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Chair Young, Vice Chair Ritter, Ranking Member Piccolantonio, and Members of the Higher
Education Committee:

My name is Randy Roth, and | am a Professor of History and Sociology at Ohio State, where |
have been proud to teach for past forty years. As a faculty member, I cannot speak on behalf of
Ohio State, but I would like to testify as a private citizen.

How Do We Teach at Ohio State?

I had hoped, as someone who has taught at Ohio State for forty years and bleeds Scarlet and
Gray, that we would be spared the attacks on higher education that have broken out across the
nation. | had hoped that the accomplishments of our students and alumni, their ability to think
critically, independently, and creatively, and their contributions to the prosperity and well-being
of Ohio and our nation, would speak for themselves. Sadly, they have not.

The last thing we as faculty wish to do is indoctrinate our students, because the purpose of higher
education is to give our students the tools they’ll need to build a better world than the one we’ve
created, to solve problems that we’ve failed to solve, and to solve problems we can’t even see.
Our nation’s universities are the greatest in the world because they do not shackle our students to
the past, to the current state of knowledge, or to a particular ideology. We help our students find
their own way, as best we can.

For example, our faculty in American history created a reader to help our students learn how to
think critically, one that we also hoped would appeal to our students’ wonderful, ironic, self-
deprecating, Midwestern sense of humor. Every module begins with a debate among historians.
Was the American Revolution conservative or radical? Did the political system break down in
the 1850s because of disagreements over slavery, or because of nativist hostility toward the
sudden influx of Catholic immigrants from Ireland, Germany, and French Canada? Did the
Salem witchcraft trials target women who were considered too assertive or independent for the
times, or because the accused had ties to Quakerism, or because the accused lived in or near
Salem’s prospering port, which rural residents resented?

Each debate among historians is followed by sources from the past—sermons, trial transcripts,
diaries, legislation—so students can see the evidence and draw their own conclusions. We ask
our students to weigh the evidence and develop their own interpretations. Our only requirement
is that they build the strongest case they can for the positions they disagree with before they try
to prove that the evidence for their interpretations is stronger.



When we teach about subjects like the American Revolution, we teach that we Americans have
all been here from the beginning. We don’t teach about “the” Revolution, but about the four
revolutions—conservative, libertarian, reformist, and radical. All four of our major political
philosophies today have their roots in the Revolution. Our Revolution isn’t the property of a
particular political party or point of view—it belongs to all of us. The same is true when we
teach our students about our many, many religious traditions, which we discuss in detail in every
course in American history. We don’t have a single religious tradition—not even a single
Christian tradition. We have many traditions, all of which have played an important role in
making America what it is today. People of faith have always disagreed over the major issues of
the day, just as they do today. And our nation has been strongest when people of different faiths
have come together in a common cause. We need look no further, once again, than to the
Revolution. The most fervent supporters of the Revolution were egalitarian evangelicals—
Baptists and Methodists. But the leadership was heavily populated by deists, who looked to
science, social science, and the humanities for insights into God’s plans for humanity. Again, the
Revolution belongs to all of us.

Our colleagues in the English Department take the same approach to critical thinking. Ohio
State’s introductory writing course in the English Department, which is in no way a remedial
course and should be required of all students, helps our students learn how to think critically at
the college level. Books that have been assigned for the course, such as Writing Analytically and
They Say, | Say . . ., are sophisticated introductions to critical thinking that help our students find
their own voices and gain confidence in their ability to question the thoughts of others and
respond respectfully with their own thoughts. Our English faculty, like our History faculty, only
ask that our students make the strongest, most accurate case they can for the viewpoints they
disagree with and understand the limitations of their own. That’s a valuable skill, and one that
can be taught rigorously.

It is unfortunate that people who have no interest in learning how we teach at Ohio State accuse
us of indoctrinating students. We do not oppose any particular party. We oppose partisanship.
We do not oppose a particular ideology. We oppose all ideologies—all bodies of thought that
claim to know everything there is to know about the world and how it works. All four of
America’s major political traditions has contributed to human progress from time to time, but
each has at times stood in the way, and in some instances all four traditions have gotten it wrong,
as when addressing, for instance, the persistent problem of violence in the United States, which
has resisted ideological and partisan solutions. Our message as faculty is the great, time-honored
American one: think pragmatically. The test of an idea is its usefulness. It your plan doesn’t
work, admit it and try something else. Don’t keep trying to pound an ideological square peg into
the round hole of reality.

As faculty, we face challenges because of the bitter partisanship that has broken out in our
nation. Our students are more afraid than the past to speak their minds in class for fear of what
their peers might say, especially on social media. I’'m nostalgic for the 1980s and 1990s, when
our students—Republicans, Democrats, and Independents—mixed it up in class in a good-
humored way and gave one another a hard time about their political philosophies. Those were
wonderful times to be a teacher, because you could teach socratically by asking students probing
questions that encouraged them to flesh out and defend their thoughts with evidence.



Most of our students in the 1980s and 1990s came to us as Republicans, because they admired
Ronald Reagan. In the 2010s, most came to us as Democrats, because they admired Barack
Obama. That’s not surprising. Young people admire optimistic, charismatic, unifying leaders
with a hopeful vision for the future. The faculty at Ohio’s public universities had nothing to do
with the political preferences of our students, and still don’t. Every study shows that our
students’ political views are shaped by their families, faiths, friends, and favorite politicians—
not by their professors, most of whom they only know for one semester in one of the five courses
they’re taking.

If our political parties wish to win the hearts and minds of young people, I’d recommend
respectfully that they find their next President Reagans and President Obamas. And if the Ohio
legislature wishes to keep America’s universities the greatest the world has ever known, please
let us do our jobs. Our universities aren’t the only reasons that our nation is the greatest in the
world. We’re an amazing people, productive, enterprising, ambitious, and industrious. But when
we work together as Americans, whatever our jobs, and treat one another with respect, there’s
nothing we can’t accomplish. Slandering our universities, claiming that our faculty are anti-
American and card-carrying Communists, only weakens our nation, and especially Ohio, which
has far too few college graduates to compete in today’s global economy. Discouraging trust in
our institutions of higher learning, which have done so much to further human progress and still
do, is a recipe for national decline and global disaster.

One final note: I couldn’t agree more that post-tenure reviews are important, but | wish the
legislature had spoken to us about the ways we do that currently at Ohio State. We always
intervene when the performance of a faculty member, tenured or untenured, falls short. We fire
tenured faculty who violate our ethical standards or refuse to perform their duties in a timely and
professional manner. We pull tenured faculty out of the classroom immediately whenever they
falter because of injuries or illnesses that diminish their mental capacity. Departments and
colleges stage supportive interventions if faculty show signs of alcoholism or debilitating mental
illness. And we have a University-wide program to help tenured faculty transition to other
careers within or outside the University if they find themselves losing their passion for the job.
My colleagues and | would be happy to speak with the legislature about our current system and
to discuss ways in which it could be improved. But the claim in SB 1 that tenured faculty have a
job for life and are accountable to no one isn’t correct. Tenure means only four things to the
faculty at Ohio State:

1) Protection for academic freedom

2) Protection for faculty who take on challenging projects that will require a decade or more
to complete

3) Protection for faculty who take intellectual risks and discover that their hypotheses are
false (it happens all the time), and

4) A responsibility to hire faculty who are better than we are, so our university can be the
best.

In conclusion, if you would like to meet with me and my colleagues to speak about the problems
that we see in higher education today, we’d be delighted to meet with you. I’ve been at OSU a
long time, so | know many faculty who I think you would enjoy meeting and with whom you



could have productive discussions. There are problems in higher education, including escalating
costs for students and enrollment-based budgeting, which has fostered a scrum among
departments to increase their enroliments at the expense of genuine general education courses.
We have a long list of problems, which we’d be happy to share, but SB 1 doesn’t address them.

Thank you for considering my testimony.
Sincerely,

Randolph Roth, College of Arts and Sciences Distinguished Professor of History and Sociology,
The Ohio State University
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