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It is, of course, wonderful to see you all here for Parents Weekend at St. Andrew's. 

I thank you for sharing the promise, grace, and energy of your sons and daughters with this community. As 

you know, this particular group of students (your children) have built in two short months a powerful  

community of learning, kindness, creativity, and respect. Our students derive their goodness, their moral and 

ethical norms, their generosity from you and your families. That spirit developed through your own family 

experiences that honored, fought for, sacrificed for, and affirmed education's role as a foundation for your 

child. You have taught your sons and daughters so much about the world your families have embraced,  

endured, and recreated. Our calling is to join in the work and sacrifices you all have made in their lifetimes. 

You all are the foundation, but yes, school is an important place for our kids. Throughout our adult lives, we 

have played out our own vision of John McPhee's book, Waiting for a Ship. Our text is titled, Waiting for a 

Teacher – we, from kindergarten to college, look for that woman or man who makes all the difference in the 

life of a child – a person brilliant, illuminating, electric in his/her approach to the work of the classroom, the 

person who carries the embodiment of creativity, goodness, generosity for your child. For me, such teacher 

and professor names resonate in my heart and soul: Mrs. Neafach, my first grade public school teacher, Mr. 

Zeller, my soccer coach in high school; Fred Stocking, my English professor in college, Jim Maddox, my 

English professor in graduate school, Alvin Kernan, my English professor in graduate school. And, if we are 

particularly lucky, we will find similar exemplars, role models, and mentors in our professional lives: for me 

here at St. Andrew's, those people who changed my life were Jon O'Brien, our third headmaster, Bob 

Stegeman, Will Speers, and Elizabeth Roach. Taken together, these people changed my life, made me dream 

bigger dreams, read bigger books, and live with new spirit, intention, and purpose. 

My job at St. Andrew's is to surround the best kids in the world with many teachers who will turn their lives, 

their minds, their aspirations around. And the evidence, collected each year in remarkable anecdotes written 

by seniors on the eve of their graduation, is that they feel that inspiration, hope, and meaning from each and 

every department within the School. 

As you know, a headmaster has a lot on his/her mind these days: the day to day work that Ted Sizer called 

"keeping school," the strategic planning designed to chart a new course of strength and renewed and  

regeneration for the School, admissions, student life, diversity, environmental sustainability, teaching and 

learning, faculty development, retention and hiring, finances, risk management, development, and public  

service work. I love and cherish the way these disparate strands come together in a web designed to create a 

school and community of hope, and of course, I love the way the headmaster position here calls me to work in 

the center rather than the exterior of our culture. 

My other particular interest involves the cultivation and strengthening of culture, and that process involves a 

careful consideration of School mission, faculty spirit, personality, and philosophy of instruction and our  

students. But to get our culture right, I also try to figure out what is happening on a national and global scale. 

This morning I want to mount a defense, a provocation for the humanity of education, or more precisely the 

power of an educational approach that fully honors and exploits the potential of human collaboration, human 

connection, and human conversation. I make this case today because of technology's steady march towards 

eroding or replacing the promise of an educational model that calls us to be in one another's presence, that 

calls us to live, to sacrifice in community. 

 



We may at first think it is absurd to think that the traditional notion of school as human community, as a place 

where students and teachers literally live together is in jeopardy in our lifetimes. But as technology and  

virtual education continue to grow, expand, and attack our fundamental assumptions about teaching and 

learning, I think it is time to make this case before it is too late. 

At this point in the 21st century, schools and colleges seek to define a synthesis between the promise of  

human communities of learning and the contributions of virtual education; yet, we might say metaphorically 

that technology is a promising, alluring, silent, and at times remarkably annoying houseguest. The problem, it 

seems to me, is that technology not only plans to stay for more than a weekend; it actually wants to own the 

house and evict us from the communities and connections we have developed so carefully. Let me explain. 

As I said at the beginning of my talk, people made all the difference in my life as a student, scholar, athlete, 

and aspiring leader, and their influence depended on personal connections, experiences, struggles, dilemmas, 

successes. 

In her new book, Reclaiming Conversation: The Power of Talk in a Digital Age, Sherry Turkle summarizes 

an argument high school teachers and college professors are formulating in this age of technology. The  

problems, as Turkle sees it, involve distraction, multi-tasking, and the destruction of opportunities for deep, 

sustained thinking and immersion in our relationships, work, and creative efforts. She calls for schools and 

colleges to develop and cultivate in their students fluency in "hyper attention and deep attention." We all have 

experienced this phenomenon in our own lives, as we thought deeply and carefully and creatively about a  

personal or professional decision, as we read a powerful book, attended a play, or recital. The depth of our 

concentration and attention makes us lose touch with time, for we become completely engrossed in our work. 

Athletes call these moments being in the zone: the game, they say, slows down, the rim (if it is basketball) 

gets bigger, the preparation time and vision of the court (if it is tennis) slows: the mind and body are one – 

performance peaks until something disrupts this magical moment. 

Those of us who write know that the very process of creating, revising, and editing depends on moments 

when suddenly, unexpectedly, stilted writing, sloppy thinking changes into prose that is promising, coherent, 

and illuminating. We look up at the clock and find that hours have passed. 

Unfortunately, the only way to develop these personal, intellectual, artistic, and athletic experiences is to 

practice – practice both the skill and the attention. In the modern age, we may be well on our way to this  

island of attention, awareness, epiphany, creativity, but the very presence and proximity of the disturber next 

to us may well pull us away and destroy the flow of the moment. 

We now have studies, data, reports that tell us that the ever-present availability and insistence upon  

information and communication is paradoxically disrupting our ability to live, to think, and to connect in the 

sacred human world. Turkle cites the work of Marianne Wolf, Cognitive Neuroscientist at Tufts University, 

who argues that a "life lived on-line makes deeper attention harder to sustain." At Harvard Law School,  

Professor Carol Steiker now forbids technology in her classroom, asking at the beginning of class to have  

laptops closed: she asks students to use handwritten notes, for she understands that taking notes on a  

computer leads to idle transcription at best, and distracted transcription at worst; with computers closed,  

students take notes the old fashioned way, and as they write they think, they synthesize, they hear with delight 

and appreciation what Molly Worth of UNC describes recently in The New York Times as the power and  

majesty of a lecture: "it is an exercise, in mindfulness and attention building, a workout that counteracts the 

junk food of nonstop social media." In her essay, Worth cites the work of Andrew Delbanco at Columbia who 

writes: 

I think the students value a break in their multitasking lives. I think the classroom is an unusual space  



for them to be in. Here's a person talking about a complicated idea and challenging books and trying 

not to dumb them down, not playing for laurels, requiring 60 minutes of focused attention. 

Implicit in Delbanco's words is his own argument and conclusion that great teaching in the age of  

information has been distorted, marginalized. In his recent essays, he has observed that students just will not 

tolerate or celebrate rigor, courses that compel deep, sustained attention. 

Of course, video libraries make it convenient at college to skip the human classroom all together. One can 

attend class and listen, think, and participate casually; after all, the video is available after class. Or perhaps 

going to class seems particularly difficult this day – the video is available at a more convenient time. 

Because technology makes everything available, everything repeatable, everything ready to be consumed at 

our convenience, we listen, we concentrate, we think half-heartedly, erroneously telling ourselves that we 

will read this essay, think about this idea more energetically later on. But we never get the chance. And as we 

multitask, little by little we lose the practice, the habit, the discipline of attention. Turkle writes: 

What makes the greatest impression on college education is learning how to think like someone else, 

appreciating an intellectual personality and thinking of what it might mean to have one of their own. 

This argument makes sense to me, in light of the exemplars I cited earlier. Kernan and Maddox taught me 

how to think, how to write, how to honor literature; their lectures depended on the fact that I was in the  

classroom, more and more aware of their passion, vitality, energy, vision, and creativity. Their work was 

available, back then, in books, essays, and articles, but the human dynamic of teaching brought me to new 

attention, focus, and recognition each and every day, and the lessons they taught me find expression in my 

life every day. The class, the lecture, the discussion group, Worth reminds us, is a live performance, an  

academic moment in which anything might happen. It will not surprise you to hear that Maddox and Kernan 

and Stocking were so compelling in their words, gestures, commitments, and love for literature that they 

changed my life. 

Now this new phenomenon is in and of itself disturbing – our houseguest is breaking furniture, disrupting 

family life, and moving the books out of the house, but perhaps something even more dangerous is going on. 

It is disturbing to think that technology makes it more difficult for our students to learn, to concentrate, to  

focus, to create. It is more upsetting to think that technology is changing the very spirit of our time. 

In one of the latest editions of Commonweal Magazine, former Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, 

writes powerfully about Pope Francis' recent trip to the United States and his encyclical about climate change 

and global warning. Rowan's argument also recognizes the insidious power of technology, but he emphasizes 

that technology has begun to succeed in removing us from moral and spiritual connections between us as  

humans and between us and the natural world. Both Rowan and Pope Francis identify the source of our 

21st century crisis of hope and faith as deeply tied to our relentless desire for individualistic success, comfort, 

and entertainment, a blend that has broken our ties to one another and the natural world. William Wordsworth 

described this phenomenon when he wrote: "We have given our hearts away, a sordid boon." Rowan writes: 

We live in a culture tone deaf to any natural law . . . our supposed materialism is actually a deeply 

anti-material thing: the natural world tells us that to be human is to be in dialogue with what is the 

other; what is physically other, what is humanly other in the solid three dimensionality of other  

persons, ultimately what is divinely other. 

 



And though technology promises to connect us in ways we never imagined, that connection ultimately fails to 

honor the real, vibrant, powerful, and enlightening dialogues we have with ourselves, our families, our 

friends, our neighbors in real life. The virtual world, Rowan argues, makes us think we are in control, the 

masters of time, connection, and progress. The reality of our progress is much different: 

We as human beings are not the source of meaning or value. If we believe we are, we exchange the 

real world for the virtual one, a world in which the only question is who is to be master. A culture in 

which managing limits as an embarrassing and unwelcome imperative is a culture that has lost touch 

with the very idea of a world, let alone a created world. 

Rowan's insights reminded me of the promise in St. Andrew's approach to the art of education. As I have  

experienced in my own life with teachers and role models, schools and colleges can do so much more for us 

than allow us to fulfill graduation requirements and receive diplomas. At our best, we have teachers and  

students collaborating, creating, enacting a spirit, a generosity, a vision for just what might be possible in our 

lives and the world. We remind students, we urge students, we enable students, we inspire students to express 

this grace, this generosity, this mercy in the world. In short, we give them responsibility for this community 

and ultimately their world. 

All of this reading and thinking about the culture of technology led me inexorably to a text written by E. M. 

Forster I had never read before. Forster is one of my favorite 20th century writers – his novel, Howards End, 

helped me develop a human and intentional approach to St. Andrew's version of secondary education. You 

may be familiar with the vision that permeated that novel: "only connect," a phrase that helped Forster argue 

at the dawn of the industrial age that we might lose the ability to communicate, care, and love one another in 

our relentless struggle for material success and domination, as men and women's lives moved to the city and 

the factory. 

But the text I discovered from my reading was a novella written by Forster in 1909, The Machine Stops.  

Essentially, the text belongs in the genre of other works created in the 20th century that attempted to look into 

the future and assess the impact of change, radical change in the essential conditions, setting, and habits of 

modern life: Huxley's Brave New World, Orville's 1984 are familiar texts from my own high school reading 

lists. As usual, Forster astonished me. 

He presents a portrait of the ascendance, the triumph of the virtual world. The main character Vashti lives 

alone deep beneath the earth in an apartment loaded with technological devices that meet her every need. Her 

chair is worked by machinery, her technological devices allow her to listen to music, listen to and give  

lectures to a virtual audience, skype with her son, and summon a bed when it is time to sleep. Early in the  

story, Forster shares a physical description of Vashti: 

And in the armchair there sits a swaddled lump of flesh – a woman about five feet high, with a face as 

white as a fungus. It is to her that the little room belongs. 

What strikes the modern reader as he reads The Machine Stops is the way Forster predicted the paradox of 

technology: the way Vashti feels connected, entertained, and alive when in reality she is lost, alone, and  

clearly dying physically and spiritually. But in this story, the Machine has become more than a houseguest – 

now the Machine controls all, regulates all, punishes anyone who dares to live in the old and newly  

extinguished natural world. I will let you enjoy this story yourself, but I wanted you to consider two  

conversations between mother and son. The son, Kuno, recklessly asks his mother to come to him for a  

conversation. Of course, the Machine has separated them completely. He cries out: 

 



“You talk as if god made the Machine," he cried. "I believe that you pray to it when you are unhappy. 

Men made it, do not forget that. Great men, but men. The Machine is much, but it is not everything. I 

see something like you in this plate, but I do not see you. I hear something like you through this  

telephone, but I do not hear you. That is why I want you to come. Pay me a visit, so that we can meet 

face to face, and talk about the hopes that are in my mind." 

As we in the 21st century read this passage, we recognize how often we use the most convenient, the most 

accessible means towards human connection, slowly relinquishing our commitment in family and at work to 

human conversations, face to face meetings, and personal collaborations. 

Later in the story, as mother and son meet, Kuno desperately shares the vision of hope, renewal, and, yes, 

connection he felt when he broke through the dominion of the Machine and saw the earth in all its beauty, 

promise, and history: 

Cannot you see, cannot all you lecturers see, that it is we who are dying, and that down here the only 

thing that really lives is the Machine? We created the Machine, to do our will, but we cannot make it 

do our will now. It has robbed us of the sense of space and of the sense of touch; it has blurred every 

human relation and narrowed down love to a carnal act, it has paralyzed our bodies and our wills, 

and now it compels us to worship it. The Machine develops – but not on our lines. The Machine  

proceeds, but not to our goal. We only exist as the blood corpuscles that course through its arteries, 

and if it could work without us, it would let us die. Oh, I have no remedy – or, at least, only one – to 

tell men again and again that I have seen the hills of Wessex as AElfrid saw them when he overthrew 

the Danes. 

Elizabeth Roach finally brought my argument to a conclusion when she asked me to read, watch and study 

Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's TED Talk: The Dangers of a Single Story. In this remarkable address, Adichie 

reminds us that we as scholars, citizens, and people often accept, mindlessly and automatically, a single  

story, a narrative that does not take into account the complexity, diversity, and fragility of the world. We  

listen to a single story when we read only the paper that affirms our beliefs, when we watch only the News 

that fits our political profile, when we lose the sense that our concerns and needs and obsessions must be  

balanced by the needs of others with whom we live and with whom we ultimately will share this earth. The 

single story gives us the arrogance of certainty, the refusal to ever change our mind, to admit a mistake, to 

chart a different course, to become better, more thoughtful, vibrant people. 

Technology, unfortunately, seems intent on telling us that simple single story, and though it promises full 

access to the world of information, we cannot manage the load, that is until we live in community, develop 

discussions, share ideas, and come to a new appreciation of the multiple stories we need to consider. 

The St. Andrew's way privileges the human over the virtual. We have let the intruder into the house, but 

make no mistake, he is going no further than the lobby. 

Let me end with this remarkable passage from Pope Francis: 

When media and the digital world become omnipresent, their influence can stop people from learning 

how to live wisely, to think deeply and to love generously. In this context, the great sages of the past 

run the risk of going unheard amid the noise and distractions of an information overload. Efforts need 

to be made to help these media become sources of new cultural progress for humanity and not a 

threat to our deepest riches. True wisdom, as the fruit of self-examination, dialogue and generous  

encounter between persons, is not acquired by a mere accumulation of data which eventually leads to 

overload and confusion, a sort of mental pollution. Real relationships with others, with all the  

 



challenges they entail, now tend to be replaced by a type of internet communication which enables us 

to choose or eliminate relationships at whim, thus giving rise to a new type of contrived emotion 

which has more to do with devices and displays than with other people and with nature. Today's  

media do enable us to communicate and to share our knowledge and affections. Yet at times they also 

shield us from direct contact with the pain, the fears and the joys of others and the complexity of their 

personal experiences. For this reason, we should be concerned that, alongside the exciting  

possibilities offered by these media, a deep and melancholic dissatisfaction with interpersonal  

relations, or a harmful sense of isolation, can also arise. 


