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Rethinking the Four-Year College Degree (D

At most U.S. colleges and universities, it takes four years to complete
a 'bachelor’s degree. Students are required to follow a *rigorous
schedule of homework, ndependent study, and preparation for
4midterm and final exams. During the three-month summer breaks
they are free to pursue Sextracurricular activities or study-abroad
programs. Indeed, it is often claimed that one of the greatest benefits
of the current four-year system is that it allows young people to develop
the depth of knowledge and the character required to fassume the
responsibilities of work and society.

Recently, however, there have been 7calls to 8shorten the bachelor’s
requirement to three years. ®Senator Lamar Alexander proposes this
be Yaccomplished by Yeliminating summer vacations. He notes the
U.S. higher education system is the same as it was 200 years ago, when
“we were a nation of farmers, and students Yput their books away
to work the soil during the summer” He adds that colleges would
benefit by keeping campuses open year-round, as they could collect
additional tuition fees. University of Pennsylvania Professor of
Education Robert Zemsky agrees that a three-year system would be
Mppreferable. His argument is that obtaining a good job in many fields
increasingly requires a "®master’s degree, so the faster a student can
get into graduate school the better. In addition. he says, a three-year
program would reduce students’ "Sexpenses by 25 percent. Rather
than forcing students to study year-round, however, Zemsky proposes
simply reducing the number of Veredits needed to graduate. In order
to Bfacilitate this change, he suggests Yadapting the final year of high
school. He wants high schools to have special 2°curriculums that offer
students “truly ?'challenging courses” to prepare them for three-year
degree programs.
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