the last one 
administration had no idea. (W. made about 
$14 million from the Texas Rangers sale.) 
And Trump has always seemed a bit sketchy 
as a businessman to me. But you’re right, 
Richard, so far, so good. At least President 
Trump has a favorable attitude toward 
business people and doesn’t hate their guts 
like whoever is going to run against him in 
2020 probably will.

Not that the Republicans aren’t pretty good 

at income redistribution as well but the 

Democrats excel at it. I’m so damn tired of 

paying for all the do-nothing slobs in this 

country I can’t even put the level of wrath 

and disgust in words. – Derrell H.

P.J. O’Rourke comment: Don’t try to, Derrell! 
This is a family-friendly publication. I think 
every decent person in the country is tired of 
the same thing. But, as you point out, it’s not 
just the Democrats. There is an old railroad 
saying, “There are bums on the rods and 
bums on the plush.” Meaning that there are 
bums hopping a ride, holding on to the truss 
rods under the boxcars, and there are bums 
sitting in private rail cars drinking champagne 
and smoking cigars.
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Trump stuns D.C. again! 
Some of the most powerful people 
in corporate America are terrified 
of this and what it’s going to do to 
disrupt their industry.  More Here…

$3 TRILLION 
Surprise in New 
Trump Bill

https://orders.cloudsna.com/chain?cid=MKT352276&eid=MKT359547&encryptedSnaid=&snaid=&step=start
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This is one of the easiest ways to 

shelter assets for your children or 

grandchildren... and save a bundle 

on taxes while doing so.

It varies from state to state, but it – generally 
– allows you to...
•   Contribute money to a special account to 

invest in stocks, bonds, or money-market 
funds (and often get a break on your state 
taxes)...

•   Grow your investments tax-free...
•   And withdraw the earnings tax-free to pay 

for qualified higher-education expenses 
– like tuition, fees, books, computer 
equipment, and room and board.

It’s called a 529 plan... created by 
Congress in 1996 as a way for families to 
invest for college expenses.

All 529 plans are sheltered from federal 
capital gains taxes... And many states let you 

deduct your 529 plan contributions on your 
state income tax return, up to your state’s limit.

Let’s take a look at the most important things 
to know about 529 plans...

Who should contribute to a 529 
account? Anyone...

If you want your children or grandchildren 
(or nieces, nephews, other family members... 
or even yourself ) to attend college, this is one 
of the best ways of ensuring that they’ll do so.

A 2011 study from the University of 
Pittsburgh found that kids who expect to 
attend college and have a designated college 
savings account were four times more likely to 
attend a four-year college than children with 
similar expectations but no savings.

And anyone can contribute... 529 plans have no 
income limits, age limits, or annual contribution 
limits. There are lifetime contribution limits, 
but they’re in the six-figure range.

By Dr.  
David Eifrig

https://americanconsequences.com/the-smart-way-to-save/
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Who is in control of the money? You are...

When you contribute to a 529 plan for a family 
member, you remain in charge of the money.

That allows you to use the money solely for 
its intended purpose... and you can change 
beneficiaries at any time, for any reason – just 
as long as the funds are used for education.

Do you have to use the plan from the 
state you live in? Nope...

You can open and contribute to any state’s 
plan. And this competition is a good thing... 
States continually improve their fund 
offerings and lower their expense ratios.

Here are the four “gold” plans that 
Morningstar ranked the highest for 2017: 
Illinois’ Bright Start College Savings Program, 
the Virginia Invest529 plan, Nevada’s 
Vanguard 529 College Savings Plan, and the 
Utah Educational Savings Plan.

All these plans offer super-low-fee, passive 
index funds, and also have age-targeted asset-
allocation funds that gradually reduce their 
stock stakes each quarter, so that your risk 
goes down as you get closer to your goal.

In addition, several state 529 plans offer 
grants to win your business... like dollar-for-
dollar matching or even free money (if you’re 
born in Maine) just for opening an account. 
So compare the details before choosing a plan.

And there’s nothing stopping you from 
having plans in multiple states... You can be 
a resident of Maryland, invest in a Nevada 
529 plan, and send your grandchild to 
the University of Minnesota (go Golden 
Gophers!).

Ultimately, you should weigh the tax breaks 
available to invest in your state’s 529 plan 
against the investments offered and expense 
fees. You can view plans state by state by 
clicking here.

Will it hurt eligibility for financial aid? 
Somewhat...

Yes, at least a little bit.

Any 529 plans owned by college students or 
their parents will reduce need-based aid by a 
maximum of 5.64% of the account value.

So if you have $10,000 in a 529 plan, 
withdrawn by $2,500 each year, it will reduce 
aid by roughly $560 the first year, $420 the 
second year, $280 the third year, and $140 
the fourth year – for a total of $1,400.

If you’re a grandparent, your 529 plan 
isn’t included on your grandchild’s Free 
Application for Federal Student Aid (FAFSA). 
However, distributions from the plan are 
reported as untaxed income to the beneficiary 
on the FAFSA.

In this case, a $10,000 account balance 
withdrawn by $2,500 per year would result in 
about a $500 annual reduction of need-based 
aid for the second, third, and fourth years – a 
total of $1,500.

The numbers can get tricky, but there are 
solutions...

For example, you could simply wait for a 
student’s senior year of college to take a 
distribution, because it does not affect aid 
eligibility for the current award year, only for 
the subsequent award year. And sometimes it 
might be worthwhile to take the 10% non-

THE SMART WAY TO SAVE

You can be 
a resident 
of Maryland, 
invest in a 
Nevada 529 
plan, and 
send your 
grandchild 
to the 
University of 
Minnesota 
(go Golden 
Gophers!).
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qualified withdrawal penalty if it’s lower than 
the amount of aid reduced.

What if your family member doesn’t go 

to college? No problem...

You can use a 529 plan for a lot more than 
just a regular four-year college...

Your beneficiary could attend a trade or 
vocational school or participate in a career-
training program. And you can also name 
yourself as the beneficiary and take cooking 
classes at Le Cordon Bleu or any other 
interesting school...

For example, Joseph Hurley, founder of the 
Savingforcollege website, named himself as the 
beneficiary of his 529 plan at 57 years old to 
study horticulture at his local community college.

As long as a school offers postsecondary 
education and its students can apply for 
federal financial aid, you can use 529 funds 
for tuition, fees, and qualified expenses. 
To find out if a specific school or program 
is eligible, check the FAFSA school search 
here... It includes 400-plus schools that are 
outside the U.S. if you wanted to take an 
educational retirement trip.

It can even be a backdoor estate plan...

Because you can switch beneficiaries at any 
time, you can start the plan by naming 
yourself or your child as the beneficiary... then 
switch generations to your grandchild.

But make sure that you don’t move more than 
$15,000 per year between beneficiaries – that 
can trigger gift and estate taxes.

And 529 plans can be a great place to put 

“extra” required minimum distributions that 
the IRS requires you to take out from your 
Individual Retirement Account (“IRA”) or 
401(k). If you don’t need the money for your 
retirement, 529 plans can let you pass it to 
the next generation.

What about the worst-case scenario?

If there is no one in your family that can use 
the 529 funds... and you have no interest in 
continued postsecondary education yourself... 
you can still get access to that money. It 
always belongs to you. However, you’ll have 
to pay federal and state taxes on earnings – 
plus a 10% federal penalty.

Keep in mind that it is more beneficial to 
you to max out your 401(k) and IRA before 
contributing to a 529 plan. Remember... your 
kids and grandkids can take out a loan for 
college – but you won’t find any banks willing 
to give you a loan for retirement.

Dr. David Eifrig worked in arbitrage and 
trading groups with major Wall Street 
investment banks, including Goldman 
Sachs, Chase Manhattan, and Yamaichi 
in Japan. In 1995, Dr. Eifrig retired from 
Wall Street, went to UNC-Chapel 
Hill medical school, and became an 
ophthalmologist.

Today, he publishes a free daily letter 
on health and wealth that shows 
readers how to live a millionaire 
lifestyle. If you’re interested in more 
ideas like this essay, you can sign up by 
clicking here.
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The rage and hostility and contempt 
had been percolating since last spring, 
and then, when Secretary of Education Betsy 
DeVos gave an interview to 60 Minutes’ 
Lesley Stahl, the percolator erupted into a 
tsunami.

“Betsy DeVos’s disastrous interview shows the 
limitations of being rich,” read the headline 
in the Washington Post. “Betsy DeVos Teaches 
the Value of Ignorance,” said the New York 
Times. A congressman from North Carolina, 
in a tweet, accused DeVos of being “rich, 
white and dumber than a bag of hammers.”

The interview even prompted the Post to sic 
its two house “humorists” on the secretary. 
“Betsy DeVos has definitely seen a school 
once,” one of them wrote cleverly. The other 
used this headline: “The unappreciated genius 
of Betsy DeVos.” He was being sarcastic. 
Sarcasm never fails to kill. It’s comedy gold. 
(I’m being sarcastic.)

DeVos – also known to her more 
sophisticated critics as Ditzy DeVos, Betsy 
DeVille, and Cruella DeVos – has become 
the most controversial member of President 
Donald Trump’s cabinet. This is saying 
something. For liberals and Democrats, 
Trump’s cabinet is the most target-rich 
environment since Sgt. York lowered his 
sights on that trenchful of German soldiers at 
the Battle of Meuse-Argonne.

Aside from its singular intensity, there was 
nothing new in this expression of DeVos 
Hate. A philanthropist, businesswoman, and 
Republican activist, she has long been reviled 
by the teachers’ unions in her home state 
of Michigan. Her particular crime has been 

to throw a fairly large chunk of her billion-
dollar inherited fortune behind the cause of 
school choice – a system of taxpayer-funded 
vouchers that would allow poor parents to 
send their children to the private, public, or 
charter school of their own preference.

DeVos’ enemies see school choice as a raid 
on the public purse – a sly way to undermine 
the public-school system by redistributing 
tax money to schools beyond the grasp of 
government administrators and their union 
allies. When Trump chose DeVos to be his 
secretary of education, the fear that she would 
nationalize her school-choice crusade sent 
shivers up every progressive spine.

By 
“Horace 
Mann“

BATTLING THE BEAST THAT  
ATE SCHOOL CHOICE

The Blob’s great  
ambition, in the view of 

outsiders like DeVos, is to 
block school reform.

After a rocky confirmation hearing, DeVos 
took her seat in the education department’s 
hideous headquarters off the National Mall 
and began behaving just as her enemies 
feared: She started getting things done.

We can assume that DeVos, like other 
conservatives and libertarians, thinks the 
Department of Education is a waste of time and 
a misbegotten federal intrusion into a sphere 
that properly belongs to the states. For 40 years, 
its most obvious function has been to bolster 
the vast, parasitic education establishment – that 
unsightly agglomeration of teachers’ unions, 

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION

https://americanconsequences.com/betsy-and-the-blob/


education schools, trade associations, and 
government planners that an earlier secretary of 
education aptly called “The Blob.”

The Blob’s great ambition, in the view of 
outsiders like DeVos, is to block school 
reform. This isn’t completely true, however. 
Every couple years, a new fad is incubated in 
the ed schools, passed through the unions, 
and imposed on teachers who scramble to 
catch up with hours of after-class training. 
They learn freshly minted techniques and 
jargon of dubious validity that will be 
replaced in a few years by the new techniques 
and new jargon of yet another fad.

Meanwhile, as DeVos points out, the United 
States stagnates in international rankings: 
23rd in reading, 25th in science, 40th in 
math. Two-thirds of American fourth-graders 
can’t read at their grade level.

One of DeVos’s salutary achievements has 
been to repeat these sorry statistics at every 
opportunity. She has resisted all efforts to 
further centralize power in Washington, and 
adamantly refused to concede that The Blob’s 
preferred solution – spend more money – is 
necessary or wise. The U.S. already spends 
more money per pupil than most developed 
countries.

If DeVos’ achievements were merely 
rhetorical, she might not have provoked the 
DeVos Hate. But she is still an activist and 
agitator. She has dismantled earlier fads The 
Blob has concocted – most recently, the 
infamous Common Core Standards imposed 
nationwide during the Obama years at 
bottomless expense.

She has rescinded more than 600 “guidance 
documents” the department routinely issues 
to bully schools into operating the way the 
feds want them to. She withdrew the Obama 
administration’s sinister “Dear Colleague” 
letter to colleges and universities dictating 
standards for adjudicating claims of sexual 
assault. She asked Congress (unsuccessfully) 
to drastically cut the department’s budget 
even as she sought (successfully) large 
increases in school-choice funds.

Any one of these would have been enough 
to draw the disapproving eye of Lesley Stahl 
and 60 Minutes. DeVos appeared desperately 
uneasy during her interview. She stuttered 
and stammered. In one sense it’s hard to 
blame her. With her wide-eyed insincerity 
and censorious stare, Lesley Stahl is one of the 
scariest looking newscasters in America. Her 
specialty is the not-really-a-question.

“Why have you become, people say, the most 
hated Cabinet secretary?” Stahl asked.

What’s the proper answer to such a question? 
“Because I’m a monster, Lesley. I’m easy to 
hate”?

But DeVos rallied and her answer – “I think 
there are a lot of powerful forces allied against 
change” – was pretty good, and had the added 
benefit of being true. (The “people say” in 
Stahl’s question was a nice touch, by the way 
– the reporter’s equivalent of “I’m asking this 
question for a friend.”)

It’s hard to know how to answer a not-really-
a-question whose premise is nakedly untrue, 
as when Stahl flatly told DeVos that “things 
are getting better” in America’s schools. For 
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a moment DeVos looked nonplussed at this 
ignorant assertion, which in turn gave her 
detractors the chance to say she looked ill-
informed and clueless. They particularly pounced 
on her answer to another non-question: 
“Have you seen the really bad schools?”

“I have not,” DeVos said haltingly, “I have 
not intentionally visited schools that are 
underperforming.”

The question was cleverly posed. Of course 
the secretary of education has seen bad 
schools! It’s a doubly pointless question in the 
case of someone like DeVos, who has spent 
two decades promoting school choice in inner 
cities. Stahl knows as much.

And here we get to an essential element of 
DeVos’s dilemma.

Betsy DeVos is a supremely rich 
Midwesterner, born and bred. But no amount 
of money can squeeze that Midwestern twang 
out of her voice. The customary diffidence of 
the Midwesterner, which DeVos has in huge 
helpings, often looks to the sophisticated eye, 
trained in Manhattan and the Northwest 
quadrant of Washington, D.C., like sheer 
dopiness.

Midwesterners are raised with the idea 
that to talk about oneself too much, or to 
argue fervently about politics, are plain bad 
manners. And good manners, according to 
the inversions of a hostile and hyperpartisan 
press, are taken as a sign of weakness.

And so they pounce. But even this isn’t the 
whole story. Perhaps the wellspring of DeVos 
Hate can be found in the first line of another 
New York Times editorial alerting its readers 
to the evil she embodies. It was a quote from 
one of DeVos’ speeches, a line that elegantly 
summarizes her own philosophy (even if it does 
overstep the bounds of Midwestern propriety) 
and irreversibly brands her as an enemy:

“Government sucks.”

Devos' good manners, 
according to a hostile and 
hyperpartisan press, are a 

sign of weakness. 

“Horace Mann” is a pseudonym for 
someone who works in the executive 
branch and is what we journalists call 
“a highly-place source who requests 
anonymity because he or she is no 
damn fool.”

BETSYAND 
 THE BLOB

But again, what would be a proper answer? 
Maybe Stahl felt the cause of improving 
schools would be better served if the secretary 
of education answered like this: “Oh hell yes, 
Les. Rufus T. Firefly Middle School in Slippery 
Rock is a cesspool. And Wolf J. Flywheel 
High in Potterville – I’d rather watch an 
autopsy than set foot in that dump again...”

No answer would have satisfied Stahl or 
anyone else gripped by the fever of DeVos 
Hate. Singling out as “really bad,” on national 
television no less, any of the schools that 
hosted visits by DeVos would have been 
demoralizing and insulting to her hosts. And of 
course DeVos would have been reviled for saying 
it. But more: It would have been impolite.
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 2018 OPEN LETTER TO  
 THE PEOPLE OF PURDUE 

By Mitch 
Daniels

One of these years, maybe I’ll be able to begin this letter by reporting that it 
was a placid, relaxed year across the higher education landscape. Not yet.

Again, total enrollments nationwide dropped, by another 1%. This makes a 
1 million, or more than a 5%, loss in five years. If it weren’t for the growth in 
nonresidential online education, the plunge would look even steeper.

It’s not yet clear that this is the “tsunami” that Stanford President John 
Hennessy predicted for traditional residential education a few years back. 
But it might be, in which case our duty at your university is to identify higher 
ground and strive to gain safety by reaching it. All the new projects and goals 
we set for ourselves these days have this basic purpose.



INNOVATION WITHIN  
AND WITHOUT

As a sector, American higher education is 
home to a number of ironies. Perhaps the 
most discussed in recent years is the sad 
extent to which the places where free inquiry 
and the clash of ideas should be most revered 
have often become bastions of conformity 
and groupthink. But another paradox is that 
so many of these hothouses of scientific and 
technical innovation, which give birth to so 
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Mitch Daniels, the Harley Davidson-

riding, state-touring, cost-focused 

former governor of Indiana has hung 

up his political boots (for now) and 

embraced his role as the Harley 

Davidson-riding, state-touring, 

cost-focused president of Purdue 

University...

He’s also one of a very few 

Republicans who are actually liked 

by the media... always the subject of 

“what if” scenarios around the runup 

to presidential elections. Politico 

called him the most important 

governor who didn’t run in 2016... and 

the Washington Post said similar in 

an article headlined “Purdue has the 

president America needs.” 

As governor, he turned a $200 

million deficit into a $2 billion post-

recession surplus, lowered taxes, 

and kept debt low.

Now, he hopes to pull the same sort 

of trick with higher education. Mitch 

has graciously given us permission 

to run an edited and condensed 

version of his 2018 Annual Open 

Letter to Purdue University.

Read on for how one man is 

changing education... and taking 

bold steps to do so.

Steven Longenecker,  

Managing Editor and  

Purdue Class of 2009

https://americanconsequences.com/saving-education/
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/07/mitch-daniels-most-important-republican-in-2016-field-not-running-120432
https://www.politico.com/magazine/story/2015/07/mitch-daniels-most-important-republican-in-2016-field-not-running-120432
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/mitch-danielss-one-lesson-for-success-work/2016/06/15/1167597e-3245-11e6-8758-d58e76e11b12_story.html?utm_term=.8bae3277dfa1&wpisrc=nl_opinions&wpmm=1
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/mitch-danielss-one-lesson-for-success-work/2016/06/15/1167597e-3245-11e6-8758-d58e76e11b12_story.html?utm_term=.8bae3277dfa1&wpisrc=nl_opinions&wpmm=1
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see as simply a matter of duty and common 
sense, is regularly described as some kind of 
breakthrough.

Better examples include our transformed 
Purdue Polytechnic Institute (formerly the 
College of Technology), with its hands-on, 
project-based learning model, that is headed 
toward granting degrees on the basis of 
competence, not on the traditional calendar 
and credits system.

Another of our unique endeavors advanced 
this year when the second cohort of Back a 
Boiler Income Share Agreements were signed 
by 280 sophomores, juniors, and seniors. 
This is a potentially less expensive funding 
option for students who agree to pay back a 
set percentage of their post-education salary 
over a set number of years, up to a capped 
amount. This brings the total of ISAs in effect 
to $5.8 million in a project that is attracting 
extensive attention nationally. The Back 

many miracles, are themselves so antiquated 
in the way they organize and manage their 
own affairs.

At Purdue, we work constantly to improve 
what has now been internationally recognized 
as one of the premier ecosystems for 
innovation anywhere. Late last year, we 
held our annual Inventors Night, when we 
honored the faculty who received patents the 
previous 12 months. Purdue is now No. 12 
in the world in U.S. utility patents. The only 
institutions ahead of us that, like us, do not 
operate a medical school, are Caltech and MIT.

Shortly thereafter, we threw a party to 
celebrate the 165 companies that have started 
on our campus the last four years. Here, too, 
is a record achieved by only a few universities 
anywhere in the world.

At Purdue, we seek to behave as we encourage 
our students to do, as experimenters and 
innovators. Our affordability policy, which we 

DEGREE IN 3 
Accelerated. Economical. Uncompromised.

STUDENT RESIDENT NON-RESIDENT INTERNATIONAL

FOUR-YEAR TOTAL COST $80,088 $155,296 $163,296

THREE-YEAR TOTAL COST $71,067 $136,874 $143,874

POTENTIAL COST SAVINGS $9,021 $18,422 $19,422

POTENTIAL SAVINGS: $9,000-$19,000

https://purdue.edu/backaboiler/overview/index.html
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a Boiler program has begun to contribute 
meaningfully to the steady reduction in 
student debt, replacing nearly $6 million 
that would otherwise have been borrowed by 
undergraduates.

Proving that innovation is not the exclusive 
province of scientists and engineers, our 
College of Liberal Arts debuted its “Degree in 
3” initiative, offering to all future students the 
chance to graduate in three years. Those who 
seize this opportunity will get a year’s head start 
on career and life, earn an extra year of income, 
and save thousands of dollars in so doing.

PURDUE GLOBAL

Of the many unusual actions Purdue has 
taken in recent years, none has attracted more 
attention than our announcement last March 
that we would purchase, for $1, the online 
Kaplan University. As both a higher education 
and business story, the move became national 
news from its first day and has remained a 
topic of discussion ever since.

Although we have stated our reasons for the 
move many times, they bear repeating as 
Purdue Global, the new permanent name of 
the acquisition, nears its launch this spring. 
First, in this era, we recognize that we cannot 
fulfill Purdue’s land-grant mission, to bring 
higher ed opportunities to the widest possible 
audience, if we stop at age 22. Tens of millions 
of adult Americans started but never finished 
college. Neither they as individuals, nor our 
society in a global, knowledge-driven economy, 
can realize their potential if they go no further 
in enhancing their education and skills.

Second, after years of attempts, an honest 
assessment told us that Purdue was far behind 
many peers, to say nothing of the schools 
that specialize or are exclusively online, in 
the techniques and technologies that lead 
to effective distance learning. We have a 
world-class faculty, many of whom are eager 
to extend their teaching beyond campus to 
new audiences. What we do not have is a 
competitive means of delivering that content. 
The chance to acquire overnight that delivery 
competence was an opportunity not to be 
missed. As one longtime leader in the online 
education field told me, “You were 15 years 
behind. You caught up in one day.”

Any major change generates debate and 
disagreement. Some members of the Purdue 
community have raised questions about 
the wisdom or the propriety of the Purdue 
Global acquisition. Ultimately, 10% of our 
tenured or tenure-track faculty and 6% of 
all our faculty and lecturers signed a petition 
challenging the idea.

Their opposition has been criticized as 
“arrogance not based in fact” or as one 
member of the Purdue University Senate put 
it as “academic snobbery.” But for the most 
part, their concerns have been natural and 
appropriate, and clearly sincere, reflecting 
the very same issues the Board of Trustees 
examined before agreeing to the transaction.

Some misinformation (in some cases, 
disinformation) to the contrary, we found no 
reasons for concern about either the integrity 
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online through the University of Maryland 
University College since the mid-1990s. 
Neither university has suffered reputational 
damage. Rather, each has brought vital 
opportunity to working adults, military 
servicemen and women, and disabled citizens 
for whom coming to a residential campus is 
simply not an option.

Typically, voices of criticism have received 
vastly disproportionate attention compared 
to the many, highly credible statements of 
support for our Purdue Global move.

Ultimately, it won’t be either the supporters’ 
or the critics’ forecasts that matter, but rather 
the results. Kaplan University graduates 
achieve excellent results today in better jobs 
and higher wages. If we do our job well,  
these outcomes will continue and improve;  
as part of our governance of Purdue Global,  
we plan to constantly analyze and report  
them publicly.

RIGOR AT PURDUE

The striking phenomenon of “grade 
inflation,” in which average college grades 
keep drifting up and up (despite documented 
lighter reading and homework loads) runs 
counter to the longtime Purdue culture of 
challenging students and pressing them to 
reach their full potential. As best one can 
tell, our average grade may no longer be 
substantially below the national average. 
If so, and if this shift is evidence that our 
traditional culture has softened over recent 
years, it presents the question whether this is a 
desirable, inevitable, or troublesome trend.

or the academic quality of the people soon 
to join the Boilermaker family. As a financial 
matter, the deal is very favorable and low-risk 
to Purdue.

The most serious question revolves around 
Purdue’s reputation and whether it might be 
diminished in some way by expanding the 
range of students to include more working 
adults. It’s not the first time such objections 
have been raised.

Maybe these statements sound familiar:
•  These “colleges are resorting to all kinds of 

devices to get students.”
•  [These institutions] are really universities “in 

aspiration rather than fact”; They pretend to 
the title of “university.”

•  These schools are “robbing the U.S. 
Treasury.” 

•  “A foolish effort to substitute an imitation 
and a counterfeit article for the genuine...”

You might guess that they come from the 
current Purdue Global debate. But in fact 
these are criticisms from the Morrill Act 
debates of the 1850s and 1860s, when Purdue 
and its land-grant counterparts were created. 
Similar disparagements likely accompanied 
the post-World War II expansion of Purdue’s 
mission to take in the returning GIs in the 
regional campuses that we operate today as 
Purdue Northwest and Purdue Fort Wayne. 
The democratization of higher ed, and its 
broader accessibility to wider sections of 
society, has always drawn detractors from 
within the incumbent system of the day.

Penn State has operated its online Penn State 
Global Campus for 20 years. The University 
of Maryland has served adult learners 
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During 2017, members of the University 
Senate performed a tremendous service by 
gathering a wealth of data about grades at 
Purdue. Among many fascinating findings the 
committee reports:

Between 2002 and 2016, “A’s” rose from 35% 
to 45% of all grades given. DFW’s (dropped/
failed/withdrew) have declined slightly, but in 
the biggest shift, C’s have become B’s, while 
B’s have become A’s.

Freshman grades have escalated dramatically. 
Startlingly, the average freshman GPA is 
now higher than that for sophomores, a 
phenomenon rarely seen until recently.

Summer school grades are higher than those 
in the longer semesters. Is this because of 
more motivated students? Students retaking 
courses in which they were dissatisfied with 
their first performance?

In English 106, taken by a sizable majority 
of all students, 69% of recent grades were 
A’s. This despite the seemingly unanimous 
faculty view that today’s students as a group 
write poorly, noticeably worse than their 
predecessors.

Previous analysis has suggested that perhaps 
half the recent upward movement in GPAs 
at Purdue is attributable to the steadily 
increasing quality of entering freshmen. As 
I often say to visiting applicants, “Your dad 
probably couldn’t get in here today, but I’m 
sure you can!” (The father invariably agrees.)

To be sure, other factors, such as the amount 
of reading and writing demanded, can figure 
in any calculation of overall rigor. And as 
a campus we’ve made efforts to improve 

the learning outcomes of all our students, 
especially those at most risk. We must attempt 
to gather information on those fronts as well. 
But the preliminary committee findings leave 
little room for doubt that, overall, high grades 
are now easier to come by at Purdue. Which 
leads to the question, should we accept this 
trend or look for ways to resist it?

Nationally, the grade inflation effect is now 
even more pronounced in the K-12 setting. 
A study last year revealed that “A’s” are now 
the most common grades given in American 
high schools. This comes in spite of poor 
performance for American students vs. 
international students on standardized tests, 
and SAT scores stagnant at best for decades.

In too many places, “self-esteem” has 
apparently taken precedence over candor in 
student assessment. For many of our arriving 
students, anything less than an A comes 
as a jolt and a rude surprise. The student 
evaluations of our faculty which are collected 
at the end of each term are thought by many 
to be heavily tilted toward professors who are 
less demanding or inclined to easier grading.

My bias on this topic is evident. I believe 
that, in a sea of leniency, a university that 
maintains tough standards of performance 
will set itself and its graduates apart in a 
highly positive way. Purdue’s record of 
nearly universal job placement supports this 
contention.

But, as much as any issue we face, the degree 
of rigor Purdue demands is a matter for our 

SAVING  
EDUCATION

I believe that, 
in a sea of 
leniency, a 
university that 
maintains 
tough 
standards of 
performance 
will set 
itself and its 
graduates 
apart in  
a highly 
positive way.



32        May 2018

In fact, due to reductions in food and book 
costs, it will be less expensive to attend 
Purdue in 2019 and 2020 than it was in 
2012. Put another way, if we had raised tuition 
and fees at the average national rate, resident 
students would pay $1,400 more annually.

As a consequence, total student debt is down 
37% (despite a significantly larger student 
body). That amounts to $232 million 
since 2012 that would otherwise have been 
borrowed and carried into adult life by 
graduating Boilermakers. Of 2017 graduates, 
56% left debt-free. That’s the highest 
percentage in the 20 years for which we have 
comparable data.

But a Purdue education is still not cheap, 
and still a major challenge for many low- and 
middle-income households. So our campus-
wide commitment to affordability continues 
to produce ways to bring our costs further 
into financial reach.

faculty as a whole to determine. With more 
than 2,000 individuals giving grades, no 
policy anyone could enunciate would make 
much difference. The answer must be cultural, 
a collective expression of commitment to a 
somewhat different standard, to which at least 
a large majority of our faculty subscribes. It’s 
an important discussion; simply having it 
at all probably separates us from most other 
higher ed institutions.

AFFORDABILITY AND ACCESS

One area in which Purdue is plainly 
differentiated from its competition involves 
our philosophy about student cost. Our 
tuition freeze will enter its sixth consecutive 
year this fall; in May, the third of what will 
be at least four classes will graduate having 
never seen a tuition increase. And we recently 
announced that we were extending our freeze 
for a seventh year – extending to 2020.

% GRADUATING DEBT FREE 
Purdue WL Undergraduates

2007 2008 2009 20172010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016

51.8%

47.9%
45.7%

56.1%

48.2%

45.6% 46.5%

49.5%
47.9%

52.2%
54.4%

30%

40%

50%

60%
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TREND LINE
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In November, our Division of Financial 
Aid unveiled the Boilermaker Affordability 
Grant (BAG). It provides a guarantee to 
every Hoosier family with up to $70,000 in 
adjusted gross income that Purdue will close 
whatever gap remains after the Expected 
Family Contribution (a standard calculation 
under the federal loan system) and any grants 
or scholarships the student has received. 
It’s our hope that this new assurance, easily 
understood and known well in advance of 
an enrollment decision, will bring to Purdue 
a number of qualified Indiana students who 
might otherwise have hesitated to join us.

Obviously, the time will come when some 
upward adjustment of student charges will 
be necessary. But our philosophy will remain: 
As long as we are balancing our operating 
budget, growing our faculty, investing in 
necessary capital projects, increasing staff 
compensation competitively, all without 
tapping our cash reserves, why would we raise 
tuition?

2017 brought many reasons for pride in your 
university. Again, we saw new records for 

research, applications, patents, donations, 
and more. Again, the Wall Street Journal and 
Times Higher Education ranked Purdue in 
the nation’s public top 5, with Michigan, 
UCLA, North Carolina, and Cal Berkeley. As 
far as I’m concerned, those schools should be 
thrilled to be listed with us.

But Boilermakers believe in continuous 
improvement, always reaching a “brick 
higher.” As our 150th birthday approaches, 
what better way to celebrate than with 
another year of even greater achievements, 
and a growth of Purdue’s service to state 
and nation by bringing quality education to 
additional thousands of our fellow citizens.

Boiler Up!

Mitchell E. Daniels, Jr.

President of Purdue University

Prior to his election as Indiana’s 49th 
governor, Mitch Daniels held a variety 
of top-level positions in business and 
politics. He worked as a senior executive 
at Eli Lilly and was CEO of the Hudson 
Institute. And he served as an adviser to 
President Ronald Reagan, director of the 
Office of Management and Budget for 
President George W. Bush, and chief of 
staff for Indiana Senator Richard Lugar.

He is also author of two books, 
Keeping the Republic: Saving 
America by Trusting Americans and 
Notes from the Road: 16 Months 
of Towns, Tales and Tenderloins, 
about his trip around Indiana 
during the race for governor.

You can read his complete, unedited 
open letter to Purdue here.
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By Porter 
Stansberry

IT’S THE BEST WAY I KNOW HOW TO GROW RICH –  
WILDLY RICH...

The investment secret in this essay is the only one I plan to teach 
my children, directly. And the only kind of investing I will urge 
them to stick with, no matter what. This is also the only kind of 
investing I believe anyone can do successfully without using 
trailing stops.

But as I like to warn: There is no such thing as teaching, there’s 
only learning...

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION

https://americanconsequences.com/the-only-stocks-ill-teach-my-kids-to-buy/
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Virtually everyone reading this story will find 
a reason not to pursue this strategy: “It takes 
too long”... “It’s not exciting”... “Nobody I 
know invests this way”... Or – the most likely 
reason – “I don’t understand the jargon at first 
glance.”

It’s fine by me if you never, ever make an 
investment using the strategy I outline below. 

But if you’re not willing to make these 
investments, you should really ask yourself 
why you’re in the markets in the first place. 
Let me begin with a story...

His name was Shelby Davis...

His life, until he was almost 40 years old, had 
mostly been a failure. He’d been given every 
advantage in life, including an education 
at the exclusive Lawrenceville School, then 
Princeton for college. He’d gotten a master’s 
degree at Columbia and then a doctorate in 
Geneva. He, like so many other young men 
of his class and upbringing, then headed to 
Wall Street.

It was the Roaring ‘20s and stocks were 
soaring. He worked as an investment analyst 
for a brokerage firm and, I’m sure, thought 
he was a genius. But he didn’t avoid the crash. 
And by the mid-1930s, he was wiped out, just 
like almost everyone else.

To survive, he got a job in politics, writing 
speeches. But his candidate, Thomas Dewey, 
lost. Twice. By the mid-1940s, he was 
completely washed up. Finally, at 35 years 
old, he found himself working as the deputy 
superintendent of insurance for the state 
of New York – about the darkest hole you 
can fall into in politics. He had virtually no 

savings and no prospects.

Nevertheless, after making just one 
investment in 1947, Shelby Davis became a 
billionaire. His fortune required no trading. 
He simply bought a handful of stocks (using 
money borrowed from his wife’s family) and 
sat on them, reinvesting dividends along the 
way. Today, his family continues to own these 
investments and are among Wall Street’s most 
elite private money managers.

Shelby Davis is the only investor I know 
of who actually became a billionaire solely 
through the long-term ownership of passive 
interests in public companies. Yes, plenty 
of investors have used other people’s money 
and lots of trading to become wealthy in 
the markets. But Shelby was using his own 
money. And he didn’t do any trading. All he 
did was hang on. He almost got wiped out in 
the early 1970s bear market (‘73-’74) because 
he routinely employed as much margin as 
his brokers would allow, but he survived 
the storm. By the early 1980s, he was on 
the Forbes 400 list of the richest people in 
America.

What did Shelby Davis invest in?

Insurance stocks.

But not just any kind of insurance stocks... 
he specifically bought property and casualty 
(P&C) insurance companies that focused on 
unregulated insurance markets.

Sitting at his desk – remember he was the 
deputy superintendent of insurance for 
New York – he had access to the books of 
all the insurance companies that operated 
in the state, which was virtually every large 

These 
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enormous 
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they were 
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insurance company in America. He could see 
that some of these companies were simply 
minting money.

Insurance, as I’m sure you realize, isn’t 
normally that great of a business. For 
example, on the whole, the companies 
involved in auto insurance don’t collect 
enough money in premiums to cover the 
claims their policyholders file each year. That’s 
in part because auto insurance is heavily 
regulated. And it’s also because there’s so 
much competition. To make money these 
companies have to invest their “float” – the 
money they’re holding in paid premiums 
before claims are submitted – wisely and earn 
enough on those investments to cover their 
underwriting shortfall.

Shelby’s key insight was that not all insurance 
companies suffer from this expected outcome. 
Some insurance companies, the ones that 
focused on unregulated sectors of P&C, could 
earn far more in premiums than they had 
to pay out in claims. For these companies, 
capital was flooding in the door and staying. 
These firms had a completely legal way to 
acquire enormous amounts of money by 
routinely overcharging, by large amounts, 
for the insurance they were providing. 
And thanks to his position as deputy 
superintendent of insurance, he knew exactly 
which ones. In 1947, he bought a dozen of 
them and promptly retired from politics.

What’s the ‘rest of the story,’ as Paul 
Harvey used to say?

After Shelby retired from politics, he started 
a small boutique brokerage firm. He was 
trying to get other investors interested in 

these companies – because nobody on Wall 
Street understood the economics of these 
businesses. Among the investors Shelby met 
with was Benjamin Graham – the famous 
value investor and mentor to Warren Buffett. 
Shortly after Shelby purchased his portfolio 
of insurance stocks, Graham decided to 
follow him into one of the companies in his 
portfolio, a company called Government 
Employees Insurance Co. You know the firm 
today as GEICO, a wholly owned subsidiary 
of Berkshire Hathaway (BRK-B).

Graham started buying GEICO in 1948. 
He kept buying and eventually owned half 
of the stock, investing about $700,000 in 
the late 1940s. GEICO was, by far, the 
largest investment he’d ever made with his 
investment partnership. Within 10 years, 
Graham made 200 times his capital. He 
made so much money from his investment 
in GEICO that he retired from active 
management and lived comfortably on 
GEICO dividends. Within 25 years, Graham 
had made 500 times his initial investment.

Graham, who is probably the second-most 
famous investor of all time after Warren 
Buffett, was an active investor and money 
manager from the early 1920s until the 
late 1950s. He made hundreds of good 
investments over the span of his career. But 
it was GEICO, a P&C insurance company, 
which made him rich. Graham made more 
money on GEICO than he made on all his other 
investments combined.

As Graham said about the deal: “In 1948, we 
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I do not 
believe 
another 
investment 
strategy 
anywhere 
in the world 
will deliver 
gains of this 
magnitude, 
this 
consistently, 
with so little 
risk. 

made our GEICO investment and from then 
on, we seemed to be very brilliant people.”

The story of Shelby Davis and our 
knowledge of Graham and Buffett’s 
involvement with GEICO led me to ask a 
simple question...

If the world’s best investors made their very 
best investments in P&C, do those kinds of 
opportunities exist anymore?

To find out, I had to build an analytical team 
capable of analyzing the entire industry. 
I knew the key to our success would be 
finding companies that could successfully 
grow their book of business without losing 
underwriting discipline. To achieve extremely 
good financial results, you must find 
companies that consistently take in more in 
premiums than they pay out in claims. It’s the 
compounding nature of these businesses – 
their investment capital just grows and grows 
and grows – that leads to massive wealth.

Our insurance team is led by Bryan Beach, 
a former auditor and corporate controller 
who has been an active investor his entire 
adult life. I’d argue no one in the world is 
more passionate about insurance stocks or 
knows more about the publicly traded equity 
in the space. In 2012, Beach began building 
our own proprietary database (our P&C 
Insurance Monitor) and carefully studying the 
quarterly results from every company in the 
sector.

Our P&C Insurance Monitor has just 
turned six years old...

We now have enough data and time to know 
with a lot of confidence that our approach 

is working. So far, our recommended stocks 
from the sector have beat the S&P 500 
by 2.4% annually – with far, far less risk. 
Our approach also is beating the S&P 500 
Insurance Industry fund by 3.1% annually, 
and again, with less risk.

Over the last six years, our recommended 
insurance stocks have produced annualized 
gains of 20%. I do not believe another 
investment strategy anywhere in the world 
will deliver gains of this magnitude, this 
consistently, with so little risk. 

Our investments in P&C insurance stocks 
have a built-in winning advantage: They’re 
consistently taking in more money in 
premiums than they are paying out. Over 
time, this advantage simply becomes 
unbeatable.

Interestingly, our results would have been 
even better if, like Shelby Davis, we’d simply 
hung on. Using trailing stops on this sector 
doesn’t work. That’s because investors always 
overreact to short-term news about the size 
of potential claims. Meanwhile, of course, 
increases to claims in one year simply lead to 
higher premiums in the next.

One more point about our approach...

First, our highest-rated P&C stock – 
American Financial Group (AFG) – was the 
best performer over the past five years. It’s clear 
that we can pick winners: We picked the best 
stock to own and our recommended stocks 
beat the market and the insurance index.

But our team faces another test: Just as we were 
building our research in the space, two famous 
billionaire investors did the same thing. David 



There’s one more thing to point out about the 
Greenlight/Third Point insurance debacle...

You’ll notice that Shelby Davis, Ben Graham, 
and Warren Buffett did not break into P&C 
insurance by starting an insurance company 
from scratch. Shelby Davis bought a handful 
of good underwriters, including GEICO. 
Graham bought half of GEICO. And Buffett 
started by buying National Indemnity.

It’s a lot harder than it looks to start a new 
insurance company. Relationships with 
insurance brokers are a key advantage, 
as is understanding which operators are 
likely to have the smallest claims. We don’t 
recommend insurance stocks until they can 
prove themselves. Remember that the next 
time a Wall Street tycoon announces a new 
venture in insurance.

My advice is simple to follow. And it’s exactly 
what I’m going to teach my children...

Make profitable underwriting (via well-run 
P&C insurance companies) the core of your 
portfolio. In bull markets or bear markets, 
these companies will continue to have a huge 
advantage over every other company that 
must pay for capital. That’s an unbeatable 
advantage.

Einhorn (Greenlight Capital) and Daniel Loeb 
(Third Point) are two of the best-known and 
most respected hedge-fund managers in the 
world. At virtually the same time we started 
our coverage of the insurance sector, they 
launched their own new insurance companies.

Dozens of articles have featured these new 
insurance companies, and a lot of newsletter 
writers (even a few we know well) have 
recommended these insurance stocks. The 
story was irresistible: Hedge-fund geniuses 
are applying Buffett’s proven formula to make 
massive wealth in insurance. Who wouldn’t 
want to own these stocks? Well, us.

We knew something the market didn’t...

When we launched our P&C Insurance 
Monitor in 2012, there were 40 large U.S.-
based P&C and reinsurers (give or take). In 
the six years since, Third Point and Greenlight 
have ranked 38th and 40th, respectively, in 
terms of share-price appreciation. That is, these 
super-popular stocks are the worst and third 
worst-performing stocks in the P&C universe.

Greenlight is one of just two companies on 
our Monitor to have its shares lose value 
from 2012 to today – down 34%. We’ve 
continuously told people (including several 
peers in the newsletter world) to avoid these 
stocks. Our contrarian view was fully based 
on the clear evidence presented to us through 
our proprietary research.

We were not only able to predict which stocks 
would do the best... But our monitor told 
us to avoid the ones that did the worst, even 
when they’re the most popular and had the 
best reputation.

Porter Stansberry is the founder of 
financial research firm Stansberry 
Research and a regular American 
Consequences contributor. His P&C 
Insurance Monitor is available to lifetime 
subscribers of his flagship research 
service, Stansberry’s Investment Advisory. 

American Consequences      39

THE ONLY STOCKS  
I’LL TEACH MY KIDS  

TO BUY



40        May 2018

The people who know  
what’s best for their kids aren’t 
politicians, but parents. 

I collapsed into a chair, nervous that I’d 
missed something. I hadn’t... The teacher 
spent the first class reading from an arcane 
document called a “syllabus” and employing 
mysterious jargon like “semester” and “term.” 

I God must have a sense of humor about 
homeschoolers. English 101 had been moved 
from its original room, twice. By the time 
I finally tracked it down, I was considering 
chucking college to be a barista.

I was a bundle of nerves and insecurities, clutching a packed lunch. I kept 
repeating the location of my first classroom as I wandered haplessly around 
the new, strange educational environment. 

It was my first day of school. I was 18.
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Hannah 
Long

My panic began to ebb. I wasn’t sure what it 
all meant, but I could Google it later.

Googling is a great tool when you go to 
school at home and don’t have schoolmates. 
Growing up, it was my No. 1 method for 
translating unfamiliar peer slang. Thanks to 
Urban Dictionary, I often learned more than 
I bargained for. (If you’re unfamiliar with 
that particular resource, imagine the wall of a 

high-school bathroom stall, but crowdsourced 
by the entire Internet.)

Once I was dumped into a class of disaffected 
college students, I was not the least bit shy. 
I sat at the front and asked an obnoxious 
number of questions. I felt like I was on safari 
in a strange land.

What were normal students like? Would 
I fit in? When would the dreaded Marxist 
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Indoctrination begin? (I had watched Fox 
News – I knew the score.)

For the record, the answers are:
Pretty much the same as me.
As much as I ever will.
About two weeks into the semester, Comrade.

I usually don’t confess I was homeschooled 
until I’ve known people for a while. The 
revelation provokes curious, shifty glances 
that show they’re wondering whether I’ve 
been sufficiently socialized or educated. One 
man, unsubtly, dropped pop quiz questions 
into our conversations... “So, what do you 
know about evolution?”

It’s easier to homeschool a child than you 
might think. Although – as in public schools 
– it depends on the student, the parents, the 
teacher, and the week.

My homeschool schedule went like so: I  
woke up in the mornings, rambled downstairs 
to get breakfast, rambled back upstairs 
and did my schoolwork in bed. There were 
reading assignments of varying difficulty – I 
looked forward to My Man Jeeves more than 
Moby Dick.

Math took more time. My family used a 
math software package that included lectures 
and practice problems. By the time I got 
into the higher maths, the subject ate into 
larger and larger portions of my day, as did 
biology, chemistry, and physics. My father is 
an engineer, so he could usually help me with 
homework, but the Internet makes getting 
access to tutors easy.

Some days, I’d get it all done by noon and 
have the rest of the day to myself. I spent 

hours typing away at a clunky computer, 
writing what I thought was the next great 
fantasy novel, but was really mediocre Tolkien 
fan fiction. 

During the warmer months, I could get 
outside and lose myself in the woodlands 
surrounding our house. I must have looked 
like a walking cliché – a scraggly, pony-
tailed Appalachian teenager in overalls, 
holding a metal bucket and clambering up 
hillsides looking for black raspberries. The 
only discordant notes in this Tom Sawyer 
image were the earbuds snaking up into my 
ears, transmitting, usually, a Ravi Zacharias 
evangelical Christian podcast.

The best part was the freedom of it. Book 
report deadlines and standardized testing 
didn’t dominate my childhood. I was able to 
live unstructured and unplugged, enjoying 
learning for its own sake. In that, I count 
myself lucky.

Homeschooling worked well for me. But 
any attempt to describe it in general terms 
is difficult because homeschooling is so 
intensely individual. I’m an introverted 
nerdy sort... I flourished with self-motivated, 
solitary study. 

On the other hand, I know extroverts who 
couldn’t handle the seclusion. I know timid 
homeschoolers who “broke bad” when they 
were finally exposed to the great Babylon of 
university campuses. But I also know sensitive 
people who would have been crushed by 
the pettiness and assembly-line mentality of 
public education.

Of course, that raises the question: Am I 

https://americanconsequences.com/archive/
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introverted because I’m homeschooled or 
homeschooled because I’m introverted? It’s 
a rephrased formulation of the nature-vs-
nurture debate, and your answer will probably 
come from your preconceived notions about 
education and humanity.

I’m going to cheat on that question. The 
biggest influence on who I am has nothing to 
do with school, and everything to do with my 
parents. I’d take a step further and say that’s 
true for most people. Shy and hesitant in 
social encounters? Sounds remarkably like my 
dad’s description of his college days. Loud and 
opinionated? Sounds quite like my mother.

What I have to say here probably won’t 
satisfy a sound-bite society. In an age of 
easy absolutes, homeschooled kids must 
either be hothouse flowers, sheltered from 
the character-building agora of junior high, 
or overachieving honor students kept pure 

from the filthy masses. The reality’s more 
like real life. Some are hardened by adversity, 
others draw strength from privacy and family. 
Some wilt away in isolation, others love crowds. 
Ultimately, the best people to ask what’s best for 
kids aren’t their politicians, but their parents.

As for me, school and society are significantly 
less intimidating now, both because I’ve 
grown stronger, but also because I’ve learned 
that everyone else is just as uncertain and 
awkward and socially clueless as I am.

C.S. Lewis said once that friendship begins 
when one person looks at the other and says, 
“What? You too? I thought I was the only 
one.” Or, as that conversation usually goes in 
college, when one person looks at the other 
and says, “Oh, crap – that was due today?”
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Knowing the answer isn’t as 
important as knowing how to  
get the answer.

candidate for Wall Street mediocrity. I had 
to figure it out as I went along. And one 
of the many things I didn’t know when I 
first walked through the revolving doors of 
Morgan Stanley was that my education was 
just getting started.

Right out of the gate, I was out-connected, 
out-degreed, and out-experienced.

My peers came from the Ivy Leagues and had 
multiple internships. I graduated from Ohio 

As a young, naïve man, I moved to New York 
City in a U-Haul truck with America’s Moving 
Adventure – Maine! written on the side. It was 
1994, and I was wearing L.L. Bean boots and 
a flannel shirt when I arrived in the City.

Shortly thereafter, I accidentally got a job on 
Wall Street.

As a B student with a journalism degree and 
a 970 SAT score, I was an unlikely candidate 
for Wall Street success. I was an unlikely 

A formal degree might be a necessity for most entry-level jobs on Wall Street... 
but the real Wall Street education comes from experience.
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By Turney 
Duff

University and knew how to recite the night’s 
dinner specials while taking an order from a 
table of 12 without writing anything down.

On my first day, I realized there was no way I 
could stand out at my job by faking it.

So my first lesson was a quick one... I learned 
the importance of knowing what I didn’t 
know (which was a lot) and being teachable. 
There’s no shame in saying: “I don’t know.” 
The guilt only comes after you say it again 
and again after you’ve already been taught.

I saw many “smart” kids come and go. 
They disappeared into obscurity because 

they believed they already knew things and 
wouldn’t ask for help. I learned how to say “I 
don’t know” for survival. Wall Street taught 
me the benefit of identifying when I didn’t 
know something and then proactively trying 
to learn it.

When you don’t know the answer – get it.

After four years at Morgan Stanley, I started 
looking for my next gig. One interviewer 
asked me about the value of the Japanese yen. 
I had no idea what the answer was. Heck, I 
didn’t even really understand the question. 
But I knew the worst thing I could do in that 
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situation was to try and fake it, so I said: “I 
don’t know, but if you give me five minutes I 
can find out.”

I got up and left the interview and started 
parading around their trading desk. The 
first three people I asked didn’t know. And 
then I finally found someone who knew the 
answer to my interview question. Within 
five minutes, I was back in the glassed-in 
conference room with the correct answer. I 
was offered the job.

Knowing the answer isn’t as important as 
knowing how to get the answer.

In spring 1999, I started working at a now-
infamous hedge fund, the Galleon Group. 
Showing up for work every day felt like living in 
the second act of a slasher flick – nobody was safe.

“Each day expect to be fired,” my boss said. 
“If you’re not, then you’ve had a good day.”

I was terrified of getting fired, and it seemed 
like I was making mistakes daily. I once lost 
my chair privileges when I didn’t answer the 
phones fast enough. I had to stand in the 
corner for five minutes as punishment when  
I booked a trade wrong. But the biggest sin  
I committed was incorrectly ordering my  
boss’s breakfast.

“I told you I wanted my bagel toasted,” 
my boss said. “Does this look toasted, you 
dumbass?”

It definitely wasn’t toasted. But I never made 
the same mistake twice. After all, if I couldn’t 
correctly place a breakfast order, how were they 
going to trust me with million-dollar trading 
orders? So I learned everything matters. Every 

job is like an audition for the next.

On Wall Street, you’re continually trying to 
get that next job or the next promotion. And 
the best way to do that is to excel at your 
current job. I used that mindset when I was 
hired as a technical advisor on the pilot of the 
Showtime series Billions. I didn’t treat it like a 
job... It was an audition for Season One.

At the Galleon Group, I noticed the most 
successful traders around me focused on 
the basics. They were in early, stayed late, 
and continually asked questions. I followed 
their lead. And because of the high-pressure 
stakes at Galleon, it changed my work 
ethic, assertiveness, and resilience for all my 
endeavors – far beyond finance. There are 
always going to be smarter, faster, stronger, 
and better-looking people than you. But if 
you choose – nobody can out-hustle you.

Eventually I was ordering everyone’s breakfast 
without mishap. And I started giving out 
buy and sell orders. Early on I was taught 
that with trading, one of the best things I 
could learn how to do is limit a loss. Identify 
when you are wrong and change the course. 
It’s similar to professional sports, where 
sometimes it’s the things that don’t show up 
on the stat sheet that win the game for you.

One day I called up a sales trader of mine and 
gave him a million shares of Amgen (AMGN) 
to buy. He paused, and then whispered 
through the phone: “Go away. My biotech 
trader is out today and the guy backing him 
up sucks!”

At first, I was shocked. The guy just turned 
down $50,000 in commissions. But instantly 
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I had a newfound trust in my sales trader. 
He was looking out for my best interest. I 
learned that sometimes it’s the sales or orders 
you don’t take that can improve your business. 
That sales trader became one of my go-to guys 
and made a lot more than $50,000 that day.

Being a trader forced me to make decisions 
and have conviction. The timid get trampled 
on Wall Street. You must make judgment 
calls all day, every day – and most important, 
have reasoning behind it. Of course, results 
matter, but on a trading desk, you must be 
able to articulate why you made a decision – 
have an opinion. So whenever I walked into 
a morning meeting or my portfolio manager’s 
office, I learned that I had to be able to 
explain why I did something.

One of the reasons I was able to work my way 
up and become a founding partner of Argus 
Partners, a billion-dollar health wcare hedge 
fund, was that I learned how to anticipate. 
To be successful at a hedge fund, you have to 
dodge bullets, put out fires, and make money. 
And the only way to do that is by anticipating 
who has a gun, where the fires typically start, 
and how to get information.

When my boss was out of the office, I could 
predict his needs and act. When he returned, 
I’d update him what was going on and what 
I did in the meantime to solve the issue. The 
best way to walk into someone’s office when 
there’s a problem is to also bring a solution.

There’s a science to making an investment 
decision – when to buy and sell. And as I 
got better at trading stocks, I also realized I 
could use better timing in all of the decisions 
involving my life... When to ask for Friday off, 

a pay raise, or a hall pass for a boys’ weekend 
in South Beach – always look for a good entry 
point. When you ask is as important as what 
you ask. Timing is everything.

Shortly after turning 40 years old and 
returning from my second rehab stint, I 
finally left the business of finance. But I 
used everything I learned on Wall Street to 
become an author and speaker, and to work 
in television. 

That’s why I think there’s no better schooling 
than getting a job on Wall Street. Regardless 
of what you end up doing later in life, the 
knowledge and work ethic required to succeed 
on the Street can benefit you forever.
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Looking back at a rich (and 
often richly absurd) alternative 
Christian universe...

school” conjures images of stern nuns holding 
forth before classrooms of dutiful, uniformed 
students. The mood is vaguely punitive, and 
it’s understood that the students must be 
miserable, repressed, or both. Popular culture 
reinforces this – movies about religious 
education rarely rise above camp in their 
depictions of believers.

Parochial school is the setting for the formation 
of a teenage Goth witches’ coven in the 1996 
movie The Craft, for example, as it is for the 
story of viciously sanctimonious evangelical 
tween hypocrites in the 2004 comedy Saved!. 

The school’s everyday rituals were imbued 
with Christian purpose. Every morning, we 
pledged allegiance to the American flag... 
and then turned to pledge to the Christian 
flag. That was followed by regular prayers we 
said aloud throughout the day, weekly chapel 
services, and capped by our school mascot, 
the Crusader.

It’s no wonder that by age eight, I was convinced 
my destiny was either to be the world’s most 
effective missionary – or to be raptured.

For many people, the phrase “parochial 

From kindergarten through high school, I attended a strict Christian 
fundamentalist school.
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A rare exception is Barbra Streisand’s dramatic 
turn as a gender-masquerading, would-be 
young Torah scholar in the 1983 movie 
Yentl. Not only did the film show the rigors 
of a religious education (and, as Roger Ebert 
noted in his review, somehow manage to 
make its 40-something-year-old female star 
look like a 17-year-old boy who “sings like an 
angel”), it treated both religious teachers and 
their students with respect.

Yentl notwithstanding, the reality of religious 
education is far different than either popular 
culture or the average secular American  
might assume.

For one, nuns no longer dominate the teaching 
profession in Catholic schools. The National 

Catholic Educational Association reports that 
only 3% of Catholic school staff are men 
or women from religious orders. And the 
diversity and scope of religious schools are 
often underappreciated. According to the U.S. 
Department of Education’s National Center for 
Education Statistics, 79% of U.S. students who 
are enrolled in private school attend a school 
with “a religious orientation or purpose.”

That word – “purpose” – is crucial for 
understanding the experience of religious 
education. Regardless of faith, tradition, or 
creed, a religious school makes clear to its 
students that they will be embarking on a 
moral and spiritual journey in addition to 
academic study.
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Today, church attendance is on the decline 
in the U.S. and many religious institutions 
are looked upon with suspicion. So it’s worth 
reconsidering some of the many benefits of 
a religious education – even for people who 
grow up and leave the faith.

The word “values” has been overused to the 
point of parody by politicians, but values 
are central to a religious education. Most of 
my classmates understood the importance of 
trying to live them, however imperfectly. At 
my school, the “golden rule” in Matthew 7:12 
was holy writ, and thanks to our reading of 
scripture, good and evil were palpable things, 
as were Satan and angels. Bad actions had 
consequences – we read stories about them all 
the time in the Bible – and kindness, honesty, 
and generosity were prized. Moreover, 
forgiveness was not only preached but 
practiced.

A religious education (be it Christian, Jewish, 
Muslim, or another faith) gives its students 
a form of literacy that secular children rarely 
encounter until adulthood, if ever: knowledge 
of a traditional text. My own daily encounter 
with the King James Version Bible from the 
age of four on gave me an appreciation for 
language, an understanding of the vagaries of 
human nature, and an accumulated trove of 
stories. It still aids me in understanding the 
allusions and nods to scripture that populate 
our greatest works of art and literature.

It was, in its way, a rigorous education...

We were required to learn a smattering of 
Hebrew and Greek, for example. It also prized 
memorization, a skill nearing obsolescence 
in the age of Google. Our teachers tested our 

memories every Friday in Bible class with a 
quiz, and by high school I had committed 
major passages of scripture to memory. And 
there was little grade inflation – no one 
earned a ribbon or trophy for participation. 
We were taught that Christians must be 
an example to the rest of the world by our 
conduct. Perhaps that’s also why manners 
played an important role at school. We were 
expected to demonstrate good manners at all 
times, particularly when it came to respecting 
our elders.

Religious schools, including mine, often 
have different measures of success for their 
students. Doing well in school is less about 
getting into the right college than it is about 
becoming the right kind of person – one 
who doesn’t measure his or her worth by his 
number of Twitter followers or how much 
money she has in the bank. We were crusaders 
for Christ, which meant we were focused on 
something bigger than ourselves – the perfect 
antidote to adolescent navel-gazing.

Of course, there were drawbacks to my 
religious education. We were taught creation 
science, which raised more questions than 
it answered (questions my teachers weren’t 
always eager to address). And there were far 
too many times I was told that a woman’s role 
was to get married and support her family 
and community by having lots of Christian 
babies. (As opposed to, say, going to college – 
which is what I wanted to do).

But at the time, I didn’t experience those 
messages as limiting. And looking back, 
Christian school was not the place of 
privation and joylessness often portrayed in 
pop culture. A Simpsons episode comes to 
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mind – “Gone Maggie Gone” – where Lisa 
Simpson stumbles upon a parochial school 
classroom where the nun-teacher is singing, 
“If you’re happy and you know it, that’s a sin” to 
a room full of children.

Rather, there was a firm belief among students 
at my school that we must serve as a bulwark 
against the harmful, rising tide of mainstream 
secular culture.

This separation from the mainstream is often 
the legacy of a childhood religious education 
– thanks in large part to the memories it 
stirs up of a rich (and often richly absurd) 
alternative Christian universe, one with its 
own fashions, music, entertainment, and 
“celebrities.” (When I was growing up, it 
was Amy Grant and Stryper. Today it’s Zach 
Williams and MercyMe.)

At my high school, for example, dancing 
was verboten. (It was “clothed fornication,” 
according to my Bible teacher.) So instead of 
school dances or proms, we had... banquets.

True, the mood was more sedate than a 
typical prom, with modestly dressed students 
politely watching a slide show while a student 
musician played warmed-over versions of 
Christian rock songs. But it still felt like a 
special evening. We even attended the annual 
one-night Christian music festival at Disney 
World called “Night of Joy.”

Today, people’s feelings about religious 
schools are rarely uncomplicated. Numerous 
memoirs have recounted the horrible 
experiences of people raised in observant 
religious households, forced to attend strict 
religious schools. One exception – and one of 

the best descriptions of childhood religious 
education in the last 50 years – is Mary 
McCarthy’s Memories of a Catholic Girlhood. 
Although she is an infamously unreliable 
narrator, McCarthy’s stories of growing up an 
orphan, spending time with her Christian, 
Jewish, and Catholic relatives, and attending 
parochial school are at once mundane and 
deeply compelling.

Which kind of sums up what it’s like to go to 
religious school. No matter how out-of-the-
mainstream some of these schools’ mundane 
activities might be (Bible memorization 
contests or prayers at the start of class), taken 
together, religious schools give each new 
generation of children the same opportunity 
to practice faith – and a little skepticism – in 
a compelling way.
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towns along the frontier, and lacking in compelling social function, the system 
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seemed destined for obscurity. But by the second half of the 20th century, it had 
assumed a dominant position in the world market in higher education. Compared 
with peer institutions in other countries, it came to accumulate greater wealth, 
produce more scholarship, win more Nobel prizes, and attract a larger proportion 
of talented students and faculty. U.S. universities dominate global rankings.
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How did this remarkable transformation 
come about? The characteristics of the system 
that seemed to be disadvantages in the 19th 
century turned out to be advantages in the 
20th. Its modest state funding, dependence 
on students, populist aura, and obsession with 
football gave it a degree of autonomy that has 
allowed it to stand astride the academic world.

The system emerged under trying circumstances 
early in U.S. history, when the state was weak, 
the market strong, and the church divided. 
Lacking the strong support of church and 
state, which had fostered the growth of the 
first universities in medieval Europe, the first 
U.S. colleges had to rely largely on support 
from local elites and tuition-paying student 
consumers. They came into being with 
the grant of a corporate charter from state 
government, but this only authorized these 
institutions. It didn’t fund them.

The rationale for starting a college in the 19th 
century usually had less to do with promoting 
higher learning than with pursuing profit. 
For most of U.S. history, the primary source 
of wealth was land, but in a country with a 
lot more land than buyers, the challenge for 
speculators was how to convince people to 
buy their land rather than one of the many 
other available options. (George Washington, 
for instance, accumulated some 50,000 acres 
in the western territories, and spent much 
of his life unsuccessfully trying to monetize 
his holdings.) The situation became even 
more desperate in the mid-19th century, 
when the federal government started giving 
away land to homesteaders. One answer to 
this problem was to show that the land was 
not just another plot in a dusty agricultural 

village but prime real estate in an emerging 
cultural center. And nothing said culture like 
a college. Speculators would “donate” land 
for a college, gain a state charter, and then sell 
the land around it at a premium, much like 
developers today who build a golf course and 
then charge a high price for the houses that 
front on to it.

Of course, chartering a college is not the 
same as actually creating a functioning 
institution. So speculators typically sought 
to affiliate their emergent college with a 
religious denomination, which offered several 
advantages. One was that it segmented the 
market. A Presbyterian college would be 
more attractive to Presbyterian consumers 
than the Methodist college in the next town. 
Another was staffing. Until the late-19th 
century, nearly all presidents and most faculty 
at U.S. colleges were clergymen, who were 
particularly attractive to college founders 
for two reasons. They were reasonably well-
educated, and they were willing to work 
cheap. A third advantage was that the church 
just might be induced to contribute a little 
money from time to time to support its 
struggling offspring.

Often the motives of profit and faith 
converged in the same person, producing 
a distinctive American character – the 
clergyman-speculator. J.B. Grinnell was a 
Congregational minister who left the church 
he founded in Washington, D.C. to establish 
a town out west as a speculative investment. 
In 1854 he settled on a location in Iowa, 
named the town Grinnell, gained a charter for 
a college, and started selling land for $1.62 
an acre. Instead of organizing a college from 
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scratch, he convinced Iowa College to 
move from Davenport and assume the 
name Grinnell College.

This process of college development 
helps to explain a lot of things about the 
emergent form of the U.S. higher-education 
system in the 19th century. Less than a 
quarter of the colleges were in the strip of 
land along the eastern seaboard where most 
Americans lived. More than half were in 
the Midwest and Southwest: the sparsely 
populated frontier. If your aim is to attract a 
lot of students, this was not a great business 
plan, but it was useful in attracting settlers. 
The frontier location also helps to explain the 
nominal church support for the colleges. In 
the competitive U.S. setting where no church 
was dominant, it was each denomination 
for itself, so everyone wanted to plant the 
denominational flag in the new territories for 
fear of ceding the terrain to the opposition. 
Together, land speculation and sectarian 
competitions help to explain why, by 1880, 
Ohio had 37 colleges – and France just 16.

again in the following decade (563), and in 
1880 totaled 811. The growth in colleges 
vastly exceeded the growth in population, 
with a total of five colleges per million people 
in 1790, rising to 16 per million in 1880. 
In that year, the U.S. had five times as many 
colleges as the entire continent of Europe. 
This was the most overbuilt system of higher 
education the world had ever seen.

Of course, as European visitors liked to 
point out, it was a stretch to call most of 
these colleges institutions of higher learning. 
For starters, they were small. In 1880, the 
average college boasted 131 students and 10 
faculty members, granting only 17 degrees 
a year. Most were located far from centers 
of culture and refinement. Faculty were 
preachers rather than scholars, and students 
were whoever was willing to pay tuition for a 
degree whose market value was questionable. 
Most graduates joined the clergy or other 
professions that were readily accessible 
without a college degree.

For American students, it was often a choice 
of going to high school or to college.

On the East Coast, a small number of colleges 
– Harvard, Yale, Princeton, William and 
Mary – drew students from families of wealth 
and power, and served as training grounds 
for future leaders. But closer to the frontier, 
there were no established elites for colleges 
to bond with, and they offered little in the 
way of social distinction. The fact that every 
other town had its own college led to intense 

For American students,  
it was often a choice  

of going to high school  
or to college.

AN UNLIKELY  
      TRIUMPH

The sheer number of such college 
foundings was remarkable. In 1790, at 
the start of the first decade of the new 

republic, the U.S. already had 19 institutions 
called colleges or universities. The numbers 
grew gradually in the first three decades, rising 
to 50 by 1830, and then started accelerating. 
By the 1850s they had reached 250, doubling 
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mean they had a steady flow of public funding. 
They didn’t start getting annual appropriations 
until the start of the 20th century. As a result, 
like the privates, they had to rely on student 
tuition and donations in order to survive, and 
they had to compete for students and faculty 
in the larger market already established by 
their private predecessors.

competition for students, which meant 
that tuition charges remained low. This left 
colleges to operate on a shoestring, making 
do with poor facilities, low pay, struggles 
to attract and retain students and faculty, 
and continual rounds of fundraising. And it 
meant that students were more middle- than 
upper-class, there for the experience rather 
than the learning. The most serious students 
were those on scholarship.

Another sign of the lowly status of these 19th-
century colleges is that they were difficult to 
distinguish from the variety of high schools 
and academies that were also in abundance 
across the U.S. landscape. For students, it was 
often a choice of going to high school or to 
college, rather than seeing one as the feeder 
institution for the other. As a result, the age 
range of students attending high schools and 
colleges was substantially the same.

By the middle of the century, a variety of 
new forms of public colleges arose in addition 
to the independent institutions that today 
we call private. States started establishing 
their own colleges and universities, for much 
the same reasons as churches and towns 
did: competition (if the state next door had 
a college, you needed one too) and land 
speculation (local boosters pushed legislatures 
to grant them this plum). In addition, there 
were the colleges that arose from federal land 
grants and came to focus on more practical 
rather than classical education, such as 
engineering and agriculture. Finally came the 
normal schools, which focused on preparing 
teachers for the growing public school system. 
Unlike the privates, these newer institutions 
operated under public control, but that did not 

Colleges survived by  
hustling for dollars from 
prospective donors and 

marketing themselves to 
prospective students.

By 1880, the U.S. system of higher 
education was extraordinarily 
large and spatially dispersed, with 

decentralized governance and a remarkable 
degree of institutional complexity. This 
system had established a distinctive structure 
early in the century, and then elaborated 
on it over the succeeding decades. It might 
seem strange to call the motley collection of 
some 800 colleges and universities a system 
at all. “System” implies a plan and a form 
of governance that keeps things working 
according to the plan, and that indeed is the 
formal structure of higher-education systems 
in most other countries, where a government 
ministry oversees the system and tinkers with 
it over time. But not in the U.S.

The system of higher education in the U.S. did 
not arise from a plan, and no agency governs 
it. It just happened. But it is nonetheless a 
system, which has a well-defined structure and 
a clear set of rules that guides the actions of 
the individuals and institutions within it. In this 
sense, it is less like a political system guided by 
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funding. They were too many in number for 
any of them to gain distinction, and there was 
no central mechanism for elevating some of 
them above others. Unlike Europe, the U.S. 
had no universities with the imprimatur of 
the national government or the established 
church, just a collection of marginal public 
and private institutions located on the 
periphery of civilization. What a mess.

Take Middlebury College, a Congregational 
institution founded in 1800, which has now 
become one of the premier liberal arts colleges 
in the country, considered one of the “little 
Ivies.” But in 1840, when its new president 
arrived on campus (a Presbyterian minister 
named Benjamin Labaree, my grandfather’s 
grandfather), he found an institution that 
was struggling to survive, and in his 25-year 
tenure as president this situation did not 
change much for the better. In letters to the 
board of trustees, he detailed a list of woes 
that afflicted the small college president of 
his era. Hired for a salary of $1,200 a year 
(roughly $32,000 today), he found that 
the trustees could not afford to pay it. So 
he immediately set out to raise money for 
the college, the first of eight fundraising 
campaigns that he engaged in, making a 
$1,000 contribution of his own and soliciting 
gifts from the small faculty.

Money worries are the biggest theme in 
Labaree Sr.’s letters (struggling to recruit and 
pay faculty, mortgaging his house to make 
up for his own unpaid salary, and perpetually 
seeking donations), but he also complained 

a constitution than a market-based economic 
system arising from an accumulation of 
individual choices. Think urban sprawl rather 
than planned community. Its history is not a 
deliberate construction but an evolutionary 
process. The market systems just happen, but 
that doesn’t keep us from understanding how 
it came about and how it works.

People did try to impose some kind of logical 
form and function on to the system. All U.S. 
presidents until Andrew Jackson argued for 
the need to establish a national university, 
which would have set a high standard for the 
system, but this effort failed because of the 
widespread fear of a strong central government. 
And a number of actors tried to impose their 
own vision of what the purpose of the system 
should be. In 1828, the Yale faculty issued 
a report strongly supporting the traditional 
classical curriculum (focused on Latin, Greek 
and religion); in the 1850s, Francis Wayland 
at Brown argued for a focus on science; and 
the Morrill Land-Grant Act of 1862 called 
for colleges that would “teach such branches 
of learning as are related to agriculture and 
the mechanic arts ... in order to promote 
the liberal and practical education of the 
industrial classes in the several pursuits and 
professions in life.” These visions provided 
support for a wide array of alternative college 
missions within a diversified system that was 
wed to none of them.

The weaknesses of the college system were 
glaringly obvious. Most of the colleges were 
not created to promote higher learning, 
and the level of learning they did foster was 
modest indeed. They had a rudimentary 
infrastructure and no reliable stream of 

AN UNLIKELY  
      TRIUMPH
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scattered across the landmass of a continental 
country. It had faculty and administration 
already in place, with programs of study, 
course offerings, and charters granting 
colleges the ability to award degrees. It had 
an established governance structure and a 
process for maintaining multiple streams of 
revenue to support the enterprise, as well as 
an established base of support in the local 
community and in the broader religious 
denomination. The main thing the system 
lacked was students.

Another source of strength was that this 
disparate collection of largely undistinguished 
colleges and universities had succeeded 
in surviving a Darwinian process of 
natural selection in a fiercely competitive 
environment. As market-based institutions 
that had never enjoyed the luxury of 
guaranteed appropriations (this was true for 
public as well as private colleges), colleges 
survived by hustling for dollars from 
prospective donors and marketing themselves 
to prospective students who could pay 
tuition. They had to be adept at meeting the 
demands of the key constituencies in their 
individual markets. In particular, they had 
to be sensitive to what prospective students 
were seeking in a college experience, since 
they were paying a major part of the bills. 
And colleges also had a strong incentive to 
build longstanding ties with their graduates, 
who would become a prime source for new 
students and for donations.

In addition, the structure of the college – with 
a lay board, strong president, geographical 
isolation, and stand-alone finances – made 
it a remarkably adaptable institution. These 

about the inevitable problems that come from 
trying to offer a full college curriculum with a 
small number of underqualified professors:

I accepted the Presidency of Middlebury 
College, Gentlemen, with a full understanding 
that your Faculty was small and that in 
consequence a large amount of instruction 
would devolve upon the President – that I 
should be desired to promote the financial 
interests of the Institution, as convenience 
and the duties of instruction would permit, 
was naturally to be expected, but I could not 
have anticipated that the task of relieving 
the College from pecuniary embarrassment, 
and the labor and responsibility of procuring 
funds for endowment for books, for buildings 
etc, etc would devolve on me. Could I have 
foreseen what you would demand of me, I 
should never have engaged in your service.

At one place in the correspondence, Labaree Sr. 
listed the courses he had to teach as president: 
“Intellectual and Moral Philosophy, Political 
Economy, International Law, Evidences of 
Christianity, History of Civilization, and 
Butler’s Analogy.” U.S. college professors 
could not afford to have narrow expertise.

In short, the U.S. college system in the mid-
19th century was all promise and no product. 
Nonetheless, it turns out that the promise 
was extraordinary. One hidden strength 
was that the system contained nearly all the 
elements needed to respond to a future rapid 
expansion of student demand and burgeoning 
enrollments. It had the necessary physical 
infrastructure: land, classrooms, libraries, 
faculty offices, administration buildings, and 
the rest. And this physical presence was not 
concentrated in a few population centers but 
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colleges could make changes without seeking 
permission from the education minister or 
the bishop. Presidents were the CEOs of 
the enterprise, and their clear mission was 
to maintain the viability of the college and 
expand its prospects. They had to make the 
most of the advantages offered to them by 
geography and religious affiliation, and to 
adapt quickly to shifts in position relative to 
competitors concerning such key institutional 
matters as program, price, and prestige. The 
alternative was to go out of business. Between 
1800 and 1850, 40 liberal arts colleges closed, 
17% of the total.

Successful colleges were also deeply rooted 
in isolated towns across the country. They 
represented themselves as institutions that 
educated local leaders and served as cultural 
centers for their communities. The college 
name was usually the town’s name. The colleges 
that survived the mid-19th century were well-
poised to take advantage of the coming surge 
of student interest, new sources of funding, 
and new rationales for attending college.

U.S. colleges retained a populist aura. Because 
they were located in small towns all across 
the country and forced to compete with peers 
in the same situation, they became more 
concerned about survival than academic 
standards. As a result, the U.S. system took 
on a character that was middle-class rather 
than upper-class. Poor families did not 
send their children to college, but ordinary 
middle-class families could. Admission was 
easy, the academic challenge moderate, the 
tuition manageable. This created a broad 
popular foundation for the college that saved 
it, for the most part, from Oxbridge-style 

elitism. The college was an extension of the 
community and denomination, a familiar 
local presence, a source of civic pride, and 
a cultural avatar representing the town to 
the world. Citizens did not have to have a 
family member connected with the school 
to feel that the college was theirs. This kind 
of populist base of support came to be 
enormously important when higher education 
enrollment started to skyrocket.

The system had to make 
students happy, which meant 
an academic programme that 

was not overly challenging.

AN UNLIKELY  
      TRIUMPH

One final characteristic of the U.S. 
model of higher education was its 
practicality. As it developed in the 

mid-19th century, the higher-education 
system incorporated this practical orientation 
into the structure and function of the 
standard-model college. The land-grant 
college was both an effect and a cause of the 
cultural preference for usefulness. The focus 
on the useful arts was written into the DNA 
of these institutions, as an expression of the 
U.S. effort to turn a college for gentlemen 
or intellectuals into a school for practical 
pursuits, with an emphasis on making things 
and making a living, rather than on gaining 
social polish or exploring the cultural heights. 
And this model spread widely to the other 
parts of the system. The result was not just 
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the U.S. undergraduate college. It needed 
the financial support that comes from a large 
number of undergraduate students, who paid 
tuition and drew per-capita appropriations 
for state institutions. It also needed the 
political support and social legitimacy that 
came from the populism and practicality of 
the existing U.S. college. High-level graduate 
learning depended on an undergraduate 
experience that was broadly accessible and 
not too demanding intellectually. In short, it 
needed students. And in the 20th century, the 
students arrived.

By then, the U.S. higher-education system 
was in a strong position to capitalize on the 
capacities it had built during its competitive 
struggle for survival in the preceding years. 
Compared with the much older and more 
distinguished European institutions, it 
enjoyed a broad base of public support as 
a populist enterprise that offered a lot of 
practical benefits. It felt like our institution 
rather than theirs. To survive, the system 
had to go out of its way to make students 
happy, which meant providing a rich array of 
social entertainments – including fraternities, 
sororities, and, of course, football – and 
an academic program that was not overly 
challenging. The idea was to get students so 
enmeshed in the institution that they come 
to identify with it – which helps to ensure 
that later in life they will continue to wear the 
school colors, return for reunions, enroll their 
own children, and make generous donations.

One way you see this populist quality today 
is in the language people use. Americans tend 
to employ the labels college and university 
interchangeably. Elsewhere in the world, 

the inclusion of subjects such as engineering 
and applied science into the curriculum but 
also the orientation of the college itself as 
a problem-solver for the businessmen and 
policymakers. The message was: “This is your 
college, working for you.”

All of this was quite popular with consumers, 
but it didn’t make U.S. colleges centers of 
intellectual achievement and renown. That, 
however, began to change in the 1880s, 
when the German research university burst 
on to the U.S. educational scene. In this 
emerging model, the university was a place 
that produced cutting-edge scientific research, 
and provided graduate-level training for the 
intellectual elite. The new research model gave 
the institutionally overbuilt and academically 
undistinguished U.S. system of higher 
education an infusion of scholarly credibility, 
which had been so clearly lacking. For the 
first time, the system could begin to make 
the claim of being the locus of learning at 
the highest level. At the same time, colleges 
received a large influx of enrollment, which 
remedied another problem with the old 
model – the chronic shortage of students.

But the U.S. did not adopt the German 
model wholesale. Instead, the model was 
adapted to U.S. needs. The research university 
was an add-on, not a transformation. The 
German university was an elitist institution, 
focused primarily on graduate instruction and 
high-level research, which were possible only 
with a strong and steady flow of state support. 
Since such funding was not forthcoming in 
the U.S., graduate education and scholarly 
research could exist only at a modest level 
and only if grafted on to the hardy stock of 
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however, “university” refers to the highest 
levels of postsecondary education, which 
offers bachelors and graduate degrees, while 
“college” refers to something more like what 
Americans would call a community college, 
offering associate degrees and vocational 
training. So when Brits or Canadians say: 
“I’m going to university,” it carries an elitist 
edge. But for Americans, the term university 
is considered a bit prissy and pretentious. 
They tend to prefer saying: “I’m going to 
college,” whether that institution is Harvard 
or the local trade school. This is quite 
misleading, since U.S. higher education is 
extraordinarily stratified, with the benefits 
varying radically according to the status of 
the institution. But it is also characteristically 
populist, an assertion that college is accessible 
to nearly anyone.

broad discretion over tuition, pay, curriculum, 
and organization. This allows the university to 
adapt quickly to changing market conditions, 
respond to funding opportunities, develop 
new programs, and open research centers.

Public universities are subject to governance 
from the state, which provides appropriations 
in support of core functions and also shapes 
policy. This limits flexibility about issues such 
as budget, tuition, and pay. But state funding 
covers only a portion of total expenses, 
with the share declining as you go up the 
institutional status ladder. Flagship public 
research universities in the U.S. often receive 
less than 20% of their budget from the state; 
for the University of Virginia, the portion is 
below 5%. Regional state universities receive 
around half of their funds from the state. So 
public institutions need to supplement their 
funds using the same methods as private 
institutions – with student tuition, research 
grants, fees for services, and donations. And 
this gives them considerable latitude in 
following the lead of the privates in adapting 
to the market and pursuing opportunities. 
Public research universities have the greatest 
autonomy from state control. And the 
public universities that have long topped the 
rankings – the University of California and the 
University of Michigan – have their autonomy 
guaranteed in the state constitution.

It turns out that autonomy is enormously 
important for a healthy and dynamic system 
of higher education. Universities operate best 
as emergent institutions, in which initiative 

By the 21st century, U.S. 
universities accounted for 52 

of the top 100 in the world, 
and 16 of the top 20.

AN UNLIKELY  
      TRIUMPH

Coming into the 20th century, another 
advantage enjoyed by the system was 
that U.S. colleges and universities 

tended to enjoy a relatively high degree of 
autonomy. This was most obvious in the case 
of the private not-for-profit institutions that 
still account for the majority of U.S. higher-
education institutions. A lay board owns 
the institution and appoints the president, 
who serves as CEO, sets the budget, and 
administers faculty and staff. Private 
universities now receive a lot of government 
money, especially for research grants and 
student loans and scholarships, but they have 
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bubbles up from below – as faculty pursue 
research opportunities, departments develop 
programs, and administrators start institutes 
and centers to take advantage of possibilities 
in the environment. Central planning by 
state ministries of higher education seeks to 
move universities toward government goals, 
but this kind of top-down policymaking 
tends to stifle the entrepreneurial activities of 
the faculty and administrators who are most 
knowledgeable about the field and most in 
tune with market demand. You can quantify 
the impact that autonomy from the state has 
on university quality. The economist Caroline 
Hoxby at Stanford and colleagues did a 
study that compared the global rankings of 
universities with the proportion of university 
funding that comes from the state (using 
the ranks computed by Shanghai Jiao Tong 
University). They found that when the 
proportion of the budget from state funds 
rises by one percentage point, the university 
falls three ranks. Conversely, when the 
proportion of the budget from competitive 
grants rises by one percentage point, the 
university goes up six ranks.

In the 19th century, weak support from 
church and state forced U.S. colleges 

to develop into an emergent system of 
higher education that was lean, adaptable, 
autonomous, consumer-sensitive, partially 
self-supporting, and radically decentralized. 
These humble beginnings provided the system 
with the core characteristics that helped it to 
become the leading system in the world. This 
undistinguished group of colleges came to 
top world rankings. By the 21st century, U.S. 
universities accounted for 52 of the top 100 
universities in the world, and 16 of the top 
20. Half of the Nobel laureates in the 21st 
century were scholars at U.S. institutions. At 
the same time, the system’s hand-to-mouth 
finances turned into extraordinary wealth. 
The university in the U.S. with the largest 
endowment is Harvard, at $35 billion; the 
largest in Europe is Cambridge, at $8 billion. 
The largest endowment in Continental Europe 
is held by a brand-new institution, Central 
European University in Budapest with $900 
million, thanks to a donation from George 
Soros. This would place CEU in the 103rd 
position in the U.S., behind Brandeis University.

Rags to riches indeed. No longer a joke, 
the U.S. system of higher education has 
become the envy of the world. Unfortunately, 
however, since it’s a system that emerged 
without a plan, there’s no model for others 
to imitate. It’s an accident that arose under 
unique circumstances: when the state was 
weak, the market strong, and the church 
divided; when there was too much land and not 
enough buyers; and when academic standards 
were low. Good luck trying to replicate that 
pattern anywhere in the 21st century.

David Labaree is the Lee L. Jacks 
professor at the Stanford University 
Graduate School of Education. He is 
the former president of the History 
of Education Society and former 
vice president of the American 
Educational Research Association. 
His most recent book is A Perfect 
Mess: The Unlikely Ascendancy of 
American Higher Education.
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 THE BIGGEST NATIONAL SCANDAL  
 YOU’VE NEVER HEARD OF... 

By Alice 
B. Lloyd

“If a man puts out the eye of another man, his eye shall be put out. If he 
breaks another man’s bone, his bone shall be broken. If a man knocks out the 
teeth of his equal, his teeth shall be knocked out.”

– Laws number 196, 197, and 200, The Code of Hammurabi
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The system of discipline that’s worked 
more or less since men and women 
first formed societies – in which a 

punishment follows a crime, maybe with a 
warning in between if you’re lucky – helps 
humanity coexist when the Golden Rule isn’t 
convincing enough. In grade school, we all 
learned about the civilizational bedrock into 
which minions of the Mesopotamian emperor 
Hammurabi chiseled his famous code. It’s a 
good first lesson for sixth-grade world history 

because, apart from the additions of Christian 
mercy and enlightened amendments, its basic 
logic lives on.

Or it did, until recently.

At schools across the country, the old tried-
and-true system of deterring misbehavior 
by punishing it with a predictable and 
unfavorable consequence hasn’t held up.

Four years ago, a “Dear Colleague Letter” 
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from the Department of Education’s Office 
for Civil Rights, crafted by then-Secretary and 
longtime Obama associate Arne Duncan told 
school leaders: Carrying out school discipline 
policies as they stand may now land your school 
in hot water with the feds.

Duncan cited a 2011 study finding African-
American students three times as likely to be 
suspended or expelled. “It is the only way,” 
Duncan said of his top-down policy overhaul, 
“to change the reality that our children face 
every single day.” A subsequent guidance 
made clear that any school that punished 
minority students more often would face a 
costly federal investigation.

And so by threat of lost funds, these 
misguided directions bore the force of federal 
law. Ever since, teachers and students have seen 
their schools fall out of control and into chaos.

Districts nationwide “reformed” accordingly, 
adopting similar practices to discourage the 
documentation of in-school violence and 
fudging the data when they found these new 
policies didn’t work. In Miami, documents 
reporting thousands of violent in-school fights 
have “disappeared” from the district’s records 
since 2015.

In Philadelphia, the reforms have so far 
backfired abundantly. Truancy rates had been 
on a steady decline until federal guidance 
forced the city to ban suspensions for non-
violent acts of “willful defiance” – after which 
truancy increased 16% in the next three 
years. Black students, whose disproportionate 
punishment the federal reform intended 
to deter, were suspended more often than 
before. While “willful defiance” suspensions 

disappeared, suspensions for graver acts of 
violence multiplied.

Under pressure from Mayor Bill de Blasio, 
district administrators in New York City 
discouraged school resource officers (SROs) 
from reporting in-school offenses and 
recording official police referrals of the sort 
the city would have to pass on to the feds. 
Suspension rates plummeted, satisfying 
federal expectations. But informally, deans 
and principals tell teachers not to kick kids 
out of class if they curse, throw furniture, 
or hit another student. And even when an 
unruly student makes his way to the principal’s 
office, he’ll know no graver consequence 
awaits him there than a cozy in-school 
suspension or a transfer to another school.

At schools across the 
country, the old tried-and-

true system of deterring 
misbehavior by punishing 

it with a predictable and 
unfavorable consequence 

hasn’t held up.

In Broward County, Florida – where 19-year-
old Nikolas Cruz killed 14 high school 
students and three staff members at Parkland’s 
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School – 
traumatized teachers and their tough-talking 
union president say they’ve been discouraged 
from punishing students or reporting their 
formerly punishable offenses.

The shift in district policy began five years 
ago under Superintendent Robert Runcie, a 
former Arne Duncan acolyte from Chicago. 

UN-TEACHING PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY
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https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/is-school-discipline-reform-moving-too-fast/550196/
https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/01/is-school-discipline-reform-moving-too-fast/550196/
https://www.weeklystandard.com/alice-b-lloyd/the-broward-blame-game
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His reforms reflected the flawed logic of the 
following year’s federal guidance and won 
praise from his former boss.

SROs, typically retired cops stationed at 
public schools whose primary job is to keep 
kids safe while they’re in school, have a 
particularly tough go.

Amid the national protests that followed the 
2015 police shooting in Ferguson, Missouri, 
Broward’s student-support director Michaelle 
Valbrun-Pope told SROs they should think twice 
before reporting students who break the rules.

A former SRO I met last month said Valbrun-
Pope, who is black, appealed to their sense of 
racial injustice in the meeting with references 
to “students who look like me.”

I went to Broward County to report on 
the search for culpable negligence after the 
Parkland shooting. While I was there I heard 
Valbrun-Pope explain the district’s discipline 
policy like so: “We don’t want school leaders to 
say, ‘If you do this, this is what will happen.’”

It was confusing, my SRO source said, for 
a room full of cops to learn that the code 
they’d lived by for so long should change. 
And, as he’d told local reporters already, solely 
blaming the SRO who’d failed to protect 
the 17 killed at Stoneman Douglas was too 
simple an answer to be true, and too typical 
of a district dedicated to the diminishment of 
personal responsibility.

Max Eden, a fellow at the Manhattan 
Institute and a friend, has studied survey 
data asking students whether they feel safe 
in school. On the NYC School Survey, one 
such study compiled every year since 2007, 

students have reported increased violence at 
443 middle and high schools since Mayor de 
Blasio’s progressive reforms took effect. After 
Los Angeles County banned suspensions, 
students likewise said 214 middle and high 
schools became less safe.

In Seattle, in Oklahoma City, in Baton 
Rouge, the same story: Teachers report more 
violence and a greater number of threats. Of 
the 78% of teachers in Madison, Wisconsin 
who claim to understand progressive 
discipline, just 48% say they agree with it 
– and of those, only 13% say they’ve seen a 
positive effect on student behavior.

Parents are waking up to the dangerous trend 
as well. Nicole Landers, a mother of three in 
the suburbs of Baltimore, tells me that when 
her son came home complaining another 
boy had brought a knife to school without 
penalty, she marched indignant into the main 
office. There, she says, the principal insisted 
that, “The other student has rights, too.”

When the same boy threatened her son 
for snitching, she took him to the police 
department. There an officer instructed them 
to call 911 directly instead of relying on 
the school. The schools could no longer be 
trusted to lay down the law. Neither, Landers 
learned, could the county or the state. She 
realized it’s a national phenomenon with 
consequences far beyond the confines of her 
school board’s constituency.

She started a support group, which amassed 
hundreds of members – parents and teachers 
– within weeks. According to Landers, 
children who witness what hers have are 
“being taught that the rules don’t apply to 

https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/school-discipline-reform-and-disorder-evidence-nyc-schools-10103.html
https://www.manhattan-institute.org/html/school-discipline-reform-and-disorder-evidence-nyc-schools-10103.html
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the rule-breakers, and that the system is not 
going to protect them when harm comes.” 
Their cause is suitably systemic, in answer to 
Duncan’s goal to change the reality that our 
children face every single day.

Last month, Landers brought dozens of these 
parents’ and teachers’ testimonies to a meeting 
at the Department of Education. Betsy DeVos 
has the “final say,” Landers told us, hopefully, 
when we spoke after her presentation at the 
agency’s D.C. headquarters. DeVos didn’t 
say much, but Landers is still hoping the 
Secretary will brace for the inevitable backlash 
and rescind Duncan’s guidance.

Parents in Broward County are looking 
for someone to take responsibility, too. In 
a meeting with Superintendent Runcie, 
one father of a shooting victim lamented – 
“When I was in school, you’d get expelled for 
that stuff.” The same county official who told 
Broward SROs to reconsider their disciplinary 
doctrine had just described to grieving parents 
Broward’s 2013 policy change, a reflection 
of Duncan’s priorities and a precursor to his 
federal guidance.

No one knows quite who’s to blame in 
Broward for the dissolution of responsibility. 
Broward Teachers Union President Anna 
Fusco worries an ongoing investigation will 
find teachers at fault for letting the shooter’s 
violent threats persist unpunished – when in 
reality, teachers’ negligence flowed from the 
expectations of administrators. They knew, 
she says, that “the principal’s going to deter 
them, saying ‘don’t document.’”

Fusco raised her eyebrows, intrigued, when 
I described to her the links that Landers’ 

school community and others have traced 
between Duncan’s discipline reforms and the 
unaccountable classroom chaos, which her 
constituent teachers tell her they try and fail 
to control without administrative backup. 
This is a national story, I told her: Duncan, 
his former deputy, and therefore every 
school principal was determined to reduce 
suspensions and police referrals. Which meant, 
in practice, dismantling a system of discipline 
designed from the dawn of civilization to 
“disincentivize” the execution of evil.

Children are “being  
taught that the rules don’t 

apply to the rule-breakers, 
and that the system is 

not going to protect them 
when harm comes.”

Some blame President Obama, with whom 
the buck stopped during the Duncan era. 
Education Department officials in those days, 
also known for the creative reinterpretation 
of Title IX, certainly acted as though theirs 
was the ultimate authority. DeVos does not 
operate quite so dictatorially.

Duncan’s diktat relaxed the rules. But by now 
its national effect isn’t any one buck-passing 
bureaucrat’s fault. From coast to coast and 
top to bottom, from federal agency to school 
board to public high school principal’s office, 
the decay of discipline depends on everyone’s 
irresponsibility.

UN-TEACHING PERSONAL RESPONSIBILITY

Alice Lloyd is a staff writer at The 
Weekly Standard.

https://www.weeklystandard.com/alice-b-lloyd/obama-era-regulation-discourages-reporting-of-sexual-assault-teachers-and-families-attest
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Take a look at this sensitive government document... 

It’s official designation is SF 2801. 

But to high-level insiders, it’s simply 
an “Application For Immediate 
Retirement.” 

It grants the Washington elite 
immediate access to an obscure yet 
lucrative Social Security 
alternative… so lucrative, that one 
monthly benefit is equal to a whole 
year’s worth of ordinary Social 
Security checks. 

In short:  

® The Immediate Retirement Plan pays $11,336 a month. That’s 10X MORE than the average 
Social Security check.  

® The reason most ordinary Americans know nothing about it is because, as the New York 
Times says, this “rarely emerges in public.” 

® And the Des Moines Register says it’s “shrouded in secrecy.” 

You won’t be surprised to see who’s involved in this boondoggle... 

• This President was behind the greatest scandal in political history. He collected $200,000  
(in today’s money), annually, from this Social Security alternative. 

• His close confidant collected an estimated $4.1 million. 

• We now know 351 Congressmen, including Al Gore Sr., collect this benefit too.  

• And there are dozens more – including D.C. insiders serving jail time. (Details below.) 

Unfortunately, D.C. elites have legally FORBIDDEN you from collecting. 

However, there’s been a major and urgent development in this story, which could make you a 
fortune in the very near future. 

As one insider put it: “This is Social Security on steroids.”  
Click here to continue reading story… 
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In the summer of 2015, 
a group of well-credentialed researchers 
announced that they had tried to replicate 
the findings of the most influential 
experiments in the field of social 
psychology... and 61% of the attempted 
replications failed.

NOT SCIENCE, NOT SOCIAL, 
NOT TRUE By 

Andrew 
Ferguson

CLICK HERE TO 
READ THE WEB VERSION

https://americanconsequences.com/the-social-sciences/


TH
E 

SO
CI

AL
 S

CI
EN

CE
S

Without such findings, science reporters 
would find their production of “content” 
reduced by half or more. The entire mega-
selling corpus of the New Yorker social-science 
writer Malcolm Gladwell would collapse, 
along with that of his many imitators in the 
pop-science racket. Marketers who need fresh 
data, however spurious, to bamboozle clients 
would suddenly be left empty-handed. Armies 
of grad students would find themselves with 
nothing to do. Lots of people have an interest 
in pretending the Reproducibility Project 
didn’t happen.

If an experiment can’t 
be repeated and yield 

much the same results, 
then the original finding is 

questionable.

The Reproducibility Project, as it was known, 
carried impeccable bona fides. The project 
was led by the Center for Open Science and 
its co-founder, professor Brian Nosek of the 
University of Virginia. The project’s goal was 
to encourage transparency and data sharing 
among research scientists. It was the largest 
undertaking of its kind in the history of the 
social sciences.

The news that a majority of key social 
psychology experimental findings were, at 
best, dubious should have rumbled like an 
earthquake through higher education, where 
social science and an obsession with data 
generally have infiltrated every academic 
endeavor (“Quantitative Ethics!”).

At first, some social scientists and the 
journalists who cover them expressed dismay 
that bad science might underlie so many of 
their most cherished axioms and practices. 
But they got over it.

Paying too much attention to the 
Reproducibility Project’s work would 
have been a particular blow to science 
reporters. The meat-and-taters of their trade 
is the colorful, provocative, and always 
relevant finding of some new social science 
experiment:

A new study by researchers at [Harvard, 
Berkeley, Keokuk Community College] 
suggests that [dog lovers, redheads, soccer 
goalies] are much more likely to [wear short 
sleeves, drink craft beer, play contract bridge] 
than cat lovers, but only if [the barometer 
is falling, they are gently slapped upside the 
head, a picture of Roger Clemens suddenly 
appears in their cubicle...]. 

And yet, for anyone except academics and 
science reporters, the catastrophic replication 
rate is hard to ignore. Nosek fielded 270 
researchers to attempt the 100 replications, 
and only 39 of the original findings could be 
confirmed.

In experimental science, replication functions 
as the great backstop. If an experiment can’t 
be repeated and yield much the same results, 
then the original finding is questionable. And it 
certainly requires further attempts at replication.

At least that’s how things work in real 
science... And social scientists are quite 
insistent that they are as “real” and as rigorous 
as chemists and physicists. This is why they 
ape the methodology of the physical sciences. 
A good sociologist or social psychologist will 
have a hypothesis, an experiment with which 
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to test it, a place called a “lab” to do the 
experiment in, and human guinea pigs to sit 
as experimental subjects. All of this yielding 
loads of data to study and manipulate, usually 
with statistics. Just as real scientists do.

Yet attempts at replication are rare in the 
social sciences. And the absence of replication 
is merely one way in which social science fails 
to qualify as science. It is hard to understate 
how sweeping the consequences from the 
Reproducibility Project should have been. 
Many of the foundation stones of social 
psychology, behavioral economics, and 
sociology were called into question.

“Priming,” for example, is an almost 
ubiquitous and problematic practice in 
social science experiments. Researchers 
offer subtle or subconscious cues to subjects 
and then measure their reactions under 
varying conditions. One seminal study, for 
example, claimed to show that if subjects 
were presented (“primed”) with words 
commonly associated with aging, they would 
– unconsciously – walk more slowly when 
they left the psych lab.

Thousands of experiments have been built on 
the assumption of priming’s effectiveness. Yet 
the Reproducibility Project researchers failed 
to replicate the studies that first persuaded 
social scientists that priming had lasting 
effects. Since the project’s report, other 
attempts to replicate the original priming 
studies have also failed.

The Reproducibility Project generated other 
surprises, but the real surprise is that anyone should 
have been surprised. The warning bells have been 
clanging around social science for many years.

THE CULT OF STATISTICAL 
SIGNIFICANCE

The “reproducibility crisis” isn’t peculiar to 
the social sciences. More than a decade ago, 
a professor of medicine at Stanford named 
John Ioannidis published a paper with the 
arresting title, “Why Most Published Research 
Findings Are False.” He was talking about 
research in medicine, and his main complaint 
was about the over-optimistic use of statistics. 
Since then many attempts to replicate medical 
research have only underscored his warning.

The main weakness Ioannidis pointed to was 
the use of “statistical significance” to validate 
a finding. Statistical significance is a bedrock 
of social science as well.

Defining statistical significance would 
require a dip into one of the muddier pools 
of mathematics. But what it is, in brief, is an 
analysis of data that shows that your data are 
data and not just a bunch of junk numbers.

When employed correctly, statistical 
significance allows a researcher to judge 
how likely it is that his finding did or didn’t 
occur by mere chance. It has its uses. In 
public opinion polling, 70 years of practice 
have shown that statistical significance is 
indispensable in determining the likelihood 
that a polling result is accurate.

For comparison, public opinion polling is an 
experiment performed on a relatively large 
number of people (usually between 600 and 
1,200) who have been randomly selected 
from a general population – registered voters, 
for example. Random selection allows a 



pollster to generalize from the smaller sample 
to that larger population. But the subjects in 
social science experiments are almost never 
randomly selected. They are often laughably 
unrepresentative of the general population, 
and their number is usually very small, for 
reasons of time and money.

In her brilliant monograph, The Cult of 
Statistical Significance, co-written with 
Stephen Ziliak, the economist Deirdre 
McCloskey showed why the difference 
between the two selection methods is 
important. If a group of subjects isn’t 
randomly selected, then you can’t accurately 
generalize and “scale up” your findings. So 
social scientists have found a workaround.

As a measure of whether an experimental 
finding is “true,” they have substituted the 
standard of “statistical significance” for the 
standard of common sense. That is, instead of 
gathering a large, random sample, researcher 
take the data generated by their small, 
nonrandom samples and subject it to various 
kinds of statistical manipulation. Then, when 
the data show, or seem to show, some kind 
of “significant” pattern the researchers claim 
their finding is valid.

Like Ioannidis, McCloskey showed that such 
methods always run the risk of confusing 
faulty data (“statistical noise”) for meaningful 
data. Indeed, she and Ziliak said, an obsession 
with making the numbers appear statistically 
significant can obscure a vast array of 
methodological flaws.

McCloskey’s book all by itself should 
have caused an about face in social-
science research. Instead, it was published, 

The process of social science – by which bad 
methods lead to bad experiments, which lead 
to bad findings, which lead to bad papers 
published in overrated journals, which lead to 
bogus stories on NPR and in the Washington 
Post – has been called “Natural Selection for 
Bad Science.” It’s as if an invisible hand were 
guiding researchers into faulty practices at 
each stage. The headwaters of this process is 
known as “publication bias.”

For the young social scientist in a tenure-
track job at a university, “publish or perish” 
is a pitiless mandate. Editors of academic 
journals want to publish papers that bring 
favorable attention from journalists who crave 

blandly praised, and never rebutted. For 
convenience’s sake, it was tossed down the 
memory hole, where it was later joined by the 
Reproducibility Project.

The statistical weakness has even become the 
subject of satire. In 2011, researchers from the 
University of Pennsylvania and UC Berkeley 
assembled a group of 20 undergraduates and 
played them Beatles records, gauging their 
reactions with a series of questions before and 
after. Pushing the data to a point of “statistical 
significance,” the researchers were able to 
“prove,” ridiculously, that listening to “When 
I’m Sixty-Four” actually reduced the calendar 
age students’ by an average of 18 months.

As a measure of whether 
an experimental finding is 

“true,” they have substituted 
the standard of “statistical 

significance” for the 
standard of common sense.
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Social scientists boast that social science is the 
“study of real people in real-life situations.” 
It’s really the study of college students sitting 
in psych labs.

Social science experiments range from the 
dubious to the preposterous. Usually the 
kids are offered a course credit or a bit of 
cash for their participation. They fill out a 
questionnaire, respond to images on a screen, 
or roleplay “real life” situations made up by 
the scientists.

Consider one set of well-known experiments. 
Together they form, in the words of a New 
York Times columnist, “an extensive academic 
critique of the right.” This allegedly scientific 
enterprise manages to prove that conservatives 
and Republicans lack compassion and 
tolerance and are quicker to act unethically 
than their counterparts on the left.

How do we know? Well, here’s how...

Several years ago, graduate students at 
UC Berkeley managed to corral 118 
undergraduates for an experiment. They 
were given course credit or $15 for 
their cooperation. The subjects bore no 
resemblance to any wider population. Most 
were under the age of 21. By definition, 
all 118 were the kind of kid who goes to 
Berkeley. Only 3.5% were African-American, 
and nearly half were Asian-American. 
(According to Gallup, Asian-Americans are 
the only ethnic group in which a majority 
describe themselves as politically liberal.)

The researchers wanted to know how 
“powerful people” see the world. The 
researchers asked the kids to fill out a 

something novel and flashy to report. A paper 
describing a failed experiment – even if this 
negative result is scientifically significant – 
is unlikely to find a home in a professional 
journal. The bias for positive results 
encourages the researcher to tweak the data 
until it yields anything that looks like new 
information. Social scientists look at a mound 
of data like the boy in the old joke... “There 
must be a pony in there somewhere.”

Surveys have shown that published studies in 
social psychology are five times more likely 
to show positive results – that is, to confirm 
the experimenter’s hypothesis – than studies 
in the physical sciences. This means one of two 
things. Either social science researchers are the 
smartest and luckiest researchers in the history of 
experiments, or something has gone very wrong.

STUDIES IN KIDDIELAND

The central conceit of social science is that 
its experiments will yield generally applicable 
truths about the entire human race. A couple 
years ago a Canadian economist named 
Joseph Henrich did the math and found 
that 70% of published social-science studies 
are generated in the United States, and that 
the subjects of more than two-thirds of 
those studies are exclusively U.S. university 
undergraduates.

College students, Heinrich noted, form “one 
of the worst subpopulations one could study 
for generalizing about Homo sapiens.” They 
are whiter and richer than the general U.S. 
population, and much whiter and richer than 
populations of most other countries.



“open to experience,” “tolerant of difference,” 
and “comfortable with ambiguity.”

In the “academic critique of the right,” you 
find a catalogue of scientific derelictions. 
Small sample sizes and limited sample types 
are only the beginning. There’s shoddy data 
collection, undefined terminology, statistical 
malfeasance, a lack of control groups, and 
a willingness to change hypotheses mid-
experiment to conform to the data. In the 
physical sciences, any one of these would be 
enough to disqualify the work.

NOBODY HERE BUT US 
‘SCIENTISTS’

So, how do they get away with it? How does 
an endeavor so transparently implausible 
get accepted as science? Social-science 
research, aside from glimmers of hope like 
the Reproducibility Project, has been a closed 
circle. Bad practice reinforces itself, with little 
room for the self-correction that is essential to 
scientific progress.

The situation is made worse by the field’s 
ideological monochrome. Among academic 
disciplines, social science is the least politically 
diverse. In a survey of the membership of the 
Society for Personality and Social Psychology, 
85% of respondents called themselves 
liberal, 6% identified as conservative, and 
9% identified as moderate. And only 2% 
of graduate students and postdocs called 
themselves conservative.

“The field is shifting leftward,” wrote one 
team of social psychologists (identifying 

questionnaire answering such queries as 
“Agree or disagree: I think I have a great deal 
of power.” Then the subjects were divided into 
pairs and told to sit facing each other, two feet 
apart. They were wired to an electrocardiogram 
and filmed by video cameras.

The subjects were told to tell their partners 
about some traumatic incident in their lives. 
The electrocardiogram registered reactions.

Once the data had been teased sufficiently 
the scientists reported, “that social power 
attenuates emotional reactions to those 
who suffer.” As a simulation of human 
behavior, the experiment was absurd. But its 
conclusions were entered into the canon of 
truth according to social science.

As a simulation of human 
behavior, the experiment 

was absurd. But its 
conclusions were entered 

into the canon of truth 
according to social science.

In subsequent experiments and later press 
accounts, “powerful people” were explicitly 
identified as “conservative” or “Republican” 
– a nice, but not necessarily very accurate, 
compliment to those of us who are 
conservative or Republican. Equally artificial 
follow-up studies “confirmed” Republican 
character defects like discomfort with 
ambiguity, a preference for stereotypes, and 
a hair-trigger fear of threatening situations, 
among others.

And you’ll be relieved that science has 
discovered liberals are much better. They’re TH
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MICRO-HOOEY

The leftward tilt of social science ensures 
that it has become a handmaid for the most 
fashionable ideological fads. The current 
rage for “microaggressions” is rooted in 
social science performed more than a decade 
ago. The existence, power, frequency, and 
stubbornness of microaggressions are now 
taken as settled facts.

Multiple areas of American life – from 
policing to education – have been reshaped 
accordingly. It is the basis of countless 
“diversity” seminars and training programs 
in fire departments, corporate workplaces, 
government agencies, and universities (of 
course). At the University of Wisconsin, 
use of the phrase “politically correct” is now 
officially considered a microaggression. If you 
describe America as the “land of opportunity” 
anywhere in the University of California 
system, you’re judged to be microaggressing 
and told to knock it off. Or else.

themselves as “one liberal, one centrist, two 
libertarians, two who reject characterization,” 
and no conservatives). “And there are hardly 
any conservative students in the pipeline.”

Most serious social scientists will acknowledge 
that the field leans left. They’ll also insist that 
politics doesn’t contaminate their science. This 
ignores “confirmation bias,” one of the few 
well-established findings in social psychology. 
In plain English, the phrase means we tend to 
believe what we want to believe. Bias is hard 
to see when everyone you work with is biased 
in the same direction. Recall the fish who was 
asked how the water felt... “What the hell’s 
water?” he replied.

Consider again that “extensive academic 
critique of the right.” One hugely influential 
paper summarizes its findings like so:

A meta-analysis confirms that several 
psychological variables predict political 
conservatism: death anxiety; system 
instability; dogmatism ... fear of threat and 
loss; and self-esteem. The core ideology of 
conservatism stresses resistance to change  
and justification of inequality and is 
motivated by needs that vary situationally 
and dispositionally to manage uncertainty 
and threat.

This is almost self-parody. Most American 
conservatives I know favor economic 
deregulation, want to abolish multiple 
federal agencies, and welcome the creative 
destruction of the free market, which is a 
dumb way to resist change. Notwithstanding 
its wild inaccuracy, this paper has been cited 
as sober science in more than 2000 other 
academic papers since its publication.

The existence, 
power, frequency, 

and stubbornness of 
microaggressions are now 

taken as settled facts.

The microaggression panic happened without 
anyone stopping to double check the science 
behind the concept. You won’t be surprised 
to learn it’s not very good – the rotten fruit 
of ideological wishful thinking. The phrase 
was first popularized a dozen years ago in a 
paper by a professor at Columbia University’s 
education school. He and his team discovered 



more than twenty microaggressions against 
people of color. Among them: hanging 
pictures of white U.S. presidents on your wall 
(it sends the signal that only white men can 
succeed).

The paper was an instant smash, thanks to 
confirmation bias. It fit the leftish narrative 
shared by social scientists – that bourgeois 
Americans were in thrall to destructive 
and harmful stereotypes that could only be 
rectified by aggressive reprogramming. Soon 
researchers were discovering microaggressions 
against the poor, the disabled, women, and 
members of the LGBTQ+ community.

The research, such as it was, entered the 
cultural and political bloodstream unchecked. 
At last, in 2017, a well-known psychologist 
named Scott Lilienfeld surveyed the scientific 
literature of microaggressions for Perspectives 
on Psychological Science. Astonishingly, 
Lilienfeld found, no researcher had even 
taken the trouble to try to replicate the 
original Columbia study, though thousands 
of subsequent papers had relied on it as sound 
science. (Over the past decade, the Columbia 
study has been cited in social-science papers 
an average of three times a week.)

Entire experiments, Lilienfeld wrote, often 
consisted of nothing more than focus 
groups of ten or twelve subjects. Researchers 
encouraged them to describe the everyday 
encounters and inadvertent comments they 
found racially insensitive. And the researchers 
wouldn’t take no for an answer. Members of 
the focus groups were seldom identified by 
any meaningful criterion, and their reactions 
were tossed together and published as further 
proof of the microaggression epidemic.

So the literature piled up until the stack of 
studies was described, by journalists and 
researchers alike, as “overwhelming evidence” 
for the reality of microaggressions. “Scientists 
have discovered...” “Studies show...” “Research 
reveals...” Et voila. Social Science!

FAILING FAILSAFE

All experimental sciences rely on the failsafe 
of peer review before publication. It’s expected 
that shoddy research papers will be caught 
by a panel of two or three academics hired to 
double check the soundness of the work before 
it’s published. Yet in recent years, the weaknesses 
of the system have become undeniable.

Most of us probably think “peer review” 
means that a third party has replicated the 
research and confirmed its finding. But, 
as we’ve seen, replication is almost never 
attempted in social science, certainly not at 
the level of peer review. Reviewers are busy 
careerists who give the paper a cursory review 
for obvious errors, at best. Being anonymous, 
they will pay no price if they get it wrong.

Three years ago, the former editor of the 
British Medical Journal told the Royal 
Academy in London about an experiment of 
his own. A paper containing eight deliberate 
errors was sent to 300 researchers for peer 
review. No reviewer found more than five of 
the errors, most of them found two, and one 
in five of them found none.

“If peer review was a drug it would never get 
on the market,” he said, “because we have 
lots of evidence of its adverse effects and don’t 
have evidence of its benefit.”TH
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As a result, said an editorial in the Lancet, 
“much of the scientific literature, perhaps half, 
may simply be untrue.” If this is true of the 
physical sciences, it can only be worse in the 
fields that aim to be like the physical sciences 
but always fall short.

fact we do not possess, is likely to make us do 
much harm.”

Yet we persist in doing social science, in 
blithely reporting and accepting its findings, 
adjusting government policy and our own 
behavior according to it, against all evidence, 
even as its conceits unravel in plain sight. It’s 
not hard to see why some of us persist.

The great economist Kenneth Arrow worked 
as a statistician in World War II. One of his 
jobs was to analyze weather forecasts and send 
them on to his commanding general.

It wasn’t long before Arrow and his colleagues 
discovered that the forecasts were essentially 
worthless; no forecast had more than a 50% 
chance of being correct. Shocked, he sent this 
alarming information to his superiors.

After several days, he got a response.

“The commanding general knows the 
forecasts are no good,” Arrow was told. “But 
he needs them for planning purposes.”

Andrew Ferguson is the author of 
several books, including Crazy U: 
One Dad’s Crash Course on Getting 
His Kid Into College. He is a former 
speechwriter for President George 
H. W. Bush and a current senior 
editor at The Weekly Standard. 

“Much of the scientific 
literature, perhaps half, 
may simply be untrue.”

HAYEK AND HUMILITY

Friedrich Hayek pointed to the fundamental 
problem in his Nobel prize speech in 1974. 
Social sciences are of strictly limited use 
by their very nature. Human actions are 
infinitely complicated in motive, execution, 
and circumstance. In their fullness, they 
cannot be reduced to data.

“A theory of essentially complex phenomena” 
– the aim of all social science – “must refer 
to a large number of particular facts,” Hayek 
wrote. “To derive a prediction from it, or to 
test it, we have to ascertain all these particular 
facts.”

Which, Hayek said, is impossible. It’s 
touching to think of the childlike faith of 
researchers who think they can reproduce 
and quantify real-world human behavior in 
their campus psych labs, and thereby discern 
enduring truths about our nature. Childlike – 
or slightly sinister?

Hayek went on: “To act on the belief that we 
possess the knowledge and the power which 
enable us to shape the processes of society 
entirely to our liking, knowledge which in 

https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1439101221/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=dailywealth-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1439101221&linkId=7705bc825ae6eccc42c01197bd8ca653
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1439101221/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=dailywealth-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1439101221&linkId=7705bc825ae6eccc42c01197bd8ca653
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1439101221/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=dailywealth-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1439101221&linkId=7705bc825ae6eccc42c01197bd8ca653
https://www.amazon.com/gp/product/1439101221/ref=as_li_qf_sp_asin_il_tl?ie=UTF8&tag=dailywealth-20&camp=1789&creative=9325&linkCode=as2&creativeASIN=1439101221&linkId=7705bc825ae6eccc42c01197bd8ca653
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I can’t exactly say I’m not educated... I have 
a college degree. But it’s in Liberal Arts. 
What knowledge I possess is not trained and 
developed. Neither is my mind, my character, 
and – as best I can tell – my etc...

In other words, I don’t know how to do 
anything. I can’t build a building. I can’t 
design a rocket. I can’t do math. Really, I 
can’t do arithmetic beyond the first page of 
the multiplication tables. I don’t know how 
much a whole mess of nines is. I can’t cure 
your ills or drill your teeth or represent you in 
a court of law when you sue me for medical 
malpractice. I can’t invest or speculate. (That 
is, I can’t successfully.) I can’t turn $1 into 
$1.01 even with the one-year Treasury rate at 
2.25%. I can’t fix a flat on your car.

and let’s not go into details about that.

I was an English major... because I was paging 
through the course catalogue and I saw 
“English” and I thought, “Hey, I speak that!”

I chose my courses in college according to 
what time of day the class met, adhering to 
the rule, “You can’t drink in learning before 
you drink lunch.”

And I graduated cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa.

I’m ignorant – but I’m good at it.

And that’s the enormous advantage of a 
Liberal Arts education. You can’t spend four 
(or five or six) years of college picking only 
courses that you can bluff your way through 
without learning the art of bamboozling...

It may say “B.A.” on my diploma, but what 
I’ve got a degree in is “B.S.”

I can talk the shingles off a barn roof. Or, as 
the case actually was, I can talk them back on.

Yes, I’d be smarter if I had a “STEM” 
(science, technology, engineering, and 
mathematics) education. If I’d studied 
trigonometry, I would have realized that 
cutting down a 50-foot pine tree that was 
20 feet from my barn might result in certain 

 AND WHY THE WORLD NEEDS ‘B.S.’ DEGREES 

By P.J. 
O’Rourke

The dictionary definition of education is “The process of training and 
developing the knowledge, mind, character, etc., especially by formal 
schooling.” In which case, I am unprocessed.

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION

It may say “B.A.” on my 
diploma, but what I’ve got 

a degree in is “B.S.”
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(Wait, I can fix it, if you’ll let me roll your car 
forward a foot or two. Your tire is only flat on 
one side. I learned that when I took “Physics 
for Poets.”)

I never studied a subject that has been applicable 
in my adult life except Abnormal Psychology, 

https://americanconsequences.com/my-lousy-education/
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sine, cosine, tangent, and crushed barn roof 
problems. And no, I don’t know a hypotenuse 
from a possum belly.

But... you should have heard me with the 
insurance adjuster. Euclid, Archimedes, and 
Pythagoras put together weren’t a patch on 
me. (Even less so since they’d be talking to 
the insurance adjuster in ancient Greek.) By 
the time I got done, the insurance company 
had not only paid for a new barn roof, it had 
paid for a new barn to go under it and a new 
chainsaw and a new pine tree and three cows 
to replace the cows that would have been 
killed when the barn roof collapsed if I’d had 
any cows.

I’m ignorant – but I’m good at it.

And the world should be thankful for all the 
Liberal Arts graduates who are just as good as 
I am at B.S.

Think of all the things that we owe to 
B.S... Think of all the things that would be 
impossible without B.S...

• Art
• Literature
• Rap Music
• Dating
• Marriage
•  Having a Talk With Your Son About the 

Birds and Bees
• Advertising
• Marketing
• Sales
• Tech Company IPOs

And don’t try adding to this list because it 
expands faster than Star Trek’s USS Enterprise 
at warp 9, which is 729 times the speed of 

light, which is B.S. I pulled off a website 
on the Internet, which wouldn’t have any 
websites if it weren’t for B.S.

Let us examine just two examples. First, 
politics...

I’ll draw a box:

Look into the box. That’s politics without B.S.

How would we be governed? Who could 
be elected? Imagine a candidate giving a 
B.S.-free stump speech: “No, I can’t fix 
public education. The problem isn’t funding 
or teachers’ unions or vouchers or lack of 
computer equipment in the classroom. The 
problem is your damn kids.”

Our executive, legislative, and judicial branches 
would cease to function. Our political 
institutions would be “Bare ruin’d choirs, 
where late the sweet birds (full of B.S.) sang.”
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I’m ignorant –  
but I’m good at it.

The America that the world knows would 
disappear. ISIS would hold sway from 
Baghdad to Berlin. Vladimir Putin would 
leave off mere meddling and install himself, 
midst bathroom fixtures of gold, in Putin 
Tower. Xi Jinping would be General Secretary 
of the Communist Party of China, President 
of the People’s Republic of China, and Mayor 
of Cupertino, California.

But perhaps politics isn’t the best example. 
There’s too much of it that would be good 
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riddance. Let’s take the example of all the 
hard subjects I so assiduously avoided in 
college, the dreaded STEM subjects – where 
one was tested with real questions and was 
expected to give real answers.

I’d argue that science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics are also 
dependent on B.S.

Not that there’s any B.S. in these fields. (Well, 
there is – but there shouldn’t be.) Rather, the 
problem is who funds science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics?

Usually it’s fools – like me. We who are full of 
B.S. are the people who rise to be corporate 
chief executives, presidents of universities, 
and high plenipotentiaries holding the public 
purse strings.

Jim: “Perhaps I should let my staff member, 
Junior Space Cadet O’Rourke, explain the further 
benefits of the James Webb Space Telescope.”

Congressman: “Let the witness be sworn in.”

Me: “The Honorable Representative will be 
pleased to know that, besides its telescopic 
properties, the James Webb Space Telescope 
also employs an eight-foot array of mirrors 
which, if the situation requires, can be reversed 
to collect solar rays and focus them in an 
intense beam directed at Bashar al-Assad, 
causing his head to pop like a kernel of Orville 
Redenbacher’s in a 1,200-watt microwave.”

Congressman: “$10 billion? OK.”

Hank Blaustein | © 2014 Grant’s Interest Rate Observer.  
Used by permission. www.GrantsPub.com

Think of all the things that 
we owe to B.S... Think of all 

the things that would be 
impossible without B.S...

Poor Jim Bridenstine, the new NASA 
administrator, will have to go before a 
Congressional budget committee and say, 
“We need $10 billion for the James Webb 
Space Telescope so that we can peer deep into 
the universe and investigate across the fields 
of astronomy and cosmology to observe some 
of the most distant events and objects in the 
universe, such as the formation of the first 
galaxies.”

Congressman: “Why? Are there voters out 
there?”

Jim: “Um...” (And this is where Jim needs B.S. 
He needs somebody like me to rush to his side.)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Universe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galaxy_formation_and_evolution
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Galaxy_formation_and_evolution
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An 
interview 
between 
Justin 
Spittler and 
Doug Casey

To figure out one of today’s most 
troubling trends – the fast-rising cost of a 
college education – Justin Spittler spoke 
with legendary speculator and contrarian 
Doug Casey.

Doug has been saying for years that 
going to college is somewhere between 
foolish and idiotic for the average person... 
starting with an appearance on the Phil 
Donahue Show in November 1980. Read 
on for his thoughts on education today...

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=easuUdhW4X0
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=easuUdhW4X0
https://americanconsequences.com/why-college-is-a-waste-of-money/
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JUSTIN: My sister recently told me that 

her financial adviser suggested she start 

setting aside $500 to $1,000 a month to 

pay for her son’s college education. That’s 

because a four-year college education is 

apparently going to cost between $400,000 

and $500,000 18 years from now.

Her adviser clearly arrived at this figure 

based on how fast college tuition costs 

have been rising, which is about 6% per 

year. But you have to wonder if the cost can 

keep rising at this rate. It seems to me that 

no one will go to college if it’s going to cost 

a half-million bucks.

What do you make of this trend?

DOUG: My advice to your sister is to get a 
new financial adviser. I fear that she’s relying 
on a complete imbecile. She should fire him 
immediately, and for a number of reasons.

Number one is his assumption that the trend 
of higher college costs is going to continue to 
a totally unaffordable level. In fact, the cost/
benefit ratio of going to college is already so out 
of whack that the whole system has to change 
radically. A college degree, even now, is of 
only marginal value; most everybody has one. 
And things that everybody has are devalued.

You’re quite correct that colleges and 
universities today are dead ducks as 
businesses. Unless you’re going to learn a 
trade, like doctoring or lawyering, or you’re 
going for science, engineering, or math, where 
you need the formal discipline and where you 
need lab courses, it’s a total misallocation, 
even a waste of money to go to college today.

So I applaud the fact that all these colleges 
and universities are dead men walking, that 

they’re all going to go bankrupt. They are 
totally overrun and infested with cultural 
Marxists and progressives, militant leftists 
who are propagandizing kids with absolutely 
the wrong kind of values. It’s astonishing that 
parents are willing to pay even today’s prices to 
subject their kids to four years of indoctrination. 
I’m glad that they’re all going bankrupt.

WHY COLLEGE IS A WASTE OF MONEY

Do you want an education, 
or do you just want a piece of 
paper that says you logged 

the time in a classroom?

JUSTIN: But don’t you need a college 

education to get ahead in life?

DOUG: It’s not necessary to go to college. 
You’re likely to be corrupted, and indebt 
yourself like an indentured servant for many 
years to come. The question is: Do you want 
an education, or do you just want a piece 
of paper that says you logged the time in a 
classroom? These are two different things. 
Getting an education is strictly a matter of 
motivation and self-discipline, not paying 
money to sit in a classroom. If you’ve got 
half a brain, you realize that you want the 
knowledge, not the diploma, and there’s no 
necessary correlation between them. Nobody 
can “give” you an education; it’s something 
you must gain for yourself.

Most top universities now have their courses 
online. You can get an education by listening 
to these courses. And even when you’re 
driving your car, you should be playing CDs 
by The Teaching Company. They have the 
best professors in the world giving command 
performance lectures. And you can hear them 
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an unlimited number of times. This is much 
better than listening to some also-ran drone 
on, while you may have cut the class, or be 
half asleep, or not taking good notes.

Technology has changed the whole landscape 
of education. Its cost is approaching zero, 
not the stratosphere, as your sister’s adviser 
seems to think. If the kids insist on going to 
college and indenturing themselves, as well as 
cluttering their minds with irrelevancies and 
false data, then they should only consider, 
say, Harvard, or very few schools like it. At 
least there the prestige, and qualifications for 
admission, are so high that the connections they 
make may compensate for the many downsides.

Justin Spittler is the editor of the 
Casey Daily Dispatch, a daily letter 
with news, an overview of the market, 
and important investment themes. 
Subscribe for free here.

Doug Casey is a true contrarian 
investor. The founder of Casey 
Research and one of the most 
successful natural resource 
speculators in the world, Doug has 
also recently began publishing the 
High Ground series of books – thrilling 
and provoking stories about speculation, 
morality, and libertarian ideas.

He suggests that you give a copy of his 
novel, Speculator, to a young person 
who’s thinking (or should be thinking, 
anyway) about his or her education.

But like you said, the world is going to 

be very different 12 years from now. Who 

knows what it’s going to look like 40 or 50 

years from now?

DOUG: Over the next generation, the world 
is going to change totally and unrecognizably 
from the way it is right now. Technological 
change is compounding at an exponential 
rate. It’s always been exponential, quite 
frankly. Ever since the invention of fire. But 
we’re now in its later stages; it’s like a Saturn 
rocket taking off, very slowly at first, but 
constantly accelerating.

It’s going to be fascinating and fantastic to 
watch what happens over the next 20 years. And 
relying on, and paying for, today’s educational 
paradigm makes as much sense as entering a 
Model T Ford in the 24 Hours of Le Mans.

Today’s educational 
paradigm makes as much 

sense as entering a  
Model T Ford in the 24 

Hours of Le Mans.

And anyway, Ray Kurzweil’s right about the 
Singularity, in my opinion. And he’s upped 
the date to when it’s going to occur to 2029, 
which is only 12 years from now, at which 
point the whole world will have changed 
in ways that will change the nature of life 
itself. So forget about saving to send your 
kids to college; and that goes double for your 
grandkids.

JUSTIN: My sister’s adviser also suggested 

that she and her husband set up a 529 plan, 

which is basically a tax-friendly way to save 

money for college. I asked her what would 

happen to the money if her son didn’t go to 

college. She said she could use the money 

to pay for her grandchildren’s college 

education.

WHY COLLEGE IS A WASTE OF MONEY

https://www.caseyresearch.com/daily-dispatch/
https://buythebook.highgroundseries.com/shop/speculator-high-ground-volume-1
https://www.caseyresearch.com/articles/doug-casey-on-the-next-industrial-revolution
https://www.caseyresearch.com/articles/doug-casey-on-the-next-industrial-revolution
https://buythebook.highgroundseries.com/shop/speculator-high-ground-volume-1
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Persona Non Grata
Inside Higher Ed 

Syllabus at Duke barred staffers of campus 

paper from class on hedge funds. Economics 

department officials have remained tight-

lipped since.

College Endowments Opt for 
Alternative, and Less Lucrative, Route
New York Times

Returns for college and university 

endowments for the 2017 fiscal year 

are in... Over the last decade they have 

underperformed funds offering a simple 60-

40 or 70-30 stock-fixed income allocation.

Berkeley Goes Offline
Weekly Standard

Anyone anywhere could have taken a class at 

UC Berkeley, at their own pace... That is, until 

the disability-rights movement complained 

to the Department of Justice... The easiest 

course, administrators concluded, was simply 

to pull the content from the Internet, so that 

disabled members of the general public 

will no longer have to be subjected to such 

discriminatory offenses... 

No College Kid Needs a Water  
Park to Study
New York Times

The latest trend in lavish amenities at 

colleges is lazy rivers, which have been 

installed at several big institutions, including 

the Universities of Alabama, Iowa, and 

Missouri. Last year, Louisiana State University 

topped them all with a 536-foot-long “leisure” 

river in the shape of the letters “LSU,” part of 

an $85 million renovation and expansion of its 

gym. It was LSU students who footed the bill.

The Eleven Most Ridiculously  
PC Moments of 2017
National Review 

Potential “microaggressions” on college 

campuses... wearing hoop earrings, eyebrows, 

taking exams, emotional commitment to 

schoolwork, clapping, timeliness, and math.

National Academic Standards Have 
Produced a Lot of Nothing
Real Clear Education

The latest results show a widening 

achievement gap. Students at the top end 

of the scale are scoring higher and those at 

the bottom are scoring lower than when the 

Common Core standards were first adopted...

...  AND SCHOOLS LIKE TO  
MAKE DUMB DECISIONS, TOO
 RECENT RIDICULOUS HEADLINES WE’RE  
 READING ON EDUCATION 

https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2017/11/08/syllabus-bars-duke-newspaper-staffers-course
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/22/business/college-endowments.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/02/22/business/college-endowments.html
https://www.weeklystandard.com/andrew-ferguson/berkeley-goes-offline-2007153
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/09/opinion/trustees-tuition-lazy-rivers.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/01/09/opinion/trustees-tuition-lazy-rivers.html
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/01/pc-culture-2017s-most-ridiculous-moments/
https://www.nationalreview.com/2018/01/pc-culture-2017s-most-ridiculous-moments/
https://www.realcleareducation.com/articles/2018/04/17/national_academic_standards_have_produced_a_lot_of_nothing_110271.html
https://www.realcleareducation.com/articles/2018/04/17/national_academic_standards_have_produced_a_lot_of_nothing_110271.html
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Although it was hardly a gutter. My 
14-year-old son Cliff and I were at the 
Space Foundation’s 34th annual Space 

Symposium at the majestic Broadmoor hotel 
in Colorado Springs. The outdoor lights were 
dimmed, high-power telescopes had been 
set up, and we were looking at the rings of 
Saturn, the Great Red Spot on Jupiter, and 
the craters of the moon.

The Space Symposium is the world’s largest 
gathering of key international players 
in military, civilian, and commercial 
space exploration. Every April, the Space 
Foundation hosts four days of conferences, 
presentations, and panel discussions at The 
Broadmoor and provides a 45,000-square-
foot exhibition pavilion for Symposium 
participants to spotlight their space goods and 
space services.

This year, 218 industries and organizations 
displayed the latest in extraterrestrial genius 
to 14,000 attendees. The exhibits ranged from 
the miniature to the monumental.

For example, at a molecular level the Fralock 
Corporation revealed polyimide adhesiveless 
laminate technology – invisible but vital. (It 
keeps your circuit boards from peeling apart 
in the temperature extremes of space.)

On a larger scale, Jeff Bezos’ Blue Origin 
unveiled the BE-4, a new gigantic liquid-fuel 
rocket engine producing 550,000 pounds 
of thrust. (Which it might have done then 

and there if somebody had ignored the “no 
smoking” sign by its combustion-chamber 
nozzle.)

And larger yet was the first public viewing 
of Sierra Nevada Corporation’s flight-tested 
Dream Chaser prototype lifting-body 
spaceplane. The Dream Chaser will be able to 
resupply the International Space Station with 
11,000 pounds of provisions and fly back and 
land at your local airport. (“Lifting body” 
means the whole shape of the vehicle provides 
aerodynamic lift, and the result looks like an 
enormous, angry brick with wings.)

More than 20 countries – some as big as 
China, some as small as Bermuda – sent 
official delegations to the Symposium.

Speakers included the director general of the 
European Space Agency, the director general 
of Russia’s ROSCOSMOS State Corporation 
for Space Activities, the secretary general 
of China’s National Space Administration, 
the director general of Japan’s National 
Space Policy Secretariat, the president of the 
Canadian Space Agency, the director general 
of the Mexican Space Agency, the director 
general of Vietnam’s National Space Center, 
and the chairman of the Space Agency of the 
United Arab Emirates.

Also...

NASA’s then-acting administrator Robert 
Lightfoot Jr., National Reconnaissance Office 
Director Betty Sapp, U.S. Air Force Chief 

By P.J. 
O’Rourke
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‘We are all in the gutter, but some 
of us are looking at the stars’– Oscar Wilde

https://americanconsequences.com/lessons-about-adventure-nerds/
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But I really don’t worry about Cliff’s education. 
I worry about his motivations, his admirations, 
and his understandings of the many things 
there are to be educated about. And I seem to 
have found a way to put my worries to rest.

I blasted my son into outer space.

Of course, we’ve all been tempted to do that 
with our kids. But I did it to Cliff because he 
was being good.

He’s always been polite and amiable, and has 
a knack for talking to people. A knack which 
can be summed up in one word – “listening.” 
Cliff listens to people.

Because he’s presentable in adult company 
I can present him to adults who exemplify 
motivation, are worthy of admiration, and 
understand understanding.

The most motivated and admirable people 
I know, who understand the most amazing 
things, are the people who explore space. 
And I’ve been able to introduce Cliff to 
them because I’m a member of the Space 
Foundation board of directors.

of Staff Gen. David Goldfein, Secretary of 
the Air Force Heather Wilson, Secretary of 
Commerce Wilbur Ross, and Vice President 
Mike Pence.

Plus...

My son Cliff.

Cliff wasn’t, per se, speaking at the Space 
Symposium, but he did speak to many of its 
luminaries.

I brought Cliff to the Symposium because 
I want him to become a more worthwhile 
person than I am, though I suspect he 
already is. His thoughts are more worthwhile. 
Standing and staring millions of miles into 
the cosmos through the telescopes outside 
The Broadmoor makes me think what a 
small and insignificant person I am. Staring 
millions of miles into the cosmos makes  
Cliff think what a big and magnificent 
universe it is.

Elsewhere is this issue I’ve made fun (quite 
fairly) of my education and also made fun (not 
so fairly) of the education my kids are getting.

Artist's conception 
of the Dream Chaser 
commercial human 
space transportation 
vehicle docked to 
the International 
Space Station. 
Image courtesy 
Sierra Nevada Space 
Systems.



He was like 
a blind and 
deaf child 
suddenly 
cured... "So 
this is light! 
So this is 
sound!"

American Consequences      93

The Space Foundation is a nonprofit 
organization established, in the words of 
our mission statement, “to inspire, educate, 
connect, and advocate on behalf of the global 
space community.”

How I got on its board – which is otherwise 
filled with astronauts, professors, engineers, 
senior business executives, retired military 
officers of high rank, and, of course, rocket 
scientists – I don’t know. Maybe they needed 
to bring the board’s average IQ down enough 
to give the Foundation the common touch, or 
maybe it was the amount of time I spent on 
Mars during the 1960s.

Anyway, there I am. And ever since Cliff was little 
I’ve been taking him with me to space events.

When he was in second grade I took him to 
Cape Canaveral to see the last space shuttle 
launch. It was a learning experience. He 
learned to stand in awe.

The looming Atlantis shuttle, piggybacked on 
its liquid fuel tank and flanked by twin solid-
fuel boosters, was 3.5 miles from the NASA 
viewing station, but it loomed anyway, as tall 
as a 25-storey building.

There was a flash below the engine nozzles. 
A fiery glory poured out on every side. A 
few seconds later came the joyful noise, a 
trumpeting so powerful that the decibels 
would kill you if you were closer than 800 
feet. The shuttle and its engines – the “full 
stack” as it’s called – stood almost still, 
trembling with the strength of 6,825,704 
foot-pounds of thrust. Then it rose on a tower 
of smoke with the majesty befitting 2,030 
tons of wondrous engineering.

Cliff was silent. He didn’t need to say 
anything. And, having forgotten to breathe, 
he probably couldn’t. His small, agape face 
announced that he now comprehended the 
miraculous. He was like a blind and deaf 
child suddenly cured... “So this is light! So this 
is sound!”

At the 34th Space Symposium he learned 
something else. He and I had the honor to 
be seated with Buzz Aldrin at one of the 
Symposium dinners. The second man on the 
moon is a particular hero of Cliff’s, whose 
favorite book is Buzz’s No Dream Is Too High.

Midway through the main course, Buzz and 
Cliff were in earnest conversation. Later I asked, 
“What did Buzz tell you about the moon?”

“We weren’t talking about the moon,” Cliff 
said. “Mister Aldrin asked me, ‘Cliff, do you 
know what I’m famous for?’ I sort of didn’t 
know what to say. And he said, ‘I’m one 
of the few people who have ever seen the 
Titanic.’ So we were talking about the dive to 
the Titanic he made on the submersible, the 
Nautile, in 1996. Mister Aldrin told me you 
can’t that see that much – sort of the opposite 
of being on the moon.”

“Dad,” Cliff said. “He’s explored more than 
anyone else ever has. He’s been as far up into 
space as any person has, and he’s been to the 
bottom of the ocean, too.” Cliff paused then 
said, “And he’s a nice guy.”

“They usually are,” I said. “In my experience 
men and women who routinely face a lot 
of danger are nice. That is, when they’re not 
fighting a war or something.”

“Buzz Aldrin was an F-86 pilot and flew 
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66 combat missions in the Korean War,” 
said Cliff (exhibiting a 14-year-old’s precise 
memory for details, as long as they’re cool 
details – he can’t remember where his other 
shoe is on school mornings). “And he shot 
down two MiGs. I guess people like that don’t 
have anything to prove.”

“You mean by being assholes?” I said.

“Yes,” said Cliff.

Maybe Cliff will grow up to be a space hero. 
Or maybe Cliff will grow up to be a space 
nerd. Or maybe there isn’t any difference 
between the two.

At the Symposium’s opening night ceremony, 
I watched Cliff listen, rapt, to Lauren Smith 
explain how space integrates our inner F-86 
pilot with our inner geek carrying one of 
those calculators with more buttons on it 
than a hotel TV remote.

She said, “I have learned that space is full of 
these delightfully unexpected dualities.”

Lauren is manager for the integration and 
test senior technical staff for the James Webb 
Space Telescope at Northrop Grumman 
Aerospace Systems, with dual roles as the 
team’s mechanical test engineering subproject 
manager and lead integration and test 
engineer for all nonexplosive actuators and 
deployments.

What she said had peer-to-peer credibility to 
Cliff – she, honest to gosh, looks like she’s 
about the same age. Her job title is longer 
than her span of years on earth – a planet she 
has no intention of confining herself to.

“This industry,” Lauren said, “is the only place 

where you are required to be a super-nerd 
and an adventurer, a numerically-grounded 
pragmatist and a starry-eyed, pioneering 
optimist... These seemingly paradoxical 
traits make us special. They enable us to not 
just look at the night sky with insatiable 
curiosity but to build the satellites and 
vehicles that take us there. We are 21st-
century pioneers – just as our ancestors – who 
explored uncharted lands in pursuit of untold 
opportunity.”

Cliff has a way to go, getting his nerd factor 
up to 3rd-Millennium Davy Crockett in 
Moonskin cap. His eighth-grade science 
project was “What Happens When You Set 
Off a Rocket Engine Upside Down?” (That 
was not its formal title.)

The experiment was to see if temperature 
affects solid-propellant rocket fuel thrust. 
Cliff, using his own lowly, terrestrial yard-
chore money, bought 54 model rocket 
engines in three sizes. He sorted the engines 
into three sets, each containing six large, six 
medium, and six small engines. He stored Set 
A at minus 20 C (mom’s deep freeze), Set B at 
0 C (dad’s ice bucket), and Set C at 20 C (his 
bedroom).

He then built an inverted cradle for the rocket 
engines out of the aluminum tube that a 
Romeo y Julieta Churchill comes in. (I smoked 
the cigar for him.) And he attached the cradle 
to some gizmo he borrowed from his science 
teacher that measures thrust in “newtons.”

(In case you’re wondering, “What’s a 
newton?” it is – I quote from the Internet 
– “the force required to accelerate an object 
with a mass of 1 kilogram 1 meter per second 
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Happens 
When You 
Set a Rocket 
Engine Off 
Upside 
Down?" 
You get a 
mess in your 
driveway.
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per second.” In other words, I have no idea.)

I swelled with pride at the genius of my 
son. Or, did swell, until the data from his 
experiment turned out to be random junk 
numbers with no discernable relationship to 
the temperature of the rocket fuel or the size 
of the rocket engines or, for that matter, the 
quality of the cigar (excellent).

So, “What Happens When You Set a Rocket 
Engine Off Upside Down?” You get a mess in 
your driveway.

You also get advice at the Space Symposium. 
And another experience of learning to stand 
in awe. Because, if you ask members of the 
Space Foundation board (other than me) 
questions about your eighth-grade science 
project, you get answers.

Space Foundation Vice Chair Dr. Kathryn 
Thornton, a PhD in physics, professor of 
mechanical and aerospace engineering at the 
University of Virginia, and former astronaut 
who flew four missions on Space Shuttles and 
logged 975 hours in orbit, said, “You should 
have weighed the stuff.”

Kathy uses model rocket engines for design 
exercises in her engineering class and has 
found very little consistency in the amount of 
propellant per engine.

“And checked the manufacture date. Solid fuel 
propellant degrades over time,” said Jeff Grant, 
senior vice president and general manager of 
Aerospace Systems at Northrop Grumman, 
veteran of 21 years as a science officer at the 
CIA and the National Reconnaissance Office, 
and Lauren Smith’s boss.

“Plus allowed for variability by making 
sure all the propellant came from the same 
manufacturing batch,” said Ron Sega, 
professor of systems engineering at Colorado 
State, retired Major General in the U.S. Air 
Force, former Under Secretary of the Air 
Force, and NASA astronaut on the first joint 
U.S./Russia shuttle mission.

Tapping into expertise of this quality, Cliff 
should have reached the moon by now. Or, 
considering the direction he was pointing the 
rocket engines, China. Yet another lesson...

“Ready, fire, aim!” said Kathy. Cliff had 
already received the Eighth-Grade Science 
Project award for “Participation.”

But it’s what Cliff didn’t hear at the Space 
Symposium... That’s what I want him to learn 
the most from.

What he didn’t hear was any political rancor. 
None. Not a whisper. Everyone was greeted 
with courtesy, and every courtesy was greeted 
with warmth.

Maybe elsewhere the body politic is a 
seething, chaotic, stinking mess of conniving 
vermin biting and clawing and ripping each 
other’s tails off. But that’s in the gutter.

Here the body politic was men and women 
with a sense of duty and a sensibility for 
mission. The Vice President, the Secretary of 
Commerce, the Secretary of the Air Force and 
many other civil and military leaders – from 
various viewpoints not always in agreement, 
indeed, from various nations not always 
in concord – spoke with knowledge and 
reason and were listened to with respect and 
consideration. We were looking at the stars.
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Get Me a Quote on That
READ THIS

Wealthy investment banker: “’A’ students 
work for ‘B’ students.”
Even wealthier investment banker: “Wrong.  
‘B’ students work for ‘C’ students. ‘A’ students 
teach.”
Overheard at a country club bar

“A dog teaches a boy fidelity, perseverance, 
and to turn around three times before  
lying down.”
Robert Benchley, Chips Off the Old Benchley

“There is no such thing as teaching,  
there’s only learning.”
Porter Stansberry, founder, Stansberry 
Research

A little learning is a dangerous thing;
Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring:
There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,
And drinking largely sobers us again.
Alexander Pope, “An Essay on Criticism”

“A barber learns to shave by shaving fools.”
16th century French proverb

“Experience keeps a dear school, but fools 
will learn in no other.”
Benjamin Franklin, Poor Richard’s Almanac

“I should sooner live in a society governed by 
the first 2,000 names in the Boston Telephone 
directory than in a society governed by the 
2,000 faculty members of Harvard University.”
William F. Buckley, Jr. (Yale 1950), Rumbles 
Left and Right

“You can always tell a  
Harvard man... but you can’t  
tell him much.”
President of Yale Arthur  
Twining Hadley, in the  
Chicago Daily Tribune, 1906

“A whale-ship was my Yale College and my 
Harvard.”
Herman Melville, Moby Dick

“Colleges hate geniuses, just as convents 
hate saints.”
Ralph Waldo Emerson, “Public and Private 
Education,” Uncollected Lectures

“Life isn’t all beer and skittles, but beer and 
skittles... must form a good part of every 
Englishman’s education.”
Thomas Hughes, Tom Brown’s Schooldays

"

“Training is everything... cauliflower is nothing 
but cabbage with a college education.”
Mark Twain, Pudd’nhead Wilson

“All I Really Need to Know I Learned in 
Kindergarten”
Robert Fulghum, book title

“... students draw boys’ and girls’ bodies, tell 
stories about friends taking a bath together, and 
discuss who likes doing that and who doesn’t.”
PBS NewsHour, “The Case for Starting Sex 
Education in Kindergarten”
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" LITERARY INSIGHT  
from PRESENT & PAST

Why did I go into teaching? Looking back it 
was crazy that I would do that. But I’d been 
through high school and college without 
getting caught – so being a teacher seemed 
a good place to hide. Nobody suspects a 
teacher of not knowing how to read.
‘I was a teacher for 17 years, but I couldn’t 
read or write’ BBC News

He’s always got the new data, featuring 
irresistible twists: One in five students 
use extra money from their student loans 
to buy digital currencies. Nearly 8% of 
students would move to North Korea to free 
themselves of their debt. And 27% would 
contract the Zika virus to live debt-free...
Drew Cloud Is a Well-Known Expert on 
Student Loans. One Problem: He’s Not 
Real The Chronicle of Higher Education

High costs, indifferent teachers, hours devoted 
to subjects that have little to do with earning 
a living in the real world: Is it all worth it?
Review: Deciding Against the Paper Chase 
Wall Street Journal

In D.C., only 42% of seniors are on track to 
graduate at the end of the current school 
year, down from 73% who graduated in the 
2016-17 school year.
D.C. Schools Brace for Catastrophic Drop in 
Graduation Rates U.S. News & World Report

Louisville came to embody the 
contradictions of college athletics – a 
multibillion-dollar industry built on amateur 
athletes... and built on “the biggest taxpayer 
scandal in the history of Louisville.”
How a midlevel school became The 
University of Adidas at Louisville ESPN

To understand just how unaffordable owning 
a home can be in American cities today, look 
at the case of a teacher in San Francisco 
seeking his or her first house... Educators in 
the City by the Bay can afford less than 1% of 
homes currently on the market.
Why buying a house today is so much 
harder than in 1950 Curbed

"WHAT WE’RE READING

When you first meet friends and colleagues of Dr. 
Robert Cade, the inventor of Gatorade, Gator-Go, 
Hop-n-Gator, the hydraulic football helmet, the 
irradiated pecan and the hemispherical shoe-
polish can, they invariably inform you that he 
is a genius; in the next breath they inquire if Dr. 
Cade told you about the time he got arrested 
for riding his bicycle while intoxicated.
The Bottle and the Babe Sports Illustrated, 1968

http://www.bbc.com/news/stories-43700153
http://www.bbc.com/news/stories-43700153
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Drew-Cloud-Is-a-Well-Known/243217
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Drew-Cloud-Is-a-Well-Known/243217
https://www.chronicle.com/article/Drew-Cloud-Is-a-Well-Known/243217
https://www.wsj.com/articles/review-deciding-against-the-paper-chase-1516044311
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-03-02/dc-schools-brace-for-catastrophic-drop-in-graduation-rates
https://www.usnews.com/news/education-news/articles/2018-03-02/dc-schools-brace-for-catastrophic-drop-in-graduation-rates
http://www.espn.com/espn/otl/story/_/id/21710106/louisville-athletic-director-tom-jurich-leveraged-big-deals-build-university-sports-powerhouse-only-watch-burn-amid-charges-excess
http://www.espn.com/espn/otl/story/_/id/21710106/louisville-athletic-director-tom-jurich-leveraged-big-deals-build-university-sports-powerhouse-only-watch-burn-amid-charges-excess
https://www.curbed.com/2018/4/10/17219786/buying-a-house-mortgage-government-gi-bill
https://www.curbed.com/2018/4/10/17219786/buying-a-house-mortgage-government-gi-bill
https://www.si.com/vault/1968/07/01/612190/the-bottle-and-the-babe
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 THINK MEMOS AND PAPERWORK,  
 NOT KARATE CHOPS AND  

 FLAMETHROWERS. 



Blame mass media and pop culture for 
the misunderstandings around an 
intelligence career...

James Bond is one of the most iconic fictional 
characters of all time. He drinks martinis, 
drives an Aston Martin, and has the most 
beautiful women in the world fawning over 
him... all while still managing to kill the bad 
guys and save the world.

It looks like an amazing gig. But, of course, 
we all know intuitively that Bond lives in a 
fantasy with only the vaguest attachment to 
what a real spy does.

I should know. The first job application I 
sent out my senior year of college was to the 
Central Intelligence Agency. After joining, I 
spent time in Afghanistan and Iraq, and even 
briefed the president for the first time at 26.

Here’s a few of the things I learned...

First, those who work in the intelligence field 
eschew the term “spy.” The spy is the other 
guy (or gal) who steals information about a 
foreign adversary and passes it along to you. 
Professional intelligence personnel generally 
prefer to go by the title “officer” – which is a 
good clue as to what they really do.

Intelligence work involves a lot of time in 
offices, doing exactly what one would expect 
from many other mundane jobs. There are 
meetings, memos, and lots of paperwork. 

Most of the training does not involve karate 
chops or flamethrowers.

Instead of exploding cufflinks and watches 
with lasers that can cut through steel, your 
average intelligence officer struggles with 
stubborn copiers and carpal tunnel syndrome. 
There’s good reason for an intelligence 
community joke that “every mission starts with 
a coffee machine.”

But today, there is a strong argument that 
intelligence work has never been more critical 
to our national security.

THE FINAL WORD

“ Intelligence work has never 
been more critical to our 
national security.

CLICK 
HERE  

TO READ  
THE WEB 
VERSION

American Consequences        99

Counterterrorism, cyber warfare, and a 
slew of other critical threat challenges 
rely on having the best and most sensitive 
information at hand. How to acquire, process, 
and act on that information is the work of 
intelligence officers. It may not be glorious 
work, but it is essential.

Sun Tzu, the ancient Chinese military 
strategist, is credited with writing that “one 
good spy is worth 10,000 soldiers.” That’s 
an oversimplification – one you would tell a 
member of the infantry at your peril – but 
the sentiment rings more true now than 

https://americanconsequences.com/how-to-be-the-next-generations-greatest-spy/
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Urdu is a language that is likely to have more 
national security utility than Italian. Same 
for Russian, Arabic, Chinese, and other very 
difficult languages. Plan accordingly.

Paranoia. The world is one big intelligence 
vulnerability. The Internet has made it 
exponentially worse. Everything you do leaves 
a trail. Anywhere you go you can be tracked.

For normal folks, these are helpful tips about 
everyday security. For an intelligence officer, 
the environment around you takes on whole 
new sinister meaning. This isn’t going to help 
you sleep at night, but James Bond doesn’t get 
nap time.

Patriotism. You work in intelligence because 
you love your country. If you want to date 
supermodels and drive around in sports cars, 
there are better ways to go about it... Practice 
your fastball or become a great investor.

in the fifth century B.C. Today, the right 
information at the right time could stop the 
next big terror attack or prevent the next 
unnecessary war.

How then, does one prepare for a career in 
the secret realm of espionage, covert action, 
and international intrigue? What should a 
college-aged person do to prepare for a life 
that is the closest real-world equivalent to 
Homeland, 24, and The Bourne Identity?

FINAL WORD

You work in intelligence 
because you love your country.“
Read. Spying is a knowledge-based 
profession, and reading is a big part of the 
job. This isn’t glamorous, but the first step 
for every information warrior is to gather as 
much as you can.

A tremendous amount of background 
information is available on what is called 
“open source” material. To be a good 
intelligence officer, you must constantly seek 
out and absorb new information. It is as 
much a habit as a skill.

Languages. This is still a very useful ability 
for the intelligence profession, but it is also a 
moving target. Not all languages are equally 
useful.

Your two years of high-school Spanish isn’t 
going to cut it. While studying abroad in the 
North-West Frontier Province of Pakistan isn’t 
nearly as fun as meeting foreign-exchange 
students on the Spanish Steps in Rome, 

“ You must constantly seek out 
and absorb new information.

Intelligence officers aren’t in it for the glory, 
and they definitely don’t do it for the money. 
It really is public service – with an emphasis 
on the “service” part.

If after reading this, you’re still interested in a 
career in the intelligence world, God bless. It 
can be a thrilling calling and there is no other 
job like it.

Just remember not to wear a tuxedo and ask 
where the baccarat table is on Day 1.
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Make sure you subscribe by clicking here. 
We’ll send you valuable updates and 
always send an alert when the next issue is 
published. When you subscribe, you’ll be the 
first to know when future issues are published.
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https://americanconsequences.com/subscribe.html
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Dr. David Eifrig worked in arbitrage 
and trading groups with major 

Wall Street investment banks, 
including Goldman Sachs, 
Chase Manhattan, and Yamaichi 

in Japan. In 1995, Dr. Eifrig retired 
from Wall Street, went to UNC-Chapel 
Hill medical school, and became an 
ophthalmologist.

Today, he publishes a free daily letter on 
health and wealth that shows readers 
how to live a millionaire lifestyle. If you’re 
interested in more ideas like this essay, 
you can sign up by clicking here.

Andrew Ferguson is the author of 
several books, including Crazy 

U: One Dad’s Crash Course on 
Getting His Kid Into College. 
He is a former speechwriter 

for President George H. W. Bush 
and a current senior editor at The Weekly 
Standard.

Porter Stansberry is the founder of 
financial research firm Stansberry 

Research and a regular 
American Consequences 
contributor. His P&C Insurance 

Monitor is available to lifetime 
subscribers of his flagship research 
service, Stansberry’s Investment Advisory. 

American Consequences is edited by  
P.J. O’Rourke, author of 19 books 
including Eat The Rich and 
How the Hell Did This Happen: 
The Election of 2016. P.J. cut his 

teeth as an editor-in-chief of the 
National Lampoon and a foreign affairs 
correspondent for Rolling Stone. He’s 
since written for The Weekly Standard… 
The Atlantic… and many other magazines. 
P.J. is the H. L. Mencken fellow at the Cato 
Institute, a member of the editorial board 
of World Affairs and a regular panelist on 
NPR’s Wait… Wait… Don’t Tell Me. He lives 
with his family in rural New England, as far 
away from the things he writes about as 
he can get.
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Maybe Cliff will grow up to 
be a space hero. Or maybe 
Cliff will grow up to be a 
space nerd. Or maybe there 
isn't any difference between 
the two. 

P.J. O’Rourke
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