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About the book

Overview of "Excellent Sheep"  

In "Excellent Sheep," the author provides a critical analysis of elite

education, extending the term beyond just top-tier universities like Harvard,

Yale, and Princeton. The book highlights several concerning trends among

elite students, including a pervasive fear of failure, a stunted ability for

creative thought, and a significant detachment from the realities of society.

Interestingly, the author characterizes these prestigious institutions as

"soulless," despite their unique identities and traditions. 

  

Key Issues Addressed  

Throughout the book, readers are invited to confront the various challenges

and flawed aspects of American elite education. This examination serves as

a catalyst for re-evaluating the true purpose and value of education in elite

settings, prompting discussions on how these institutions might evolve to

better meet the needs of their students and society at large.
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About the author

Author Overview: William Deresiewicz

- Education:  

Graduated from Columbia University  

Worked as a graduate instructor for five years  

- Teaching Experience:  

Taught English at Yale University for a decade  

- Notable Work:  

Published a viral article titled "The Disadvantages of an Elite Education"

that garnered mixed reactions  

- Impactful Engagement:  

Following the article's success, Deresiewicz was invited to deliver speeches

and engage in discussions with students across schools in America.  

This extensive interaction provided valuable insights and real-life case

studies that contributed to his book.
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1. Introduction: The Elite Education Crisis and
Its Consequences

In the contemporary educational landscape, the experience of elite

institutions has come under scrutiny, revealing a crisis that has far-reaching

consequences for students as well as society at large. William Deresiewicz,

in his compelling book "Excellent Sheep," critiques the prevailing notion of

success that permeates these prestigious academic environments, arguing

that they create not scholars, but rather compliant individuals—"excellent

sheep"—who adhere strictly to societal expectations at the expense of their

individuality and personal development.

The crisis within elite education is characterized by an intense pressure to

conform, not just academically but also socially and culturally. Students are

often driven by an unrelenting desire to meet the standards set by their

institutions, which not only prioritize grades and accolades but also foster a

competitive atmosphere that diminishes personal exploration and creativity.

This rigid framework transforms education into a transactional experience,

where the value of learning is displaced by a singular focus on achieving

quantifiable results. 

Deresiewicz eloquently discusses how this environment can stifle authentic

intellectual engagement. For instance, many students enter prestigious

universities with remarkable potential, yet they often find themselves
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overwhelmed by high expectations and external pressures. Instead of

venturing to explore diverse academic interests, they become ensnared in a

cycle of AP classes, extracurricular commitments, and networking

opportunities designed to build impressive resumes. The consequence of this

is a generation of students who may excel on paper but lack the depth of

character and critical thinking skills necessary for real-world success.

Furthermore, the implications of this crisis extend beyond individual

students. As these young adults emerge from elite colleges and universities,

they carry with them a homogenized perspective that can affect leadership

across various sectors. In the corporate sphere, for example, leaders who

have traversed similar educational pathways may struggle to think creatively

or to prioritize innovation over tradition. This groupthink mentality can stifle

progress and perpetuate systems that resist change, making it all the more

difficult to address complex societal issues that require open-mindedness

and diverse viewpoints.

Deresiewicz also addresses the psychological toll that such an educational

ethos can take. Students often grapple with issues of mental health, as the

relentless race for achievement takes precedence over self-care and personal

fulfillment. The high stakes of mental health crises, illustrated by alarming

rates of anxiety and depression among college students, further underscore

the urgent need to reevaluate what is valued in education. Young people are
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not merely cogs in a machine; they are individuals with unique identities and

aspirations that deserve recognition and nurturing.

In essence, "Excellent Sheep" brings forth a powerful message about the

elite education system in America and calls to action a broader reflection on

its impact. To foster an environment where students can truly learn and

grow, Deresiewicz argues for a shift away from conformity towards

authenticity—where the celebration of individual experiences and voices is

encouraged. The first step in addressing this crisis lies in recognizing and

redefining what true success means, moving beyond grades and prestigious

titles to embrace the multifaceted dimensions of personal growth and

fulfillment.

This introduction sets the stage for the subsequent chapters, which will delve

deeper into the perils of conformity, the illusion of success within elite

schools, the importance of discovering one’s authentic self amidst

tremendous pressure, and the value of passion and purpose in the lifelong

journey of learning. Only by grappling with these issues can society hope to

cultivate a generation of leaders who are not just excellent in their

achievements but also exceptional in their humanity.
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2. Chapter 1: The Perils of Conformity: How
Institutions Shape Character

In the opening chapter of "Excellent Sheep," William Deresiewicz delves

into the complexities of conformity within elite educational institutions. He

asserts that these environments, while often seen as bastions of intellectual

prowess and leadership, can instead become breeding grounds for

mediocrity, producing individuals who are more followers than innovators.

This phenomenon is not just a minor side effect of high-pressure academic

settings but a fundamental flaw that shapes character and decision-making,

discouraging genuine individuality and authentic self-expression.

Deresiewicz paints a stark picture of the elite education landscape,

suggesting that the institutions that pride themselves on cultivating

leadership are, in reality, manufacturing a type of student who shines in

compliance rather than creative thought. The adherence to institutional

norms stifles creative thinking and fosters a culture where students prioritize

fitting into preconceived molds over exploring their unique potential. This

drive for conformity is often reinforced by the intense competition inherent

in elite schools, where the pressure to achieve can lead students to suppress

their individuality in favor of meeting externally imposed standards.

One vivid example highlighted in the chapter is the story of a talented young

artist who, despite her clear passion and proclivity for the arts, felt
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compelled to abandon her creative aspirations in favor of a more

traditionally respected career path that her family and peers deemed

appropriate. This scenario underlines a common theme in elite educational

settings: the necessity to conform to the expectations of parents, teachers,

and peers often overrides personal dreams. The artist's story resonates with

many students who find themselves questioning their interests and

ambitions, suggesting that elite institutions often prioritize grades, test

scores, and prestigious internships over the holistic development of a

student’s character.

Deresiewicz critiques the very framework that governs how success is

measured in these institutions, noting that an obsession with achievements

like Ivy League admissions and job placements fosters an environment

where conformity thrives. In this scenario, students often engage in activities

not out of genuine interest, but as a means to enhance their college

applications. Extracurricular involvements become mere checkboxes rather

than avenues for true engagement and personal growth. This

performance-oriented culture inevitably leads to disillusionment, as students

conclude that achieving these societal benchmarks does not necessarily

equate to personal fulfillment or happiness.

Moreover, the narrative of conformity is deeply tied to the broader societal

implications. The chapter discusses how a culture that prizes conformity
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over individual expression may contribute to systemic issues beyond school

walls, including a lack of diversity in thought within leadership positions

across various fields. When people are conditioned to prioritize fitting in

over standing out, organizations, industries, and even entire societies miss

out on the innovative ideas and solutions that diverse perspectives can

provide.

Deresiewicz's analysis is not purely critical; he also emphasizes the

importance of recognizing the value of character education and developing

the ability to think critically and independently. He urges that institutions

must engage students in ways that challenge them to understand their own

identities, foster their unique talents, and cultivate resilience against external

pressures to conform. 

In conclusion, Chapter 1 of "Excellent Sheep" presents a compelling

argument against the dangers of conformity fostered by elite educational

institutions. Through poignant examples and incisive critique, Deresiewicz

invites readers to reflect on how systemic pressures can mold character in

troubling ways, urging a re-evaluation of what it means to succeed in an

environment that should ideally celebrate individuality. The perils of

conformity underscore the urgent need for educational reform that prioritizes

personal authenticity and embraces the unique contributions of each student.
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3. Chapter 2: The Illusion of Success: Defining
Achievement in Elite Schools

In Chapter 2 of "Excellent Sheep," William Deresiewicz delves into the

notion of success as perceived within elite educational institutions. He

argues that these schools create a skewed definition of achievement that

often prioritizes external recognition over genuine personal fulfillment. This

leads to a problematic culture where students feel pressured to conform to a

narrow set of expectations that dictates what success looks like, conditioning

them to chase accolades rather than fostering their individual passions and

intellectual curiosities.

Deresiewicz discusses how elite institutions, such as Ivy League universities

and prestigious preparatory schools, cultivate an environment that

emphasizes grades, test scores, and prestigious internships as the sole

markers of accomplishment. Students are entrenched in a competitive

mindset that celebrates quantifiable achievements while devaluing intrinsic

motivation or the pursuit of meaningful learning. For example, many

students engage in a flurry of extracurricular activities on their resumes,

sacrificing depth of experience for breadth, which ultimately results in

shallow commitments to organizations. Participation becomes more about

impressing admissions committees than about genuine interest.

The author illustrates this point with the case of gifted high school students
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who follow the well-trodden path to elite colleges without questioning

whether this trajectory aligns with their personal desires. He posits that

many of these students enter these institutions with the relentless ambition to

succeed, yet upon arrival, they often feel lost or disillusioned. The pressure

to perform becomes overwhelming, leading to mental health issues such as

anxiety and depression, which plague a significant number of students at

these top-tier schools.

Deresiewicz emphasizes that the consequence of this relentless pursuit of

traditional success leads to a societal norm where young people are molded

into what he characterizes as "excellent sheep"—well-prepared and

accomplished on the surface but ultimately unfulfilled and disconnected

from their authentic selves. The point is further underscored by citing

students who excel academically yet lack a sense of purpose or direction

after graduation, having been trained to achieve for the sake of achievement,

rather than for personal growth or contribution to society.

Recognizing the misleading nature of this definition of success, Deresiewicz

opens up a dialogue surrounding the need for a re-evaluation of what

achievement should encompass in these elite schools. He argues for a more

holistic approach to education that nurtures critical thinking, creativity, and

emotional intelligence. In doing so, he points out that we should support

students not only in reaching their professional aspirations but also in

https://ohjcz-alternate.app.link/fqCzDLdjgMb


fostering personal growth and self-discovery.

Moreover, the chapter suggests that parents and educators play a pivotal role

in redefining success for their students. Rather than promoting a singular

definition based on prestige and status, Deresiewicz calls for a shift towards

valuing individual passions and encouraging students to explore their unique

interests, thus enabling a broader, more inclusive understanding of what it

means to be successful. 

In essence, Chapter 2 of "Excellent Sheep" poses essential questions about

the nature of achievement within the context of elite education, advocating

for a shift in focus from external validation to internal satisfaction—a call

for redefining success in a way that genuinely enriches students’ lives and

prepares them for meaningful futures beyond the confines of institutional

expectations.
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4. Chapter 3: The Importance of Authenticity:
Finding Your True Self Amidst Pressure

In the pursuit of excellence that characterizes elite education, the pressure to

conform often overshadows the journey to self-discovery. Students are

inundated with expectations to achieve, often at the cost of learning who

they truly are. This societal and institutional pressure cultivates an

environment where authenticity is sacrificed on the altar of societal norms

and perceived success. The third chapter of “Excellent Sheep” by William

Deresiewicz delves into the significance of authenticity and the necessity of

discovering one’s true self amidst overwhelming external pressures.

Authenticity is defined as being true to one’s own personality, spirit, or

character, even in the face of societal pressures. Yet, in elite schools and

programs, where the competition is fierce and the stakes are high, students

often tailor their identities and aspirations to fit an ideal construct of success.

Deresiewicz argues that this conformity is not only detrimental to individual

students but also to society at large. When students craft their identities

based on what they believe will bring them approval — elite college

admissions, prestigious internships, or high-paying jobs — they risk losing

the essence of what makes them unique.

One striking example that illustrates the impact of this pressure is the story

of a student named Laura, who attended a top-tier university. Desperately
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striving for a perfect academic record, Laura enrolled in courses her friends

deemed most impressive, even if they did not align with her passions. She

pursued internships in high-stakes finance, believing that a career in the

sector would earn her the accolades she coveted. However, as graduation

approached, Laura felt an overwhelming sense of emptiness. She graduated

with honors but realized she had been playing a role rather than living

authentically. The disconnect between her true passions in art and her chosen

path in finance led to existential questioning about her life choices.

The case of Laura is not isolated; it reflects a collective experience among

students in elite educational environments. Deresiewicz posits that the

relentless chase for accomplishments engrained in the elite culture creates

‘excellent sheep,’ individuals who excel in a system yet remain disconnected

from their genuine selves. This culture is underpinned by a misconception

that achievement — defined solely by grades, accolades, and acceptance into

prestigious institutions — is synonymous with fulfillment and identity.

To counter this paradigm, Deresiewicz encourages students to actively seek

their authenticity by engaging in introspective practices that resonate with

their true values and interests. He emphasizes the importance of exploring

diverse fields, stepping away from rigid expectations, and giving oneself the

space to ponder personal goals. Authenticity, as posited by Deresiewicz,

does not arise simply from passive acceptance of societal norms, but through
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active questioning and personal exploration.

Furthermore, the chapter extends its discussion into the role of educators and

institutions in fostering an environment conducive to authenticity.

Deresiewicz advocates for a reimagining of educational practices that

prioritize self-discovery over standardized achievement. Drawing from

examples of progressive educational institutions, he highlights the potential

for curricula that encourage vulnerability, creativity, and critical thinking. In

such environments, mentors can help students navigate their paths

authentically, guiding them towards understanding their unique purposes.

In summary, Chapter 3 serves as a clarion call to recognize the inherent

value of authenticity in educational settings. Deresiewicz implores readers to

reject the soul-crushing path of conformity and instead embark on a journey

that prioritizes self-discovery, leading to lives of genuine fulfillment. By

advocating for a deep understanding of one’s true self, this chapter

illuminates a path forward — one where the pursuit of excellence is

harmonized with authenticity, ultimately cultivating individuals who are not

only successful in the eyes of society but true to themselves.
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5. Chapter 4: Rethinking the Value of Passion
and Purpose in Lifelong Learning

In the landscape of modern education, particularly within elite institutions,

students are often inundated with relentless pressure to pursue pre-defined

notions of success. This relentless pursuit leaves little room for exploration

and self-discovery, which are essential components of true learning. Chapter

4 of "Excellent Sheep" focuses on the critical need to rethink the role of

passion and purpose in lifelong learning, advocating for a model of

education that goes beyond traditional metrics of achievement.

Deresiewicz emphasizes that education should not be merely about

accumulating degrees or accolades but should also serve as a journey toward

discovering one's own passions and purposes. He argues that the elite

education system, in emphasizing conformity and competition, frequently

stymies the intrinsic motivations that can lead to genuine engagement and

fulfillment in learning. 

One of the crucial points Deresiewicz makes is the distinction between

external validation and internal fulfillment. Many students are driven by the

desire to achieve high grades, secure prestigious internships, or gain

admission to top universities. This external focus can overshadow their

genuine interests and passions. He discusses how young people often feel

pressured to follow certain career paths—such as finance, law, or
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medicine—because these fields are associated with societal prestige and

financial success. This, he suggests, leads to a pervasive culture of

disenchantment and burnout among students, many of whom remain

unfulfilled despite their accomplishments.

To illustrate this point, Deresiewicz recounts the stories of individuals who

have strayed from expected paths after grappling with their true interests.

For instance, he describes how a student initially pursuing a career in

investment banking began to question his motivations after spending a

summer interning in a soul-crushing corporate environment. Through

self-reflection, this student recognized a deeper passion for environmental

activism, leading him to pivot towards a career in sustainable development.

His journey exemplifies the potential for personal growth when one

prioritizes passion and purpose over societal expectations.

Furthermore, Deresiewicz argues that cultivating a sense of purpose is

essential not just for the individual’s journey but also for society at large.

When individuals pursue their genuine interests, they are more likely to

contribute original ideas and innovations that benefit the broader

community. For example, professionals in science and technology who are

driven by a passion for solving real-world problems often make significant

breakthroughs that traditional metrics of success would overlook.
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The chapter also discusses the role of educators in fostering an environment

that encourages passion-driven learning. Deresiewicz makes a compelling

case for educators to create spaces where curiosity is valued, and intellectual

exploration is encouraged. This could involve restructuring curricula to

allow more interdisciplinary studies—or even offering classes that integrate

unconventional subjects that align with students’ interests. 

Ultimately, the message of this chapter resonates with the notion that the

journey of lifelong learning should be grounded in discovering and nurturing

one’s unique talents and passions. Deresiewicz implores readers to reflect on

their own definitions of success, encouraging a shift in perspective that

prioritizes personal fulfillment and lifelong purpose. In doing so, he invites a

reconceptualization of education as a means to empower individuals, rather

than a mere vehicle for achieving societal accolades.
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6. Conclusion: Embracing Individuality Over
Conformity in Education and Beyond

In the unfolding narrative of modern education, particularly within elite

institutions, we find ourselves at a critical juncture—one that demands a

profound reevaluation of what it means to be successful and fulfilled. The

conclusion of “Excellent Sheep” brings forth an important rallying cry: we

must embrace individuality over conformity, not just within the hallowed

halls of elite schools, but throughout our entire educational and professional

journeys.

Deresiewicz eloquently argues that the pressure to conform to a pre-defined

model of success stifles creativity, critical thinking, and the authentic self.

Students are often molded into "excellent sheep," perfectly tailored to meet

the expectations of prestigious colleges and high-stakes employment

markets, but tragically lacking in individual perspective and passion. This

conformity is particularly evident in the way that most students approach the

college application process, where the obsession with resume-building,

standardized test scores, and extracurricular accolades overshadows the

individual’s journey to self-discovery.

The education system, in many cases, prioritizes achievement metrics over

character development, cultivating a generation of young adults who excel

academically yet remain unfulfilled. Deresiewicz highlights the detrimental
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impact of this phenomenon, noting that students frequently graduate without

a clear understanding of who they are or what they genuinely care about.

The challenge, then, becomes finding ways to encourage and nurture

authenticity in students, fostering environments in which they feel

empowered to explore their individuality.

Drawing on both his observations and case studies, Deresiewicz outlines

effective strategies for instilling a sense of personal agency among students.

For instance, he advocates for a curriculum that emphasizes critical thinking,

ethics, and the exploration of a diverse range of ideas. Programs that

integrate liberal arts education can provide students with the tools necessary

to think independently and develop their own interests. In practice,

institutions like St. John’s College in Maryland do just this by focusing on a

curriculum centered around the classics of Western literature, philosophy,

and science, allowing students to engage with fundamental questions of

existence, morality, and societal structure.

Moreover, embracing individuality extends beyond the classroom. In the

world of work, many companies are beginning to recognize that diversity of

thought can lead to better outcomes. Organizations such as Google have

long been advocates for diverse teams because varied perspectives foster

innovation. By promoting inclusivity and allowing employees the freedom

to express their unique viewpoints, organizations not only enhance employee
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satisfaction but also achieve greater creativity in problem-solving.

The implications of these themes are profound. By championing

individuality in educational settings, we can breed a generation of thinkers

who are not only equipped with knowledge but also possess a deep

understanding of their own passions and purposes. In particular, Deresiewicz

calls for mentorship—not just academic advisement but genuine guidance

that focuses on the whole person. Meaningful relationships with mentors can

lead students to reflect on their aspirations and values, while also providing a

necessary counterbalance to societal pressures.

In conclusion, the challenge of fostering individuality over conformity in

education requires both systemic change and personal commitment.

Educators, parents, and students must work in tandem, cultivating

environments where personal passions are celebrated and individual stories

are honored. By embracing authenticity, we can produce not only

well-rounded individuals but a society that values diverse perspectives and

innovative ideas. Deresiewicz leaves us with an essential reminder that the

journey toward true excellence is not measured by accolades and

achievements but rather by the courage to be oneself amidst the cacophony

of external expectations. As we move forward, let us commit to honoring

individuality in education and beyond, paving the way for a more enriching

and authentic future.
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