
Delta Kappa, the professional association
for educators). More generally, we are left
to assume that white parents endorse high
achievement more than do black or His-
panic parents, but less than Asian parents.
This is a plausible argument, but it is not
self-evidently true and a direct discussion
would have been valuable.

In any case, the Thernstroms move on
to provide reasons for rejecting most lib-
eral solutions to the test-score gap, such
as more funding for urban public-school
systems, smaller classes, more black and
Hispanic teachers, or maintenance of fed-
eral programs targeted at disadvantaged
students. Instead they endorse small,
semi-independent schools that face the

cultural challenge head on—
especially the several dozen
KIPP (Knowledge Is Power
Program) charter schools now
operating in a few cities. In
KIPP schools, which remain
within the public-school sys-
tem but have considerably
more autonomy (and a little
less funding) than regular
public schools, teaching is
very carefully organized, con-
trolled, and monitored (“every
teacher’s…blackboard…looks
the same”) and the only ex-
tracurricular activity is music. 

These schools (or, very occasionally,
classrooms in a regular public school)
hold teachers, parents, and students to an
extraordinarily high standard of achieve-
ment through written contracts, extra
hours and weeks of schooling, strict order
and discipline, and relentless attention to
achievement. They also promote cultural
change through pep talks, posters, and
what appears to be continuous student
chanting: “The day we visited Amistad,
the kids were chanting…North Star has al-
most the identical chant….” Or “at KIPP
students chant rules in unison…” and
“ ‘Why are you here?’ a teacher asks in a
‘call-response’ chant that students run
through in the morning circle.” And so on.
The justification for all of this is that “we
are fighting a battle involving skills and
values,” according to one of the Thern-
stroms’ exemplary school leaders. “We 
are not afraid to set social norms.”

The thernstroms show that the stu-
dents in their model schools and class-
rooms score well on state tests. And their
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Worry, a Powerful Driver
In an Uncertain World: Tough Choices from Wall Street to Washington, by Robert E. Rubin
’60, LL.D. ’01, and Jacob Weisberg (Random House, $35) takes readers inside Wall
Street and the White House, but does not overlook the former U.S. Secretary of
the Treasury’s recollections of his college days, as in this excerpt. Currently chair
of the executive committee of Citigroup, Rubin also regularly returns to the scene
of early uncertainties as a member of the Harvard Corporation. 

W
hen i arrived at Harvard
in the fall of 1956, I felt over-
whelmed. Half my class came
from academically intense
prep schools that were feed-

ing grounds for the Ivy League. And
much of the other half came from top-
notch public high schools. I, on the
other hand, had taken four years of
French in high school, and when I got to
Harvard I couldn’t pass the exam to get
out of the entry-level course. In math, I
couldn’t even get into the entry-level
course because I hadn’t had calculus,
and I had to take remedial math.…

One of the first people I met was a kid
from Staten Island whom I saw looking
through the course catalogue. But he
wasn’t looking at courses. He was look-
ing at the prizes listed at the end of the
book, to see which ones he might win. I
thought, What a curious way to go through life.
I was looking through the same cata-
logue for courses I might be able to pass.

The dominant emotion of my fresh-
man year at Harvard was anxiety. For
solace, I read a little inspirational book
that my dad sent me, A Way of Life by
William Osler. The book was an ad-
dress that Osler, a professor of medicine,
had delivered to students at Yale in 1913.
Osler’s message was that the best way
to deal with the fear of failure was to
live your life in “day-tight compart-
ments.” At some point, you should
climb to the “mountaintop” and engage
in self-reflection. But on a daily basis,
you should close the door to your larger
worries and focus on the task at hand.
I tried to take this advice and block out
questions about whether I was capable of
doing the work at Harvard.

To everyone’s surprise, especially mine,
my grades that year were good—so 
good that my academic adviser called me
in for a meeting. He asked if I was okay.

“Why shouldn’t I be okay?” I asked
him.

“Well,” he responded, “you’ve done
very well and nobody thought you
would. Are you sure you’re not over-
straining your-
self?”….

Not until se-
nior year did I
really develop
some sense of
belonging at
Harvard. In re-
ality, my anxi-
ety proved to 
be unrealistic
early on in my
college career.
But holding on
to it, while detri-
mental in some
ways, may have
been useful in
others. Worry, if it doesn’t undermine
you, can be a powerful driver. After
thinking I wasn’t going to cross the fin-
ish line, I graduated from Harvard in
1960 with the unexpected distinction of
Phi Beta Kappa and summa cum laude,
as well as a summa minus on my senior
thesis.

After graduation, I sent a tongue-in-
cheek letter to the dean of admissions at
Princeton, to which I had not been ac-
cepted four years earlier. “I imagine you
track the people you graduate,” I wrote.
“I thought you might be interested to
know what happened to one of the peo-
ple you rejected. I just wanted to tell you
that I graduated from Harvard summa
cum laude and Phi Beta Kappa.” The dean
wrote me back, “Thank you for your
note. Every year, we at Princeton feel it is
our duty to reject a certain number of
highly qualified people so that Harvard
can have some good students too.”

O P E N  B O O K

Hitchhiking in England. 
From the book.
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