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The Meaning of Higher Education
Higher Education is a curious term, says Jeremiah Conway, professor of Philosophy at USM. "What do you mean 'higher'?" he asks as his brow furrows in thought. "Do you mean grade 13 and higher or do you mean that in some way it is an issue of a person acquiring depth?" This philosophical question is of course directed not just at me, as I sit across from him in the student center pondering the meaning of education in today's society, but to the larger society itself.

In today's world as we produce pollsters, financial analysts and math whizzes along with the numerous tech gurus of the internet age, who else is wondering about depth? Is it even practical to be concerned about such things?


America's economy depends on retail, we are told- and told again. Buy! From socks to washing machines to education. Buy! Where in all this is time for thought, for introspection- For deepening of understanding of human nature; of races and religions; of wars; or of peace? Despite Internet, Facebook and Twitter, we are losing communication- with others, with our own selves and with history.

"To have a good discussion in a classroom" says Leonard Shedletsky, a professor of Communications at USM, "people have to be able to speak their mind and to communicate in person, because then you can kick it around.  Have a chance to argue and to respond." Interestingly, he finds that students' who are paralyzed by fear to take a position in class, spout forth on the internet, because they say- that then they don't have to face rejection in person! "From an individualistic society," laments Shedletsky, "we are becoming one that is now even afraid to act or to think as an individual."

Regardless of everything else however, it is the prospect of a lucrative career, he says, that reigns supreme in students' minds today, and that has taken over this other thing called Education.

"And that," cautions Conway, "leads to a society in trouble." There is tremendous concern today for a result oriented education, he says, that fits well with technical acumen, while many other critical areas that are hard to package, lag behind. For instance, you get people trained in Political Science adept at polls, but who have never thought carefully about what society is, or have any ideas or understandings of different ones. A few of these, he says, then go on to become our leaders with policies that are then driven by a lack of knowledge and awareness of any history or cultural sensitivities.

"Ultimately," says Elizabeth Zsatkowski, director of Youth Alternatives and Parent and Child Together, "a school's reason for existence must be to transform and broaden the mind. It should provide a place where people realize that they have the power to change themselves and to make a difference in the wider world."

"Choose what you love," says Donald Hankinson, a Doctor of Osteopathy, to students who are thinking of entering medicine. He tells them "to hitch their star to the thing that would give them the most happiness. That would fill them on a mental, emotional and spiritual level."


Coming from India myself, that is not what I was told growing up. Education for me meant studying from kindergarten to the 12th grade focused on the competitive exams that would lead me into a career of medicine or engineering or lacking a good score- into an abysmal future. The mantra was not what you wanted to do- it was what you should do.

Today, I am grateful that my children go to school here in Maine, because here they have the time and space and leisure, I hope, to allow education to deepen their minds and ignite their souls. The rest is up to us: their parents and educators. What model will we choose for educating these leaders of tomorrow?
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