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SCIENCE

Educational Obsolescence

The obsolescence of education in rapidly developing fields of knowl-
edge has become about equal in rate to the obsolescence of an auto-
mobile. In 5 to 7 years it is due for a complete replacement. Conse-
quently, our times, to a degree generally quite unrecognized, demand a
major reconstitution of the educational process, which must become one
of lifelong renewal. Perhaps a month out of every year, or 3 months
every third year, might be an acceptable new pattern. Indeed, instead
of cramming the educational years of life into adolescence and early
maturity, a more efficient plan might be to interrupt education with
work periods after elementary school, high school, and college. In any
case, programs of continuing education for all professional people must
become mandatory, and the educational effort and expenditures must
be expanded by at least a third to permit adequate retraining and
reeducation.

The obsolescence of education differs only in degree in the several
sciences, and even in the humanities. . . . I recently heard a distinguished
historian, who had been in university administration for only 5 years, say
that his field had advanced so much in the interim that it would take
him a year of concentrated study just to catch up with its development.
In’spite of a very general recognition of these hard facts, little is done
to alter our pattern of education to cope with them. Physicians continue
to practice medicine, although 50 years have elapsed since their youthful
preparation. Dentists do the same. Lawyers and engineers live comfort-
ably on their antiquated stock in trade. Teachers slide steadily downhill
through failure to grasp new developments in their own subjects. Perhaps
worse is the virtually universal ignorance, on the part of educated men
and women, of any advancement of knowledge outside their own profes-
sional specialties. Surely we need a complete and thoroughgoing change
in attitude toward “adult education,” a careful planning of programs
and courses appropriately designed for the intelligent adult who has
become out of touch with his new world, and a mandatory, cyclic
renewal of training for the professional specialist.

The cry of the student throughout the land is for “relevance” in the
curriculum. What does he mean? Change has become the major feature
of human civilization, driven by an increasingly rapid development of
enormous powers to modify and control raw nature; and the advance of
science is the principal factor in this technological revolution. Education
must prepare each person to cope with changes that are unpredictable.
As Heraclitus wisely said, “No man steps into the same river twice.”
The river flows, and the man ages. All is change. Yet the life of an
ancient Greek was not so different from the life of Thomas Jefferson as
Jefferson’s life is from ours today. The content of the curriculum
should therefore embrace both the timely and the timeless, for top-
ical and social relevance and timeless natural law alike deepen our per-
spective and assist us to adapt ourselves to altered circumstances. Un-
fortunately, the timely and the timeless are both often displaced by the
trivial, or the significance of the two former is left obscure, so that to the
young mind they seem to be trivial. This must not be!—BENTLEY GLASS,
Vice President for Academic Affairs, State University of New York,
Stony Brook

Adapted from The Timely and the Timeless (Basic Books, New York, 1970).



