Student Teacher Ratings (Course Evaluations)

SECTION ONE

The Riddle of Experience versus Memory
Daniel Kahneman February 2010 at TED2010
SOURCE: Transcript of TED talk available here:
https://www.ted.com/talks/daniel_kahneman_the_riddle_of_experience_vs_memory/transcript#t-2965
Folks, apply the thesis of this talk to the relevance of student teacher ratings (also known as course evaluations). If you
would like to listen to the talk then click on the link above.
Everybody talks about happiness these days. I had somebody count the number of books with "happiness" in the title
published in the last five years and they gave up after about 40, and there were many more. There is a huge wave of interest
in happiness, among researchers. There is a lot of happiness coaching. Everybody would like to make people happier. But in
spite of all this flood of work, there are several cognitive traps that sort of make it almost impossible to think straight about
happiness.
And my talk today will be mostly about these cognitive traps. This applies to laypeople thinking about their own happiness,
and it applies to scholars thinking about happiness, because it turns out we're just as messed up as anybody else is. The first
of these traps is a reluctance to admit complexity. It turns out that the word "happiness" is just not a useful word anymore,
because we apply it to too many different things. I think there is one particular meaning to which we might restrict it, but by
and large, this is something that we'll have to give up and we'll have to adopt the more complicated view of what well-being
is. The second trap is a confusion between experience and memory; basically, it's between being happy in your life, and
being happy about your life or happy with your life. And those are two very different concepts, and they're both lumped in
the notion of happiness. And the third is the focusing illusion, and it's the unfortunate fact that we can't think about any
circumstance that affects well-being without distorting its importance. I mean, this is a real cognitive trap. There's just no
way of getting it right.
Now, I'd like to start with an example of somebody who had a question-and-answer session after one of my lectures
reported a story, and that was a story -- He said he'd been listening to a symphony, and it was absolutely glorious music and
at the very end of the recording, there was a dreadful screeching sound. And then he added, really quite emotionally, it
ruined the whole experience. But it hadn't. What it had ruined were the memories of the experience. He had had the
experience. He had had 20 minutes of glorious music. They counted for nothing because he was left with a memory; the
memory was ruined, and the memory was all that he had gotten to keep.
What this is telling us, really, is that we might be thinking of ourselves and of other people in terms of two selves. There is
an experiencing self, who lives in the present and knows the present, is capable of re-living the past, but basically it has only
the present. It's the experiencing self that the doctor approaches -- you know, when the doctor asks, "Does it hurt now
when I touch you here?" And then there is a remembering self, and the remembering self is the one that keeps score, and
maintains the story of our life, and it's the one that the doctor approaches in asking the question, "How have you been
feeling lately?" or "How was your trip to Albania?" or something like that. Those are two very different entities, the
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experiencing self and the remembering self, and getting confused between them is part of the mess about the notion of
happiness.
Now, the remembering self is a storyteller. And that really starts with a basic response of our memories -- it starts
immediately. We don't only tell stories when we set out to tell stories. Our memory tells us stories, that is, what we get to
keep from our experiences is a story. And let me begin with one example. This is an old study. Those are actual patients
undergoing a painful procedure. I won't go into detail. It's no longer painful these days, but it was painful when this study
was run in the 1990s. They were asked to report on their pain every 60 seconds. Here are two patients, those are their
recordings. And you are asked, "Who of them suffered more?" And it's a very easy question. Clearly, Patient B suffered
more -- his colonoscopy was longer, and every minute of pain that Patient A had, Patient B had, and more.
But now there is another question: "How much did these patients think they suffered?" And here is a surprise. The surprise
is that Patient A had a much worse memory of the colonoscopy than Patient B. The stories of the colonoscopies were
different, and because a very critical part of the story is how it ends. And neither of these stories is very inspiring or great -but one of them is this distinct ... (Laughter) but one of them is distinctly worse than the other. And the one that is worse is
the one where pain was at its peak at the very end; it's a bad story. How do we know that? Because we asked these people
after their colonoscopy, and much later, too, "How bad was the whole thing, in total?" And it was much worse for A than
for B, in memory.
Now this is a direct conflict between the experiencing self and the remembering self. From the point of view of the
experiencing self, clearly, B had a worse time. Now, what you could do with Patient A, and we actually ran clinical
experiments, and it has been done, and it does work -- you could actually extend the colonoscopy of Patient A by just
keeping the tube in without jiggling it too much. That will cause the patient to suffer, but just a little and much less than
before. And if you do that for a couple of minutes, you have made the experiencing self of Patient A worse off, and you
have the remembering self of Patient A a lot better off, because now you have endowed Patient A with a better story about
his experience. What defines a story? And that is true of the stories that memory delivers for us, and it's also true of the
stories that we make up. What defines a story are changes, significant moments and endings. Endings are very, very
important and, in this case, the ending dominated.
Now, the experiencing self lives its life continuously. It has moments of experience, one after the other. And you can ask:
What happens to these moments? And the answer is really straightforward: They are lost forever. I mean, most of the
moments of our life -- and I calculated, you know, the psychological present is said to be about three seconds long; that
means that, you know, in a life there are about 600 million of them; in a month, there are about 600,000 -- most of them
don't leave a trace. Most of them are completely ignored by the remembering self. And yet, somehow you get the sense that
they should count, that what happens during these moments of experience is our life. It's the finite resource that we're
spending while we're on this earth. And how to spend it would seem to be relevant, but that is not the story that the
remembering self keeps for us.
So we have the remembering self and the experiencing self, and they're really quite distinct. The biggest difference between
them is in the handling of time. From the point of view of the experiencing self, if you have a vacation, and the second
week is just as good as the first, then the two-week vacation is twice as good as the one-week vacation. That's not the way it
works at all for the remembering self. For the remembering self, a two-week vacation is barely better than the one-week
vacation because there are no new memories added. You have not changed the story. And in this way, time is actually the
critical variable that distinguishes a remembering self from an experiencing self; time has very little impact on the story.
Now, the remembering self does more than remember and tell stories. It is actually the one that makes decisions because, if
you have a patient who has had, say, two colonoscopies with two different surgeons and is deciding which of them to
choose, then the one that chooses is the one that has the memory that is less bad, and that's the surgeon that will be chosen.
The experiencing self has no voice in this choice. We actually don't choose between experiences, we choose between
memories of experiences. And even when we think about the future, we don't think of our future normally as experiences.
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We think of our future as anticipated memories. And basically you can look at this, you know, as a tyranny of the
remembering self, and you can think of the remembering self sort of dragging the experiencing self through experiences
that the experiencing self doesn't need.
I have that sense that when we go on vacations this is very frequently the case; that is, we go on vacations, to a very large
extent, in the service of our remembering self. And this is a bit hard to justify I think. I mean, how much do we consume
our memories? That is one of the explanations that is given for the dominance of the remembering self. And when I think
about that, I think about a vacation we had in Antarctica a few years ago, which was clearly the best vacation I've ever had,
and I think of it relatively often, relative to how much I think of other vacations. And I probably have consumed my
memories of that three-week trip, I would say, for about 25 minutes in the last four years. Now, if I had ever opened the
folder with the 600 pictures in it, I would have spent another hour. Now, that is three weeks, and that is at most an hour and
a half. There seems to be a discrepancy. Now, I may be a bit extreme, you know, in how little appetite I have for consuming
memories, but even if you do more of this, there is a genuine question: Why do we put so much weight on memory relative
to the weight that we put on experiences?
So I want you to think about a thought experiment. Imagine that for your next vacation, you know that at the end of the
vacation all your pictures will be destroyed, and you'll get an amnesic drug so that you won't remember anything. Now,
would you choose the same vacation? (Laughter) And if you would choose a different vacation, there is a conflict between
your two selves, and you need to think about how to adjudicate that conflict, and it's actually not at all obvious, because if
you think in terms of time, then you get one answer, and if you think in terms of memories, you might get another answer.
Why do we pick the vacations we do is a problem that confronts us with a choice between the two selves.
Now, the two selves bring up two notions of happiness. There are really two concepts of happiness that we can apply, one
per self. So you can ask: How happy is the experiencing self? And then you would ask: How happy are the moments in the
experiencing self's life? And they're all -- happiness for moments is a fairly complicated process. What are the emotions that
can be measured? And, by the way, now we are capable of getting a pretty good idea of the happiness of the experiencing
self over time. If you ask for the happiness of the remembering self, it's a completely different thing. This is not about how
happily a person lives. It is about how satisfied or pleased the person is when that person thinks about her life. Very
different notion. Anyone who doesn't distinguish those notions is going to mess up the study of happiness, and I belong to
a crowd of students of well-being, who've been messing up the study of happiness for a long time in precisely this way.
The distinction between the happiness of the experiencing self and the satisfaction of the remembering self has been
recognized in recent years, and there are now efforts to measure the two separately. The Gallup Organization has a world
poll where more than half a million people have been asked questions about what they think of their life and about their
experiences, and there have been other efforts along those lines. So in recent years, we have begun to learn about the
happiness of the two selves. And the main lesson I think that we have learned is they are really different. You can know how
satisfied somebody is with their life, and that really doesn't teach you much about how happily they're living their life, and
vice versa. Just to give you a sense of the correlation, the correlation is about .5. What that means is if you met somebody,
and you were told, "Oh his father is six feet tall," how much would you know about his height? Well, you would know
something about his height, but there's a lot of uncertainty. You have that much uncertainty. If I tell you that somebody
ranked their life eight on a scale of ten, you have a lot of uncertainty about how happy they are with their experiencing self.
So the correlation is low.
We know something about what controls satisfaction of the happiness self. We know that money is very important, goals
are very important. We know that happiness is mainly being satisfied with people that we like, spending time with people
that we like. There are other pleasures, but this is dominant. So if you want to maximize the happiness of the two selves,
you are going to end up doing very different things. The bottom line of what I've said here is that we really should not think
of happiness as a substitute for well-being. It is a completely different notion.
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Now, very quickly, another reason we cannot think straight about happiness is that we do not attend to the same things
when we think about life, and we actually live. So, if you ask the simple question of how happy people are in California, you
are not going to get to the correct answer. When you ask that question, you think people must be happier in California if,
say, you live in Ohio. (Laughter) And what happens is when you think about living in California, you are thinking of the
contrast between California and other places, and that contrast, say, is in climate. Well, it turns out that climate is not very
important to the experiencing self and it's not even very important to the reflective self that decides how happy people are.
But now, because the reflective self is in charge, you may end up -- some people may end up moving to California. And it's
sort of interesting to trace what is going to happen to people who move to California in the hope of getting happier. Well,
their experiencing self is not going to get happier. We know that. But one thing will happen: They will think they are
happier, because, when they think about it, they'll be reminded of how horrible the weather was in Ohio, and they will feel
they made the right decision.
It is very difficult to think straight about well-being, and I hope I have given you a sense of how difficult it is.
Thank you.

SECTION TWO

Professional Insecurity in a Fraught Environment
By Robert Samuels April 24, 2017
SOURCE: https://www.insidehighered.com/views/2017/04/24/nontenured-faculty-should-not-be-assessedstudent-evaluations-politically-charged

One way of countering a campus culture in which everyone is afraid to speak is to stop relying on
student evaluations to assess non-tenured faculty, argues Robert Samuels.
Now that more that 75 percent of the instructors teaching in higher education in the United States do not have
tenure, it is important to think about how the current political climate might affect those vulnerable teachers.
Although we should pay attention to how all faculty are being threatened, nontenured faculty are in an especially
vulnerable position because they often lack any type of academic freedom or shared governance rights. In other
words, they are a class without representation, and they usually can be let go at any time for any reason. That type of
precarious employment, which is spreading all over the world to all types of occupations, creates a high level of
professional insecurity and helps to feed the power of the growing managerial class.
In the case of higher education, we need to recognize that this new faculty majority often relies on getting high
student evaluations in order to keep their jobs or earn pay increases. The emphasis on pleasing students not only
can result in grade inflation and defensive teaching, but it also places the teacher in an impossible situation when
dealing with political issues in a polarized environment. While some students want teachers to talk about political
issues, many students will turn against an instructor who does not share their own ideological perspective.
Sometimes that type of political disagreement is transformed in student evaluations into vague complaints about the
teacher’s attitude or personality.
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In this fraught cultural environment, practically everyone feels that they are being censored or silenced or ignored.
For example, some of my conservative students have told me that they feel like they are the real minorities on
campus, and even though Donald Trump won the U.S. presidency, they still think they cannot express their true
opinions. On the other side, some of my self-identified progressive activist students believe that political correctness
makes it hard to have an open discussion: from their perspective, since anything can be perceived as a
microaggression, people tend to silence themselves. Moreover, the themes of political correctness, safe spaces,
trigger warnings and free speech have become contentious issues on both the right and the left.
What I am describing is an educational environment where almost everyone is afraid to speak. The nontenured
faculty members are fearful of losing their jobs, the conservative students see themselves as a censored minority and
the progressive students are afraid of being called out for their privilege or lack of political correctness. Making
matters worse is that students are often socialized by their large lecture classes to simply remain passive and silent.
It appears that we are facing a perfect storm where free speech and real debate are no longer possible. One way of
countering this culture is to stop relying on student evaluations to assess nontenured faculty. If we want teachers to
promote open dialogue in their classes, they should not have to be afraid that they will lose their jobs for promoting
the free exchange of ideas. Therefore, we need to rely more on the peer review of instruction, and we have to stop
using the easy way out. In short, we have to change how nontenured faculty members are evaluated.
Non-tenure-track faculty should be empowered to observe and review one another’s courses using established
review criteria. It is also helpful to have experienced faculty with expertise in pedagogy involved in the peer-review
process of teaching. By examining and discussing effective instructional methods, all faculty members can
participate in improving the quality of education.
It is also essential that to protect free speech and open academic dialogue, we should realize that the majority of
faculty members no longer have academic freedom or the right to vote in their departments and faculty senates. In
order to change this undemocratic situation, tenured professors should understand that it is to their advantage to
extend academic freedom and shared governance to all faculty members, regardless of their tenure status. If we do
not work together to fight back against the current political climate, we will all suffer together.
Comments
-------

ST

I find little here with which to disagree, except for this comment: “It is also helpful to have experienced faculty with
expertise in pedagogy involved in the peer-review process of teaching.” While I can’t speak for faculty at other
institutions, it’s my experience that the “pedagogical experts” are often among the most politically correct people on
campus, the ones most likely to emphasize that faculty must cater to student feelings and avoid offending them.
-------

failureofreality

Keep the customer satisfied. Higher education is an oxymoron.
Administrators are in control. They require the constant flow of tuition and fees to support their large salaries and
benefits. The teachers--low paid, low status temporary employees--must make sure that the customers continue to
pay. The structure of colleges and universities is designed to keep the money flowing, with large financial aid
departments to help students accumulated debt.
Student evaluations are just customer surveys. Only adjuncts that keep the customers satisfied are given
employment.
Free speech is not the issue. Keeping the flow of tuition dollars is the only concern. If students must accumulate
debt to keep the administrators happy, then administrators will help them do that. If a teacher does not make the
students happy and paying customers, they must go.
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-------

Daryl

RE Ed Manning: "Students are well-qualified to evaluate teaching effectiveness."
This is a very old assertion that dates to the earliest days of student ratings research, e.g., Guthrie in 1927. It has
been regularly repeated in the research literature with virtually no defense other than the observation that having
spent so much time with the professor, students are therefore in the best position to evaluate faculty. One might as
well argue that because 4-H'er Sally has spent more time with her show chicken than the poultry judges at the
county fair, that Sally is therefore well-qualified, as qualified, or even better qualified than the poultry judges to
evaluate her chicken. Other researchers, e.g., Theall and Franklin, argue that students do not *evaluate* at all, but
rather express how satisfied they are with their instruction. There is actually no consensus in the ratings literature
about what students are doing when they fill out the ratings forms. Are they ethically, if not legally, experimental
subjects? Are they evaluating, judging, measuring, opining, or simply filling out a customer satisfaction card? In my
view, the entire practice of student ratings is conceptually inchoate.
-------kkerr
Yes, and Non-tenured faculty are often teaching the classes required by other departments that the students didn't
want to take. My evaluations, teaching 4 classes that nobody wanted to take are compared to the evaluations of
students taking a class in their major by an instructor teaching 2 or 3 classes. Who will get better evals?
-------

MCC123

While I don't disagree with the sentiments in this column, I don't understand its logic. The tenuous position of
contingent faculty and the structural biases of course evaluations would be the same regardless of who was
president. Beyond a handful of very highly publicized cases, it's hard to see that either conservatism or political
correctness has cost any instructor his or her job. Certainly this isn't happening on the same scale as, say, the
replacement of tenure-track faculty positions with contingent positions.
The vast majority of course evaluations are not useful for evaluating a teacher's effectiveness because, well, they
don't evaluate a teacher's effectiveness. To do that you would need to assess how well students have learned the
course materials, and test that over time to see how well they've retained the knowledge (good learning endures).
Students aren't qualified to "evaluate" teaching, so course evaluations should be called something like "course
surveys"; they may do a decent job measuring student satisfaction with a course or an instructor, but not with
measuring that teacher's effectiveness as a teacher. Finally, study after study has demonstrated that they are skewed
by bias: other things being equal, older teachers score lower than younger ones; women score lower than men; and
people of color score lower than white people. These are all much stronger reasons to bracket student evaluations
when evaluating someone's teaching.
-------

Douglas Levene

I'm a law professor without tenure and I never read student reviews. They are uniformly a waste of time. I've told
the dean that he is welcome to sit in my classes and come to his own conclusions about my teaching. In fact, I'd
welcome that, especially if he had constructive suggestions. But asking students to evaluate teachers both subverts
the teacher/student relationship and is a very poor way to evaluate teaching ability.
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