	AAUP 
	American Association of University Professors


Date: January 6, 2008

To: 
The South Dakota Board of Regents

From:   The SDSU Chapter of the American Association of University Professors


The SDSU Chapter of the American Association of University Professors is critical of the proposal to develop a set of common “End of Course Exam Questions.”  The proposal is viewed as an infringement on academic freedom that is contrary to the AAUP 1940 Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure and perhaps even contrary to United States law (Keyishian v. Board of Regents of the University of the State of New York).  As a practical matter, adoption of this proposal is not good policy.  It is not good policy because the use of standardized tests is not a good way to measure student learning and because it would require that each Board of Regents’ institution use only disciplinary specialists to teach lower level courses.


The argument in the 1940 AAUP Statement is that higher education is conducted for the common good and not to further the interest of either the individual teacher or the institution as a whole.  It states that teachers are entitled to freedom in the classroom with some qualifications that are not relevant to this issue.  The adoption of “End of Course Exam Questions” would require that the faculty member teach the answers to those questions if the students are to successfully pass the examination.  Such a requirement would detract from the teacher’s academic freedom to explore alternatives.


The Association of American Colleges and Universities, in support of the AAUP 1940 Statement, says that a liberal education is dependent upon a clash of competing ideas.  In their statement on “Academic Freedom and Educational Responsibilities,” they say that “. . . assertions from any single disciplinary community as to ‘what is the case,’ are themselves necessarily partial and bounded, because other disciplinary communities can and do provide different perspectives on the same topics.”  (p. 4).  The questions drawn up by a few scholars from a particular discipline, or approved by one of the Board of Regents disciplinary councils or even approved by the Board of Regents represents a “single disciplinary community” of which the AACU is critical.  The AACU statement says that faculty must work collaboratively with their departments, schools, institutions and administrators.  However, ultimately, “Faculty are responsible for establishing the goals for student learning, . . . and for assessing students’ achievement.” (p. 1).


The most serious criticism of the proposal comes from the Supreme Court in Keyishian et al. v. Board of Regents of the State of New York et al. (385 U.S. 589).  Writing the opinion of the Court, Justice Brennan said that the nation is deeply committed to safeguarding academic freedom which is a special concern of the First Amendment.  Academic freedom, according to Brennan “does not tolerate laws that cast a pall of orthodoxy over the classroom.”  Brennan quoted  Sweezy v. New Hampshire ( 354 U.S. 234) “to impose any straight jacket upon the intellectual leaders in our colleges and universities would imperil the future of our nation . . . Particularly is that true in the social sciences, where few, if any, principles are accepted as absolutes.”  Note here, that most of the proposed “End of Course Questions” are for social science courses--geography, history and political science.  In addition, the adoption of “End of Course Questions” does impose the “pall of orthodoxy” of which Brennan warns.

On the practical side of this issue, while we recognize the value of measurement and assessment and while we appreciate the concerns of the Board of Regents that the expected student outcomes (Policy 2:7) are being achieved; “End of Course Questions” are not the way to achieve this goal.  Robert C. Dynes, president of the University of California is quoted as saying “the University has concluded that using standardized tests on an institutional level as measures of student learning 1) fails to recognize the diversity, breadth, and depth of discipline-specific knowledge and learning that takes place in colleges and universities today and 2) usurps the role of campus and departmental faculty in assessing student learning.” (Peg Tyre, “Standardized Tests in College,” Newsweek Web Exclusive, Nov. 16, 2007.)  As the AACU statement suggests, this is the responsibility of the faculty (p. 1).


A second aspect of practicality concerns the qualifications of the people who are teaching introductory courses for which the “End of Course Questions” are designed.  In order to cover the introductory courses for a particular institution, frequently faculty are required to teach outside of their areas of expertise.  In some ways this is beneficial.  For example, when a political scientist with a background in the comparative government (study of foreign governments) subfield of political science teaches a POLS 100 American Government class, unique insights are brought to the class that would not be available from an American Government specialist.  At the same time such insights are likely to result in wrong answers on the “End of Course Questions.”  In addition, we seem to be moving into an era in which graduate students and adjunct faculty will be teaching these courses.  While capable of teaching the introductory courses, they may not have or may not yet have achieved a broad enough background in the discipline to teach to the “End of Course Questions.”


The student outcomes expectations (Policy 2.7) were useful to the faculty in that they informed the faculty of the Board’s expectations as to course content.  The requirement to include these expectations in syllabi informs the students of the Board’s expectations and provides a statement of what the student can expect to learn.  Faculty members can meet these expectations through their own individual interpretations of the Board’s standards without jeopardizing the faculty’s academic freedom.  If the faculty get too far out of line or if they fail to provide the instruction that the Board expects, the students, knowing of the expectations can and will report such failures.  By bringing students into the enforcement of the Board’s policy, it can be expected that the faculty will present the course materials that the Board expects without the straightjacket of “End of Course Questions” and the infringement on academic freedom.

