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Faculty Senate convocation address 2012

President Esteban, Provost Robinson, Members of the Board of Regents, Distinguished Guests, and Fellow Faculty Colleagues:

In the name of the faculty, I would like to offer our welcome to new colleagues, congratulate the fabulous newly-promoted ones, and thank those retired present and those retiring for their years of service to our University, whose shoulders we stand upon.  I speak for and represent the Faculty Senate, the only body on campus that represents our one faculty. Thank you to all faculty who serve or have served on the Senate and its committees, and in particular to those on the Executive Committee who have given so much of their time for the well-being of us all.
I wish to thank the Provost for working to elevate the academic reputation of the University, an objective which the faculty strongly supports.  We can do this by raising the bar on our own teaching and research; thank you, Provost, for discussing how to invest in us, the faculty, to better support our research, and to better support our excellent junior faculty with better contracts and compensation.  Hopefully the improving budgetary situation will allow us to focus on these strategic objectives this year.
The modern University as we understand it began about 800 years ago, in Paris, as a union between the students and the teachers at the various monastery schools.  The students and teachers demanded intellectual autonomy from the institutions overseeing them:  the Provost was the King of France’s Chief of Police, the Chancellor was the Bishop’s representative.  They demanded and won rights over curriculum, over hiring, over vacation days, even over their legal status:  as clerics, students and faculty were exempt from the law.  For about 750 years, the University survived largely unchanged; in truth, if you think of your own curriculum and your own education, we are very much the product of this merit-based system.
The arrival of entirely new bodies of students, no longer privileged classes who came to college to broaden their minds through a traditional liberal arts education before heading out to predestined careers, turned higher education on its head.  We now live in an age of transformation so rapid that a period of twenty years, the amount of time I have been at Seton Hall, can make a university virtually unrecognizable.  Today’s student, whose parents are ever more frequently not native speakers of English, comes to University with a desperate need to learn to thrive in a challenging world of economic competition and sometimes difficulty.  The National Survey of Student Engagement from 2011 shows fully one third of freshmen never asked a question in class. They come with a very uneven preparation, combined with enormous and sometimes unrealistic expectations our society optimistically calls dreams. 
Students very often come with a desire to learn a marketable trade, or at least knowledge relevant to a given profession.  We do that well, but I suggest that we cannot be satisfied with only selling degrees which we hope will lead to economic success.  Other Universities can do this better and more cheaply; if all we are is granting credentials, we will soon be overtaken by others, perhaps even places where faculty never do meet like we do tonight.
So I believe it is important to reflect on what it is that we do and why it is that we do it.  We need to persuade students who see us exclusively as a stepping-stone toward a job, that our learning project for them is to turn them into life-long learners and ultimately better human beings.  We need to show our students that a life of the mind is important no matter what they go on to do, and we need to do this by our example.  And none of this works unless we can persuade our students to take responsibility for their education themselves.  It’s our mission to teach students to take responsibility for their future, because that future is also ours.  One way to do this is by reminding our students of the commonality of our mission and destinies.  Perhaps we can point out to them and to our colleagues what we share, how much we have in common.  The difference between us and our students is not one of nature, it is one of degree: we are simply more advanced students than they are, not a different species.  Our academic disciplines give us the illusion that we are more distinct than we really are; we have the same students, colleagues. And we are all life long learners.
To do that we need to challenge our students, and that can be an uncomfortable position to be in.  The ‘Socratic’ method relies on challenging students’ assumptions, and that is an essential part of what we need to do.  Teaching Socrates is helpful in showing students that we are not fountains of wisdom they can drink from and magically become wise and rich.  Knowledge can’t be put into people’s heads without an act of will on their part, and we the faculty are in the front lines in motivating that will.
We also need to reflect upon and work on the relation between what we teach, and what our colleagues are teaching, and what generations of Seton Hall faculty have taught; and who we hope our students will become.  Let us strongly and proudly fight for this world-view, for our idea of what an education represents in a mission-centered University.  In a society that too often compartmentalizes our identities, the I at work, the I with my family, the I with my friends, all so distinct, let us show our students the connection between us and them, between what we do and who we are; let us do this by example, and in the process be intellectual role models for them too.
We are asked to be accountable for our share of this mission, and rightly so.  But with the wolf of Middle States at the door, how are we to measure the value of what we teach?  By how well the students remember it? By how much they can charge to put it into practice?  By how much the students will give back to the University after they graduate?  By how easily a donor can be found to support our subjects of teaching, or to bankroll our research?  Who will bankroll poetry?  How shall we compare our research results to a summer’s day, to mis-quote Shakespeare?  We need to continue to reflect on this, and to engage our students in a discussion of the value of what is worth knowing and teaching and passing on to future generations. 

Our connection to the entire purpose of what we do as a University in its proper meaning, the union of teachers and students, encompasses the responsibility we need to take for the entire University, and not only for our individual classes.  New faculty, you come to a school focusing mainly on your responsibility for your classes, and rightly so; learning a new culture, preparing new subjects, orienting yourselves in a new environment is a challenging and sometimes frustrating endeavor.  But your job goes far beyond that.  The faculty as a whole is responsible for the curriculum, the degrees, hiring and promotion, standards for admissions and graduation.  The faculty has approved the idea that all our students should be proficient in a certain number of areas, such as reading and writing, numeracy and critical thinking.  We now need to look at our classes to see which ones of these proficiencies we already satisfy, and formalize this through infusion approval, so that our students can satisfy the requirement of ten infused courses by graduation.

We can’t allow the use of the word “University” to mean something that is not us, the mythical “they” who are always being blamed for what doesn’t work properly.  Jealously guard the privileged relationship faculty has had with students for 800 years, and do so with a keen awareness of our greater mission to the future of people’s lives we are helping to shape.
It starts in Departments, which need to govern themselves better than they have in the past.  We have too many departments who struggle to find a chair, who find it difficult to agree to key issues.  We have way too many part-time, underpaid assistants teaching our courses, even graduate courses.  Our students don’t see the difference between adjunct professors and tenured faculty.  We don’t have a long tradition of faculty taking the lead here at Seton Hall, and apathy leads to more disinterested teaching and a general impoverishment of our institution.  It goes on to the Colleges; we have Colleges where faculty still can’t be tenured or enjoy the benefits of academic freedom most colleagues in American Universities take for granted.  There is no valid reason this needs to be the case.  The Senate committees advise faculty leaders on negotiations on compensation, work-related issues, support for research, teaching load, contracts, program review and approval.  It is sometimes hard to find faculty willing to undertake these essential functions.  If we do not assume our responsibilities, they will be taken over by others, and we will forfeit our right to advise on issues crucial to the future of our University. 
We’re now challenged with the need to offer more classes because of many students and few classrooms.  Let us step up to this challenge, colleagues, and show our students that Friday is not a day of rest, nor recovery.  It is hard to build an academic career on a two-day work schedule, which doesn’t allow enough time for speaking with students and colleagues beyond pre-scheduled and timed meetings.  It is hard to take responsibility for the wider interest of the University and of our own future in this limited time.  

We should be rightly proud of the very large number of freshmen coming to campus this year.  But before we indulge in back-slapping, let’s ask ourselves if we can raise the number of these who will graduate in four years.  Virtually every one of them expects to; perhaps half will.  Let’s ask ourselves how we are going to commit to them – not to our career advancement, not to our Departments, not to our colleagues, not to the institution – but to our students.  How can we work together …with each other, with the Administration, with our responsibilities toward shared governance, to ensure that our students are successful. 

To do that, we’re going to have to speak up, colleagues.  We and the students are the university, its conscience, the keepers of its mission.  We are not a constituency, nor an interest group.  We have to challenge our students’ assumptions without regard to our online popularity.  To speak up for colleagues working in departments and colleges run by part-time and visiting instructors.  To challenge the administration to look at best practices in most good universities, where new faculty have multi-year contracts, pre-tenure sabbaticals, a decent wage and teaching load.  We are far from that now.  When it comes time to apportion pay raises, we are going to have to speak up for the adjunct instructors, the faculty associates, the graduate student instructors.  If we are to ask our students to judge people by how they treat others, what should we say about our institution and these instructors?  Above all we have to commit, in the interest of the students and the future of the University, to have the courage to speak up for our vision of justice, of truth, of fairness, and lead the students by example in this too.
Can we talk to our students about the meaning of happiness?  Is that too high an ambition for a college education?  Is happiness not our own objective in being here, in what is beyond a doubt a fantastically rewarding profession?  Is that another way we can lead by example?  That’s all we can ask for our own children, some of whom will no doubt be students here some day, and that’s what we should want for our students.  Perhaps they, like every freshman on campus today, will read Plato’s Apology, and Socrates’ words, who before his death says: 
Know with certainty that no evil can come to a good man, either in life or after death.   Will you please join me in asking your students what they think he meant?
1

