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A Threnody for the Modern Education System 

As Horace Mann stated, "education then, beyond all other devices of human origin, is a 

great equalizer of the conditions of men, – the balance wheel of the social machinery". 

Unfortunately, this desired education is currently not achievable by all people who proceed from 

one grade to the next in America's public education system. The school system is well 

represented in Eurema's Dam whereas the consequences of failing to learn in the system are 

conveyed in Problems of Creativeness. Those students who struggle with, or are unable to 

succeed at, acquiring knowledge in the fashion forced upon them are deemed stupid, incapable, 

and lowly. These students are expected to adjust to the methods of learning, rather than those 

methods adjusting to them; the problem is, nothing is being done to change it. 

Albert and Birdie's experiences are not unlike those which less educated people may go 

through in today's society, for "education influences not only economic and noneconomic 

opportunities, but also lifestyle choices, for example, decisions about marriage, sex, and fertility" 

(Kaushal, 62). The issue of social and economic despondency is an idea which both stories 

explore, though with slightly different takes. To begin with, neither Birdie nor Albert have any 

real friends: a robot, which is programmed to give hunches, and a counselor, whose job is to 

provide assistance, do not count. Unfortunately, their more intimate relationships are also 

impacted just as negatively. In Problems of Creativeness, Birdie grieves over his belief "that 
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Milly was cheating on him" and the fact that "she'd called him stupid" when they were last 

together (Disch 369). Although he does have Milly, he also understands the reality of his 

situation. Despite his good looks and athleticism, she will not remain with a person who is 

incapable of a legal marriage and a higher salary. Actually, she is likely to be cheating on him, as 

they do live in a society which is class-focused. A person as beautiful as she is will expect to 

spend her life comfortably alongside a man of her choice. If Birdie exhausts every option, the act 

of valor being his final attempt, and is still unable to be reclassified, she will leave him for good. 

This should sound familiar, as this relationship is, in many ways much like an American one. In 

Eurema's Dam, Albert does not have a girlfriend and his attempt to get one ends in her death. 

The focal point of Alice's contempt with Albert is his doltishness. Not only does she ask "why" 

he has "to be so stupid," but in a direct attack on his difficulty speaking, she inquires "why" he is 

unable to "say smart things" (Lafferty 158). Such treatment is all too common for Albert, for 

even his robots speak to him in the same negative manner. The unrelenting belittlement then 

compounds Albert's awkwardness to the point that he cannot "earn a living at an honest trade" 

(Lafferty 159). Likewise, antisocial behavior in America is frequently the result of years of being 

bullied at school. In turn, there is a tendency of having difficulty in the development of people 

skills, such as communication, which are necessary for work. 

Ironically, name calling begins in the institutions which express their disgust towards 

such behavior.  Since the problem is not a popular one to bring up, effective solutions that do 

more than look nice to a school board are not often sought. Within a few years of beginning 

school, students are distinguished into three groups: those who can pick up material quickly and 

test into the Gifted and Talented program, those who are slow and are put into a remedial 

program, and the remainder of students who are left to strive for the top ranks or fall lower and 
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lower to the bottom ones. The stratification is not too evident in the elementary schools, but as 

students progress in the education system, those deemed bright see less and less of those who are 

deemed dim. In junior high, pre-Advanced Placement (pre-AP) courses are offered, and a good 

portion of students try their hand in these classes. By the time high school rolls around, the 

numbers in these classes diminish as AP and dual credit classes become available for college 

credit. Soon, the grade point average and class ranking come into view, and everyone at the top 

knows who their competition is, as those are now the only students they take classes with. These 

students have not grown out of using derogatory terms, such as "stupid", "idiot", and "dimwit". 

They have only expanded their vocabulary and probably picked up some colorful words to add to 

their discussions. If one listens in on the upper tier students' conversations, it will become 

quickly apparent that the widely held belief is that those who are not in the more challenging 

classes will not amount to much. The middle class of students no longer exists, as they have 

either made the cut or are in the much larger body of those who have not. 

In terms of these lower division students, they go to their classes, but over the years, they 

have become both cognitively and emotionally disengaged. This can be attributed to "students 

demonstrating a lower initial cognitive ability, starting in a remedial class...and being retained in 

a grade in secondary education," and the worst part is, these students are "more likely to leave 

school prior to obtaining their diploma/certification" than students who are engaged (Lamote, 

Speybroeck, Van Den Noortgate, Van Damme 754). Unfortunately, by high school, these 

students are taught by teachers who may have the attitude that by this point in the students' lives, 

they are a lost cause, so there is no point in trying to improve them. Not only are the teachers 

who think this way wrong, but such thinking is a contributing factor to the issue itself. Secondary 
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education teachers still have the opportunity to positively impact the lives of their students every 

day that they interact with them, all that they have to do is choose to. 

Perhaps the reason the system does not progress is because it is purposely created like 

this. As Albert declares, "were we all well adjusted, we would ossify and die," and his argument 

holds some historical truth (Lafferty 163). From the assembly line workers in the Industrial 

Revolution to the office custodians of modern Corporate America, unskilled workers have been 

as necessary as, if not more than, skilled workers. If everyone was capable of becoming a doctor, 

lawyer, or any other high dollar worker, then the market supply of skilled laborers would be 

greater than the market demand, thus reducing the salaries of these employees until the benefits 

of being an unskilled worker are closer to those of being a skilled one. With the education system 

as it is, that situation is bypassed altogether, as it provides the economy with a convenient means 

of allocating workers among the various jobs. Those who have excelled at learning to read, write, 

and solve math problems are rewarded the chance to earn higher incomes in better jobs. Those 

who are unable to do so are punished by being left to choose among the lesser-paid jobs. 

Consider how well the education system works for supplying the military with soldiers. 

The method of recruitment in Problems of Creativeness is similar to the one which the American 

government engages in today. In both cases, the soldiers are provided the chance to earn a higher 

salary, though this is often a last-resort attempt. In Problems of Creativeness, Birdie must 

perform a heroic act during service. In America, enlistees exchange four years of their lives for 

the payment of tuition at a college or trade school. This path tends to attract those who struggle 

in school because they have a more difficult time competing for admission to, and scholarships 

for, a post-secondary education. Furthermore, in both cases, whether they are able to take 

advantage of this opportunity or die in combat makes no difference, as they have already served 
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their government's purpose. Imagining America without its military is difficult, but without the 

academically inferior who still aspire to be as well-off as the academically superior, the 

government may find it difficult to fill the ranks with those who join voluntarily. 

The solution starts with changing society's view on people who struggle in the traditional 

school system, which can begin with as little as the removal of labels which are placed on them. 

The argument which backs the current system is grounded in its track record for providing 

society with skilled workers, but that same argument is exactly what creates contentment and 

prevents a progressive approach to schooling. And unfortunately, those who have the power to 

make alterations are also the ones who perceive the education system as effective, since it 

worked in educating them, and therefore, have no desire for anything greater than nominal 

improvements. If the American school system is acclaimed to be as good as it will get, then the 

challenge lies in finding a way for a lack of intellect to not be the reason why someone is at the 

bottom of society. However, under the assumption that there is much room for improvement, as 

it is in Eurema's Dam, educators must create new methods of teaching to accommodate for those 

who find it difficult to remain engaged, and in turn learn, in the traditional classroom 

environment via traditional lectures. If all students are given equal attention and assistance, 

regardless of the courses, standardized test scores, and class rank, perhaps more students would 

continue on in their education, or at least appreciate and get more out of their classes which are 

supposed to be there to better them. The payoff is the potential for a higher quality of life for a 

greater percentage of the population, as well as fewer scenarios like Birdie's in Problems of 

Creativeness. The cost is only a little creativity in restructuring the education system into one 

which provides a more effective learning experience for more students. 
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