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A Canada goose family nested on the English Coulee that flows
through the campus of the University of North Dakota. Unlike typical
ducks the male and female geese are similar in appearance, and both par-
ents help to protect and educate their goslings.

Rick Tonder of the University took this photograph in June 2009.
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In memoriam
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REMINISCENCE
During the Summer
After the Spring
Before Autumnal endings
Winter here,

I rest in the endless comfort
Of a pomegranate tree
In southern Mexico

With you.

By John C. Crawford



Introduction:
Lower Education

Of course “Higher Education” doesn’t exist apart from “Lower Education”
on which its higher relative builds and from which it emerges. One might
assume that the label of that second category exists, apart from its being a
logical counterpart and complement to its “higher” related modifier.
Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English Language
does include and define higher education as postsecondary or college and
university education. But neither I nor presumably any of that prestigious
dictionary’s editors have heard or read of lower education in common
usage. Perhaps you and I, dear readers and contributors, have herewith
begun to qualify that term and concept for future dictionaries. If so do we
not need to accept some responsibility for this lexical addition, including
social, intellectual, historical, and philosophical bases for its heretofore
omission or neglect? Merely to deny its need in our language (we’ve got
along well enough without it?) seems lazy and obviously ignores the his-
tories of how languages continually grow by adopting or adapting new
words that denote new things like computers, AIDS, and atom bombs or new
ideas or phenomena like evolution, egocentrism, equality, and consilience (as
in Edward O. Wilson’s contribution here).

If higher education is postsecondary, what is presecondary if not
lower?—at least as a complement to primary and secondary?—as junior
high was pre-senior high until it was replaced by middle school probably
for the same reason including a hierarchy of importance and need. Lower
education functions as a rudimentary introduction to reading, writing, and
arithmetic and leads on in progressive stages to the genuine article deserv-
ing of impressive buildings (with laboratories and libraries), faculty (with
assorted degrees from notable and prestigious universities), and a circle of
adventitious and parasitic activities such as fraternities and sororities, ath-
letic teams and facilities, alumni events and promotional (not educational)
publications. Such higher institutions can achieve distinction and con-
tribute in many progressive if usually indirect ways to humanity at large
through research and the advancement of learning in many fields, but not
through the investments in the generally anti-intellectual and increasingly
expensive settings of American colleges and universities with their split
personalities in which what we might agree is clearly and centrally educa-
tional and yet clearly and decentrally peripheral to /earning (that simple
word rich in subtle power).

This division no doubt has historical sources in the higher learning of
the past, and certainly the division should in no way be judgmental of the
potential worth of, for example, fraternal and athletic activities of



assumed relevance for affective and physical development of minds and
bodies. Yet are not such activities really “lower,” even lower in intellectu-
al and educational terms to the basics of “reading, writing, and arithmetic”
that in their elementary and subsequent variously named fields become
truly higher, superior, more deserving of our time, effort, and support than
the adventitious?

Perhaps the question would be moot if our common divisions into
“higher” and “lower” were reflective of truly different, even independent,
categories and not two parts of a whole organic process of ideal education
for a culture, a country, a citizenry encompassing all of our lives. And
what the ideal and ideals should be are not given (already understood and
agreed to) but should be part of an ongoing subject of education itself and
its ongoing eternal pursuit.

Here is a contemporary instance illustrating our indifference and how
we often address specific educational issues piecemeal and in irrational
ways. It is based on a 2009 California AP report but seems to have nation-
al relevance as many other States face similar concerns centering on the
closing of small public schools for solely economic reasons. The bases are
dwindling enrollments because of population shifts from rural to urban
areas. Costs per pupil thus mount in rural schools, but busing can trans-
port students to consolidated schools, class sizes can be increased, the
school year can be shortened, teachers can be laid off, libraries can be
closed, sports reduced or eliminated, electives such as music and art scrapped,
and education (on the lower end at least) will be more cost effective.

The first chapter of Henry Thoreau’s Walden is “Economy.” Works
like it contain wisdom probably not in MBA curricula, but critics of tar-
geting rural schools for elimination or reduction note that alternatives
such as busing not only put students on longer commutes but also lead to
parents being less involved in school matters. More importantly, studies
conclude that students in small schools have better grades and lower
dropout rates than those in larger schools. But administrative and legisla-
tive educational decisions seem comically irrelevant to what is most
important to the long-term health and growth of our lives and our hopes
for our people, our nation, our culture.

Bob Wells, executive Director of the Association of California School
Administrators, said, “If we really cared about raising student achieve-
ment, we’d be creating more small schools, not less” (Grand Forks [ND]
Herald, March 14, 2009, B-1). But Governor Arnold Schwarzenegger and
the California legislature reduced K-12 budgets by 10% as prelude to the
rural cutbacks. Very likely the citizenry outside the rural areas will sup-
port the economy as cost effective, if not quality effective. How cost effec-
tive is the NCAA annual March Madness basketball tournament? The



NASA space program? U.S. military involvements worldwide? Incarceration
rates and prison budgets that are reportedly the highest per capita in the
world? One may conclude that our hope for high quality (lower) public
education is not, unlike some other public programs such as these, cost
effective. We can at least hope that by considering our public education as
(potentially, at least) an organic whole and deserving of study and action
within a broad cultural and holistic context, this journal’s small but sin-
cerely conceived assortment of views may contribute to an ongoing dia-
log. Perhaps we could next address other language sleights-of-hand like
“the bottom line” and “supply and demand” and “the American Dream”
that hypocritically stand in for and defy reason and morality.



THOMAS VAN NORTWICK

Living in the Moment:
A Teacher’s Thoughts on Higher Education

Every teacher knows the moment. Your student’s face lights up as the
idea you’ve been nudging forward for weeks suddenly settles in. The
world inside her head is rearranged to make room for this new thing. She
turns to look at you, and the idea travels back, transformed by her experi-
ence of it. It doesn’t matter what the idea is, a chemical formula, how
metaphor works, string theory. In this moment, all knowledge is one
thing, the vehicle for sharing a new world, created in the matrix of you,
your student, and the idea. Well into my fourth decade of teaching, I feel
with increasing force that finally this experience powers everything I do at
Oberlin. The rest, curricula, committees, letters of recommendation, meet-
ings, talking, talking, talking, all pile up over its glowing ember. If they
should ever snuff it out, I’ll be finished with my work here.

Sometimes the connection is fragmented by time and circumstance.
You make your way through the stories, asking, listening, weaving the
tapestry with your students, bright with the colors of their curiosity and
excitement. They write the papers, you read them, and they drift out of
sight. Years pass, and then you get a letter. He lives in New York or
Boston now, has married and begun a family. Something he’s read
prompts a memory of the course he took with you those many years ago,
something the two of you discovered that has suddenly reignited and he
wants to tell you how important it was to him then, is perhaps now. In his
thoughtfulness, the moment comes to fruition, the idea traveling back to
you across the years, a new world of then and now.

The “state of higher education,” my assigned topic, would seem to be
some distance from these musings. What about the impact of the Internet
on literacy? Socio-economic factors influencing student learning? The
crushing cost of a college education for all but the wealthiest families? All
those children left—or not—behind? These things color my work as a
teacher, to be sure. The flattening out of the cultural landscape on the
Internet, for instance, presents major challenges. Facts and factoids float



alluringly in cyberspace, beckoning paper-writers. The entire concept of
plagiarism loses definition in such an amorphous milieu. If everyone’s life
and thoughts are available on Facebook, what’s the big deal about bor-
rowing a few helpful phrases? Wikipedia looks just like Encyclopedia
Britannica online. Spelling and syntax are expressions of personal taste.

But now I am channeling the Cranky Old Person, someone I’d prefer
to leave out of this essay. Get over it, gramps. Instead, let’s think about
whether anything has changed in the past three decades to imperil the
arrival of that moment. Since I have only worked in one place (with the
exception of a lovely interlude in the Pacific Northwest), I’ll have to keep
my focus local, here at Oberlin College, in my classroom.

Well, I’'m a lot older and less hip than I was in 1974. But looking like
their grandfather is maybe not such a bad thing for me. Standing in front
of them as an insecure 27-year-old could stir competitive juices in all of
us, something not conducive to the kind of connection that accompanies
the moment. And tapping, in middle age, into their feelings about parents
has its own dangers. But now if I say something hopelessly dated or for-
get what we were supposed to be doing in class, it’s cute. Every student
has a personal relationship with each of his or her teachers, however
skewed by ignorance or unexamined emotions on either side. Teachers
may cherish the illusion that they are neutral purveyors of information,
but that delivery system floats in a bath of subjectivity, many of its effects
beyond our control. I loved every course I took from Lionel Pearson, a
transplanted Englishman who taught at Stanford from 1940 to 1973. He
was a brilliant man, with an international reputation as a historian of clas-
sical Greece. I studied with him as both an undergraduate and later in pur-
suit of my doctorate. And if I am honest about what drew me to him, I
would have to say that first of all it was his voice, the timbre, the fruity-
sounding Oxbridge accent, the cadence. As soon as he opened his mouth,
he had me.

So it was with all the men who drew me out of my anxious insou-
ciance into the world of ideas. That they were all men is partly a matter of
the demographics of higher education—there’s something that has
changed—but also because I was looking for models. Looking for ways zo
be in this world was, for me, not a matter of gathering objective informa-
tion, but of finding men who embodied a certain engagement with and
passion for something beyond money and sex (though I wouldn’t have
said no to either, if they were forced on me). Charles Beye, my Latin pro-
fessor sophomore year and another hypnotic talker, could not have been
much more different from Lionel, in affect at least. Mercurial, uninhibit-
ed, worldly, Charley was often at his most mesmerizing to me when he
was not talking about Virgil, but rather expatiating on the flesh tones in a
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Rubens painting or dismissing the first astronauts as robots. Here, I said to
myself, is a life lived to the overflowing. Of course ideas were carried
along in the flood of his conversation, coated with sophistication, with
irrepressible joie de vivre.

The point here is that Lionel and Charley, along with Mark Edwards,
Ron Mellor, Dale Harris, and many others, were the teachers—and the
men—they were for me, and not necessarily for anyone else in quite the
same way. These relationships were personal, which brings me back to
“the state of higher education.” My work, though I would often wish oth-
erwise, takes place within the larger venue of American culture. The cost
of an Oberlin degree, as a percentage of family income, has risen dramati-
cally since 1974. The pressure on students and their families to “get your
money’s worth” is ever-increasing. At the same time, and not coinciden-
tally, new systems for quantifying value in higher education have arisen
with generally pernicious results. Now everyone who works at a college
or university knows about the ranking that U.S. News and World Report
publishes each year. Oberlin College was usually thought to be among the
top five liberal arts colleges in the United States when I arrived here. In
U.S News, we are ranked somewhere around 19 or 20. What happened?

The criteria for ranking that the magazine uses shift a little from year
to year, but basically the idea is that measurable resources are directly
related to academic excellence. Thus, schools with a high ratio of endow-
ment dollars to students are thought to be “better.” Graduation rates and
retention are also important, as are faculty salaries and alumni giving.
Oberlin is at a disadvantage in some of these categories, since although
the college has a large endowment, around 700 million right now, it also
has more students than some of its chief competitors, such as Ambherst,
Williams, and Swarthmore, which also have even higher endowments.
Oberlin students also tend to pursue academic careers at a higher rate than
other liberal arts colleges. Indeed, Oberlin graduates more students who
go on to get the Ph.D. degree than any college or university in the coun-
try, and as we all know, this path is not one that leads to great wealth.

Oberlin’s Conservatory of Music, one of the best undergraduate music
schools around by any measure, is a separate operation with its own dean,
which, along with the College of Arts and Sciences, forms Oberlin
College. Having all those wonderful young musicians around enriches all
of us. Many pursue degrees in both parts of the College, a special program
that takes five years, and I have taught many people over the years who
now perform in leading symphony orchestras, professional chamber
groups, or opera companies. But recruiting these stars is expensive: the
tuition “discount rate” (full tuition minus financial aid) in the
Conservatory is somewhere around 55%, compared to around 40% for the
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College as a whole. This expense strains the budget in ways that pull us
down in the rankings. So I ask myself: does the presence of these talented
young people in my classes have a positive or negative effect on the
teaching and learning? If they are expensive to have around, is the quality
of an Oberlin education lower?

A lot of measuring and quantifying here. Oberlin is presently in the
midst of a major effort at “self-assessment.” Sounds laudable enough, I
suppose—an examined life ought to be something to aim for—but the
premise behind this exercise is less attractive, to me at least. Assessing
ourselves is in fact only in preparation for someone else’s—in this case
the North Central Association—assessment of us, to take place this
spring. This latter group is a voluntary association, formed by private col-
leges in the vicinity to help us win accreditation as a legitimate degree-
granting institution. That process didn’t use to provoke much anxiety
here, since we thought we could assess our work in various traditional
ways. Could we not measure our success as an institution of higher learn-
ing in the usual manner, with grades that record student achievement, by
observing how our students do in getting into graduate schools or in pur-
suing various careers after they graduate?

That has all changed in the last twenty-five years or so. As part of the
conservative tide that swept over much of the country in the 1980s, state
legislatures began adopting what they called “business models” to rate the
performance of their public universities. The idea is that a university
ought to be able to assess “educational outcomes,” a deceptively bland
phrase. Supposedly, a university, like a corporation, ought to be thought
of as delivering a product to its “customers,” the students. Once that
model is accepted, then we pass quickly to the assumption that the prod-
uct can be measured, along with the success of the employees at deliver-
ing it to the market.

Oberlin’s assessment process is meant, at least in part, to head off any
attempts by these legislators to widen their field of vision to include pri-
vate colleges and universities. I hear you saying to yourself, “Isn’t there
something a little, um, cynical about this exercise in self-scrutiny?” Well,
it looks that way from a certain perspective, I would agree. The thing is,
Oberlin at least has a lot of conscientious people working in administra-
tive offices who are trying their best to see the positive side of this whole
phenomenon: if we have to do it, let’s try to get something out of it. And
these people are our friends, neighbors we see at the supermarket and soc-
cer games, not distant blowhards in the state capital. So we too look for
ways to invest the process with some meaning beyond the obvious desire
to run our own shop.
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At this point, we arrive at pieces of paper in files or digitally stored. In
my department (considered, by the way, to be a leader among departments
at Oberlin in establishing a “culture of assessment™) the entire process
begins in a box on the top of my filing cabinet, containing files of “assess-
ment rubrics.” These pieces of paper have five lists of phrases on them,
such as, “Shows an awareness of Classical Culture,” or “Uses primary
sources/evidence effectively,” followed by more phrases that further spec-
ify the qualities listed. Beside each main category is a box in which the
teacher is to record a number from, say, 14 (poor) to 20 (excellent). When
senior majors hand in a paper or take a test, they receive a grade and some
comments from the teacher, like other students. But in addition, the teach-
er must make a copy of each such paper/test, to which is to be attached a
sheet of paper with “rubrics,” measuring (again) how the student did on
the assignment. (Or, more to the point, I suppose, how the faculty did in
helping the student to learn.)

Our department views all this extra measuring as a necessary evil, and
we do the best we can to be thorough. For the legislators—and so for us
indirectly—the point of quantification is to provide some kind of basis for
distributing finite resources. The better your “outcomes,” the more good-
ies you get. This motive would be more comforting to me if it led to
awarding resources to those schools who need it to improve their curricu-
la, facilities, and staffing. In practice, however, education is not open to
all equally in our country, and those with more money get better educa-
tions at primary and secondary schools with more resources to begin with
than those open to the less advantaged. The rich schools at the next level
(this would include Oberlin College) then enroll more students from
schools with more resources and get richer, while the rest struggle with
the leftovers. Viewed at this level, the whole exercise looks like another
way to valorize greed and keep resources away from those who need
them most.

The Cranky Old Man has crept back in. Let’s leave aside my political
views—correct and irrefutable though they might be—and return to the
classroom. There we will find me and my students demonstrating every
day the fundamental fact, so inconvenient for business purposes, that
teaching and learning are inherently subjective and difficult to quantify.
As I am no businessman, this aspect of my life’s work has never much
bothered me. Indeed, just lately I find myself embracing it. In the ever-
lengthening perspective of my life, so much of what I thought I wanted
and had to have seems distant and unimportant. Most of it required mea-
surement: How many articles and books written? How many prizes won,
citations framed on the wall? Is my list longer than yours? My own pro-
cess of “assessment” has been underway for forty years.
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But most of the writing is now sitting on shelves gathering dust, or has
already returned to the earth, perhaps to feed a new tree. I enjoyed doing
most of it, and hope somebody got something out of it. Increasingly,
though, the classroom draws me. Next week, I will begin teaching the
plays of Sophocles in English and the last six books of Virgil’s Aeneid in
Latin. I know most of the students from other classes I’ve taught. They
will be nervous at first, but soon we will settle into the rhythm of our
shared excitement. Every day some idea will rise among us, juicy and full
of promise. What was Sophocles up to when he created his Philoctetes, a
play about a hero with a wound so repellent that others abandoned him on
a desert island? How do we understand this shattered creature as heroic,
chosen as the instrument of the gods or inscrutable fate to bring down the
city of Troy? Listening to the music of Virgil’s hexameters, we will be
carried toward the final, dark moment when Aeneas plunges his sword
into the upturned chest of his rival Turnus. The verb for this merciless act
will be condit, “to bury,” or “to lay a foundation.” What will it mean to us
that the same act can represent burying a sword—and soon, a human
body—and founding a city?

What happens, and how and when, as we travel through the next
weeks together will elude any attempts at measurement. Think of it rather
as a community garden, seeded with the wisdom of men long dead, fertil-
ized by many young minds and one rather ripe one. As spring arrives here
in Ohio, ideas will bloom. I, meanwhile, will wait for that moment when
understanding comes circling back to me from one of my fellow students,
and the world is made new again.
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EDWARD O. WILSON

The Promise of Consilience

If contemporary scholars work to encourage the consilience! of knowl-
edge, I believe, the enterprises of culture will eventually devolve into sci-
ence—by which I mean the natural sciences—and the humanities, particu-
larly the creative arts. These domains will continue to be the two great
branches of learning in the twenty-first century. Social science will split
within each of its disciplines, a process already rancorously begun, with
one part folding into or becoming continuous with biology, and the other
fusing with the humanities. Its disciplines will continue to exist but in rad-
ically altered form. In the process the humanities, embracing philosophy,
history, moral reasoning, comparative religion, and the interpretation of
the arts, will draw closer to the sciences and partly fuse with them. . . .

In education the search for consilience is the way to renew the crumbling
structure of the liberal arts. During the past thirty years the ideal of the
unity of learning, bequeathed to us by the Renaissance and the
Enlightenment, has been largely abandoned. With rare exceptions
American colleges and universities have dissolved their curricula into a
slurry of minor disciplines and specialized courses. While the average
number of undergraduate courses per institution has doubled, the percent-
age of mandatory courses in general education has dropped by more than
half. Science was sequestered at the same time; as I write, only a third of
colleges and universities require students to take at least one course in the
natural sciences. The trend cannot be reversed by force-feeding students
with some of this and some of that across the branches of learning; true
reform will aim at the consilience of science with the social sciences and
the humanities in scholarship and teaching. Every college student should
be able to answer this question: What is the relation between science and
the humanities, and how is it important for human welfare?

Every public intellectual or political leader should be able to answer
that question as well. . . .
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A balanced perspective cannot be acquired by studying disciplines in
pieces; the consilience among them must be pursued. Such unification
will be difficult to achieve. But I think it is inevitable. Intellectually it
rings true, and it gratifies impulses that arise from the admirable side of
human nature. To the extent that the gaps between the great branches of
learning can be narrowed, diversity and depth of knowledge will increase.
They will do so because of, not despite, the underlying cohesion achieved.
The enterprise is important for yet another reason: It gives purpose to
intellect. It promises that order, not chaos, lies beyond the horizon.
Inevitably, I think, we will accept the adventure, go there, and find what
we need to know.

Note

IT prefer [consilience] to “coherence,” because its rarity has preserved its pre-
cision, whereas “coherence” has several possible meanings. William Whewell, in
his 1840 synthesis The Philosophy of Inductive Sciences, was the first to speak of
consilience—literally a “jumping together” of knowledge as a result of the linking
of facts and fact-based theory across disciplines to create a common groundwork
of explanation.

—From “Back from Chaos,” The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 281, No. 3
(March 1998): 41-62. Reprinted by permission of the author.
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Manifest Ecology

The central issue for America is sustainable development. Somehow we,
and other countries, have to find a way to continue raising the quality of
life without wrecking the planet.

Let’s not kid ourselves that the United States is blessed by God. Our
mostly European forebears were not given this land as a gift. They con-
quered it, and in the process they swept aside one race and enslaved
another. They took possession of the world’s richest remaining store of
natural resources and set out to use it up as fast as possible. We inherited
from them, and still possess, a rich and bountiful country. Although we’re
halfway down the barrel of nonrenewable resources, we have enough time
remaining to learn the prudence necessary for sustainable development.

The problem, simply put, is this: Long-term thinking is for the most
part alien to the American mind. We have to change that. To look far for-
ward and to acquire enough accurate vision requires better self-under-
standing. That in turn will depend on a grasp of history—not just of the
latest tick of the geological clock that transpired during the republic’s
existence, but of deep history, across the hundreds of millennia when
genetic human nature evolved. Our basic qualities may seem a crazy jum-
ble of tribalism, piety, ambition, fear, envy, exaltation, and spirituality,
but they make sense in light of humanity’s deep history. They are our
essence, and now, unfortunately, a few of them also present the greatest
risk to the security of civilization.

Conservation and environmentalism are not hobbies; they are a sur-
vival practice. America invented conservation; we launched the environ-
mental movement. Now we need a stronger ethic, one woven in more
effective ways from science and poetry. The foundation of it will be the
recognition that humanity was born within the biosphere, and that we are
a biological species in a biological world. Like the other species teeming
around us, we are exquisitely adapted to this biosphere and to no other—
in anatomy, physiology, life cycle, mind, and, perhaps in us alone, spirit.

An allegiance to our biological heritage will be our ultimate strength.
If we ignore that reality and continue to degrade the world that gave us
birth by extinguishing natural ecosystems and species, we will permanent-
ly harm ourselves. By cutting away our own roots, we risk losing the
dream of sustainable development.

—From The Atlantic Monthly, Vol. 300, No. 4 (Nov. 2007): 30.
Reprinted by permission of the author.
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FRED WHITEHEAD

The Citadel Revisited

When I was young, growing up in a small rural town in western Kansas,
the University of Kansas seemed to me exactly what Christminster meant
to Thomas Hardy’s character Jude in Hardy’s novel Jude the Obscure—it
was a distant place illuminated by knowledge, and its remoteness in terms
of geography and social class suggested a great opportunity that might
never be attained. I knew there must be a fine library there and professors
from whom I might learn much. But unlike late 19th-century Britain, mid
20th-century America was a democratic society. The GI Bill of my
father’s generation had meant that the citadels of higher education sud-
denly threw open their doors. Sadly, unlike some of his friends, my father
never used the benefits he could have drawn from the GI Bill, but both my
parents drove their two sons in schoolwork, and we accepted their direc-
tion gladly. I didn’t need much driving actually, because I liked books, no
I loved and craved them, and that opened the road to Mount Oread, the
limestone escarpment on which the University of Kansas is located in
Lawrence.

The only entrance requirement was a high school diploma; I also was
awarded a place in a Scholarship Hall, where students did all their own
cooking and other housekeeping. It was very inexpensive, a few hundred
dollars per year. My fellow students in the Hall were also working-class,
though the fathers of many of them were employed in the Bendix plant in
Kansas City, Missouri, which made non-nuclear parts of atomic weapons.
To a man, these students from Bendix families believed in what we came
to call in the Sixties “The System.”

The month after I arrived in Lawrence, the Cuban Missile Crisis sud-
denly erupted. It seemed for a few weeks that the whole world could go
up in flames via a nuclear exchange. After that crisis mercifully passed,
we had long bull sessions about what it meant, what we should do, what
was the role of educated people in avoiding some cataclysmic disaster. I
will always remember that those students from a Bendix background who
intended to go into engineering fields all declared: “We don’t care what
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we do, as long as we are well paid.” That is, they had literally 7o notion of
social responsibility, even for their own survival. The only exception in
the Hall, aside from me, was a Mennonite from central Kansas. He later
went into sanitation engineering and, to avoid the draft during the
Vietnam War, moved to Canada.

I realized that something was badly amiss in American education in
that we could produce highly trained and proficient scientists and engi-
neers for whom moral questions were simply irrelevant. But I had no
structure by which to define what was wrong. In the course of the Sixties,
having made a transition to a year in England as a Fulbright scholar and
graduate work at Columbia University when student opposition to the
Vietnam War burst forth, I and a whole generation of young people began
to define this thing called rather vaguely “The System.” I got to know stu-
dents who did “power structure” research into corporations, exposing
complex interlocking directorates of trustees. We didn’t depend on faculty
to guide us, though we did have a few at hand, like Columbia’s Seymour
Melman. Graduate students at Columbia were a remarkable, lively lot—
we had our own standards for intellectual work, which were demanding
and elevated. C. Wright Mills, also a Columbia professor, was dead of a
heart attack by that point, but his call for a “New Left” still resonated. The
undergraduates were more mixed; I got the impression that most of them
were opposed to the War because they did not want to be parachuted into
Cambodia. Some of them with a more ideological background—many
“red diaper babies”—actually rejected the need to learn anything from the
past. It was not surprising, therefore, that they went the way of the
Nihilists of 19th-century Russia who had burned themselves out trying to
kill the Czar. Ted Gold, a Columbia undergraduate student whose parents
were members of the Communist Party, died when a bomb he was making
blew up in a Greenwich Village townhouse on March 6, 1970. And soon
the Weatherman faction of Students for a Democratic Society to which he
belonged disintegrated.

By that point, some of us had resolved to continue learning about cor-
porations, “the power structure” that ruled all. It became clear that citadels
like Columbia, situated on Morningside Heights in Manhattan, just like
the University of Kansas on Mount Oread in Lawrence, were intimately
connected to corporations. They had ties to large banks, investment firms,
and the like. A contradiction, therefore, emerged: on the one hand, univer-
sities were supposedly open to free inquiry, without restrictions; academic
freedom was the guiding mantra. On the other hand, outfits like the
Central Intelligence Agency were “connected.” We found that there were
secret contracts between Columbia and the CIA. During the Columbia
uprising, the Columbia Spectator published a famous photograph of
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Professor Zbigniew Brzezinski standing in the entrance to the School of
International Affairs, calmly munching an apple as he predicted that the
police would take the whole thing in hand soon. Which they did, arresting
hundreds of students engaged in peaceful sit-ins.

Meanwhile, I was concentrating on my field of 18th-century English
literature, under the direction of Professor James Clifford, the well-known
and respected biographer of Samuel Johnson. The English Department at
Columbia was so structured that students usually did a concentration in a
specific period, such as the Renaissance. Indeed, we commonly asked our
fellow students: “What century are you in?”” Some of them never emerged
from whatever century they were in. At any rate, I was trying to proceed
in graduate school at the same time all this political chaos against the War
was rising everywhere.

One day I happened to be reading Edward Gibbon’s 1796
Autobiography, a genial and erudite memoir, when I came across his
description of the universities of his own day:

The schools of Oxford and Cambridge were founded in a dark age of
false and barbarous science, and they are still tainted with the vices
of their origin. Their primitive discipline was adapted to the educa-
tion of priests and monks; and the government still remains in the
hands of the clergy, an order of men whose manners are remote from
the present world, and whose eyes are dazzled by the light of philos-

ophy.

I was immediately struck by this passage, so penetrating an analysis of
what was really going on, intellectually speaking, in those ancient venera-
ble colleges. Gibbon continued:

The legal incorporation of these societies by the charters of popes
and kings had given them a monopoly of public instruction, and the
spirit of monopolists is narrow, lazy, and oppressive. Their work is
more costly and less productive than that of independent artists, and
the new improvements so eagerly grasped by the competition of free-
dom are admitted with slow and sullen reluctance in those proud cor-
porations, above the fear of a rival and below the confession of an

€Iror.

Now, to be sure, I recognized that the feudal charters that incorporated
those universities were different from the corporate business models of
contemporary American universities, but they were linked by ties to social
power relations which functioned quietly, steadily, and subtly behind
impressive and ornate facades. Gibbon summed up:

The fellows or monks of my time were decent, easy men who
supinely enjoyed the gifts of the founder. Their days were filled by a
series of uniform employments—the chapel and the hall, the coffee-
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house and the common room—till they retired, weary and well satis-
fied, to a long slumber. From the toil of reading, or thinking, or writ-
ing, they had absolved their conscience, and the first shoots of learn-
ing and ingenuity withered on the ground without yielding any fruits
to the owners or the public.

Professor Brzezinski could not be accused of any such sloth; on the con-
trary, he avidly sought and exercised power. In his role as National
Security Advisor to President Jimmy Carter, his main legacy to posterity
will be engaging Islamic fanatics to destroy any progressive hope for
Afghanistan for generations to come.

Gibbon had revealed to me the history of academe’s underside—how
it could provide a haven for genteel repose, and intuitively, I recognized
that many professors in America were quietly enjoying life without overly
bothering themselves about anything important. From that point on, I tried
to grasp what was really going on in any given institution of higher educa-
tion in which I found myself.

Later on, I became familiar with Thorstein Veblen’s acerbic descrip-
tions of American “Higher Ignorance.” I learned that even in our own
country, perceptive and resolute critics had produced an analysis of “The
System.” In 1990 the historian Page Smith produced an overview of the
development of our colleges and universities in which he probed all kinds
of inner stresses and strains, between the “ideals” of these institutions and
their unhappy and even sordid realities. Robber barons like Cornelius
Vanderbilt, Leland Stanford, and John D. Rockefeller endowed new uni-
versities named for themselves. Smith documented numerous instances in
the early 20th century when principled and progressive teachers were sim-
ply driven out by businessmen trustees. Smith cited John Jay Chapman’s
critique of Harvard’s cultivation of millionaires a hundred years ago:
“The chest-thumping, back-slapping, vociferous and cheap emotionalism,
done to get money . . . is too much like everything else. . . . Everything
seems to be a baseball team-jollying, tough good feeling, and thorough-
going belief in money and us” (83).

The oft-lamented “corporatization” of American higher education is
nothing new at all. By this point, in the early part of the 21st century, the
process is merely well-advanced. It is worth noting a few trends. Colleges
and universities and schools in general are not somehow “exempt” from
the social conditions that surround them. More and more, students are
intent on just getting their ticket punched, and thus is it any wonder that
once proud institutions have regressed into trade schools? Furthermore,
we have a paradoxical surplus of teachers and scholars—hundreds of
thousands can find no employment anywhere in academe, or if they do
find it, it is often as hapless part-timers, with no possibility of tenure or
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any sort of security. Estimates vary, but it is likely that 50-60% of all col-
lege teachers are in this category, and maybe more. In the Thirties, when
people were literally starving, or nearly so, the government itself
destroyed food because of an “over-supply.” Today, teachers themselves
are a surplus, and the slogan now appears: “Will Teach for Food.” And of
course, the sorry spectacle of rich people giving millions for “naming
rights” of buildings and stadiums continues everywhere. Most recently,
ousted Sprint executive Gary Foresee, who received $40 million from his
company in 2007, became the new president of the University of Missouri
system with no academic credentials whatsoever. And Texas oilman T.
Boone Pickens donated $100 million to Oklahoma State University for
150 new endowed chairs. A former administrator at the University of
Kansas deemed such chairs there as “the club of the truly greedy.” The
hockey stadium at the University of North Dakota was paid—and
named—for Ralph Engelstad, a former graduate who made millions as
owner of the Imperial Palace in Las Vegas.

I recently gave a couple of talks at a large public university in Florida.
It now has more than 40,000 students, and in the student center complex
there’s a mall, with shops for pizza, sandwiches, and a bookstore mostly
devoted to regalia and apparel advertising the university. The new dormi-
tories look exactly like expensive apartment complexes. Students were
pleasant enough, but satisfied and complacent. To intrude a call for criti-
cal thinking, for untrammeled inquiry, seemed somehow out of place.

One of our most trenchant contemporary critics is Winchester,
Virginia, native Joe Bageant. In a pungent essay entitled “A Feral Dog
Howls in Harvard Yard” and subtitled “Hang the Professors, Save the
Eunuchs for Later,” Bageant writes:

So it is the American intellectual’s gig to weave some philosophical
and ideological basket of American Truth out of mercantile folklore
and smoke in such a way as to appear to hold water when viewed at
great distance by the squinting millions out there in the burboclaves,
office campuses, construction sites and fried chicken joints. If the
result were not so abysmally eye glazing, tedious and predictable, it
would be an act of pure alchemy. . . .

Most born into the establishment’s intellectual class are born
blind, rather like kangaroos or possums inside safe dark middle or
upper middle class marsupial pouches where they experience nothing
except what feels good as defined by the moist darkness of their nur-
ture. And when they emerge they feel entitled to be where they are
and honestly cannot see the system itself, never giving it a thought
until they go off to college and, between spring breaks and beer par-
ties, learn to experience and define reality through texts.
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Today’s students have arrived at the contented moribund condition of the
Oxford professors of Gibbon’s day, 250 years ago.

Are there any signs of hope? Of course, any thoughtful person could
outline a program of reform and democratic renewal, but are there any
historical instances of a people who became an Empire reversing its fatal
trajectory? It is just possible that some of the smaller, more rural colleges
and universities, those willing to be modest but solid workaday schools,
might survive under this enveloping imperial paradigm, but they will need
to do so consciously, clearly and firmly, resisting every blandishment to
sell out their teachers and their students and their people.
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STEINAR OPSTAD

University of North Dakota
Commencement: August 1, 2008

Dr. Steinar Opstad introduced his commencement address by thanking
and recognizing the many educators, students, and administrators in
Norway and in North Dakota who over the years have given their ideas,
hopes, and talents in founding and continuing the American College of
Norway in Moss.

I initiated the American College of Norway in 1991 because I know how
important the international focus is in higher education and not only
because I feel that some academics are less internationally focused than in
my opinion they should be, but also because I have seen how important
international knowledge has been in my own life. With the aid and
encouragement of many good people, the American College of Norway
was created to give students visions and hopes.

I understand that people who are considered as great speakers nowa-
days are those who are the most concise. I cannot be as direct as Sir
Winston Churchill when he was once a commencement speaker.

One of his conclusions was “Never give in, never give in, never,
never, never, never—in anything, great or small, large or petty—never
give in except to convictions of honor and good sense.”

My message is similar. Take care of your future.

My best advice to you is to settle on your own goals and work hard to
reach them. Understand that your home town, your state, or even your
country are only parts of the world—and be concerned by the future need
for everyone to be world citizens. Do what you can to be a world citizen
as you understand that it is not enough to be by yourself. As John Donne
wrote in a Meditation in 1624, “No man is an Island, entire of itself, every
man is a piece of the Continent.”

Last year the world famous New York-based author Thomas
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Friedman from Minnesota published, in my opinion, his most important
book The World Is Flat. His basic message is that national borders no
longer have the same cardinal importance that they once may have had. I
learned that lesson through my own international experience of many years.

* Our world is flattening because of our ability to automate more work
with computers and software and to transmit work by the Internet any-
where in the world more efficiently or cheaply. The flatter the world gets,
the more essential it is that you do what gives you satisfaction. The bor-
ing, repetitive jobs are going to be automated or outsourced in a flat
world. The good jobs that will remain will be those that cannot be auto-
mated or outsourced; they will be the jobs that demand or encourage
unique human involvement, passion, and imagination; in other words,
jobs that can be done only by people who love what they do and give it
their full effort.

My educational life brought me to Japan about 35 years ago, then a
very different Japan, and to the USA, in many ways a very different USA
then too. My professional life has given me the great fortune to travel to
113 countries. This travel shaped my life and taught me the realities of the
world. I wish all of you will also have a chance to learn and experience
the international world.

I learned that understanding and respect for other cultures is necessary
for world citizenship and that unrest and conflicts exist and develop
because of poverty, limited international knowledge, and lack of human
understanding. Education in three continents gave me a more interesting
life than I would have had if T had stopped learning at the University of Oslo.

As an educator and journalist I have always wondered how we can
motivate citizens to take the reality of lives outside our country seriously.
Citizens of the entire world must be committed to compassion and justice
for the millions who suffer, not only from war, but from daily preventable
tragedies such as malnutrition, disease, and poverty.

A child born in the USA today has a life expectancy at birth of 79
years; we Norwegians can expect to live on average 82 years, but for peo-
ple in Zimbabwe the life expectancy is only 33 years. In some African
nations 40% of the population is HIV positive, a situation imposed since
there are no affordable medications and healthcare infrastructure. In
approximately one third of the world’s nations less than 50% of women
can read and write. How can we use education to rectify such problems
and limitations?

Most of us are brought up to believe that all human beings have equal
value. At least the world’s major religions and most secular philosophies
tell us so. But our emotions don’t believe it. We mourn for those we
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know, not for those we don’t know. And most of us feel deep emotions
about our own country, emotions we don’t feel about Bangladesh,
Afghanistan, or Sierra Leone, unless we have personal ties there.

Travel is therefore my message: get out, take the chance, and remem-
ber that your world is not only here, it is everywhere. See and understand
how people live and think in other parts of the world, and you will have a
richer life and be a better citizen of your own country as well as of the
world.

We Europeans felt relieved when the Berlin wall fell in 1989 and the
Iron Curtain from the Baltic to the Adriatic crumbled, but it took only
months before we again felt uncomfortable. The new threat did not come
from a Russian Bear but from unpredictable individuals and terror orient-
ed people living far away. Early on September 11, 2001, we also wit-
nessed passenger planes crashing into buildings in New York and
Washington, D.C. After that this international malaise grew worse for us.

I think one difficulty is that social problems are so complex and
demanding for “the man in the street” that it is hard to understand them.
Furthermore, despite 9/11 the people of this country are distant from the
troubled areas in the world, and I understand it is as hard for you as it is
for me to comprehend the plight and consequent reactions from unfortu-
nate people in developing countries. But remember, to remain silent and
indifferent is the greatest sin of all.

Despite poverty and ignorance there is one sin we should never com-
mit. That is to humiliate another person or allow people to be humiliated
in our presence. For many of the poor, poverty feels like humiliation.
There is no good reason that some people should be poor when collective-
ly we have so much. There is no good reason why we fortunate souls
should be happier than anyone else. We have received an education
enabling us to change the world to be a better place for all. We should use
our fortunes to give the less fortunate a helping hand as citizens of one of
the most blessed nations in the world.

And remember to forgive. It is when the world needs us for better rea-
sons that we must demonstrate nobility and grant forgiveness. Even when
we are humiliated, we must do our best to forgive and to try to understand
the Other. In so many ways, large and small, we have experienced the
generosity of decent people. Even in our culture, which sometimes is
characterized as hard-nosed and cynical, we have felt how good well-
meant understanding and forgiveness feels.

I learned about the thinking of poor people in the developing countries
in Asia and South America when I rested in black tropical nights and lis-
tened to them describe their conditions. I understood their admiration for
the lives we can live in our wealthy countries, and I recognized when
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admiration turned to jealousy and hate. I also understood how a good edu-
cation can balance human problems, not only for the poor, but also for us.

One can wonder if the spirit which motivated the Norwegians,
Swedes, and others to travel from Europe to North Dakota a hundred
years or more ago has left their descendents of today. We were told that
Norwegians had to emigrate or die, but that was not quite true. We were not
a wealthy country 120 years ago when Norwegians gathered their belong-
ings in homemade chests and left for a dramatic ride across oceans to an
unknown land, but neither were we much poorer than the average European.

Different from some other immigrant groups, however, the
Norwegians and the Swedes built schools and churches right after they
had planted their fields. As opposed to many other European emigrants
the Norwegians did not escape from repressive political or religious sys-
tems. Norway had introduced public grade school already by 1739. The
immigrants therefore had the spirit and understanding to focus on educa-
tion. They went west to create a better life. It is no accident that the
University of North Dakota was founded by the homesteaders 125 years
ago in 1883 before North Dakota was a state. They knew the value of a good
education for their sons and daughters.

Right after food, clothing, and shelter the creed was education, educa-
tion, education!

It is not enough to say “I am doing my best.” You have to succeed in
doing what is necessary. More than a hundred years have passed since
those immigrants came. Today there are few jobs for people with only
enthusiasm, willingness, and muscles. Today’s society expects and
demands education and continually better education. This trend is univer-
sal. Even in the wattle and daub cottages in Sri Lanka young people want
better education. Their dreams are to attend high school, not to mention a
university.

You have already lived their dreams; with your college degrees you
have already entered the new international upper-class. Now use that
learning, develop yourself further, and help others to be as lucky and for-
tunate as your achievements have empowered you. Accept nothing as
“unchangeable” until you have tried to change it.

Education is not only an academic achievement. As spelled out in the
Universal Declaration of Human Rights it is also about understanding, tol-
erance, and friendship, in other words the basis for peace. One main rea-
son for me to start the American College of Norway was to preserve the
strong ties between the United States and Norway despite the unsteadi-
ness in politics and our international relations. Education is the tool, and
we shall hope that understanding is the result.
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Whatever you plan to do, don’t just listen to your head; listen also to
your heart. Happiness is a journey, not the destination. Bringing joy, pas-
sion, and optimism to your work are ends in themselves even as you may
strive for other goals. How you get to them is important; the process has its
own value, which is why I leave you with some wisdom from Mark Twain:

Always work like you don’t need the money.

Always fall in love like you have never been hurt.
Always dance like nobody is watching.

And always—always—Ilive like your heaven is on earth.

Walk into the sunshine and be happy with what you see. Albert
Einstein said that the significant problems we face cannot be solved by the
same level of thinking that created them. We need new ideas, attitudes,
and ways of thinking. Don’t forget to change the world for the better as
you live in your sunshine.

I wish you a good life and an exciting future, and remember: never,
never, never, never give up!
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LEE SLONIMSKY

Charlemagne

So capillary-like, twigs merge with air;

slow wind massages wood like blood does flesh;
all union is the size of molecules,

as is the earth’s most vital history:

amino acids, living cells combined

in spheres that make bright leaves gargantuan,

a branch or two almost a universe,

and one black worm the Charlemagne of mud.

And what does size make us, so self-content,
observing all this richness from a bench?
Not much, it seems, for time’s a bigger size
than space or wealth or all the stars that burn,
one in which we’re less stable than the wind,
minute as motes a fall wind loves to spin.

The worm does not give up. Time and again,
it wriggles past pebbles and goes on home.
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Camel

The zookeepers worried that if Patsy were left alone she would forget how to be a
camel. —David Sedaris, The New Yorker, March 24, 2008

Without compatriots, identity

is vexed. The freedom in vast solitude

includes shaping one’s self, so Patsy broods

on stars reflected in a puddle. She

imagines them her eyes, her body, light

of moon or sun, her movements fire, flames
bequeathed to her by Big Bang (so we name

our essence, reasoned back to ancient night).
Cosmology has chilly limits, though;

she’s still alone; a sleepless squirrel bounding through
her black zoo bars might be the mirror of

a truer self, and also one that loves.

She lumbers to be closer now, although

he flees. Just once before, she loved a thrush who flew
away to be with flesh. So no more dreams.
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Professor (Emeritus)

The most precocious of his students are
these hummingbirds, geometers of flit,
savants of hover, scholars of June air:

their formulae can stabilize a breeze,
triangulate sunlight and gnarls on trees,
calculate a worm’s trajectory

as it divides muck in its sluggish surge.

Pythagoras, impressed, cannot compete
with how they gauge swift raysplashed angles, merge
feathered scholarship with dart and dance.

He tries

to count their wingbeats on his abacus,
divide into warm wind, except his eyes
have trouble following the emerald blur,
which makes more difficult a measurement
of ratio of glide to how wings whir.
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The Chambermaid

ROME

She finds their leavings when the guests have left:
one sock, a hairbrush, condoms, used or not.

She did take home the purple Polo shirt,

her husband’s size, a camisole for her.

All jewelry must be handed in—besides,

there is the promise of a cash reward.

She strips the bed, her fingers touching sheets
still warm with someone else’s memories,

then smoothes new linens, bedspread; dusts and vacuums.

The bathroom’s nasty work is left for last:
eight soggy towels, toilet, and bidet.

A few guests greet her in the hall; most act

as if she were invisible. She smiles.

She catalogues the souvenirs they steal

(the management expects a list each day):
towels, of course, the hotel’s name in blue,
wood hangers, ash trays in the smokers’ rooms.
And tips—sometimes the Modest Shoes leave bills
while Fur Coats leave a little pocket change,
including foreign currencies. Or nothing.
They’ll never know her story; she knows theirs.



Unsent Letters

Psyche to Eros, Who Arises Early

Brought by Zephyrus’ gentle breeze
to share your palace (and taboo),

in solitude, I wait for you

to end my dreary matinees.

Eclipsed by night, you come to bed
from gods know where you go by day;
undressing silently, you lay,

near mine, your soft-lipped, smooth-cheeked head.

At dawn, I touch your empty place—
sheets sweetly rumpled, pillow flat—
and long to see the secret face

that complements your eager heart.
Tonight I’1l light a lamp so that

my soul may rest when you depart.

Poet to Her Husband, Who Comes to Bed Late

I dreamed of couples exiting

to bed. Some glided, others raced
toward sanctuary in their nest.
Beak to beak and wing on wing,
they murmured notes of anything
that tuned the day or tore the breast,
then turned to rapture or to rest,

as close as twins remembering.

But you and I, an owl and lark,
in harmony but out of phase,
denied the comforts of the dark,
sing anthems in Apollo’s praise
before preparing to embark
“upon our amorous matinees.
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Shy Poet

Head down, he shambles to the microphone.
A nod, a sigh before he starts to read.
He wishes he were at his desk, alone
with only cats and metaphors to feed.

His first words race to reach the exit door
but stumble. As they languish, wan and flat,
he perseveres, attempting to ignore

two women who have just begun to chat.

He meant to mark the pages; now he wanders

to find the poem that coaxed a laugh last year.
Some listeners fidget, others doze. He ponders
the cloister, suicide, a new career.

At last, the mercy of his closing poem.
Polite applause. He’ll sell no books. Then home.



PAUL T. BRYANT

Academic Comparisons

Americans love comparisons. Every fall we get involved in an elaborate
process of deciding which football team is number one in the nation. This
despite our unspoken knowledge that on a given Saturday there might be
a half dozen teams around the country who might beat the then current
number one team. Every spring we have “March Madness” to determine
which college basketball team is to be designated national champion, even
though the winner may have been beaten a few times during the season.
We like competition and believe that it brings out our best. At the same
time, we like the clarity and simplicity of a 1-2-3 rating, even when such
ratings are clearly questionable.

Among colleges and universities, this enthusiasm for comparisons has
carried over into areas beyond athletics. We see magazine ratings of col-
leges and universities in terms of the quality of what they offer their stu-
dents. We see rankings based on research grant dollars, numbers of
National Merit Scholars enrolled, graduation rates, numbers of students
who become Rhodes Scholars, quality of programs compared with tuition
and fees (bang for the buck), national reputation of individual academic
programs or departments, and on and on. The AAUP publishes ratings of
colleges and universities on the basis of average faculty salaries. Phi Beta
Kappa, in considering institutional applications for establishing a campus
chapter, considers, among many other factors, average faculty salaries as
an indicator of quality. Some of the older, elite universities like to list the
number of presidents, senators, and other distinguished people they can
count among their alumni. In short, faculty and administrators swim in a
sea of comparisons.

So what are we poor faculty members to do? We want to be associated
with excellence, of course, and contribute to it. Yet only a relative few are
on the faculties of the schools that can claim leadership in any of the vari-
ous categories listed above. Must we concede that our institutions are only
second or third rate? That can be a bitter pill to swallow. It can affect our
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attitudes toward ourselves, our work, our colleagues, even our students.
Not a good influence.

The problem lies in determining which of these various criteria for
comparison are valid and significant. Every college or university presi-
dent is duty bound to proclaim categorically his or her institution to be
“great.” I suppose only the president of a college in Lake Woebegone
could get away with proclaiming the institution “pretty good.” So how
can we develop some idea of how good a given school really is?

We should begin by reminding ourselves that universities are very
complex, multifaceted institutions, with all the variability and unpre-
dictability of any enterprise that involves human beings. Trying to estab-
lish absolute hierarchies of excellence in a one, two, three order is a fool’s
errand at best, even though it may sell a lot of magazines. Chaos theory
comes into play here. There are just too many variables to allow for such
a simplistic hierarchy. We might group schools according to how well
they fulfill their intended function: those that play their intended role well,
those that are adequate, and those that are weak or marginal.

Of course, this process has to begin with determining what the school
is trying to be. Not every school is trying to be Harvard (thank goodness).
Institutional mission statements are notoriously vague and general, some-
what like the political candidate who comes out foursquare for prosperity.
But most faculty and administrators at an institution have a fairly clear
idea of what their school is all about.

A heavily endowed private university may take an elitist role, admit-
ting only top students and maintaining a faculty that includes some of the
nation’s best known scholars and teachers. Once the tradition is estab-
lished, of course, there may develop a kind of circularity in its reputation:
if the school is known for attracting top students, anyone admitted is
assumed to be a top student, and if it is known for outstanding scholars on
its faculty, anyone on the faculty is assumed to be an outstanding scholar.
Thus academic reputations sometimes outlive the substance that created
them, but that is another story.

Some—usually large—institutions place emphasis on graduate study
and research. Some of these emphasize the number and quality of gradu-
ate degrees produced, and some may regard graduate students as cheap
labor and emphasize the number of research grant dollars generated.
Small liberal arts colleges, on the other hand, will usually place almost all
of their emphasis on undergraduate teaching. Indeed, a faculty member at
such a school who turns out significant published scholarship or research
may be suspected of neglecting students. Again, the schools at these two
ends of the academic spectrum may be highly selective in admitting stu-
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dents, and, accordingly, may come to have an impressive list of distin-
guished alumni.

Most state supported colleges and universities, however, operate in a
different context. They are “public” institutions in a very real sense of the
word. Even though, in recent years, the proportion of the budgets of such
schools that comes from state appropriated (taxpayer) funds has dropped
dramatically, these schools are still subject to some form of “public” con-
trol. That is, they may be governed by a board that is elected or politically
appointed, and their budgets and policies may be subject to legislative
scrutiny. These schools are constrained to respond to the felt educational
needs of the public, and, perhaps too often, the current political exigencies
of the state government. Thus they can attempt to become elitist only at
their peril. Their admission standards may vary with their budgets and
with the political and demographic times, but they are generally broad.

There are many other variations, but these obvious differences among
schools are sufficient to illustrate the point that each school must be eval-
uated in terms of its specific mission. Schools with different missions can-
not be rated on the same scale. We can evaluate schools only in terms of
how well they perform in their particular mission and economic and polit-
ical context. How well do they do what they are intended to do?

For example, the careers of a school’s alumni might be a good indica-
tion of the value of the education they have received. But such an evalua-
tion, to be fair, must use some concept of value added. A school that can
be highly selective in admissions can safely expect a good proportion of
distinguished alumni. It is dealing with a student body that would proba-
bly produce a number of distinguished alumni no matter what the school
does to them, or for them. On the other hand, a school that by law must
admit every high school graduate in the state may produce some distin-
guished alumni, but the proportions will be lower. If most of its graduates
are good citizens who go on to have useful, productive careers, the institu-
tion will have met its reasonable goal with those students. How far a uni-
versity can take its students is greatly influenced by where the students
are when they come to school. That is the value added.

You may not be able to make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear, but if
you can make a good leather purse of it, you have accomplished some-
thing useful. Society has need of lots of good leather purses. If, figurative-
ly, making good leather purses is a part of your mission, you may be
among the best for that purpose. It need not keep you from turning out a
first-class silk purse from time to time, but both results should be honored
for their value to society. After all, the supply of raw silk is always some-
what limited.
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Similar problems arise with the comparison of faculty salaries and, for
that matter, university budgets. A faculty member at a state school in the
Midwest may look with envy at the salaries of colleagues in large urban
universities in New York City, or perhaps San Francisco, or other large
urban centers. The AAUP listings or the Phi Beta Kappa comparisons, for
example, would lead to such feelings. But they may be mistaken. A pro-
fessor in New York who lives in a cramped urban apartment, cannot
afford an automobile because of exorbitant parking and other fees, and
regards a crowded beach in New Jersey as an escape to the out-of-doors,
may make a far higher salary than the Midwestern professor, who owns a
car and a pickup truck, lives in a comfortable, spacious house on a pleas-
ant acreage near campus, dines on fresh vegetables from his or her own
little garden, and would feel terribly hemmed in on that beach in New
Jersey. The quality of everyday life should be factored into comparisons
of compensation. Prices are just much higher in big cities, one of the more
obvious contradictions of the myth of universal “economy of scale.”

University budgets face similar problems. A large urban university
may have millions more in its budget than a school in a smaller city or
town, but its costs will be substantially higher, also, from the cost of land
and buildings to the cost of utilities, security, parking garages, and so on.
Hence a higher budget may not provide any more real resources in a big
city than a lower budget will in a different setting. To paraphrase a reli-
gious expression, the city giveth and the city taketh away. In any case, no
department, college, or university in any setting ever thinks it has a large
enough budget, and that is probably correct in most cases, but we must
remember that the larger budgets of others may be swallowed up by high-
€er costs.

Comparisons of colleges and universities are difficult at best. Creating
1-2-3 hierarchies is almost certainly an invalid exercise. To use an ecolog-
ical analogy (beware of analogies, but sometimes they are useful), a gold-
en eagle is admirably equipped to fill the ecological niche in which we
find it, and the African lion is also well equipped for its ecological niche.
Both fulfill their function in nature quite effectively, but would we
attempt to rate them first and second on some kind of biological scale of
excellence? Silly.

So we must ask what a given school has set out to do. Take top stu-
dents and make them leaders? Take reasonably competent students and
make them good citizens and productive members of society? Develop
new knowledge and make it available to society? Produce advanced
scholars and teachers to carry on the university’s work? All of the above
and more? Which of these functions are most important for our school?
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We must answer such questions as these before we can even decide if a
school is doing its job, much less rank it against other institutions. In par-
ticular we should be careful about comparing a school with another that is
trying to fulfill a different function. If we follow this approach, most fac-
ulty may be able to find satisfaction, even pride, in their own institution’s
particular kind of excellence. Like the children in Lake Woebegone, per-
haps all of our schools are above average. We just need to see in what ways.
Now, about those football teams . . . . '
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SHERYL O’DONNELL

University, Inc.:

Transforming the Groves of Academe

Mary Burgan, What Ever Happened to the Faculty? Drift and Decision in
Higher Education. Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 2006.

Profession 2006. Ed. Rosemary Feal. Association of Departments and
Programs of Comparative Literature. New York: The Modern Language
Association of America, 2006.

“Faculty are the university.” Columbia University professor correct-
ing President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s address to the faculty as “employ-
ees of the university” (quoted in Burgan, xvi).

Centuries-old critiques of anti-intellectualism in American culture have
sharpened in the past two decades, as higher education in the United
States shifts from serving the public good to marketing a private commod-
ity. Analyists on all sides of the political and cultural divides within high-
er education are studying how campuses have turned themselves into vari-
ous kinds of business “incubators” and profit-generating Centers of
Excellence to counter falling state and federal support. They note the
changing language of academe: students and their families are now “cus-
tomers” and “stakeholders.” Multinational corporations and private labo-
ratories “partner” with researchers on campus who do the “real” work of
the university while a growing number of contingent faculty do the teach-
ing. Because faculty often identify with their professional organizations
and with colleagues in their disciplines, “service” rarely means communi-
ty activism or university committee work in one’s home institution.
“Service,” these days, means writing letters of evaluation and book
reviews for colleagues, running for office in professional organizations,
carefully building strong networks of like-minded scholars by proving
oneself ever more productive in one’s chosen research speciality. Of
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course, dozens of recent studies have traced the growth of this patently
commercial phenomenon within American higher education. Bill
Readings’ The University in Ruins (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1996) may be a most comprehensive study of the effects
of mindless careerism upon academic life and the public welfare of our
country. But Mary Burgan’s book is more readable, more hopeful, and,
ultimately, more witty and pragmatic than most studies to date.

In the main, critics of the “new” corporate university trace its emer-
gence to economic forces tied to privatization in other “service sectors” of
our culture: health care, food production and distribution, social services,
and the Office of Education’s policies of school reform. But Mary Burgan
gets to the heart of the matter in higher education by showing how faculty
have “drifted” away from the power of making any “decision” about the
academic purposes of their colleges and universities. Faculty are now just
employees in a managerial system which affords them responsibility but
no power to govern. A pervasive and ever-growing bureaucracy of vice
presidents and directors, consultants and public relations officers, enroll-
ment managers and facilities specialists have turned the academy into a
marketable brand which must fight for customer recognition and con-
sumer loyalty to stay alive.

As an English professor and a Dean at Indiana University, with a ten-
year stint as Executive Director of the American Association of
University Professors as well as years of serving as General Secretary of
the organization, the recently retired Burgan has spent her entire career
thinking about the issue of faculty governance. Her work with the
American Council on Education, the Higher Education Secretariat, and
Education International is a sign of her respect for people whose policies
she sometimes abhors. And she offers example after example of ways in
which faculty members themselves have internalized the “new” corporate
model by seeking money, power, and status only for themselves, by aban-
doning a sense of core curriculum for all students, and by valuing “pro-
ductivity” over teaching and service. Burgan is too wise and too wary to
indulge fantasies of romantic alienation. And she is far too intelligent to
let the opponents of academic integrity dismiss her views as outdated,
laughably purist, or irrelevant to modern university life. She is as impa-
tient with nostalgia for the good old tweedy days on campus as is any
Vice President for Productivity or Chief Officer of Campus Development
and Information Services. And she is quite aware that there is a good rea-
son that most academic novels and, lately, films, are satires.

Each book chapter of What Ever Happened to the Faculty? offers a
brisk overview of various myths used to justify turning the academy into a
marketplace. Nobody wants to listen to “bloviating professors” in this
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postmodern age, say focus group managers. Not true, counters Burgan. In
fact, students of all ages need responsible intellectual guides even more
urgently, since they often come to school with poor preparation and multi-
tudes of other responsibilities, including jobs and families.

In subsequent chapters Burgan takes up illusions of humanities
degrees as useless, the nightmarish wonders of online education, the
alarming shrinkage of teachers’ unions, and the dubious advantages of the
academic star system. One by one, these features of academic manage-
ment are briskly examined for their workable features, not summarily dis-
missed. Burgan concludes her analysis with three exemplary cases of fac-
ulty who have regained control of their schools by working in concert,
enacting their values in the hiring of new faculty and the provision of a
general curriculum, and by using their suspicion of commerce to curb
short-term institutional decisions and excesses. In each of the cases
Burgan offers, some striking features emerge: senior faculty and chairs
joined upper administration to shape tenure and promotion procedures.
Faculty did not leave public relations to the officials, but spoke early,
often, and consistently about the academic mission and educational values
important to students and their families. Faculty also insisted upon access
to budgetary information and project planning by their institutions.
Finally, faculty addressed policies, not personalities, in their move to
regain control of their schools.

The same kinds of practical guides to action appear in the Modern
Language Association’s Profession 2006. Prepared by the MLA’s
Association of Departments and Programs of Comparative Literature, this
volume places literature and literary studies in an international context.
Reports include data on numbers of undergraduate majors and minors in
Comparative Literature (they are stable) and foreign-language programs
in AA-granting institutions (they are successful, especially if these two-
year institutions offer study abroad and community internships). But for-
eign language requirements in English doctoral programs are declining.
“‘The linguistic incapacity of American PhDs has always been a joke,””
writes literary scholar Hazard Adams, and “‘in the present intellectual sit-
uation it has become a scandal’” (“Definition and/as Survival,” ADE
Bulletin 80 (1985), 6. Qtd. in Profession 2006, 215).

The instrumental view of language which these reports point toward
pervades American culture, including our colleges and universities.
Language programs are often developed for commercial reasons only,
with little attention to enlarging understanding, let alone appreciation, of
the cultures these languages produce. But a section in Profession 2006
called “Reports from the Field: Models of Learning in the Humanities”
sheds light on how foreign language learning can be a vital part of the
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humanities curriculum if departments collaborate to develop curriculum,
study abroad, and immersion programs featuring language proficiency as
an important cultural and aesthetic goal, not merely a skill.

The most interesting section of Profession 2006 takes up questions of
what language and literature professors might be doing as global citizens
and public thinkers. The MLA 2005 Presidential Forum on the Role of
Intellectuals in the Twenty-First Century, organized by past MLA
President Dommna Stanton, featured four world-famous cultural and liter-
ary writers from various continents and countries. Julia Kristeva (Europe),
Ratna Kapur (India), Ngugi Wa Thiong’o (South Korea), and Ariel
Dorfman (Chile) addressed the MLA’s national convention in
Washington, D.C. Like Mary Burgan, these writers examine the contra-
dictions which intellectuals must live out as citizens whose work may be
devalued or, worse, placed in service to despots and imperialists of all
kinds. Like Burgan, they reject the romantic notion of the intellectual as
the isolated, exiled figure cultivated by North American professors at the
same time that their colleagues in other parts of the world are jailed, tor-
tured, and killed. When Dorfman performed his fantasy of the role of the
public intellectual by claiming that his paper had been confiscated by
Homeland Security, the MLA audience, missing the satiric point of
Dorfman’s fable of his “Lost Paper,” eventually changed Dorfman’s own
notion of how we perform in these times of universal surveillance.

Julia Kristeva’s “Thinking in Dark Times” is the most compelling
essay in Profession 2006, primarily because it captures the general chal-
lenge of all other essays (including the section on “Collegiality” prepared
by Heather Dubrow, Chair of the English Department at the University of
Wisconsin, Madison). Kristeva, a Professor in the Institute Universitaire
de France, directs the “Langue, Litterature, Image” doctoral program at
the University of Paris. She is also a practicing psychoanalyst working
tirelessly as a public intellectual who is both deeply suspicious and utterly
committed to the Enlightenment notion of secular humanism. She consid-
ers the current plight of Muslim adolescents in Paris who are burning the
suburbs of the city. Adolescents, Kristeva argues, suffer the “malady of
ideality” all over the world. Kristeva reminds professors that they teach
adolescents, “difficult youth” who are not fighting a religious battle but a
deeper psychic one:

Contrary to the polymorphous perverse child who wants to know
where children come from and who constructs himself as a theoreti-
cian, the adolescent is starving for ideal models that will allow him
to tear himself from his parents and meet the ideal being, the ideal
partner, the ideal job and to turn himself into an ideal being. Seen
from this angle, the adolescent is a believer. . . . This malady of ide-
ality confronts us with a prereligious and prepolitical form of belief;
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it is a matter of needing an ideal that contributes to the construction
of the psychic life but that, because it is an absolute exigency, can
easily turn itself into its opposite: disappointment, boredom, depres-
sion, or even destructive rage, vandalism, and all the imaginable
variants of nihilism that are but appeals to the ideal. . . . It is to this
space that the parent, the teacher, and intellectual are called. While
demanding pragmatism and generosity from the political spheres, we
must come up with ideals adapted to modern times and the multicul-
turalism of modern souls. (20)

The ramifications of Kristeva’s remarks are profoundly important to
faculty struggling for real presence and power in the modern university.
Real learning and real teaching are not connected to commercial goals of
American business and of multinational corporations: efficiency, practi-
cality, and profitability. These goals produce what Bourdieu calls “an
increasingly depoliticized, aseptic, bland view of the world” (Profession
2006, 8) which, in its denial of the unconscious, the irrational, and the
ideal, must be called into question. The place of learning, i.e., colleges
and universities, and those responsible for governing its presence there,
i.e., the faculty, are one.
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DAN RICE

Higher Education:
Where We’ve Gone Wrong'

I begin by identifying an assumption: the one who defines the issue has
the advantage. This insight has been vividly illustrated in our national pol-
itics. The one who is successful at defining the issue has a huge advan-
tage. The more we allow others to define us, the more likely we are to
find those definitions to be both inadequate and troublesome. I believe
that this assumption applies to higher education as well.

Higher education has plenty of shortcomings, but I wish to identify
three of the interrelated ways in which we’ve gone wrong. These three
shortcomings are acquiescing to the business model, overemphasizing the
individual benefit of higher education, and, as a result, losing the moral
high ground.

Acquiescing to the Business Model
At the outset I want to say that I am not anti-business. Obviously, a
strong, vibrant business sector is absolutely essential. Our way of life
depends on it, our retirement plans depend on it, higher education depends
on it. I am not anti-business. But public higher education is not a business,
at least not yet.

To provide a frame for this discussion, let me state up front that uni-
versities in this country did not begin as businesses. American universities
began under the wing of churches in the colonial period. Most colleges
and universities were still church sponsored or affiliated in the 19th centu-
ry. As time passed, more colleges and universities were established as
secular, not-for-profit, public educational entities sponsored and support-
ed by the States. Early efforts to establish a national university were
defeated. More recently, in the late 20th century we witnessed the growth
of the for-profit higher education sector and that has pushed us even fur-
ther down this road toward higher education as a business. One could
argue today that public higher education in this country, in the eyes of
many citizens and policy makers, is just one more “business enterprise.”
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Patrick Callan and John Immerwahr, who have been conducting pub-
lic opinion research about higher education for over fifteen years, reported
the findings from their most recent study:

We have also seen erosion in the public’s appreciation of the altruis-
tic mission of higher education. In our recent focus groups we were
surprised by how many people spoke of higher education as “a grow-
ing business” with “money coming in from everywhere.” Today 52

percent say that colleges mainly care about the bottom line, while
only 43 percent see colleges as focused primarily on education.
(A56)

In my view, this is a serious problem. How have we come to this point
in our history?

Christopher Lucas, author of one of the standard histories of American
higher education, in writing about changes in higher education in the post
World War II era, used the term “Corporate Academe.” He made this
point:

The key to understanding what had occurred, as analysts saw it, was
the degree to which academic institutions in many fundamental
respects had come to differ but little from traditional business enter-
prises seeking to survive in the marketplace. (238)

Many find this movement to be good. Here in North Dakota we are
well aware of the Higher Education Roundtable, a creation of the legisla-
ture, the business community, and the North Dakota University System. A
major thrust of the Roundtable is that in exchange for more autonomy and
better funding the higher education system must direct its efforts more
fully and successfully to enhance the economic development of the State
and that it will be accountable for the extent to which it meets that goal. It
seems clear to me that higher education has kept its part of that bargain
but not at all clear that the State government has kept its part. But that is
another story.

My thesis is that the pendulum has swung too far in that direction.
Those of us in higher education have acquiesced too much in allowing
others to define us as mostly an economic or business enterprise.

During the 1980s the Carnegie Endowment for the Advancement of
Teaching published a series of reports about higher education, including
one titled The Control of the Campus (cited in Lucas) in which this con-
cern was expressed:

The connection between higher education and major corporations . . .
imperils colleges and universities in much the same way as the
church and the state have threatened university integrity in the past.
And preoccupation on the part of the academy with the priorities of
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business and industry may mean that . . . larger social mandates . . .
will be compromised. (307)

More recently, John Saltmarsh, formerly of Campus Compact,
expressed this concern:

Higher education has been led down a path of corporate restructuring
and management, instilling a privatized, consumerist vision of the
academy. While there has been an equilibrium that historically
defined the purposes of education in the United States, with prepara-
tion for democratic citizenship balanced by job preparation, the dom-
inance of the corporate model has created a pervasive imbalance. (vi-vii)

I will further argue that, at some point, if this is essentially how the
public comes to see us, we have lost what is most valuable and important
to society, our educational purpose. To put it in even starker terms, we
will have lost our soul.

Some will remember when higher education was urged to adopt the
Total Quality Management (TQM) approach to business practices devel-
oped by W. E. Deming (qtd. in Seymour). Many of us went along with
various degrees of skepticism and trepidation. We were encouraged to
think of students as our customers.

It occurred to me one day why the “customer” metaphor for students
was and is so inadequate. Have you heard of any customer who has estab-
lished a trust so that when she dies her estate will go to Wal-Mart? Or any
other business, for that matter?

Why is that? I believe it is because we don’t expect business to change
our lives. There is a fundamental difference between employees of busi-
nesses who serve customers and faculty who serve students in colleges
and universities. There is a powerful difference between the relationships
we want faculty to have with students and what we expect of our relation-
ships with the people we interact with in the business sector. The problem
with the “customer” definition of the student-faculty relationship is that it
grossly understates the nature of that relationship.

The for-profit sector of higher education has enrolled large numbers
of students, mostly in Internet based programs, and some of these compa-
nies are now traded on the stock market. But the for-profit universities
have exhibited some of the same problems that have plagued the corpo-
rate world. It is not unusual to see stories of for-profits being investigated
for improper or illegal practices involving recruitment of students, inap-
propriate use of federal student aid, and other questionable practices (as,
for example, in the feature “Chronicle Index” in The Chronicle of Higher
Education).

A recent study of some of the larger for-profits found that their gradu-
ation rates were in the mid-teens (15-18%), rates that would shame the
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worst public university. Ironically, the members of Congress who criticize
public universities with graduation rates in the 50% range, and who
recently approved the use of federal student aid for students attending for-
profits, have been silent about this revelation.

I want to remain optimistic about the future of these good and won-
derful public places we call universities, but I am growing more pes-
simistic as I see universities taking on the behaviors and the thinking of
the corporate world. The discourse about public higher education seems to
be dominated by this corporate perspective. Our understanding of the
noble and altruistic origins from which universities came, and our com-
mitment to those values, seem to be receding ever further into the past and
out of our memories.

When we allow others to define universities as essentially businesses,
we do so at our peril. There is a second way in which we have gone
wrong that accounts for much of our current situation.

Overemphasizing the Individual Benefit of Higher Education
From the beginning, the purpose of higher education in the United States
was to provide for the public good. The “new world” was in desperate
need of an educated clergy and magistrates to run the government. The
benefits that came to those who attended college were secondary to this
larger public good. Frederick Rudolph, a Williams College historian who
wrote the classic history of American higher education, agreed when he
wrote, “From the beginning the American college was cloaked with a
public purpose . . .” (177). In writing about the founding of Harvard
College, Samuel Morison made this important point:

. . . the two cardinal principles of English Puritanism which most
profoundly affected the social development of New England and the
United States were not religious tenets, but educational ideals: a
learned clergy, and a lettered people. (45)

Frederick Rudolph agreed with Morison when he observed:

Central to these ideals was the development of Harvard College, the
college which would train the schoolmasters, the divines, the rulers,
the cultured ornaments of society. . . . Of course a religious common-
wealth required an educated clergy, but it also needed leaders disci-
plined by knowledge and learning. . . . (6-7)

The founders of this country recognized that they needed to have edu-
cated people as leaders in order to make our form of government possible.
Unfortunately, they did not think that everyone needed to be educated; not
women, slaves, native peoples, or the poor. The broadening and extension
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of the concept of public good has continued to evolve and expand, even to
this day.

James Angell, who served as the president of the University of
Michigan in the 1870s, was an outspoken advocate for the public purpos-
es of higher education. He said in an address, recorded in his Selected
Addresses (qtd. in Rudolph), that he could not conceive «. . . anything
more hateful, more repugnant to our natural instincts, more calamitous at
once to learning and to the people, more unrepublican, more undemocrat-
ic, more unchristian than a system which should confine the priceless
boon of higher education to the rich” (280).

This view of the purpose of higher education prevailed well into the
20th century as the nation supported a remarkable growth of public col-
leges and universities, supported essentially by the States, to prepare
teachers, lawyers, physicians, nurses, engineers, and the other profession-
als necessary to an ordered, good, and modern society.

The Morrill Act of 1862, establishing the Land Grant universities,
stands as a dramatic example of the public purpose of higher education,
and in it there were many such purposes:

—Providing for the disposition of public land (taken from native peo-
ples).

—Creating opportunities for the working class to be educated.
—Promoting science and its application to the needs of society,
including agriculture.

None of these purposes were achieved without a struggle. The Morrill
Act was vetoed by President James Buchanan when first passed by the
Congress and was vehemently opposed by the presidents of the Ivy
League colleges, including President Eliot of Harvard, a betrayal
Frederick Rudolph called one of the shabbiest moments in the history of
American higher education (254).

Nor was the public fully behind the effort to greatly extend the oppor-
tunities for higher education to the common person. In Philadelphia dur-
ing this time an agricultural newspaper (qtd. in Ferrier) wrote: “Instead of
introducing the student of agriculture to a laboratory and chemical and
philosophical apparatus, we would introduce him to a pair of heavy neat’s
leather boots and corduroy pants and learn [sic] him how to load manure”
(62-63).

One cannot speak about the public purposes of higher education with-
out speaking of what is known as the GI Bill, Public Law 346, the
Servicemen’s Readjustment Act, which passed in 1944 by a single vote.
Many observers believe this to be one of the most important events in the
history of U.S. higher education. There were several reasons for the pas-
sage of the bill, and a sense of moral obligation to returning veterans was
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only one. There was great fear about massive unemployment after the
war. What would all of these returning service people do? U.S. industry
needed time to retool and to convert from producing the materials of war
to the products of peace.

John Thelin, historian of higher education, writes that, at the time,
very few expected much from this bill. By 1945, 88,000 veterans were
participating, but by 1946 the numbers had grown to over one million,
and by 1950 over two million (263). The program was a true entitlement,
open to anyone who was qualified. It had an enormous and lasting impact
on higher education. More importantly, it had a huge impact on the entire
nation for the next generation as thousands of teachers, engineers, nurses,
physicians, business majors, and all sorts of professionals were prepared
to transform our society and our economy. This was one of higher educa-
tion’s finest hours. It is difficult to imagine how anything could have
accomplished more public good.

The dramatic shift from the public good to the individual benefit per-
spective gained momentum after the dramatic success of the GI Bill began
to fade from the public memory. Presidents Harry Truman, Dwight
Eisenhower, and Lyndon Johnson held the “public-good” view, for the
most part. During this postwar period the National Defense Education Act
was passed, as the result of the Cold War, and the federal government
began to pour millions into the research activity of universities.

Some observers have concluded that the student unrest and demon-
strations of the 1960s and *70s made this shift in perspective more appeal-
ing to legislators and many in the general public who saw universities as
“hot beds” of radicalism and disorder. From this perspective, young peo-
ple who were enjoying the opportunities of higher education because of
the public largesse were no longer worthy of that support and should be
forced to pay more of the cost themselves. Ronald Reagan rode this wave
of backlash into the governor’s office in California by attacking Clark
Kerr, President of the California higher education system, perhaps the
finest in the world at that time, and then firing Kerr who was the architect
of that system.

Perhaps the most dramatic indicator of this shift in perspective from
public good to individual benefit may be seen in the shift in federal finan-
cial aid policy for students. Thelin describes this shift in financial aid poli-
cy and its consequences as follows:

Starting in 1978, however, the focus of federal programs for student
financial aid changed, from an emphasis on grants for students with
financial need toward an emphasis on readily available student loans.
The Guaranteed Student Loan Act was especially attractive both to
banks and to students from relatively prosperous families. As such, it
extended the net of participants. The price of this short-run populari-
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ty, however, was that in the coming decades the emphasis on federal
loans meant that an increasing number of recent college graduates
would be saddled with large amounts of debt. (326)

One of the great ironies about this shift in federal policy, in my view,
is that many of the members of Congress who engineered or supported
this change had been beneficiaries of the GI Bill. As reported by Smith,
the load of student debt for college students has become a major problem
for many students who wish to enter what we call the “helping profes-
sions,” i.e., teaching, social work, counseling, and similar fields, because
the entry-level salaries make it very difficult for them to service the stu-
dent loan payments they will have when they graduate.

Another example of this shift in emphasis from public good to indi-
vidual benefit might be seen in the level of state support for higher educa-
tion. At one time, as much as 70% or 80% of the budgets of public univer-
sities came from the State. In California in the 1960s, public universities
charged no tuition. Today, about 24% of the budget at the University of
North Dakota comes from the State. The share of the budget for universi-
ties in some States is around 15%. One has to be careful with these num-
bers because contemporary universities are doing so many other things
that generate revenue. Even so, this decline is dramatic.

There are several reasons why public universities are receiving a
decreasing share of their budgets from the States. During the 1970s, the
federal government began to shift more of the costs of Medicare and other
entitlement and human services programs to the States. Some States have
an aging population. Prisons are bursting at the seams. But one reason, I
believe, is this shift from viewing higher education as primarily bestowing
individual benefit rather than seeing it as primarily serving the public good.

Allowing others to define the purpose of higher education as primarily
an individual benefit, rather than a public good, is costing us in more
ways than financial.

Losing the Moral High Ground
Of the several consequences of allowing higher education to be overly
identified as an economic or corporate entity, one in which students are
simply customers, and thus an institution which largely serves to benefit
individuals rather than primarily serves the public good, is the loss of
whatever moral high ground we might have held. I am not suggesting that
the business or corporate world is immoral or unethical, by definition.
Someone once said that “business ethics” is an oxymoron. It shouldn’t be.
But the truth is that the corporate world has not helped its reputation in
recent times. The names Enron, Haliburton, and many others have
become code words for corporate greed and wrongdoing. This is not com-
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pany we should want to keep. It’s not that all corporations are unethical,
but their basic purpose is to make a profit for the shareholders, their
administrators included.

If higher education is viewed as simply another corporate entity in
society it will and should deserve no more deference than any other aspect
of the corporate sector. In fact, higher education will become the subject
of the same suspicion, skepticism, and even scoffing that is directed at
much of the corporate sector. University presidents will be regarded as
hucksters or sales people attempting to sell their product in the market-
place rather than as leaders of our society who can speak to the moral
challenges of our day. Excessively high presidential salaries contribute to
this image of university presidents as corporate executives.

During the politically intimidating period of the late 1940s and ’50s,
Presidents Robert Maynard Hutchins of the University of Chicago and
Nathan Pusey of Harvard stood up to Senator Joseph McCarthy and his
anti-Communist fear mongering. There was a time when university presi-
dents were regarded as national leaders, advocates for civil rights, the
reform of public education, and ambassadors for world peace. Presidents
Theodore Hesburgh of Notre Dame, Kingman Brewster of Yale, and
Clark Kerr of the University of California come to mind. They defended
the right of faculty and students to be engaged in the civil rights and anti-
war movements of that period. University presidents were routinely asked
to serve on national commissions and interviewed by the media. One has
difficulty naming a university president today who fits this description.

In my more cynical moments, I suspect that there are those who have
this result as their aim because they do not like the influence that higher
education has had in making our society more progressive and more just.
There are those who are doing whatever they can to hasten the day when
higher education is viewed by nearly everyone as just one more business
enterprise slurping at the public trough. We should take great care not to
add fuel to that fire.

Here are some of the consequences of our losing the moral high ground.

—The loss of the university as an arbiter of knowledge in all its
forms.

—The loss of the university as a social critic.

—The loss of the university as a model for the larger society in terms
of justice, respect for persons, civility, and best practices.

As a moral agent in society, the university must be viewed as indepen-
dent, not a wholly owned subsidiary of the corporate world. The universi-
ty must be free of conflicts of interest. When pharmaceutical companies
pay for and control the dissemination of the results of university research,
the university is not independent and free from conflict of interest. It has

52



betrayed a fundamental purpose—the discovery, development, and dis-
semination of knowledge.

When the Department of Defense provides huge contracts to universi-
ties, universities risk the ability to stand as critics of our foreign policy. To
believe that the financial interests of the university, including the substantial
indirect cost returns, could have no chilling effect on the faculty is naive.

This problem reaches into every sector of the modern university.
Recently, as reported in The Chronicle of Higher Education (LIII, 2007),
it was discovered that consultants who worked for the U.S. Department of
Education to promote its efforts to require a specific, privately owned
approach to teaching reading to children, were also university professors
who participated in the development of that program, “had relationships
with the publishers” and urged States to purchase the program
(“Consultants” A16).

If the university has any commitment to or hope to regain the moral
high ground, it must turn away from this sort of behavior.

Here are some of the consequences I fear if this trend continues:

—Continuing decline in the share of university budgets provided by
public funding.

—Difficulty in securing private funding.

—Further reliance on student loans for financial aid, thereby further
restricting access to a college degree.

—Further decline in the role of the university as a moral leader for the
larger society.

What should we do to recover? Here are some suggestions:

1. Language matters. Let’s insist that the university presidents be
called presidents, not CEOs. That provosts and vice presidents for aca-
demic affairs be called that, not CAOs (for Chief Academic Officers).
And so forth. A few years ago the president of the North Dakota State
Board of Higher Education referred in writing to faculty as “employees.”
It seemed to some of us that this was not an appropriate term, given the
nature of governance in higher education, another difference we have
from the corporate world. We should take care that our language does not
foster the image of higher education as just another business.

2. Protect our autonomy. The university needs to have a healthy rela-
tionship with the corporate world, just as it does with the government.
The challenge, as Clark Kerr warned, is within both of these essential
relationships to maintain a significant degree of autonomy for the univer-
sity. I have provided examples of how the university sells its autonomy to
the corporate world. We must resist inappropriate encroachments from
state and federal governments. To do so we must persuade policy makers
why this independence is in the public good.
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3. Emphasize our contributions to the public good. We need to per-
suade the public that higher education is an investment in the
“Commonwealth,” our States, our peoples. We must emphasize the broad-
er public purposes that we serve, our contributions to the physical and
mental health of the public, our leadership for improvement of the public
schools, our support for the fine arts and the humanities, the preparation of
students for informed and responsible citizenship—the full array of the ways
in which we contribute to the public good.

4. Lead by example. Every week The Chronicle of Higher Education
includes examples of wrongdoing and ethical lapses by people in higher
education:

—Presidents who have misused university funds for personal gain or
pleasure.

—Athletic programs that have violated NCAA rules.

—Administrators or faculty who have engaged in sexual harassment.
—Researchers who have falsified data or engaged in conflict of inter-
est behavior.

These incidents add up to more than individual failings because, in the
public mind, they undermine the moral standing of higher education. We
must lead by example and demand the highest ethical conduct from the
members of the university community and in our institutional practices.

Conclusion

Earlier I made reference to Clark Kerr, the architect of the California
higher education system, the person who is considered by many to be one
of the most important leaders of American higher education in the 20th
century. He died in 2003. Kerr was invited to give the Godkin Lecture at
Harvard in 1963. Later he expanded the lecture to become his book, The
Uses of the University. Since 1963 there have been five editions published
with Kerr writing an update nearly every decade until the last edition in
2001. In the book, Kerr identified the confrontations he thought higher
education faced, and one of those he called the confrontation over the
“definition of the soul of the university.”

One common definition (and my own) of what is most important is
high concern for student access, for faculty quality, and for institu-
tional autonomy. The main alternative is a gradually diminished sta-
tus quo in each area—and overall of the soul of the university. (182)

I am content to align myself with Clark Kerr on this issue, and that is
what this paper has been about, the struggle for the soul of the university.
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Note

IThis paper was first given for the University of North Dakota Faculty
Lecture Series, in a slightly different format, on February 14, 2008. My thinking
about the “public good vs. public benefit” as a dichotomy for the purpose of high-
er education has been influenced by my reading over many years, yet I have not
been able to identify a specific source for it. If one exists, my apologies.

The title of the paper, “Higher Education: Where We’ve Gone Wrong” could
be explained in the same way that William Sloan Coffin, Jr., Yale’s charismatic
and former chaplain, explained his criticisms of the organized church as a “lover’s
quarrel”! He spoke, not as an enemy from outside, but as a constructive critic from
inside.

I care deeply about higher education. I see it as the last and perhaps the only
institution in our society whose unique purposes are to discover, develop, and dis-
seminate knowledge; protect scholars who tell us what we need to hear when we
don’t want to hear it; and create solutions to our most vexing challenges.
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LAUREL REUTER

Wise Counsel, Glorious Company

“Through the arts we learn to make difficult decisions based upon abstract
and ambiguous information.” Those words come from the North Dakota
Museum of Art Mission statement. Recently they were given substance by
a North Dakota controversy.

The New York Times periodically runs a story about how “North
Dakota is becoming a barren land as the population dies or drifts away,”
citing population figures, running photos of empty houses and closed up
towns. In January 2008, National Geographic ran its version of the same
story. Even before the issue arrived in many rural mailboxes, the Grand
Forks Herald ran a rebuttal by Opinion Editor Tom Dennis:

Start with the alcoholism rate. Drop in the suicide rate. Support both
numbers by a telling detail: a battered mobile home, maybe, in a yard
surrounded by stray dogs and junked cars, a reservation license plate
dangling by a single screw from one of the cars.

For decades, that’s the portrait too many writers have offered of
reservation life. And for decades, tribal members have shaken their
heads and said, “No, that’s not right. The problems are real, but this
zoom-lens focus on them offers a terribly distorted picture of
American Indian life.”

Non-Indians in North Dakota now can share that frustration
because the current issue of National Geographic gives a similar
treatment to the state. “The Emptied Prairie,” the story is called, and
if you haven’t read it, just the headline is probably enough to call the
whole thing to mind. You could write the piece yourself: The aban-
doned barn. The empty schoolhouse. The wind whistling through the
windows of what was once a prairie home. . . .

A month later, Grand Forks photographer Rick Tonder’s Under the
Endless Sky: Images of the Drift Prairie and the Red River Valley was
published. In the introduction Clay Jenkinson wrote: “That which is most
remarkable in North Dakota is dying,” and he goes on to lament the loss
of earlier ways, the abandonment of rural life for the urban amenities
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found in the consumerism of thriving Grand Forks and Fargo, Bismarck
and Minot. And again, he supports his premise with statistics.

Clearly, North Dakota, like much of the Northern Plains, has gone
through a significant population shift in the last 25 years. In 2000, as
Director of the North Dakota Museum of Art, I decided to commission a
group of artists to respond to the “Emptying Out of the Plains” theme—
words that proved great for fundraising outside the region but simplistic
back home. As Mary Lucier, Robert Polidori, Jon Solinger, Kathryn
Lipke, Aganetha Dyck, and Jim Dow began their work, a larger but
unspoken goal gradually emerged: we North Dakotans need to consider
what it is that we cherish, what it is that we must hang on to as we go
through this inevitable time of change.

Mary Lucier took on the subject directly in her five-channel video
installation: The Plains of Sweet Regret. Eighteen minutes long, the
images, the electronic score, and George Strait singing “I Can Still Make
Cheyenne,” wash over the viewer with waves of longing, regret, mystery,
hope, dreams of the past, and promises of the future. Traveling across sea-
sons and time, venturing into the far northwest corner of the state, almost
to Montana, almost to Saskatchewan, Lucier creates the experience of
moving through the landscape, across the Prairies and the Plains, into the
birthing pens and the rodeo arenas, and, finally, back into the West of the
imagination—the West, which, if it ever existed, lies in ruins. Certainly
she filmed images of abandoned houses, but houses teeming with the rem-
nants of earlier lives.

Rick Tonder’s photographs, Jenkinson writes, “suggest that all the
people of North Dakota have departed and not cleaned up after them-
selves as they fled away.” Mary Lucier’s art, however, records a different
truth. She implies that the empty houses are left standing because they are
the keepers of family histories—not unlike the small spirit houses that are
constructed as roadside memorials to traffic accident victims throughout
Chile, which, in turn, echo the crosses and plastic flowers placed along
highways in the United States. Seemingly abandoned, these haunting
farmsteads and deserted homes are treasured, revered, and revisited.
Unknown family members of succeeding generations continue to make
pilgrimages back, seeking an earlier part of themselves, until a final storm
blows away the fragile structures.

In Robert Polidori’s photographs the once carefully tended woods,
gardens, and orchards planted to grace those early dwellings continue to
flourish, but in a wilder state. Today they are home to billions of honey
bees in a North Dakota that leads the nation in honey production.
Abandoned farmsteads have become the aviaries of the 21st century.
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Aganetha Dyck takes it further by placing the Plexiglas model of an aban-
doned house within a bee hive where the bees cover it with honey comb.

Jenkinson writes that “The history of North Dakota is the history of
departure.” The artists commissioned by the Museum suggest otherwise.
Jon Solinger in his photographic study of the history of the shelterbelt,
and thus land usage, captures the evolution of agriculture in the 20th cen-
tury from the small family farm of yesterday to the medium-sized corpo-
rate family farm of the early 21st century. In his photographs, as in
Kathryn Vigessa Lipke’s documentary film Shadows on the Land, neither
is better or worse, they just are.

Jim Dow in his nuanced and tender photographic series examines the
creative life of rural North Dakota through the stuff people make with
their hands. Ultimately published as Marking the Land: Jim Dow in North
Dakota, this artist offers a slice out of time to both those who left and
those who stayed. According to Tom Rankin, Director of Duke
University’s Center for Documentary Studies, “I can think of no eyes I
trust more to photograph the cultural landscape and creativity expressed
in daily life than Jim Dow’s. These images reveal the eloquent complexity
of the human story in North Dakota, rendered so powerfully and with
such profound respect.”

It is the role of artists to peel back the surface, to expose ambiguous,
conflicting information that allows the viewer to grapple with the com-
plexity, the ambiguity, and the conflict inherent in life. Humans take in
visual information in a scattered rather than a linear way. It is layered,
seemingly unrelated, abstract. The human mind is left to construct the raw
information into a coherent, albeit complex, reality.

In the early 1970s, Ray and Charles Eames experimented with how
humans process information. They asked a group of people to view a sin-
gle-screen film and a control group to view the same information simulta-
neously presented as small bites of information on nine screens. Each
group was tested for retention immediately after viewing. The first group
who saw the linear film tested much higher, but a month later they had
forgotten almost everything. On the other hand, during the intervening
month the second group recaptured the bits and pieces of information and
formed them into a cohesive but personal whole.

The Eameses reached several defining conclusions. Visual art emerges
from a chain of discontinuous ideas which allows the viewer to synthesize
conflicting possibilities and layers of meaning. Thus a work of art is not
simply a presentation of ideas but a way of working out, developing, and
enlarging those ideas.

Beauty itself is riddled with such ambiguity. For eons humans have
struggled to understand or define its essence. The poet Rainer Maria
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Rilke, who created object poems in order to describe with utter clarity
their physical being,! fully recognized that “beauty is . . . the beginning of
terror.”? Even when dealing with physical objects, the arts allow the view-
er to accept and understand that conflicting components can coalesce into
a greater whole, that a kernel of darkness, ugliness even, lies at the core of
all loveliness.

For example, Mary Lucier’s The Plains of Sweet Regret is visually
gorgeous. It is haunting. It is utterly beautiful. And at its core is an over-
whelming sense of loss, of longing for a place and time that has slipped
away. The yearning is conveyed on an emotional level through the sound:
an original electronic score written by the blind composer Earl Howard
for the first two movements, followed in the third movement by George
Strait’s Country Western song, “I Can Still Make Cheyenne.” The song
folds back upon itself, over and over, lingering, replaying in one’s mind
long after leaving the work of art. Brilliantly, the sound binds the work
into a whole, underpins the sense of movement through time and weather,
and gives voice to the aching sense of loss at the core of the work of art.

Mary Lucier, video still of “Corinth” from The Plains of Sweet Regret (2004).

59



Robert Polidori also creates gorgeously beautiful photographs at the
scene of decay, be it a grand mansion in Cuba or an empty house standing
alone in the vast prairie landscape. His monumental photographs of dev-
astated New Orleans speak to the aftermath of all floods. They might just
as well have been taken in Grand Forks, North Dakota, in the wake of the
1997 flood of the Red River. It is that terror of loss that transports his pic-
tures beyond the elegant into great beauty. These works of art lodge them-
selves into the human subconscious, to be revisited for years to come.

Do we in the United States keep the past alive in the present the way
other parts of the world do? Seemingly, the answer is no. The American
Civil War was settled within twenty years of the cease fire whereas coun-
tries like Bosnia are still fighting over 800-year-old issues (although cer-
tainly issues of segregation and slavery plagued this country for the next
century, maybe finally approaching resolution in the 2008 election of
Barack Obama as President of the United States). Because North America
is the bastion of the individual and much of the rest of the world defers to
the will and good of the collective, individual stories from the past do
keep it alive.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, droves of artists made art about
their own lives. In 1996 the North Dakota Museum of Art mounted the
exhibition Autobiography: Words and Images from Life. Three artists, all
Canadians, made their art from memory, from images lodged in their
minds. “They not only remembered, but through the process of translating
the fleetingness of memory into visual form, confronted larger issues of
how memory functions, how much the present is ruled by the past”
(Autobiography).

Kal Asmundson grew up in the Bohemian section of Winnipeg,
Manitoba. He writes,

My earliest memory is of trying to walk and my father pushing me
on the chest until I fell down . . . [when] my sister Karen was born. I
can remember disliking her intensely. I would get into her carriage
with her and shake it until it tipped and we fell out. One time she
laughed and that made me change my mind about her. My mother
liked to tell me that I wanted to kill my sister. . . . From age fourteen
on I don’t remember much. . . . I feared my father and I hated my
mother. (Autobiography 11)

Years later, after many attempts, Karen committed suicide. One day
Kal ran into one of her girlfriends who confronted him with the circum-
stances that had driven Karen to her end. Kal couldn’t remember them.
He denied them. Finally, he made himself turn back to the childhood he
didn’t think about. It was not repressed memory, or forgotten experi-
ence—just experience set aside in order to live. Once begun, drawings
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and paintings poured forth in rapid succession. Today they are in the col-
lection of the North Dakota Museum of Art, intensely personal artistic
records of a life experienced by many.

The other two artists in the same exhibition also used art to navigate
life. Caroline Dukes, a child of Middle Europe, suffered all that Jewish
children of the Holocaust had to suffer. She managed to leave with part of
her family intact and to make her way to Canada. It was only when her
mother died, and after she had reached her sixth decade, that she turned
her thoughts to her past, to her parents, to the part of her that was formed
in Hungary during its bleakest years.

Like Kal, Caroline tells a private story. And also like Kal, her story
becomes the story of everyone’s search for the parent lost early, remem-
bered in a couple of photographs, in the inscribed and worn pages of a
cherished family book, or in a few fleeting memories lodged in the mind.
Caroline sought lost memories through hypnosis. The viewer is left with
the sense that hypnosis came to little. Instead of finding new memories,
she ended up making art about the poignancy of memory, and of the
enduring constancy of human relationships (Autobiography 10).

Caroline Dukes, “Memory Image # 3,” charcoal on paper, 84" x 120" (1992).
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Stephen Andrews created a body of work that appears less personal
than that of either Dukes or Asmundson. Like the art of the other two, his
installation “Facsimile” came into being as Stephen confronted death,
both personally and on an epidemic scale. It was in the late 1980s and
early 1990s, and AIDS was sweeping Toronto. Although living under the
same death sentence, he was working in France. There, across the
Atlantic, he waited for word of the mounting death toll. It came to him
across the telephone lines via the new fax technology. Stephen collected
the faxed photographs. In an act of mourning, he transformed each faded,
pixilated picture into a contemporary icon (Autobiography 8).

Years later, I curated a major international exhibition titled The
Disappeared, again drawing together the work of 25 artists who, over the
course of the last thirty years, have made art about the “disappeared.”
These artists have lived through the horrors of the military dictatorships
that rocked their countries in the 20th century. Some worked in the resis-
tance; some had parents or siblings who were “disappeared”; others were
forced into exile. The youngest were born into the aftermath of those dic-
tatorships. And still others live in countries maimed by endless civil war.
The art, born of the need to tell, delved deeply into the nature of human
memory. And importantly, through art such as this, viewers come to
understand their own times.

Sometimes art is stripped down to its most fundamental, formal fea-
tures, as Minimalism evolved in the late 20th century. It is about seeing,
not feeling, not thinking. At other times art serves as a celebration of life.
New York Times art critic John Russell’s obituary stated that “art, for him,
remained a glorious love affair and a lifelong adventure.” “‘When art is
made new, we are made new with it,” he wrote in the first volume of The
Meanings of Modern Art. “We have a sense of solidarity with our own
time, and of psychic energies shared and redoubled, which is just about
the most satisfying thing that life has to offer.””

Like great works of literature, the visual arts allow the viewer to enter
at his or her own level of experience, of openness, of knowledge. The lay-
ers of meaning exist only to be peeled away, one at a time, as the viewer
becomes ready. For not only do the arts allow us to make difficult deci-
sions based upon abstract and ambiguous information, they also can make
our hearts wise, the highest of human goals.

Just when we think we have defined the real essence of art, it takes
another turn. The next generation of artists make what they will of it,
much to the astonishment and discomfort of their audiences. Ultimately,
art is a path that one might choose to follow into understanding, into plea-
sure, into expanding one’s visual language, and into wisdom.
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Notes
IRainer Maria Rilke. Illustration of his object poems, from New Poems,
“Archaic Torso of Apollo,” 1908.
We cannot know his legendary head
with eyes like ripening fruit. And yet his torso
is still suffused with brilliance from inside,
like a lamp, in which his gaze, now turned to low,
gleams in all its power. Otherwise
the curved breast could not dazzle you so, nor could
a smile run through the placid hips and thighs
to that dark center where procreation flared.

Otherwise this stone would seem defaced
beneath the translucent cascade of the shoulders
and would not glisten like a wild beast’s fur:

would not, from all the borders of itself,
burst like a star: for here there is no place
that does not see you. You must change your life.

2. .. For beauty is nothing
but the beginning of terror, which we still are just able to endure,
and we are so awed because it serenely disdains
to annihilate us.
— “The First Elegy”

3The exhibition was organized by the North Dakota Museum of Art where it
opened March 29, 2005.

Works Cited

Andrews, Stephen, Dukes, Caroline, and Asmundson, Kal. Autobiography: Words
and Images from Life. Grand Forks: North Dakota Museum of Art.

Bowden, Charles. “The Empty Prairie,” National Geographic, January 2008.
Photographs by Eugene Richards. pp. 140 - 157.

Dennis, Tom. “Geographic Story Gets N.D. Wrong,” Grand Forks Herald,
December 30, 2007.

Dow, Jim. Marking the Land: Jim Dow in North Dakota. Chicago: Center for
American Places and Grand Forks, ND: North Dakota Museum of Art, 2007.

Dyck, Aganetha. The Land Transformed, Grand Forks, ND: North Dakota
Museum of Art, June 14 - August 1, 2005.

Grimes, William. “John Russell, Art Critic for The Times, Dies at 89,” New York
Times, August 24, 2008.

Kilborn, Peter T. “Boom in Economy Skips Towns on the Plains,” New York
Times, July 2, 2000. p. 1A.

Lipke Vigessa, Kathryn. Shadows on the Land, documentary film. Grand Forks,
ND: North Dakota Museum of Art, 2006.

63



Lucier, Mary. The Plains of Sweet Regret, video installation. Grand Forks, ND:
North Dakota Museum of Art, April 22 - August 1, 2004.

Polidori, Robert. Havana. Goéttingen: Steidl, 2001.

. After the Flood. Gottingen: Steidl, 2006.

Rilke, Rainer Maria. The Selected Poetry of Rainer Maria Rilke. Edited and trans-
lated by Stephen Mitchell. New York: Random House, 1982.

Reuter, Laurel, Editor. Autobiography: Words and Images from Life. Grand Forks:
North Dakota Museum of Art, 1996.

__, Editor. Marking the Land: Jim Dow in North Dakota. Photographs by Jim
Dow. Chicago: Center for American Places and Grand Forks, ND: North
Dakota Museum of Art, 2007.

__. The Disappeared. Exhibition catalog. Milan, Italy: Edizioni Carta, 2006.

Russell, John. The Meanings of Modern Art, Vol. 1. (qtd in Grimes, New York
Times, August 24, 2008.)

Solinger, Jon. Shelter Belts, Grand Forks, ND: North Dakota Museum of Art, June
14 - August 1, 2005.

Tonder, Rick. Under the Endless Sky. Introduction by Clay Jenkinson. Grand
Forks, ND: Gray Squirrel Photographic, 2007.

64



JOAN RUDEL

On Becoming a Teacher

On a warm July morning twenty prospective teachers sit around a confer-
ence table at a suburban school of education twenty-five minutes from the
South Bronx where many may begin teaching careers. They have recently
enrolled in master’s degree programs, and their first course, the history
and philosophy of education, is one I have been teaching for twenty years.
I ask them to write for a few minutes on why they want to be teachers.
Their responses are disappointing but not surprising. Over the years, I
have read so many nearly identical writings. With a few exceptions, my
students want to become teachers because they love children. “I have a
genuine love and concern for children.” “I love children of all ages.” For a
few others, teaching provides a means of giving back to society. “I want to
give back to my community.” “I want to make a difference in the lives of
others.” Love and caring are reasonable and even touching motivations,
but they hardly seem adequate when one considers the serious responsi-
bilities teachers have to produce literate and knowledgeable citizens.

In this class as in many others, a few are inspired to be teachers after a
teacher helped them with a subject that was, and may still remain, a chal-
lenge. Subjects that most often caused difficulty are reading and math,
and one might wonder why someone who had trouble learning to read or
do arithmetic would want to or should teach others; but in my experience
many, for whom school was an academic challenge or even a disappoint-
ing series of remedial classes and failed expectations, want to be teachers
to save children from unhappy learning experiences. In theory this may
sound noble, but more often than not, it risks the halt leading the blind. In
fact, in each graduate class of 20 to 25 students, there are two or three
who still struggle with basic reading and writing skills, unable to think
beyond the most concrete ideas. These students are often defensive about
any suggestion that academic prowess might be an important quality for a
teacher.

A few write about less than successful academic experiences but are
proud to have conquered reading, writing, and arithmetic skills. These stu-
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dents may be wonderful models of determination and accomplishment in
the face of learning obstacles, but they can hardly be considered examples
of the best in academic proficiency or achievement. In each class, a
majority of students express anger and disdain for tests and in concert
declare, without any proof, and as if it is obvious to everyone, that tests
are unfair. “I always did terrible [sic] on standardized tests and I graduat-
ed [sic] college.” “Tests don’t prove anything.” Then another student
chimes in: “I remember always doing just fine on the weekly spelling test,
but I read real slow [sic] and was scared of taking those long comprehen-
sion tests.”

I question, “Well, you’re a good speller then?”

“Oh, no,” she admits shyly, “T always failed the unit tests.”

Ironically, poor skills and limited content knowledge to which my stu-
dents are willing to admit are the best evidence that the tests they disdain
and on which they did poorly are valid.

Many pledge to save children from tests that embarrass or challenge.
This is an interesting promise, especially now as we plod through No
Child Left Behind (NCLB) where test mania thrives as it did one hundred
years ago in what psychologists then declared an orgy of tabulation.
Clearly not all tests are fair; but it seems reasonable to expect that valid,
reliable assessments might well help reverse the low level of academic
achievement we find across the nation. Almost without exception, those I
meet in college and graduate school classes are thoroughly convinced that
tests are evil.

Some students write that teaching fits “nicely into the family situa-
tion”; they consider teaching in part because it offers some relief from
childcare problems. In a country that offers inadequate child care for all
but the most wealthy, it is no wonder that some see a teacher’s limited
work hours as a job perk. “I can be at home when my kids are home.”
Deciding to be a teacher because school attendance in the Unites States is
required for fewer and shorter days than in any other country in the devel-
oped world may be a wise family decision, but wanting to teach because
you don’t have to do it too much doesn’t seem like a strong recommenda-
tion for a career choice.

More recently, several students write about teaching as a second
career. And while there are a few who come to teaching after years as
business professionals, most who claim to be starting a second career are
not. After working a year or two in corporations, a few write that they
didn’t like the long hours or stiff competition. Occasionally one remarks
that his company downsized, and an outplacement counselor mentioned a
teacher shortage. Several in their late twenties write about trying several
jobs without success and deciding to give teaching a try because they /like
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kids. These people are not in any sense establishing a second career; they
never had a first career. With few marketable skills, teaching often
becomes the career of next resort. In this summer’s class, while six stu-
dents claim to be leaving careers in other fields to become teachers, there
are really only two who are. One man, with an impressive education in the
biological sciences, “went to work as a police officer and then as a private
investigator”; after more than fifteen years, he has come back to school to
teach science and math. The other is a woman in her mid-forties who
spent twenty years as a hospital administrator and now wants to be an ele-
mentary school teacher.

Many choose teaching in part because it provides a high degree of job
security. In business there are sales and marketing goals, in law there are
billable hours, but measuring the competence of one teacher in compari-
son to another or even against an agreed upon standard has rarely been
explored. Recently, some school districts have attempted to tie teacher
compensation to student test results. However, such accountability is vig-
orously fought by teachers’ unions and fraught with pitfalls, the least of
which is figuring out how to evaluate a teacher, usually the most inexperi-
enced, expected to teach children who come into the classroom reading
several grades below level. Where is there a profession where fun and
love determine compensation? But when other criteria are not clear or
agreed upon, how much fun a teacher creates in her classroom may
become by default the currency for determining her competence. There is
also too little supervision of teachers. In fact, some teachers’ unions have
negotiated contracts that limit observations by supervisors to once or
twice a year, and then only after the teacher, notified in writing, agrees to
day and time. Within three years, most teachers receive lifelong tenure.
After tenure is granted, removing a teacher for any cause, even harm to
children, can cost a school district upwards of a quarter of a million dol-
lars. Few if any occupations can boast such protection for probable
incompetence.

After reading about my students’ reasons for becoming teachers, I
longed to hear from someone who wanted to share a passion for books
and learning. Why was there only an occasional student who wrote about
a desire to provide opportunities for children to better know and under-
stand history, literature, mathematics, or the wonders of our natural
world? Where were those who loved books and wanted children to share
in that enthusiasm? Richard Hofstadter, in a 1962 book on anti-intellectu-
alism in American society, suggests that the schoolteacher “is, or least can
be, the first more or less full-time professional representative of the life of
the mind who enters into the experience of children” (309). According to
H. A. Giroux, teachers should be the “transformative intellectuals” in a
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society, “helping students acquire critical knowledge” (138). In the 1940s
Isaac Kandel argued for testing teachers’ knowledge of content. He
thought it was “inconceivable that a teacher could be both ignorant and
effective” (qtd Ravitch 318). But most people I have met in my classes do
not view the teacher as the intellectual leader of the classroom, the
informed guide to learning and study. Most see the teacher as a well-
meaning, state-credentialed babysitter whose job it is to make the “kids
feel good about themselves,” “make learning fun,” and “help children
deal with tests” the state has mandated.

When I question in class why no one has mentioned the life of the
mind, intellectual pursuits, or love of learning as reasons for wanting to be
teachers, I receive quizzical looks, defensive and sometimes unpleasant
comments. I am convinced that if a vigorous mind were the currency
required for becoming a teacher, a large number of those who sit in teach-
er-training programs would need to find the nearest exit. While so many
argue about how to fix our bent and, in too many cases, broken schools, I
often wonder if demanding that, above all else, teachers be models of aca-
demic excellence, much of the mediocrity we find in our schools would
gradually cease to be.

When I posit in my classes that one authentic way to demonstrate love
and caring for children is to assist them in the pursuit of knowledge and
understanding through books and ideas, many are puzzled. But after read-
ing Susan Gebhard, I am not surprised. Her research uncovered at least
one critical reason reading instruction in our schools is not meeting with
success. The autobiographies of her prospective teachers contained
descriptions of “reading only in terms of a chore or academic mandate.
They did not remember favorite texts or authors. Rather, their autobiogra-
phies reflected convictions that reading was an obligation” and one done
only when required for a specific purpose. “I only read when I have
required class material.” “I’ve never been a reader” (Gebhard 454-63).
The results of a 2004 study that surveyed four hundred prospective teach-
ers about their attitudes toward reading uncovered a lamentable truth:
more than half of those who will be teaching reading to our children are
unenthusiastic readers themselves (Applegate 58-65).

Several times over the years, in response to my query about the possi-
ble importance of the teacher as a model of the life of the mind, students
have insisted that it isn’t important for teachers to be “experts in math or
reading or science.” What is important, they declare, is that teachers “can
communicate with kids.” When I ask how it is possible to communicate
information about which one has not accurately and thoroughly read, I am
told that teachers need to “know the stuff in the textbooks.” I am often
reassured that teaching young children isn’t that difficult; after all, how
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“complicated is a first-grade reader or arithmetic book?” I suspect these
comments are very much in keeping with messages my students have
received from others. A study conducted by Laurence Steinberg,
Professor of Psychology at Temple University, makes it painfully clear
that the prevailing attitudes about school, as communicated by parents,
teachers, student peers, and the media leave students believing that aca-
demic excellence is a relatively unimportant part of life. Steinberg expos-
es schools where “parental disengagement and peer culture . . . are scorn-
ful of academic excellence” (188). He declares

- .. our high school graduates are among the least intellectually com-
petent in the industrialized world. Contrary to widespread claims that
the low achievement of American students is not real—that it is
merely a “statistical artifact”—systematic scientific evidence indi-
cates quite compellingly that the problem of poor student achieve-
ment is genuine, substantial, and pervasive across ethnic, socio-eco-
nomic, and age groups. (Steinberg 183-84)

In a recent book, journalist Martin Gross describes the school estab-
lishment “as a conspiracy of ignorance, one with false theories and low
academic standards.” Gross calls this a conspiracy without malice.
“Teachers and educators are, by and large, humane and well-meaning
people. Their major sins are that they have discarded traditional scholar-
ship as a major goal and have adopted the psychologist/social work
model” for schools (11). This conspiracy is reinforced time and again in
college and university teacher-preparation courses and is clearly proving
dangerous in the global intellectual and economic communities. Gross
writes about an international mathematics competition at which 24,000 of
the best eighth graders were pitted against one another in a math bee.
While it was upsetting that the American children came in last, what was
more distressing was that when the children were asked before the compe-
tition how they would rate their confidence in their math skills, the South
Korean children categorized themselves as least confident yet they won,
and the American children unanimously considered themselves extremely
confident of their skills. Gross claims that our education system is doing a
great job building confidence but a lousy job teaching math (1-3).

I suspect that there is good reason so many teachers do not consider
academic expertise a most critical aspect of their jobs. They can’t. Their
own educational preparation and scholarship are limited; they are unlikely
role models of academic achievement, often choosing to teach in order to
spare children the slings and arrows of academic rigor. Perhaps they con-
clude, as much of American society does, that teachers are supposed to
make school fun and children happy, and since learning can sometimes be
difficult and may not bring immediate gratification, the more rigorous the
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learning experience, the less fun it will be. Unfortunately, as a result too
many classrooms focus on fun and happiness at the expense of learning.

Additionally, if academic excellence were a more important factor in
admission to undergraduate and graduate teaching programs, many would
be disqualified. Teacher-training programs are, above all else, big busi-
ness, and having clients, in the form of prospective teachers, is the key to
survival. In order for academic excellence to be the coin of the education-
al realm, it would have to be impossible to buy your way into the teaching
profession. Much has been written about the fact that college students
going into teaching score lower than any other group on standardized
tests. In a recent New York Times education supplement, it was reported
that those people going into teaching score lower on the SATs than any
other group except agriculture majors (“Sunday” 26-29). My students are,
almost without exception, vociferous in their objections to testing. They
boast that they did poorly on standardized tests, yet they made it to gradu-
ate school. I suspect I’'m supposed to be impressed. On the contrary, their
presence in graduate school is most clearly an indictment of the low level
of achievement tolerated and even celebrated in our schools, colleges, and
society and is without doubt the consequence of tuition waiting to be col-
lected by teacher-preparation programs.

Without debating the value of testing, there are those who could argue
that being able to read, analyze, and write coherently about the content of
a passage are skills we should demand, especially from those given the
responsibility of shaping young minds. Several states have initiated basic
reading and writing tests of general knowledge for prospective teachers.
The passing scores are abysmally low, the tests requiring little more than
an 8th- or 9th-grade knowledge of academic subjects; but it’s a start.
These tests regularly come under fire. In fact, in Massachusetts, the head
of the State Department of Education was vilified when 65% of 1,800
aspiring teachers failed the State’s basic knowledge test. The commission-
er was forced to allow the candidates to retake the tests; improvement was
minimal (Gross 91). In a recent book, Diane Ravitch notes that many crit-
ics of teacher testing claim such tests “would place too much emphasis on
teachers’ factual knowledge. . . . In defense of these tests, Kandel charged
that the critics were asserting the ‘teacher’s right to be ignorant’” (319).

When I return to class the next day, I hope to inspire my students to
find additional reasons for becoming teachers. “Let’s share some words
that best describe qualities of a good teacher. Call out words you feel are
important, and I’ll write them on the blackboard.” The students begin with
kind and caring. And then patient, friendly, understanding, flexible,
accepting, creative, loving, fair, open. I continue: “Tell me which word or
words on the board might just as easily describe a babysitter, a guidance
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counselor, or a parent. I'll cross off that word or words.” In less than a
minute, a male student, planning to teach science, calls out, “You better
cross them all off.” A young woman pipes up, “Maybe we should focus
on words like knowledge or learning.” 1 slowly begin to cross off the first
group of words and chalk new words they offer: knowledgeable, expert,
skillful. Three or four students seem quite distressed with the change in
our descriptors. “Are you saying that teachers don’t need to be patient and
kind?” “As far as I am concerned,” one young woman declares, “I think
being a good teacher means being loving and caring!” My students are
beginning to grapple with what seems to be opposing views of what a
teacher is: caregiver or scholar. It makes sense that prospective teachers
who struggled through school, challenged by academics to the point of
frustration or failure, want teachers to be kind and loving above all else.
They cannot offer expertise or scholarship in subjects they have not stud-
ied or mastered.

“Let’s look at our initial list, and tell me if these are the qualities you
look for first when you need a medical specialist or a lawyer.” A young
woman clearly disturbed by the direction our discussion is taking calls
out, “That’s not fair! It’s not the same. When you need a good doctor, you
want him to know medicine the best!” A woman with two children in
school in suburban Connecticut cuts in: “You’re right, it’s not the same. . . .
It’s worse. . . . You can choose your doctor or lawyer, and if you don’t
think he knows his specialty well enough, you can select another one.
When your kids get a teacher who doesn’t know her subject, they are
stuck for the whole year. It’s even more important to have teachers who
know something.”

Many in the class speak with great passion about one or more teachers
who placed the highest value on effort and wouldn’t lower their grades or
hold them back if they failed a test or couldn’t learn their times tables. It
was effort that counted and effort that earned them passing grades. Now
they pledge to let effort count most as well. Certainly a grading system
based on effort would explain at least in part why many who graduate do
so with inadequate academic skills. It would also explain why most col-
leges and graduate schools offer a myriad of courses to help students con-
quer basic reading, writing, and math skills—skills that should have been
mastered in grade school. If effort is the driving force in student assess-
ment, those who struggle the most, the longest, and the hardest might well
wind up with the highest grades. If one were to carry this to its frightful
conclusion, it would not be a good idea for a student to master lessons
with ease and in a short time. If trying hard over and over again earns you
the most points, the child for whom math comes most easily and most
accurately better keep quiet and might even do well to pretend to struggle
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a bit. Rewarding slow, inaccurate learning may not be the best way to pre-
pare teachers we need to educate good citizens.

There are in this class, as there are in all of my classes, a few whose
academic preparation is strong, whose skills and knowledge are solid.
They are often more distressed and disappointed than I when these con-
versations begin. They seem unprepared for what they hear. After several
hours of classroom discussion, they sense they are a minority: aspiring
teachers with strong academic skills and high academic standards. They
come to class thinking that becoming a teacher means having a chance to
share knowledge and expertise with children. Often they leave disillu-
sioned, looking for jobs in private schools where they hope their academic
prowess will be appreciated. Several complete a master’s degree only to
continue on to a doctorate and college teaching, deciding to avoid the
ranks of public school teachers altogether.

As our conversation continues, one student speaks of her desire to
care for children; she tells us that her babysitting and coaching jobs
“uncovered the special bonds” she has with children. “Helping children
was natural to me.” A muscled young man agrees. “I didn’t think I could
be a teacher because I had trouble with reading and math in school, but
after coaching baseball for a few years, I realized that I had what it takes
to work with kids.” A young woman, who had up to now been silent
stands up and says, “I have a lot to teach kids about earth science and
geology; these are things I am very passionate about.” Then a young man
emboldened by her outburst chimes in, “I always loved math. I want to
get students excited about learning math.”

The disgruntled group is getting more agitated. A young woman who
told me the first day of class that she still has trouble reading and writing
but assured me that she would try very hard, speaks up. “Why are we
spending so much time on what makes a good teacher? Can’t we each
have our own ideas? Isn’t it okay for some of us to believe that a good
teacher is a person who loves children?”

“Let’s see if we can begin to understand more about what makes a
good teacher as we watch a video about two teachers, one teaching in ele-
mentary school and the other in high school.” All eyes focus on two
teachers clearly expert in teaching skills and knowledge of subject. The
teachers in the video are questioned about what makes a good teacher.
The first-grade teacher speaks of “lighting her students’ intellectual fires,”
setting them on a path of lifelong learning, and needing to be an avid
reader and learner herself. The high school teacher is adamant. “A great
teacher,” he says, “is in love with his subject, knows and continues to
learn his subject, honors his students, and has humility.” Both teachers
emphasize the seriousness of their work and how difficult it is. The high
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school teacher speaks of putting in 12- to 14-hour days even after twenty
years of teaching. This same teacher has a quote on his classroom wall on
which two of my students comment. The quote by Michelangelo, “My
best work is in my best interest,” is one way this teacher communicates to
his students the value of serious work. A teacher, he says, is “a model of
human intellectual experience.”

Every student in the class is impressed by the teachers in the video;
not one word many had expected to hear was spoken. There wasn’t one
mention of understanding, love, or kindness; yet everyone agrees that
both teachers’ interest in their students was palpable. Both teachers have
high expectations for all their students and share an almost fervent belief
that all children can learn to read and write with competence and achieve
success in math, history, and science. As my students listened to these
two exemplary teachers, they were able to see that concern for student
happiness was implicit in everything the teachers said and did. Both
teachers worked to make sure no student was lost or confused; they want-
ed all children to be proud of their academic accomplishments. Both
teachers stated their unwillingness to defend shoddy thinking or substan-
dard performance in a misguided attempt to make children feel good
about themselves. In fact, both made it clear that children can only feel
good about themselves when they work effectively and efficiently toward
academic excellence.

In a country where many complain about the state of education, most
seem to focus on more testing, scripted curriculum, or computer access in
classrooms, but few investigate the relationship between academic prepa-
ration of teachers and the probability that our children will succeed in
learning. Lynda Darling-Hammond, Professor of Education at Stanford
University, leads a research group that has investigated what teacher-
preparation programs should look like and what qualities teachers must
have in order to prepare students for a changing world. In many of her
books and articles one theme returns again and again: “At a minimum,
prospective teachers need a solid foundation in the subject matters they
plan to teach and the requisite disciplinary tools to continue learning with-
in the subject matter throughout their careers” (Grossman 206).

In a book on failed school reforms, Diane Ravitch declares that

... it is a fundamental truth that children need well-educated teach-
ers. . . . In 1998, only 38 percent of public school teachers had
majored in any academic field of study. . . . Those with academic
majors included only 22 percent of elementary school teachers, 44
percent of middle school teachers and 66 percent of high school
teachers. (464-65)
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Ravitch concludes, “Teachers who do not have a strong education them-
selves are not well-prepared to inspire a love of learning in their stu-
dents.” The group sitting around this summer’s table is typical of those
described by Ravitch. Only five of twenty had studied any liberal arts sub-
jects in college, and one of those was educated in London at a prestigious
school of economics. The remaining fifteen majored in fashion, advertis-
ing, business, marketing, and communication, including one who majored
in electronic filmmaking and digital video design. Their college grades,
even in nonacademic subjects, are generally unimpressive. The average
GPA is B or below, and this in an age of rampant grade inflation. A few
were admitted to the graduate programs with some provisions because of
poor skills or grades. One provision is to complete a tutorial in basic
grammar and writing. About to take on the responsibility of teaching his-
tory, mathematics, literature, and science, too many prospective teachers
are products of nonacademic, inadequate educations. A few lack even the
most basic literacy skills.

Several who struggled with academics during their school years seem
confident that their unfortunate learning experiences will make them more
empathetic, understanding, and patient with their students. That well may
be. It seems more likely, however, that someone who avoided the study of
science, math, history, and literature is not only ill-equipped to develop
the necessary enthusiasm for those subjects, but simply does not have
enough information to teach them. Without specific subject knowledge
and academic skill, these new teachers will be hard-pressed to prepare
academically accurate and rigorous curricula for their students. Most like-
ly they will avoid anything but the most minimal exploration of these subjects.

So what to do? Is it possible to discourage those who see teaching as
an occupation focused primarily on making school fun? Will people with
inadequate academic preparation, who come to see teaching as an aca-
demically rigorous and intellectually demanding profession, drop out of
teacher-preparation programs? I doubt it. Messages that contradict what
they hear in my class have been reinforced for years by some teachers,
parents, peers, and many school experiences. Those with weak academic
preparation more often come to see me as an annoyance, a roadblock
around which they must find a detour. They are determined to become
teachers.

I doubt I am the Don Quixote of teacher education. There are those
who share my views now and those who have in the past. In 1933, John
Dewey described teaching as an “intellectual responsibility” and teachers
as those filled with a desire to learn (17-18). Unfortunately, the prevailing
winds in schools and teacher-education programs have not shifted. They
still blow love and fun; and even if I am not tilting at windmills, my views
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are those of a minority. I continue to encourage those with strong academ-
ic preparation and a child-focused demeanor to join the ranks of class-
room teachers. I do this in part by demanding serious, high-quality work.
When I do not provide weak students with A’s or even B’s simply
because they try hard and pay for a seat in the class, they find many others
who have and who will. Almost without exception, all students graduate
from education programs, pass the unchallenging state tests even if they
have to retake and retake them and find their way into classrooms. They
will be teaching our children.
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GAYNELL GAVIN

Leavings

[A] journey refers to prolonged traveling; thus a sojourner is one who resides for
a while in a place that is not her home among a people who see her as neither
native nor alien. A sojourner is someone trying to go home again or trying to find
a place and people that could become home.

—1Lisa Knopp, The Nature of Home

The summer my son calls, a few months after the birth of his second
child, to tell me he’s getting married the first of November, I say,
“Congratulations, Honey, but why now?”

“Well, Mom, it’s what people who live together for years and have
children together usually do.”

“Yes, but do you have to do it during the middle of my first semester
at a new job? Why not have the wedding over semester break?” I forget
that not everyone organizes the world in terms of semesters, and I have
just accepted a visiting faculty position moving me from Nebraska to
southwest Michigan, a move that will separate me from the man with
whom I’ve practically lived for nearly five years. I will be separated also
from his children. I am a little distracted.

My son’s voice is patient. “If we wait until your break, airfares to
Hawaii will be so high for the holidays, practically no one from the main-
land will be able to afford to come to the wedding.”

“Okay,” I say. “T’ll try to show up and do what I’m told.”

I have moved too many times, and I am undone by my latest move. In
Michigan, I can see that the woods and lake are beautiful, but so little
feels like home. Sometimes, in a group of people, I notice I don’t even
feel quite there; I don’t feel quite like a participant in my own experience.
I feel more like an outside observer, watching myself. Much of the time, I
try to feel as little as possible, to stay as numb as I can. My brother and
sister can tell I’'m only semi-functional so they find a decent airfare to
Hawaii, and my brother makes my reservation. People ask if I'm excited
about going, but I’'m not excited about anything.
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I have not seen my son for over two years. For twenty of the previous
thirty years, he lived with me, was my home, and even after that, until the
last two years, I had gone only months between visits with him. I have not
seen his three-year-old daughter, Kayla, since she visited the mainland
with her mother over a year ago. I have never seen his six-month-old son,
Liam. I am not excited about going because I have some sense already
how hard it will be to leave.

I pack haphazardly and drive to the Grand Rapids airport early in the
morning. It is dark, cold, and raining. From Grand Rapids to Chicago,
from Chicago to L.A., even on the crowded, cramped flight from L.A. to
Lihue, I grade papers and at last begin to enjoy the prospect of my trip.

Fifteen hours after I leave my apartment, Lihue is hot, sweaty, beauti-
ful, palm trees, mountains, ocean. It is raining when I get there, but I don’t
particularly care. What I care about is my brother, David, at the airport,
present, real. I can’t tell if he has more gray hair than the last time 1 saw
him, but his eyes are as blue as when we were small. I put my arms
around him and feel happiness. I try to absorb his presence. As we make
the short drive to Kapa’a, David tells me he has found the cheapest rental
car on the island from a guy who operates his business out of a hardware
store parking lot. I congratulate him on this consumer coup, although later
I will notice the gear has a tendency to slip from drive into neutral with no
help from the driver. The place we’re staying has no paths from the small
gravel parking lot to the cottages, and the lawn is rain-soaked, but I don’t
much care about any of that. I turn to see my son pull into our parking lot
and step out of his car.

“Sweet Pea,” I say, “I can’t believe it’s been two years.” We put our
arms around each other. He is skinnier even than when he was fourteen.
“You’re so thin. Why are you so thin?”

“High metabolism, Mom.”

Two kids and two jobs, 1 think to myself. His dark eyes look a little
tired to me.

“Leave him alone,” my brother says. “We’re all fat as ticks, and we
waddle around moaning, He's so thin. It’s crazy.”

My brother gathers his girlfriend, our sister, and our mother into his
car. I ride with Gabe. We leave both cars at the top of a steep drive and
walk down in the rain, my mother between my brother and sister. Elaine
greets us with hugs, and I notice she has let her dark hair grow long. The
house has large windows looking out onto trees and hills with mountains
beyond, invisible in the early evening mist.

Then I see Liam for the first time. Until this moment, when I fall
hopelessly in love, Liam has not seemed quite real to me. Now, he is sit-
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ting on the honey-colored hardwood floor wearing only a diaper, a golden
baby, plucking at the strings of his father’s guitar. I pick him up, and he
laughs. I kiss his head, which is nearly bald, but the fuzz on it is gold and
soft against my lips. I kiss him and kiss him. He laughs and laughs. There
are little flecks of gold in his blue-green eyes. Gabe carries Kayla, who
has fallen asleep, out of her bedroom, and she gazes shyly at me from his
arms, wearing one of his T-shirts as a nightgown. Her sleepy eyes are not
quite as dark as his, and her gold-brown curls are much lighter, but the
resemblance between them is strong.

The next day, Elaine and I shop for the following night’s rehearsal dinner.
Liam laughs, babbles, and sleeps in my arms through much of the food
shopping expedition. “Listen to him talk, Kayla,” I say.

She gives me a disgusted look. “He can’t talk. He’s just a little baby.
He can’t say anything.”

“Well, he talks baby talk. He has his own little language.”

“Yeah.” Kayla does not condescend to argue with my observation,
perhaps because she is pleased by the distraction of a hot pink dolphin
balloon I let her choose at Safeway. It’s a perfect match with the pink
princess Halloween costume she insists on wearing every day.

Our friend Tom, the judge who will perform the wedding service, has
arrived from Illinois with his son Kristian and Kristian’s girlfriend Jaque.
When we meet for dinner, I am especially glad for Tom’s calm presence
because, despite happiness at seeing my family, I’ve begun to feel a little
overwhelmed by the intensity of it all. Everything in the restaurant swirls
around me, people, food, candles reflected in the windowpanes. I hold to
the sound of Tom’s quiet voice.
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