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The foZZowing shouZd not be taken as a 
criticism of one paPticuZar institu
tion~ but as a comment on the educa
tional system in genePal. 

As yet another school year encroaches 
upon us, we students must, once again, 
grapple with the deficiencies of the 
educational system. Plag•1ed by unqual
ified teachers, ambiguous evaluation 
and mindless bureaucracy, we engage, 
almost subconsciously, in high-powered 
games of strategy and deception to 
overcome the academic establishment. 
It is time we came to the realization 
that it is not enough to evade the 
malfunctionings of this powerful ma
chine for, in the end, it is we who 
lose. 

1\'ho can deny that, time and again, 1ve 
play on the preferences of our in
structors with the hope of enhancing 
their opinion of us? Our constant at
tempts to S\-'3Y our ec!uca tors so as to 
assure ourselves of a superior grade 
are traditional and cliched. As we be
come more and more aware of the idio
syncracies of our instructors as well 
as those of the system, we are better 
equipcd to engage in the fascinating 
series of games and rituals we know as 
education. 

In essence, these tactics are an at
tempt to outwit the institution and its 
professors. They are a means to deal 
with the incredible volume of informa
tion that is thrust upon us, data 
which, in some cases, is irrelev~~t or 
unjustifled. They constitute a device 
which keeps us involved with specific 
concerns: our advancement through the 
school, our maintenance of a positive 
self-image and the manner in which we 

prepare for the future. Sociologist 
!van Illich claims that rituals in the 
educational process only rcinfor~e "the 
myth of unending consumption. •ol \ve play 
games and perform rituals in order to 
facilitate attainment of a desireable 
objective, a professional degree, for 
example. Unfortunately, \\e never tran
scend the rituals for our involvement 
in them only yields new needs and ob
jectives which, to a large extent, are 
functions of the games we play.2 These 
schemes are numerous, complex and vary 
with the age of the :; tudent, the nature 
of the institution and the character of 
the instructors. Ultimately, we become 
so engulfed in our objective that ~e 

are able to "rationalize all (our) oth
erldse pointless activity in terms of 
it. ·•3 It goes without saying that we 
must become adept in the games and rit
uals of our academic microcosm if we 
are to achieve our goal. 

f.Jneur:onics is one of a series of strat
egies often employed at exam time which 
offers a means by which data can be 
stored in a readily retrievable form. 
It encompasses the utili~ation of 
catchwords, phrases or sentences to re
call subject material from short-term 
memory. In the Biochemical and Medical 
faculties, the sentence Thick-Thighed 
Ladies Live Zn Place Vi lle Ma:rie is 
frequently used. The first letter of 
each I\'Ord in the phrase represents one 
of the eight essential amino acids: 
tryptophan, threonine, lysine, leucine, 
isoleucine, phenylalanine, valine, J:"e
theonine.~ Devices like mneunonics, 
however, are nothing more than short
cuts to preparation for examinations 
and do not increase comprehension. The 
learning of the eight essential amino 
acids in this manner serves no purpose 
beyond their regurgitation on an exam. 
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As writes fcGill medical graduate, 
~tart in Shapi ro, " ... students who under
stand the metabolism of the amino ac
ids ... do not need mneumonics to remind 
them \oo'hich ones are essential. "5 But, 
of course, ~11 ~e are actually con
cerned with is to fulfil! the demands 
of the examiner and, in this regard, 
the aformentioned scheme has proven 
its worth. 

It seems as though our schools and ed
ucators are blind to our carefully 
considered strategies. For example, it 
almost appears that our professors are 
totally oblivious to our pretense of 
being far more skilled and knowledge
able than we actually are. Academic 
institutions act to encourage and re
inforce this deception: those students 
who are set on getting the right answer 
regardless of the means of doing so are 
the ones likely to win at this game. 
Our schools, howeverJ are often very 
discouraging places for those who at
tempt to consider the meaning or ra
tionale of a particular problem or ex
ercisc.6 Many will not admit that they 
do not understand the material and arc 
afraid to ask a question for fear of 
appearing foolish. Ultimately, these 
students are penalized though they are 
willing to learn. If the above were not 
the case (i.e. If our educators were 
aware of the existence of the game), 
they \\'Ould "teach their courses and 
assign their tasks so that students who 
really thought about the meaning of the 
subject would have the best chance of 
succeeding, while those who tried to do 
the tasks by illigitimate means, with
out thinking or understanding would be 
foiled."7 

It is disappointing and disheartening 
to find that very few of us ever mas
ter the learning process in the way 
that our instructors intend. ~tany of us 
get humiliated, frightened, and dis
couraged. Most are obsessed with fail
ure or doing badly. As a result, we use 
our minds, not to learn, but to avoid 
that which we are told to make us 
learn. We search for a shortcut, not to 
kz.owlcdge, but to our individual objec-

Education: lt's How You Play the Game 

tive, be it a professional degree or 
merely an advance to the next level in 
the educational system. In the short 
run, these strategies seem to work. 
They make it possible for many of us 
to get through our schooling even 
though we learn very little. In the 
long run, however, these schemes are 
"self-limiting and self-defeating and 
destroy both character and intelli
gence."8 Those who indulge in such 
games and rituals "are prevented by 
them from growing into more than the 
limited versions of the human beings 
they might have become. ·•9 As John Hol t 
notes, "This is the real failure that 
takes place in school; hardly any (of 
us) escape . " 10 

h~o is to blame for our cleverly exe
cuted strategies? Surely they serve a 
positive function and would not exist 
if we did not benefit from them. Is it 
possible that they are a necessary and 
integral part of the educational pro
cess, a preparation for the playing of 
similar games that are required for 
success in the real world? Or are they 
simply a result of the failure of aca
demic institutions to comprehend the 
ways, conditions aAd spirit in which 
we may learn best? Perhaps it is time 
for our educators to search for a new 
way to mobilize the intellectual po
tential that is inherent in most of us . 
It is only then, as John flolt claims, 
that "school. .. may become a place in 
which all (students) grow, not just in 
size, not even in knowledge, but in 
curiosity, courage, confidence, inde
pendence, resourcefulness, resilience, 
patience, competence and understand
ing. ull 

There is no doubt that the games we 
play and the rituals we perform are but 
a means to an end. We cannot, however, 
applaud their effectiveness. In the fi
nal analysis, it is probably the lesson 
of gamesmanship that is learnt best. If 
this is the case, maybe wc should be 
training for an academic olympics. But 
let's face it, with the ever rising 
cost of education, wc can't afford to 
play games. 


