~ Chapter Three
Grading Your Professors

INCE PROFESSORS STAND AT THE CEN-
23 ter of the student’s encounter with coliege
44 learning, students ought to ask what marks
2 4 good professor, what indicates a bad one.
2 el The one who sets high standards and persists
v §hmeseeal in demanding that students try to meet them -
provides the right experiences. The professor who gives praise '
cheaply or who pretends to a relationship that does not and
cannot exist teaches the wronglessons. True, the demanding
and the critical teacher does not trade in the currency students
possess, which is their power. to praise or reject teachers. The
demanding professor knowg'that students will stumble. But
the ones who pick themselves'wgfaﬁd try again — whether
in politics or music or art or sports — have learned a lesson
that will save them for a lifetime: A single failure is not the
measure of any person, and success comes hard. A banal truth,
but a truth all the same. . ‘ '

The only teacher who taught me something beyond infor-
mation, who gave me something to guide my life, was the
only teacher who read my work carefully and criticized it in
detail. To that point everyone had given me A’s. After that
I learned to criticize myself and not to believe the A’s. The
teacher who read my writing and corrected not so much the
phrasing as the mode of thought — line by line, paragraph by
paragraph, beginning to end — and who composed paragraphs
as models for what I should be saying is the sole true teacher
I ever had. But I did not need more than one, and neither do
you. :
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- I do not mean to suggeet that for each one of us there is one

perfect teacher who changes our lives and is the only teacher
we need. We must learn from many teachers as we grow up

and grow old; and we must learn to recognize the good ones.

The impressive teacher of one’s youth may want to continue
to dominate — as teachers do — and may not want to let go.

The great teacher is the one who wants to become obsolete:

in the life of the student. The good teacher is the one who
teaches lessons and moves on, celebrating the student’s
growth. The Talmud relates the story of a disciple in an
academy who won an arguient over the position held by God

in the academy on high. The question is asked, ‘“What hap- \

pened in heaven that day?'’ The answer: “‘God clapped hands
in joy, saying, ‘My children have vanquished me, my chil-

dren have vanquished me.’ ”’ That is a model for the teacher _'
— to enjoy losing an argument to a student, to recognize

his or her contribution, to let the student surpass the
teacher. :

In the encounter with the teacher who takes you seriously,

you learn to take yourself seriously. In the eyes of the one -

who sees what you can accomplish, you gain a vision of your-
self as more than you thought you were. The ideal professor
is the one who inspires to dream of what you can be, to try
for more'thah you ever have accomplished before. Everyone
who succeeds in life can point to such a teacher, whether in
the classmom or on the sports field. It may be a parent, a
coach, émployer, grade school or high school or art or music
teacher “It is always the one who cared enough to criticize,
and stayed around to praise.

But what about college professors? To define an ideal for
their work, let me offer guidelines on how to treat professors
the way we treat students: to give grades.

Professors grade students’ work. The conscientious ones
spend time reading and thinking about student papers, inscrib-

"ing their comments and even discussing with students the

strengths and weaknesses of their work. But no professor .

spends as much time on grading students’ work as students
spend on grading their professors as teachers and as people.
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For from the beginning of a course (“‘Shall I register?"’)
through the middle (‘‘It’s boring . . . shall I stick it out? ”).to :
the very end (““This was a waste of time’’), the students_ in-
vest time and intellectual energy in deciding what they think,

both about how the subject is studied and about the person

who presents it. Since ‘effective teaching requires capturing
the students’ imagination, and since sharp edges and color-
ful ways excite imagination, the professor who is ‘a
“‘character”’ is apt, whether liked or disliked, to make a pro-
found impression and perhaps also to leave a mark on the stu-

“dents’ minds. The drab professors, not gossiped about and not

remembered except for what they taught, may find that even
what they taught is forgotten. People in advertising and pubiic

relations, politics and merchandising, know that. A genera-

tion raised on television expects to be manipulated and
entertained.

- Yet the emphasis on striking charactenstlcs is irrelevant.
Many students have no more sophistication in évaluating pro-
fessors than they do in evaluating deodorants. This should not
be surprising, since they approach them both in the same man-
ner. The one who is ‘‘new, different, improved,” whether a
professor or a bar of mamwms attentlon In this context
people have no way of determinjrig:good from bad. I once
asked an airline pilot, *‘What is the difference between a good -
landing and a bad one?’’ He replied, “‘A good landing i 1s' ,any
landing you can pick yourself up and walk awey from.” To
this pilot, the landing is judged solely by its ultimate goal —
safely delivering the plane’s passengers. Can we tell when a
teacher has safely delivered the student for the next stage
of the journey? Can we define the differences between a good
teacher and a bad one?

Students have their own defmltlons of good a:nd bad, a.nd_
professors generally have a notion of the meaning ef students’
grades. Let us consider how students evaluate their teachets,
examining in turn the A, B, and C professors. We will begin
at the bottom of one scale and work our way up. Let us
at the same time consader what kind of student seeks which

- grade.
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Grade C Professors
The first type is the C professor. This is the professor who
registers minimum expectations and adheres to the warm-
body theory of grading. If a warm body fills a seat regularly
and exhibits vital signs, such as breathing at regular intervals,
- occasionally reading, and turning in some legible writing on
paper, then cosmic justi‘ce demands, and the professor must
- supply, the grade of C or Satisfactory. The effort needed to
achieve F or No Credit is considerably greater. One must do
no reading, attend few class sessions, and appear to the world
to be something very like a corpse. :
The professor who, by the present criteria, earns a C
respects the students’ rights and gives them their money’s
worth. He or she sells them a used car, so to speak, that they
at least can drive off the lot. At the very least the professor
does the following: :

1. Attends all class sessions, reaches class on.
time, and ends class at the scheduled hour.

2. Prepares a syllabus for the course and -
either follows it or revises it, so that stu-
dents always know what topic is under
(even totally confused) discussion.

3. Announces and observes scheduled office
hours; so that students have access to the
professor without grovelmg or special plead-
ing, heroic efforts at bird- -dogging, or
fiounting week-long treasure hunts.

4. Ma_kes certain that books assigned for a
course are on reserve in the library and
sees to it that the bookstore has ample time
in: which to order enough copies of the text-
‘books and ancillary reading for a course.

5. Comes to class with a clear educational

- plan, a well-prepared presentation, a Gon-
crete and specific intellectual agenda.

6. Reads examinations with the care invested
in them (certainly no more, but also no less)
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and supplies intelligible grades and at least
minimal comments; or keeps office hours

for the discussion of the substance of the
examination (but not the grade); and sup-
plies course performance reports — all these
as duty, not acts of grace. '

These things constitute student rights. No student has to thank
a professor for doing what he or she is paid to do, and these
six items, at a minimum, are the prerequisites of professional
behavior. They are matters of form, to be sure, but the grade
C is deemed by (some) students to be a matter of good form
alone; the warm-body theory of this grade applies to profes-
sors and students alike. _ R

““Tell me my duty and I shall do it”’ are the words of the
minimally prepared. Just as students of mediocre quality want -
to know the requirements and assume that if they meet them,
they have fulfilled their whole obligation to the subject, so
mediocre professors do what they are supposed to do. The sub-
ject is in hand; there are no problems. The C professor need
not be entirely bored with the subject, but he or she is not
apt to be deeply engaged,.,by 1t.f o

Grade C professors may be ente iitaﬁnmg, warm, and loving.
Indeed, many of them must suce ed on the basis of personal--
ity, because all they have to offer is the studied technology
of attractive personalities. They may achieve huge followings
among the students, keep students at the edge of their seats
with jokes and banter, badger students to retain their inter-
est, but in the end what they have sold, conveyed, or imparted
to the students’ minds is themselves, not their mode of think-

- ing or analyzing. Why? Because C professors do not think
‘much; they rely on the analysis of others.

Above all, the grade C professor has made no effort to take
over and reshape the subject. This person is satisfied with the

_mere repetition, accurate and competent repetition to be sure,

of what others have discovered and declared to be true. If

- this sort of professor sparks any vitality and interest in stu-

dents, then he or she will remind students of their better high
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school teachers, the people who, at the very least, knew what
they were talking about and wanted the students to know.

At the end of a course, students should ask themselves, Have
Ilearned facts, or have I grasped how the subject works, its
inner dynamic, its logic and structure? If at the end students
know merely one fact after another, students shouid be grate-
ful — at least they have learned that much — but award the
professor a polite C. For the professor has done little more
than What is necessary..

- Grade B Professors . ‘

A course constitutes a large and detailed statement on the
nature of a small part of a larger subject, a practical judgment
upon a particular field of study and how it is to be organized
and interpreted. The grade of B is accorded to the student
‘who has mastered the basic and fundamental modes of
thought about, and facts contained w1th1n the subject of a
course.

The grade B professor is one who can present coherently
the Jarger theory and logic of the subject, who will do more

‘than is reqtur(_ed to convey his or her ideas to the students,
and who will sincerely hope he or she is inspiring the minds

of the students. B professors, as they continue to grow as
scholars; are not very different from A professors; they might
be descnbed 2as teachers striving to become A professors. But
they are deflmtely very different from C professors. Let us,
then; move on to consider A professors, keeping in mind that
B professors will probably become A professors.

Grade A Professors
Grade A professors are the scholar- teachers a umvers:uty s
" prized treasures among a faculty full of intangible riches. Amer-
ica has-many faculties of excellence, groups of men and women
who with exceptional intelligence take over a subject and make
it their own, reshape it and hand it on, whally changed but
essentially unimpaired in tradition, to another generation.
The grade of A goes to student work that att&nds in some
interesting way and with utmost seriousness to the center and
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whole of the subject of the course. Notice, I did not say that

an A goes to the student who says something new and original.

That is too much to hope, especially in studying a subject that
for hundreds or thousands of years has appeared to the best .
minds as an intricate and difficult problem.

The grade A professors may have odd ideas about their sub-
jects, but they are asking old-new questions, seeking fresh in-
sight, trying to enter into the way in which the subject works,
to uncover its logic and inner structure. What makes an ef-
fective high school teacher is confidence, even glibness. What
makes an effective university teacher is doubt and dismay.
The scholarly mind is marked by self-criticism and thirsty

- search; it is guided by an awareness of its own limitations and

those of knowledge. The scholar-teacher, of whatever sub-
ject or discipline, teaches one thing: Knowledge is not sure
but uncertain, scholarship is search, and to teach is to impart
the lessons of doubt. What is taught is what we do not know.

" On whom do you bestow a grade A? It is given to the pro-
fessor who, stumbling and falling, yet again rising up and -
walking on, seeks both knowledge and the meaning of knowl-
edge. It is to the one who always asks, Why am 1 telling you
‘these things? Why showld § your know them? It is to the.profes-
sor who demands ultimate sqn'ousness for his or her subject
because the subject must be known, who not only teaches but
professes, stands for, represents, the thing taught. The grade

. A professor lives for the subject, needs to tell you about it,

wants to share it. The Nobel Prize scientist who so loved
biology that.she gave her life to it even without encourage--
ment and recognition for a half a century of work, the literary
critic who thinks getting inside a poem is entering Paradise,
the historian who assumes the human issues of the thirteenth
century live today — these exemplify the ones who are ulti-
mately serious about a subject.

‘One who has made this commitment to a field of scholar-
ship can be readily identified. This is the one full of concern,
the one who commits upon the facts the act of advocacy, who
deems compelling what others find merely interesting. The
scholar-teacher is such because he or she conveys the self-evi-

G'ra,ding Your Professors _29



dent, the obvious fact that facts bear meaning, constituting
a whole that transcends the sum of the parts. True, to the -

world this sense of ultimate engagement with what is merely
interesting or useful information marks the professor as de-
‘mented, as are all those who march to a different drummer.
. What I mean to say is simple. Anybody who cares so much
about what to the restof the world is so little must be a bit
daft. Why should such things matter so much — why, above
all, things of the mind or the soul or the heart, things of na-
ture and mathematics, things of structure and weight and
stress, things of technology and science, society and mind?

Professors often remember lonely childhoods (for my part, I-

don’t). As adults, too, professors have to spend long hours by
" themselves in their offices, reading books, or in their labora-
tories or at their computers, or just thinking all by themselves.
That is not ordinary and commonplace behavior. This is what
it means to march to a different drummer. A student earns
an A when he or she has mastered the larger theory of the
course, entered into its logic and meaning, discovered a dif-
ferent. way of seeing. Like a professor, the student who
through accurate facts and careful, critical thought seeks
meaning, the core and center of the subject, earns the grade A.
Yet matters cannot be left here. I do not mean to promote

advocaéy:forits own sake. Students have rights too, and one

of these'is the rlght to be left alone, to grow and mature in
their own distinctive ways. They have the right to seek their
way, just as we professors find ours. The imperial intellect,
the on€ that cannot allow autonomy, is a missionary, not a
teacher: Many compare the imperial teacher with the A pro-
fessor, but if you look closely at their different ways of teach-
ing, you 'will see that this is an error. The teacher leads, says,

“Follow me,” without looking backward. The missionary

pushes, imposes self upon another autonomous self. This is -

" the opposite of teaching, and bears no relevance to learning
or to scholarship. The teacher persuades; the missionary
preaches. The teacher argues; the missionary shouts others
to silence. The teacher wants the student to discover; the mis-
sionary decides what the student must discover. The teacher
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enters class with fear and trembling, not knowing where the
discussion will lead. The missionary knows at the start of a
class exactly what the students must cover by the end of the
class. _ _

- Grade A professors teach, never indoctrinate. They educate
rather than train. There is a fine line to be drawn, an invis-
ible boundary, between great teachmg and self-aggrandizing
indoctrination.

‘Knowledge and even understandmg do not bring salvation
and therefore do not have to be, and should not be, forced
upon another. And this brings me back to the earlier emphasis _
upon scholarship as the recognition of ignorance, the aware-
ness not of what we know but of how we know and of what
we do not know. The true scholar, who also is the true teacher,

is drawn by self-criticism, compelled by doubting, skeptical

curiosity, knows the limits of knowing. He or she cannot be
confused with the imperial, the arrogant, and the proselytiz-
ing. By definition, we stand for humility before the unknown.

A good professor wants to answer the question, Why am [
telling you these things? A good student wants to answer the
question, Why am I taking these courses? What do I hope to ‘
get out of them? Why are they important to me? I have not
put before you any unattainable ideals in these questions.
Some of us realize them every day, and nearly all of us realize
ther on some days. Just as students’ transcripts rarely pre-
sent only A’s or No Credits, so professors rarely succeed all
of the time. No one bears the indelible grade of A.

Grading Your Professors 31



