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COLLEGE AND THE VOCATION OF MAN 

!~. Holmes, you and the adult and student members of this community are 

to be congratulated on the timing of this event. It is so much more meaningful to 

have College Day early in the school year. There is thus implied in this calendar 

schedule a valuable leisure. 'We have time to weigh and consider carefully the 

choices we must ~ake. Since we have time to gather evidence, to ponder it, and 

on the basis of the evidence to make wise decisions, I am under no constraint to 

give you a pep talk or to entertain you with stage tricks. Instead, what I have 

to say about college and the vocation of man is compounded mainly of plain, 

common sense and presented on the assumption that we are here tonight to reflect 

together seriously on the implications of college education--not just for my son 

or daughter but for our community and nation. 

I know a student at the University of Chicago who loves music and 

especially choral music. It as his regular habit to go to chapel on Sunday morning 

to listen to the choir. That being his only reason for attendance and since the 

contribution of the choir consumes only a minor portion of the entire offering of 

the service, he takes a seat near an exit. As soon as the choir has sung the 

anthem, he leaves. From the standpoint of the mutiple values of a chapel service 

this student's behavior, his self-imposed limitation of enjoyment to ~ value, is 

open to question. And so it is with college, if one goes with a limited expectation 

of outcome, he may miss out on the multiple values which college has to offero 

Admittedly education is to free the mind and spiri~to release it from 

narrowness and prejudice, to fit one for the vocation of man. If a university 

expects anything of its new stUdents, it expects an open mind and a desire to 

taste of the fruits of l earning o Carried to a logical conclusion, a desire to 

taste of all the fruits might seem to imply a willingness to be a ·dil letante. Such 

is not the case. I have found in many years of dealing with college students that 

the prospective doctor often becomes a lawyer, and the prospective fashion designer 

a 2 ! Lwi matron with the home the <enter of her interesto 'What do these two--the 



professional man and the good housewife--have in common? How does one at 

seventeen chart his future course with accuracy so that his education has 

objectives and meaning. 

The answer is obviously that he does not. 

you to arrive with a full chart of your future plans. 

Your college will not expect 

It will, indeed, suggest 

that you defer such a decision until your intellectual and emotional well-being 

are more assured. 

The professional man and the matron will need general training before 

they decide intelligently the course of their choice. Certain knmvledge is 

fundamental to all cultured, educated people; this/the early specialist often 

misses almost completely. 

Some months ago I was recommended to a doctor whom I did not know for 

an examination. I found the man not only to be a competent doctor but an extra

ordinar.f parent. We did most of our talking in darkness while he examined here 

and adjusted there. When he learned of my connection with the University, he 

began to tell me about his daughter who had enrolled as a freshman in an Iowa 

college that year. His daughter was taking a survey course by the tiile of the 

History of Ideas. Throughout the year the students were to read, analyze, and 

discuss critically the literature, tracing the historical development of the 

major ideas of science, art, politics,religion, and the like. The daughter's 

enthusiasm for this course spilled aver the six hundred miles which separated her 

from her father. He ordered a set of the readings and was following the development 

of this course along with his daughter. 

Now my suggestion to parents on this College Day is not that everyone do 

as this doctor did. The technique of following the material in a particular course 

is not being advocated here. What I would suggest is that as parents, we give heed 

to the attitude of interest in our children as college students which this technique 

reveals. 
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The student who comes from a happy, well-adjusted home where parents 

are eager not only for their children to learn but also to continue their own 

education are indeed fortunate. The day when parents could ignore their own 

intellectual and cultural development has long since passed. 

It is safe to assume today that there is not such a radical break in 

family relations when a young person leaves for college as there was in my day. 

Particularly in a suburban situation, is it true that the high school senior has 

already achieved a large amount of what used to be called lI emancipation." High 

school has already exposed your child to the major treasures of our cultural and 

intellectual heritage, as well as the major heresies of our time. Therefore, there 

is not much for parents to feel today about their children undertaking the dangerous 

voyage occasioned by the intel lectual and social vicissitudes of life or the college 

campus. 

I am remi.nded of lines from Arthur Guiterman' s poem, "Strictly Germproof ll : 

The Antiseptic Baby and the Prophylactic Pup 
Were playing in the garden when the Bunny gamboled up; 
They looked upon the Creature with a loathing undisguised; 
It wasn't Disinfected and it wasn't Sterilized. 

The suggestion to parents is that you deliberately orient yourselves so 

as to grow along with your child while he is in college. Remember that our stock 

of pet ideas, all clean and sterilized, has not brought in the millennium. College 

for children can be for the parents of those ·children a new stage in their own 

educational and intellectual developmento. 

It isn't necessary to discuss the value of a college education. The 

best of such statements leave a lot to be desiredo As the President of the Board 

of Higher Education of New York City has correctly said, "All education deals 

with intangibles and especially is this true of college education. Look into the 

mind and the heart of the students; consider the contribution of the teacher; try 

to sense the subtle influence of campus tradition; venture an opinion about the 
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potency of a college's leadership. Whichever way we turn to t~to make appraisals 

of quality of effort and attainment, the imponderables confront us. Indeed, we 

may as well r emind ourselves that all the returns are never truly in. II 

We are coming to realize just now that Channing Poll.c~ may have been 

talking sense when in 1936 he wrote: liThe time has come to stop, look, and 

listen. We have reached the end of blundering through. Few democracies have 

, survived more than 200 years and this is not a propitious time for democracyo 

A militant democracy may survive; a democracy alert, simple, and Sparton--but 

not a democracy more interested i n golf than in goverrunent, in lotteries than in 

learning, in Bill Powell than in the Bill of Rights." 

To pursue truly the vocation of man, it is essential that a person be 

able to reach across that world IIbounded by his own skin. II And precisely here 

college can make its unique contribution to the vocation of man. 

Uniquely, that is, distinguished from all other kinds of experience. 

/ 

In duration and intensity college offers you five great opportunities: professors, 

contact with fellow students, laboratories, libraries, and leisure time. And the 

greatest of these is leisure time. What any professor can give you is limited-

limited by the inability of any man to impa rt but a small fraction of his 

knowledge and experience, limited by the necessarily formal nature of the student

teacher relationship; limited by the professor's own talent and background. At 

best your professor in college will be able to continue what your high school 

teachers have done: to suggest, to encourage, to help tie up loose ends, to help 

put things together, to point out connections where none seemed to exist before. 

The laboratory and the library are the student's main source of knowledge. But 

is it not strange that I should point out as the greatest good provided by college, 

something intangible-something that cannot be seen, something that cannot be 
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written d~n in catalogs, or reduced to clock hours, credits, degrees. 

The leisure time offered you during your college life is the priceless 

boon. Never again in all your life will you have so much time--time which is not 

the greatest good just in and on itself, but becomes the greatest good in combination 

with all the other opportunities. Time to browse, time to think, to dream, to 

discuss, to argue, to quest i on, to create, to construct. 

Bring this matter of leisure time to a head, there is a common complaint 

among college graduates: if only I could have the four-year experience over again. 

Of course, this kind of "hind sight" characterizes most of man's experiences; but 

the annual loss in unrealized values among the college population of America is 

tragic. 

Now advice and counsel, warning, and even threat, seemingly make little 

difference in this connection. But I am not convinced just because others have 

frittered away precious college time, you will. I have real confidence that the 

post-war generation will enter upon the college experience with a clearer 

conception of the demands of the vocation of man than your parents had at your age. 

Colonel Lawrence is reported to have brought the chiefs of two powerful 

Arab tribes to London for their first visit from the desert. The Arabs were 

registered at the best hotel, feted allover London for two weeks. Near the end 

of their stay, Lawrence asked them what they would like most to take back t 0 the 

desert with them, promising to secure it if possible. The Arabs asked for time to 

consider, and the following morning reported: "Vie would like most of all to carry 

back with us a water faucet like the one in our hotel room. It would be so 

convenient to have water at any time. II 

Before you smile indulgently at the naivete of the Arabs, may I ask that 

each of you who looks forward to college life question your own motives for going 
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to collegeo Back of the water fountain hidden from view lies a vast array of 

pipes and reservoirs of engineering skill and human imagination. Applying the 

analogy, may I appeal to you, prospective college students, to look beyond the 

mere supply of facts and skills to seek to understand that vast array of reservoirs 

and connecting links which supply our civilization with its meaningo 

The question of special relevance tonight is: What does college expect 

of you? I have already noted tha~ it expects an open mind. I have suggested 

the hope that you will be emotionally stable and by implication at least that you 

will be mentally alert and capable of enjoying, appreciating, and using to the 

fullest the opportunities which college will afford you. I am equally impatient 

of sophisticated freshmen and cynical alumnio 

The question for parents and prospective students to put is twofold: 

What is the purpose of each college and what are the abilities each demands of 

the students it admits. In the light of this two-fold question I think we can 

type colleges into three approximate groups . 

A college of Type A states clearly as its purpose that of training its 

students for specialized professional work of some sort or sorts. Specifically, 

a college of Type A intends its four-year program to be terminal in the formal, 

vocational sense for all its students. The dominant interest of the curriculum 

is thus given to the development of vocational skills, be they for teaching, 

dietetics, mechanical engineering, and the like. Such a college usually demands 

of its students not only interest in, but some demonstrated aptitude for, the 

particular vocation to be followed. It expects that its students will possess and 

wish to develop a combination of scholastic ability with technical or mechanical 

ability. 

A college of Type B realizes also that the formal education of most of 

its students terminates in four years . The purpose of a college of Type B is dual: 
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while it intends to give its students a certain theoretical and general background, 

it intends also to give them training which they can apply, immediately upon 

graduation, to some occupation or profession. Accordingly, such a college makes 

a dual demand of the students it admits : they must demonstrate abstract intelligence 

and interest in general learning, in c ombination with non-verbal skills and interest 

in extra-curricula affairs as learning devices. 

A college of Type C states as its primary purpose that of providing a 

student a general educationo A college of this class asswnes that a large number 

of graduates will enter graduate and professional schools. For this group the 

Bachelor's degree is not considered terminal. Such a college emphasizes general 

learning, that is, acquaintance with philosophy as well as physics, with literature 

as well as social theory. Consequently, a college of Type C requires that the 

students it admits be rapid, com?rehending, and attentive readers, that they have 

a good background of general knowledge, and that they possess a high order of 

interest in further general learning. 

If there is a Dr . Anthony who can answer for you the question, which 

college will benefit me most, I don't know him. Your high school teachers 

and advisers and the entrance counselors of the various colleges stand r eady to 

give you helpful information, but the decision rests with you. 

For ~ sake, I hope your plans for college materializeo For ~ sake, 

for the preservation and strengthening of our democracy, I hope the college will pre-

pare you for the vocation of man. 
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