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“Keep Your Hands Off the ‘Fierce Humanities’”
By Cary Nelson

The organized assessment, accountability, and productivity-measurement movement aims to focus higher education on testable outcomes that can be comparable—and potentially uniform—across courses in a given discipline at multiple institutions. The movement has nearly overwhelmed elementary and secondary education, and it includes many advocates seeking to quantify higher-education goals and outcomes as well. I am opposed to this movement and to everything for which it stands. I offer the example of the humanities at their fiercest as a telling critique of the ideology of outcomes assessment and the mechanized, uniform philosophy it invokes. In ways both subtle and not so subtle, the movement is gradually undermining academic freedom.

Of course, teachers assess both their students and their personal success all the time, sometimes obsessively. Some assessments take place during a course, while others take years. A faculty member who teaches a freshman course in architectural design tells me her best assessment of the course's success comes four years later when she evaluates her students' senior projects. My most reliable assessment of my graduate students takes place when I look at their careers 10 years after graduation.

Some of the most powerful intellectual and emotional experiences of my life have come in classroom discussions, in moments when my students and I together struggled with difficult questions and the impossibility of finding definitive answers. I am neither interested in having nor willing to have legislators, administrators, and corporate flacks reduce such experiences to job training or to quantifiable or testable "results." I use this somewhat overheated tone advisedly, for much of what I devote my professional life to is increasingly endangered.

From time to time I teach a graduate seminar in Holocaust poetry. Although I have not yet offered it to undergraduates, it would work as an advanced undergraduate seminar as well. What would be irresponsible—and possibly dangerous—would be to offer it as a large lecture course, seeking high enrollment to satisfy some productivity metric. The students and I need to share our responses in an intimate setting, and I need to follow the level of stress individual students display.

The purpose of the course is to help all of us confront the infinite human capacity for evil and to evaluate poetry's capacity to bear witness to it. I can track the success of the course in meeting those aims in every week's e-mails and discussions, but I will not debase either the process or the results by testing my students in that course. Nor is there a proper form of assessment beyond reflection, debate, and writing to judge how severely my students have been challenged culturally, psychologically, and intellectually by the seminar. I am interested in learning how their work and their lives have been changed, and I track that not only through continuing conversations and evaluating their final projects but also through long-term interaction.

Anne Frank is understandably applauded for asserting that people are basically good, but she did not have the opportunity to reaffirm that article of faith after Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. The seminar puts up for consideration the proposition that human beings are not basically anything, that they await culture, family, society, institutions, and accident to be shaped into what they are. All physically possible actions and behaviors, all arguments capable of articulation, fall within the parameters of the human. Nothing is guaranteed. Nothing is prohibited. Nothing is too monstrous to wear a human face. And the seminar reinforces relentlessly how severely the music of literary witness is undone by the facts it confronts.

All this places a burden of pain on my students; it makes it harder for them to live their lives. It complicates their self-understanding and their understanding of others. It should haunt the years as they go forward. Are such outcomes to be assessed? These are extreme goals, but I relate them to suggest how fundamental are the threats to academic freedom, to faculty and student rights, and to shared governance that we see coalescing today.

Because the experience of reading hundreds of Holocaust poems is nearly unendurable, the class offers an opportunity for all of us to come together and discover the power and value of collaborative work, the work of analyzing the poems together in detail. But I have no interest in calibrating the character of our fragile classroom community. And, though the seminar is an occasion to hone skills in close reading, I would regard an effort to detach that skill from its historical context in the Holocaust as an obscenity.

There are those who urge us to seek compromise with the assessment and quantifiable-outcomes movement. Let's own it and do it right, they urge. Not for what I do. Not for what I teach. Not for what I am calling the "fierce humanities," for teaching that seeks not merely learning, but unlearning, that seeks to unsettle knowledge and assumptions in ways more fundamental than any exam can or should test.

If you visit the Holocaust memorial in Berlin, you will walk among a large field of massive granite blocks ranged row upon row. But the stone pathways among the monoliths are not level but undulated. And the blocks themselves are not perfectly squared. They are subtly angled and off kilter. It is a monument to seriality and rationality unhinged, to uncertain knowledge, to human reason faltering and failing.

For what I teach and what I seek to do—and for the fierce humanities in general—the assessment, accountability, and quantifiable-outcomes movement is nothing less than a benighted Enlightenment fantasy of mastering the unmasterable, of quantifying what cannot be measured. If you as a teacher want to adopt its protocols, that's fine. That's academic freedom. Just don't try to impose them on me. That is academic freedom as well.

As the AAUP itself asserted in its 1915 Declaration of Principles, we must preserve the faculty right to challenge our students. That's not what the forces aligned today against us want. Some want to reduce access to higher education so as to preserve an exploited underclass that can contribute to the wealth of a few. Others want higher education itself defanged and commodified for the same reasons. We have no political party behind us supporting a more complex and unsettling view of educational aims. We who teach the fierce humanities should step forward, testify to what we do, and create an emboldened constituency for academic freedom.

< http://chronicle.com/article/Keep-Your-Hands-Off-the/128804/ >
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Letters to the Editor, September 18, 2011

“Can the ‘Fierce Humanities’ Stand Up to Assessment?”
To the Editor:

I usually agree with Cary Nelson, but I am compelled to write because I disagree so strongly with his argument in "Keep Your Hands Off the 'Fierce Humanities'" (The Chronicle, August 28).

I agree strongly that the "fierce humanities" should be a part of the college curriculum, and that every student should have an opportunity to learn about the extraordinary evil in human history—not only the Holocaust, but, unfortunately, a host of other genocides and genocidal acts, including those in Rwanda, Cambodia, the plains of North America and Anatolia, and elsewhere. Coursework on those important topics can be approached through the arts (poetry or painting as witness), history, philosophy, political science, psychology, sociology, or any number of other disciplines.

However, the fact that these events constitute extraordinary crimes against humanity does not mean that the courses in which they are discussed should be exempted from assessment. There are meaningful ways to assess student learning, even in the context of classes that focus on events as disturbing as the Holocaust. (Please note that I myself have relatives who were murdered in the Holocaust, so I do not take up this topic without a personal sense of the tragedy.)

Indeed, the nature of assessment, even in courses on the "fierce humanities," should flow directly from the learning goals of the course, the curriculum of the department in which the course is offered, and the mission of the institution.

In the case of a course on poetry of the Holocaust, I would recommend considering any number of the following possible assessments:

· Pre- and post-course attitude-and-belief surveys on the power of poetry as witness to historical trauma and/or crimes against humanity (assessing the attainment of a goal that might be part of the college's mission to teach compassion and ethics).

· Pre- and post-course essays on the nature of the translation of poetry, assuming that the poetry for this course was written in Yiddish, Polish, Russian, and/or a number of other languages. (Assessing the attainment of this goal might be connected with the department's mission to teach world literatures and grapple with the challenges of the translation of an artistic text.)

· Pre- and post-course evaluation of student ability to identify structures and tropes of poetry, such as meter, image, symbol, metaphor, metonymy, and so forth. (Assessing the attainment of this goal might be linked to a course goal related to the understanding of poetry as part of a larger literature curriculum.)

· Pre- and post-course comparison of two short works of poetry as witness from two different historical traumas, such as a poem by a Jew in a Nazi concentration camp and poem by a Kosovar or Tutsi, with the essay evaluated on a rubric assessing sophistication of thesis statement and the use of evidence from the text. (Assessing the attainment of this goal might be correlated with the goals of the literature program more globally or a goal of the college.)

In addition, for every college program, I recommend delayed assessment, such as a survey sent out to alumni three to four years after graduation, asking former students to identify those courses that had a profound impact on their understanding of the world, those courses whose value has grown over the course of the years since commencement, and skills they wish they had acquired while they were in college.

In short, courses in the "fierce humanities" need assessment just as much as any other course dealing with less troubling material. Assessment of learning outcomes in courses that challenge students with difficult and troubling material—and nothing can be more challenging than evidence of the evil that mankind is capable of—should show that such courses having a meaningful and lasting impact on the students who take them, and that these courses therefore make a substantial contribution to the college curriculum. If they are exempt from assessment, faculty will find it difficult to demonstrate that it is worthwhile for them to teach such courses and worthwhile for students to take such courses. After all, one can always offer another course on the structure of the 21st-century American situation comedy.

Benjamin Rifkin
Dean
School of Humanities and Social Sciences
The College of New Jersey
Ewing, N.J.
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