Reject student evaluation of faculty
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 “Now what I want is facts. Teach these boys and girls nothing but Facts. Facts alone are wanted in life… Stick to Facts, sir!”  Thomas Gradgrind, Hard Times 

My thoughts drifted the other day to the opening passage from Charles Dickens’ Hard Times. The occasion was a meeting of fellow professors at the University of Houston, gathered to discuss a modest proposal from the board of regents. In the interest of greater efficiency, the regents wanted professors to post on the Web a variety of statistics: how much they earn, how many A’s and B’s they give, how many students they teach, and how much these same students earn once they graduate. 

It is endearing that Texas — home to the Bush Administration, which cooked the books on weapons of mass destruction in Iraq, and Sir Allen Stanford, who is alleged to have cooked the books of his financial empire — is saddling up to catch allegedly AWOL academics guilty of earning in the high two figures. Yet this is the goal of Jeff Sandefer, a board member of the Texas Public Policy Center, a private think tank in Austin devoted to free market principles. (Among the Center’s senior policy fellows are Arthur Laffer, whose theories have justified cutting marginal tax rates of the nation’s wealthiest citizens, and Grover Norquist, director of Americans for Tax Reform, who recently compared the estate tax to the Holocaust.) 

Invited last spring by Governor Rick Perry to speak to the regents from the state university system, Sandefer argued that entrepreneurial criteria for success should also be applied to higher education. 

Central to Sandefer’s pitch was that professors be made more accountable for their work, in particular for the quality of their teaching. As a carrot, Sandefer proposed cash bonuses; as for the stick, tenure decisions would be based on teaching proficiency. And how would the level of proficiency be measured? With the “simple tool,” in the bold-faced letters of the institute’s bullet-point presentation, of student evaluations. 

As Sandefer’s notion shows, transparency is this year’s black. Americans want corporations and banks to confess to their accounting sins and demand that their CEOs do penance. 

Certainly, transparency has its virtues. Were it not for reforms of campaign financing rules, for example, we probably would not know that Sandefer is one of Perry’s major contributors. (According to the Dallas Morning News, he donated $100,000 to the governor’s war chest last year.) 

But along with its virtues, transparency also has its vices. The paradox of full disclosure is that, at times, it leads to greater opacity. As The Economist recently noted, “information is often incomplete, irrelevant or outright incomprehensible.” As far as I can tell, this insight applies no less to classroom effectiveness than sub-prime mortgage-backed securities. Let us take the ratio of students taught and salary earned. The temptation is to do like Gradgrind: stick to the Facts. 

But sticking to the facts, regardless of context, leads to Taylorism run amuck. At the turn of the twentieth century, Frederick Winslow Taylor created the field of scientific management, applying quantitative measures to human labor. His goal was to make the industrial worker more productive. The academy is now being asked to apply the same criteria to reach the same ends. We are to measure our effectiveness by the sheer number of students, our worth in the number of chairs filled and our value to society in terms of syllabi printed. 

Let me be the first to walk the plank: I earn in the neighborhood of $76,000 a year. In the academic year 2008, I had 50 or so undergraduates spread across four different classes, lectures and seminars alike. 

Crunching the numbers on a napkin — the medium for Arthur Laffer’s epiphany — that comes to about $1,500 per student. I have many colleagues who, unhappily, earn much less and teach much more. Who is giving taxpayers smaller bang for their buck? 

It seems I win the laurels of American Idler. Why else are the regents asking faculty to publicize both my salary and student enrollments? Like Gradgrind, the regents are embracing a utilitarian calculus; like Gradgrind, they want only the facts; like Gradgrind, they are mostly businesspeople (or corporate lawyers). “Facts” in higher education seem little different from those at Gradgrind’s mill: cost control and maximization of profits are paramount. 

Where do the students figure in all of this? Here Gradgrind and the regents part company. All Gradgrind wishes to do is fill his students’ heads with facts; the regents, on the other hand, want the students to fill teacher evaluations. The regents understand that numbers alone may not tell the entire story, so they turn to student evaluations as the other factor in determining teaching effectiveness. Tellingly, in the directive, the “student” sometimes morphs into the “customer.” The university’s goal, from this perspective, is consumer satisfaction. And that particular indicator — here enters the not so invisible hand of the market place — will determine the professor’s value. And the professor’s value will ultimately translate into tenure and promotion — or not. 

The directive’s wording reflects the philosophy of the Texas Public Policy Center: just like real estate investors and day traders, students are rational consumers. They are “capable of judging teaching effectiveness, especially when the deliverables for a class are clearly stated.” Given the current toxicity of our nation’s real estate and financial sectors, there should be no need to cite the work of behavioral economists who have put paid to the notion of rational agency. 

I think the world of my undergraduates, but I do not think they are any more rational than, say, a Harvard MBA when it comes to determining the value of a specific commodity. 

We are all subject to countless appeals to our emotions that we gussy up in dubious logic after the fact. How do we “stress test” the student evaluations when many students believe they should be graded on effort, not actual performance? When they believe that the receipt they receive at year’s end — i.e., their grade — should reflect their desire and good will, not the acquisition of deeper knowledge and sharper abilities? If one of the class’s “deliverables” is an emphasis on critical thinking, what do we do with those students who, at semester’s end, still confuse opinion with analysis — and, as a result, conclude their professor failed to deliver the said “deliverable”? 

Until now, at UH as elsewhere, peers have been the teacher’s customers: professors try to establish one another’s professional merit. Promotion and tenure committees, stretching from the departmental to university level, provide a system of checks and balances that register the worth of a professor’s “deliverables,” based on research, service and, yes, teaching. 

I have sat on these committees at both the departmental and college levels; in the spirit of transparency, let me say that my colleagues take teaching very seriously. Not always as seriously as they should, but the system tends to self-correct. It may not be perfect, but it is far preferable to the system of popular referenda proposed by the regents. 

There is much more in the Pandora’s Box the regents wish to open. They all point to a fundamental “Fact”: education is not a commodity, but a way of life. The regent’s directive is reductive and simplistic. It is also tragic: Just as Gradgrind is not evil, but instead wants the best for his children, so too do the regents want the best for Texas students. But they instead risk undermining an academic model that is the worst approach to higher education — except for all the others. 
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