Inquiring Minds for JULY 5, 2019
Topic.. COLLEGE STANDARDS
Moderator.. Al Kaplan

Harvard university's recent acceptance and subsequent rejection to
its freshman class of Kyle Kashuv has again raised many questions
about university criteria for student body acceptance, and standards
for faculty and speakers at university functions.
What standards should College Trustees set for admissions, speakers,
faculty?
Standards of academic quality, financial return, both or neither?
Furthermore,especially in this day of internet, Twitter, and multiple
forms of communication, how much of what is said in a moment
should be of significance in perpetuity of the sayers existence???
What value should be given to activity, Words, or speech of youth?
What age renders maturity?
Many questions, but I suggest, the answers are complex.

****
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Harvard’s False Path to Wisdom
By David Brooks

June 17, 2019

Over the past year and a half, the students from Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in
Parkland, Fla., have handled themselves with a fervor and commitment that has, most of
the time, inspired the nation.
One of those students was Kyle Kashuv. Despite the trauma of the shootings and a busy
impromptu career as a school safety advocate, Kashuv was able to graduate second in his
class, with a weighted G.P.A. of 5.345, according to the Daily Wire (how is that even
possible?). Along with his classmate David Hogg, he was admitted into Harvard.
Most of the famous Parkland students lean progressive and support gun control laws.
Kashuv leans conservative. He’s appeared on conservative media, got to meet Donald
Trump and lobbied for the STOP School Violence Act, which would create an annual $50
million grant to schools for training programs and reporting systems. He became a student
face for the gun rights crowd.
He’s handled himself with an earnest sincerity. When Vox asked if he’d worked through
what happened on the day of the shootings, he said, “Honestly, I don’t think we’ll ever
have it all worked through.”
The Miami Herald asked if he should be spared criticism on account of his youth. He
responded: “When you’re pushing policy, the protections as a kid are gone. I’m rightfully
not granted that. I think even David and Emma truly … want to stop gun deaths and school
shootings, and that shouldn’t be delegitimized, ever. They want the same end result that I
do, they just do it through different means.”

A few weeks ago, documents leaked showing that about two years ago, when he was 16,
some months before the shootings, Kashuv wrote racist comments in text messages and on
a collaborative Google doc.
He was studying for the A.P. U.S. History exam with some classmates online. Around
midnight they began posting childish things. Kashuv’s comments were repulsive —
blatantly racist and anti-Semitic. He wrote the N-word 12 times and then explained that he
was good at typing that word. “[P]ractice uhhhhhh makes perfect.”
When the comments became public last month, Kashuv immediately apologized. “We were
16-year-olds making idiotic comments, using callous and inflammatory language in an
effort to be as extreme and shocking as possible,” he noted.
On May 24, Harvard’s admissions dean, William Fitzsimmons, wrote to him explaining that
Harvard was considering revoking his admission. Harvard reserves the right to revoke
admissions for behavior “that brings into question your honesty, maturity or moral
character.”
Kashuv wrote back unequivocally apologizing for his comments. His letter is contrite and
ashamed: “I am no longer the same person, especially in the aftermath of the Parkland
shooting and all that has transpired since.” He also wrote to the Harvard diversity office,
apologizing and asking what he could do to be a better person.
Harvard decided to revoke Kashuv’s admission. He asked for a face-to-face meeting but was
told the matter was closed. Conservative Twitter erupted Monday, arguing that this was
another case of liberal elite Harvard bashing conservatives, shutting down free speech, etc.
Is there no such thing as privacy? Or being underage?
This case has nothing to do with free speech. Harvard clearly has a right to disinvite
students who violate its standards. I’d say, rather, that the decision, which Harvard is not
commenting on, may reflect a misunderstanding of how moral character develops.
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The Harvard admissions committee is the epicenter of the meritocracy. In the meritocracy,
winners win. If you get a straight-A average, that proves you have mastered the art of
learning math (or at least mastered the tests that are supposed to measure these things). If
you get a D in math, that piece of information is a problem to the committee.
Moral formation is not like learning math. It’s not cumulative; it’s inverse. In a sindrenched
world it’s precisely through the sins and the ensuing repentance that moral formation
happens. That’s why we try not to judge people by what they did in their worst moment,
but rather by how they respond to their worst moment. That’s why we are forgiving of 16year-olds, because they haven’t disgraced themselves enough to have earned maturity.
Knowledge comes by memorizing information and is measurable by G.P.A. Wisdom comes
through a renovation of the heart, the way Aeschylus centuries ago famously said it did:
“Even in our sleep pain that cannot forget falls drop by drop upon the heart, and in our
own despair, against our will, comes wisdom to us by the awful grace of God.”
These days many people seem to think that the way to prove virtue is by denouncing and
shunning, not through mercy and rigorous forgiveness. Harvard could have but didn’t take
the truth-and-reconciliation approach — confronting the outrage, but trying to use it to get
to a deeper eventual embrace.
It’s hard to know if Kashuv has learned from his repulsive comments, but if he has,
wouldn’t Harvard want a kid who is intellectually rigorous and morally humble? Wouldn’t it
want a student who could lend a hand to all the perfect résumé children who may not have
yet committed a disgrace, but who will?
++++

Racist Comments Cost Conservative
Parkland Student a Place at Harvard
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Harvard rescinded its offer of admission to Kyle Kashuv, a former Marjory Stoneman
Douglas High School student and an advocate for gun rights.Erin Schaff for The New York
Times
Harvard rescinded its offer of admission to Kyle Kashuv, a former Marjory Stoneman
Douglas High School student and an advocate for gun rights.Erin Schaff for The New York
Times
MIAMI — Of the many student activists who emerged from the tragic shooting last year at
Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Fla., Kyle Kashuv stood out as a
conservative defender of the Second Amendment, surrounded by classmates who were
mobilizing for sweeping new controls on guns.
He used that distinction to get meetings with the likes of President Trump and successfully
push for what he believed would be more effective federal legislation to improve school
security and help detect potential threats of violence at schools, as he proudly related in his
admission essay to Harvard College.
In the essay, he described hiding in a classroom closet during the February 2018 rampage in
which 17 people were killed. He said he learned about the deaths of his classmates one by
one and chose to devote himself to activism afterward.
More
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The Kyle Kashuv Case: Was Harvard Right to
Revoke Admission?

June 18, 2019

To the Editor:
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Re “Harvard’s False Path to Wisdom,” by David Brooks (column, June 18), about Harvard’s
decision to rescind the admission of a Parkland student who had used racial slurs two years
earlier:
I am a black student who will be attending Harvard next year. I’m not very different from
my 16-year-old self, and doubt that Kyle Kashuv is either. Perhaps it’s not the best policy to
examine what people say in private — and yet, what one reveals when nobody is watching
is telling.
In my experience, people who use racial slurs don’t just become not racist, especially in two
years. It’s usually part of a deeper way of viewing the world, entirely separate from
“maturity” (as if racists just need to grow up). It takes a concerted effort to change that
way of thinking.
In its decision, Harvard showed that it values students like me. We are going to college to
learn, not to teach kids like Kyle Kashuv.
Rebecca Cadenhead Dobbs Ferry,
N.Y.
more

