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sive for centuries will be abundant and 
free” through digital pipelines. Admissions 
“will become an anachronism” because the 
UofE will be “open to everyone” on Earth. 
Learning this way “will be challenging,” 
with “no more ‘gentleman’s Cs,’ no grade 
inflation, no more slacking through adoles-
cence.” And traditional credentials, based 
on course units and credit hours, “will fade 
into memory,” with two- and four-year 
degrees superseded by students accumu-
lating “digital evidence of their learning 
throughout their lives.” 

Perhaps. One online pioneer, Udacity, 
has segued from providing massive open 
online course (MOOC) versions of college 
classes to fee-based instruction on com-
puter programming, Coursera is venture-
funded as a for-profit enterprise, and the 
Harvard-MIT edX online venture is cer-
tainly interested in generating revenue to 
offset the huge costs of creating its cours-
es, at a minimum. (HBX, Harvard Business 
School’s separate online venture, is already 
fee-based, and poised to earn significant 
revenue on its own and through its new 
venture with the Extension School.)

Lots of those prospective learners 
around the world lack reliable Internet 
access, sufficient prior preparation, or the 
language skills to take advantage of the 
courses now on offer. As for rigor and in-
tegrity: in August, Harvard and MIT re-
searchers identified a new form of cheat-

ing on edX courses, in which registrants 
create multiple accounts to get the right 
answers to online exercises—particularly 
in pursuit of an online credential. And thus 
far, acceptance of credentials from general 
online courses (as opposed to those nested 
within a distance-degree program, or a 
specifically vocational offering like Udac-
ity’s “nanodegrees”) is nil.

But those caveats about today aside, Car-
ey validly aims for the not-too-distant fu-
ture. He is sharp on the Ph.D. culture that 
understandably prioritizes the creation of 

knowledge, but often sells teacher training 
woefully short, making “many American 
universities…grotesquely expensive and 
shamefully indifferent to undergraduate 
learning.” He appreciates the research en-
terprise, and in fact helpfully guides read-
ers to Stanford, Carnegie Mellon, and else-

where, to introduce pioneers in computing 
and cognitive science whose discoveries 
make it possible to envision major advanc-
es in learning.

He is vivid on “the fundamental differ-
ence between computers and every other 
kind of information technology that came 
before them”: the distinctions between 
earlier advances in information storage 
(books, film) and movement (postal-en-
abled correspondence courses, radio, TV), 
and, now, information processing, adaptive 
artificial intelligence, and so on. In the fu-
ture, but not the indefinite future, online 
learning will go beyond recorded lectures 
and even the interactive exercises they 
now contain to something much better, he 
believes, finally addressing “the two most 
important aspects of college: how much 
it cost and how students learned”—both 
lamentably unaffected to date.

This vision, beyond the current crops of 
MOOCs, ultimately extends to transfer-
ring certification of learning—the tran-
script, the diploma—from institutions 
to the individual learners themselves, 
“[o]vercoming the college diploma’s tick-
like embeddedness in the labor market.” 
The result, Carey thinks, will be remark-
ably positive for humanity, but not so 
much for the current “inefficient hybrid 
university model” whose hidden costs 
and internal subsidies are “a feature, not 
a bug.” Thus, back to the Christensen dis-
ruptions looming on the horizon.

The challenges that engage Crow and 
Carey resonate throughout higher educa-
tion, although thus far with diminished 
force among the best-endowed, most com-
petitively funded research universities and 
colleges. For earnest high-school students 
and their tense parents, the biggest concern 
is not elite institutions’ viability, but how to 

George Wittenberg seek�s the source 
of the assertion, “Sub-specialization is a 
form of protective coloration.”

“his error is himself”� (May-June). Julian 
Kitay serendipitously came across the 
very quotation he wrote down in a lecture 
67 years ago: “Why argue with any man’s 
error when it is his error that is he? As 
well seek to convince a cow that the most 
dazzling creature on earth is not a cow, or 
prove to a pig that the finest resident of 
our world is not a pig.” He is still trying to 
source it. In response to the original que-
ry, meanwhile, Joshua Koltun suggested, 
“It is difficult to get a man to understand 
something when his salary depends upon 
his not understanding it”—which Wiki-
quote attributes correctly to Upton Sin-
clair’s 1935 memoir of his candidacy for 
governor of California:  I, Candidate for 
Governor: And How I Got Licked (repr. UC 
Press, 1994), page 109.

“A Jew is defined”� (July-August). Mi-
chael Bohnen suggested Rabbi Eliezer 
Berkovits (1908-1992) as a source, citing 
an April 14, 2014, article (“The Hidden 
Message of the Four Children”) by Rabbi 
Avi Weiss in The Jewish Press.com, in 
which the Berkovits remark is offered as 
a sociological comment on the effect of 
assimilation. Bernard Witlieb cited an 
anecdote from Ronnie S. Landau, The 
Nazi Holocaust (2006), page 27: “One wit, 
who clearly had genuine insights into the 
social and familial values of the Jewish 
community, would later turn Hitler’s 
Nuremberg laws definition on its head 
and defined a ‘real Jew’ as anyone who 
has produced three Jewish grandchil-
dren!”

Send inquiries and answers to “Chapter 
and Verse,” Harvard Magazine, 7 Ware 
Street, Cambridge 02138 or via e-mail to 
chapterandverse@harvardmag.com.
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Carey criticizes the Ph.D. culture that makes 
many universities expensive and “shamefully 
indifferent to undergraduate learning.”
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