A word with David Brooks 
Author and columnist for the 'New York Times' 
May. 1, 2006 12:00 AM 
David Brooks, an author and New York Times columnist, spoke recently at a conference in Tempe on the challenges facing postsecondary education. Here are excerpts from his talk co-sponsored by the Arizona Commission for Postsecondary Education and USA Funds. 

On raising kids to get into Harvard.

This is the most supervised generation in human history. Tom Sawyer had to sit up straight at the table, but he could go off and wander around the Mississippi River for eight hours a day. Kids do not do that today. And so, we are seeing different ways of raising kids and different educational systems. And, that's why there's this obsession with education, because it really matters.

On creating junior workaholics.

And so the kids are nurtured and brought up. They get good grades in elementary school. And then they go off to college or they apply to college. And if you've ever seen the college applications of these highly academic and high-achievement kids, they've usually - by the time they apply to college - cured four formerly fatal diseases, started three companies, they've done environmental-awareness training in Tibet. 

We have a president of a college called GW in Washington who says of his students' community service, "I don't know where these kids find lepers, but they find them and they read to them," which is the way some of the high-achieving students are. 

On education driving politics and social trends.

I found myself gravitating toward writing about education because if you want to understand politics in the country, if you want to understand social trends in the country, it all starts with education. Everything is now being driven by education. 

Tom Wolfe was once asked, "What's the most important thing that's happening in your lifetime?" And he said, "Oh, that's easy. It's coed dorms." 

And what he meant to say was in the 1950s coed dorms would have been incomprehensible. But, after a little while, they sprouted up and they were all over the country. Nobody planned it, but it was the spontaneous decisions of millions of people that led to the great social changes. Not necessarily the decisions that the politicians make in Washington or anywhere else. 

And, we're in the midst of that kind of revolution, which is a revolution from a society dominated by finance capital, money and natural resources to a society dominated by human capital, which is brains and ideas. 

On what really constitutes wealth.

Economists count wealth and resources in societies, and the World Bank came out with a report just last year called Where is the Wealth of Nations? And, the World Bank economists found that among the developed world, 20 percent of the wealth in the advanced economies is stuff you can touch and count. So, it's stuff like cropland, it's banks, it's buildings, it's mineral resources . . . 

But 80 percent of the wealth in these societies is something you cannot touch. It's educational capital. It's things like rule of law. It's good government. It's property rights. It's the mental habits of the people.

And so what is true of nations is also true of individuals, that the most valuable thing we have is the human capital we have, the stuff inside our heads. Not the wealth we've inherited or been born into, but the stuff we develop.

On what works in education.

I've written about education since 1983, the Nation at Risk report. And my general conclusion is that our elementary and secondary education are OK but not great, and have not improved much since the Nation at Risk. 

My other big conclusion is (our) secondary education is the best in the world. And the reason that we can succeed so well economically is that although we do OK with kids from 0 to 18, we do fantastically from 21 to 30. We're really good at those ages.

But what works to me is giving people the resources to bring quality human beings in contact with other quality human beings. Now, there are all these ideas about reforming institutions; you know, at the elementary level it's vouchers and school choice. There are big schools, little schools, this educational fad, that educational fad.

To me, the only thing that works is when a human being as a student comes into contact with a quality human being who is an adult. So, however you can bring that interaction together, that's what works. 


On who become millionaires. 

There's a great book many of you have probably read called The Millionaire Mind, which describes people who are self-made millionaires.

The average GPA for the self-made millionaire in this country is 2.7, a B-, C+ average. Whenever I teach at Yale or a place like that, I always tell them, "The odds of you people getting very rich are extremely low," which is true. But these self-made millionaires often have had one experience in their lives: Someone told them they were too stupid to do something, and they set out in life to prove the bastards wrong. And, that's a level of drive that you can't measure on tests. 

On successful attitudes.

And, as I travel to different societies, some of which are succeeding and some not, the one set of attitudes I would say are most important for any culture, for any individual, is (1) do you believe the future can be different than the present? And (2) do you believe you can control your own future?

Because, you go to places around the world where people assume that history goes in cycles. It's always the same. Or, you go to places where people think, "Other people move ahead, but I don't have any control. I'm in the grip of forces beyond my control." And finally, that's all part of moral capital or aspirational capital.
