Jack Metzgar, Emeritus Labor Historian from Roosevelt

Hi, I’m Jack Metzgar.  I’m a long time, full time tenured faculty at Roosevelt, retired last May.

I want to make a correction in the program and at the end of the description on me it says my newest is Patriotic Correctness: Academic Freedom and Its Enemies.  That’s actually John’s newest book.  I’m not sure; is this your newest book?

John:  It’s coming out next year, yes.
That’s pretty new.  And so that’s not my book and I particularly wanted to call attention to that because as I sat and listened to the first three speakers, I realized one by one how little I know or have to say about academic freedom.  I know, I mean, I had no idea what was happening in the courts let alone what’s happening in Florida and I sort of know Horowitz and some other things, but I am really ignorant about academic freedom.  So take that into account as I make some of these remarks.

What I do know about however is Roosevelt University because I’ve been here and been active in the last several years and I’m going to tell you a little bit about Roosevelt and how I read, without taking a position on the details of the case, how I read the importance of the case that even brought us here for this discussion about academic freedom.

Roosevelt University was founded in 1945 as the first university in the United States to not have quotas restricting the admission of Blacks and Jews.  1945.  60 years ago.  And that story, and I actually never talked to any of the faculty or administrators who were involved in founding Roosevelt University, but I had talked to students of Central Y College, Central YMCA College, and in the 40s, in the 30s as well, it was a very vibrant place, very progression, pink to scarlet, in its politics, but the student body was made up of first generation working class kids coming to college and coming to college as much in those days for a political, economic education as for establishing career opportunities.  So it was a very, very vibrant place, Central Y was.

The faculty, some group of faculty at Central Y, inquired with the administration, everybody else has quotas restricting the admission of Blacks and Jews.  Well, we don’t, right?  And the administration said, ‘Oh, no, no.  We would never have such a thing.’  They denied that specifically and then somehow it was found out, conclusive evidence, proof, was found that in fact there were quotas.

So part of the story I don’t know is between when … found out and what happened next.  And what happened next was whatever that fight was, but what happened next was the vast majority of faculty and a substantial group of administrators quit, resigned their jobs at Central YMCA College and established at first what was Jefferson College, and then when FDR died in April of 1945 they named it Roosevelt College.  

I was in some second, over on Well Street and then a couple of years later it moved into the auditorium. 

And that’s all I know about the story.  I mean, I’ve read it a couple of different times and I’ve heard some old timers talk about it but that’s founding, besides the commitment to social justice, which is being refurbished, partly for PR reasons, but also for good reasons.  It resulted in some oddities in governance at Roosevelt.  Faculty had powers at Roosevelt and rights, that is full time tenured faculty, had powers and rights that most universities don’t have.  One of those is we have representative of the faculty, are elected as representatives to be on the board of trustees, and I was one of those that was on the board of trustees.  There are faculty representatives on the budget committee.

Now, most of the 30 years that I have been at Roosevelt, certainly when I came, there has always been a group of, a large group of faculty who have fought to preserve those rights and faculty powers.  And I was one of those for the last 15 or so years.  And basically for the 15 to 20 years we were successful in slowing the erosion of those powers and rights of full time tenured faculty.  But the erosion continues.  And the broader picture at Roosevelt, which I want to emphasize to you is a very special place.  It’s private, it’s secular, it has this crazy founding story.  It doesn’t have any of the problems of a state university and it has a lot of good traditions that are so deeply embedded in the faculty and in the students and in the kind of students that we get, that we don’t face a lot of problems that are faced in other places.  

And I will say that there is a large group of faculty who have been jealous of protecting these faculty rights, which are now under threat, I would say primarily full time tenured faculty rights are under threat, because of a change in management style, kind of hierarchy, more hierarchal, less collegial style.  The last two presidents we’ve had have made a difference in that regard in further of the erosion.

But, and I think this is one of the reasons Bev asked me to speak, that prior to the current case which RAFO is taking to arbitration, in my 30 years the academic freedom has never been an issue at Roosevelt, an issue.  That means it’s never been discussed.  It’s never been; things that were real concerned about, because we felt like we always had it.  If anything, and hearing some of you talking today I think I might have been on the wrong side of some of these issues, but if anything, I think we may err on the side of a lot of permitting too much individual faculty freedom and not for protecting the unity and coherence in the curriculum collective faculty academic freedom.  And we have had those conversations about being more unified, more clear about our objectives, more clear about what content we want covered and things like that, and as part of those discussions I always have come down, hey, once I hear what other people want to do, then I think well, you know, maybe it’s not so bad.  Let every teacher make up their own mind.

But more importantly I think there is a, there has been a tacit tradition at Roosevelt that because of the nature of who we are, and I’m just talking sort of basics here, one, small classes, small class sizes.  Now we’re losing some of that but basically we’ve always had small classes where it’s easy to have; they just naturally become discussion based.  And secondly, we have a diverse lot, a diverse group of traditional and non-traditional students.  We’ve got one of just about everything in every class, and still I would argue, and it’s complex, but still we have a large group of students for whom they’re the first generation to come to college and I would call those working class students.

One of the things about those students is they don’t have the kind of internal sensors that you get if you’re the child of middle class professionals who were themselves the children of middle class professionals.  All kinds of things that you know as a middle class professional, ‘oh, daren’t say that,’ or ‘oh, daren’t think that,’ well, our students haven’t had that.  As a result they don’t know.  They’re much more free thinkers than you would have in a lot of other places.  And if you crack that, if you try to have too much uniformity and making uniformity in how teachers handle that diversity, you cannot just; I mean people will say dumb things, crazy things, prejudice things, stereotyped assumptions; you cannot just say that’s dumb, that’s crazy, you know.  We’ve got these small classes, we have the opportunity for group process for people to learn and develop even some crazy ideas, which are more acceptable here than a lot of places.

The case that RAFO filed for me was at stake.  I’m not sure that it’s exactly academic freedom.  But what I am sure is that it is, what’s at stake is that tacit tradition of the freedom of instructors and a certain tolerance of instructors and a certain expectation that instructors will inevitably in a kind of free flowing open discussion that is characteristic of a Roosevelt classroom will make mistakes.

I taught here for 30 years.  Last spring at least twice I went home beating myself up for making mistakes, mistakes that hurt people, that hurt the process.  On the other hand by the time I got home I was over it because I’d been around it for a while.  But in that kind of free-wheeling open discussion, faculty have to have the freedom to err and because we want to give our students the freedom to err.  And I think that is academic freedom.

Oversight and guidance for one another, we need that.  And I would say at Roosevelt we actually need more of that.  But ad hoc second guessing without recognition of the complexity of the classroom situation, here and everywhere, and, and this is the incredible thing, with punishment, that is no part of a tradition that has ever been at Roosevelt, at least among full time tenured faculty and I think that’s what’s at stake here.  

There will be, if RAFO hadn’t filed this case and followed up on it, regardless of who was right about this or that, there will be, and there was developing, a chill on that open free-wheeling kind of discussion if you’re an adjunct faculty who might not be rehired.  That tenure is the primary protection for academic freedom.  And 60 percent of our faculty; excuse me, the vast majority of our faculty and 60 percent of our classes don’t have that protection, have teachers that don’t have protection.  So that’s what I think is at stake.  And in some ways that tacit Roosevelt tradition is more important to me than academic freedom, which I’m sort of just learning, but that threatens me.

Frankly I don’t think academic freedom is under fire as the brochure says, or under attack at Roosevelt.  And you’ve convinced me it’s under attack at other places …
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