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Chapter 14: Why Students Don’t Suffer

Lee Trepanier

The best American colleges students are perhaps the most prepared,
accomplished, and engaged students ever with stellar academic accom-
plishments and active civic engagement.! At the same time, they also
might be the most frightened and anxious ones, too, being mediated
with mood-stabilizing drugs and monitored by compliance offices about
what to say and think.? This paradox is a reflection of the ever-widening
chasm between, on the one hand, the remarkable external achievements
of these students and, on the other hand, the paucity of examination
about their interior lives, unless it is the therapeutic speech of empower-
ment and identity politics. Students seemingly move from one achieve-
ment to the next without suffering any setbacks in either external
affirmations or interior reflection.

In this chapter, I will argue that the external achievements and affir-
mations of students and the lack of self-examination of their interior
lives is a result of the university seeing them as commodities and cus-
tomers rather than human beings who need cultivation. Students con-
sequently see suffering—to be vulnerable, exposed, and unguarded—as
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a type of personal weakness and moral failing because it does not affirm
their external accomplishments. There is to be no discrepancy between
the flatness of one’s interior life and the mountain of achievements in the
external one. To do so otherwise is tantamount to admitting failure.

The exception to this is identity politics where suffering is acceptable
because of one’s race, ethnicity, gender, class, or sexuality and seen as a
badge of honor to be expressed in ideological cant. For those students
who do not belong to a suspect class, they are expected to acknowledge
and share in the suffering of these groups. But instead of generating
genuine sympathy and empathy, these students only confirm their mer-
itocratic superiority by publicly acknowledging their moral smugness in
being self-aware. Rather than trying to understand the feelings and situ-
ations of the less fortunate and undertaking concrete action to help, stu-
dents resort to ideological and emotive language.

In spite of their best intentions, offices of diversity need to address the
problem of suffering in a way to cultivate the interior lives of all students
so that they can sympathize and empathize with others. By suffering, I
mean the acknowledgement of one’s own inadequacy of being depend-
ent upon another person; and by empathy, I mean the understanding
and recognition of the feelings and situations of those who are less fortu-
nate. Instead of promoting an ideological agenda, the university, with its
administrators, staff, and faculty, should focus on developing the interior
lives of their students under the guidance of reason, logic, and evidence.
By doing so, students will recognize the gap between their external and
interior lives and thereby may recognize that suffering, to sympathize
and empathize, is not a sign of powerlessness but the beginning of the
path towards wisdom.

STUDENTS’ CHARACTER

The best college students are excellent test-takers, have impressive
resumes, and dutifully fulfill the requirements to receive an A in their
classes.? They are respectful to authority, accept the ideology of diversity,
and are advocates of social justice.* They are David Brooks’ “organiza-
tional kids” that he had described a generation ago and are the crowning
achievement of the American education system in its project to mold stu-
dents’ characters to be flexible, nonjudgmental, and acquisitive in accu-
mulating various skill sets and ways of knowing.®> They see themselves as
citizens of the world and look forward to participating in a globalized
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economy where they can live anywhere, perform any task, and make
friends with anyone.

Yet students are not motivated by a love of learning for its own sake
but rather out of a fear or anxiety of being left behind in a winner-take-
all world.® A globalized economy has made it more difficult to secure
a middle-class lifestyle, the orthodoxy of diversity and groupthink has
made it challenging to publicly proclaim otherwise, and the unmooring
of knowledge into postmodernism has made it impossible to determine
what is precious and valuable, much less what constitutes one’s own
self-worth.” Formed by a childhood of constant test-taking, scheduled
activities, and technological surveillance, today’s students respond by
accumulating achievements upon achievements and skill set upon skill set
in the effort to steel themselves against the uncertainty of their future.

In this resume arms race against one another, students are taught that
suffering is a sign of weakness: to be vulnerable, exposed, and unguarded
are signs of a personal and moral failing. To be left behind in the glo-
balized economy is to be one of life’s losers. Hence, the constant need
and continual efforts for external affirmation—whether in social media,
academic achievements, or social status—to validate their choices,
career paths, and even spouses. Suffering in this sense—to acknowledge
dependence upon another person and thereby recognize one’s own
inadequacy—is to be squeezed out at all costs in the process of college
admission, summer internships, and profitable jobs afterwards.

Paradoxically, the refusal to acknowledge one’s own suffering encour-
ages a climate of empathy with the suffering of others, particularly with
those who are less privileged. To understand and uphold the legitimacy
of the feelings and situations of those less fortunate is to reassure stu-
dents of their own sense of achievement, status, and superiority in this
winner-take-all world. Emboldened by the offices of diversity on campus,
students engage in identity politics and groupthink not to sympathize
with the non-privileged—to recognize that the suffering and experience
of others is the same as theirs—but to confirm their sense of achieve-
ment, worth, and place in the world.

Thus, the creation of “safe spaces” and embedding the ideology of
diversity in university life are well-intended but misguided attempts
to cultivate students’ interior lives.® These policies are well-intended
because they try to address the thoughts and feelings of students who
believe themselves to be marginalized on campus, tapping into their
interior life so that they, and others, can learn from it. However, these
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policies are misguided because they substitute ideology and emotivism
instead of encouraging the use of reason and evidence to access students’
interior lives, thereby treating others not as individual human beings that
one can suffer, sympathize, and empathize with, but instead as groups
capable of mobilization for ideological ends.

This lack of an interior life in students, where they can acknowledge
their vulnerabilities and therefore the need for others, is the source of
their suffering. Raised in a world of relentless external affirmations,
today’s students were not allowed the space to grow and develop unno-
ticed, with the trials, errors, and mistakes that life brings. Students live
in a persistent state of fear at being noticed and shamed if caught flat-
footed. Rather than risking embarrassment and humiliation, students
have become nonjudgmental and nice, playing it safe where their interior
life is defined and shaped almost exclusively by their external one.

Not surprisingly, the absence of a developed interior life leads students
to adopt libertarianism or identity politics.” The ideology of libertari-
anism feeds into students’ beliefs in meritocracy, that they deserve what
they have and where they are now because of their own singular achieve-
ments, whereas identity politics gives permission to empathize with the
non-privileged while, at the same time, implicitly reassure themselves
of their own merit and superiority. What is missing is a genuine sense of
communal politics where people can openly and civilly acknowledge, dis-
cuss, and debate their differences. What we need is a place where people
can disagree without fear of ad hominin reprisal and see whether a com-
mon good could be achieved.

Teachers therefore must find a way to cultivate the interior life of
students such that it is not dependent upon external affirmation. They
should encourage students to take risks and make mistakes. One way to
accomplish this is to have students realize that luck has played as much
a role in forming who they are as their own efforts and abilities: their
success may have been dependent upon factors beyond their control,
thereby raising questions about their earned standing and superiority.
And if this were the case, then being vulnerable, exposed, and unguarded
may be a trait not to run away from, but instead to acknowledge and
embrace. It prompts students to recognize their own inadequacies and
therefore their own needs for another person.

There are a variety of ways that teachers can attempt to cultivate an
interior life with an internal affirmation for students. One is to have
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students read certain works where authors reflect upon their own inte-
rior life: Socrates in Plato’s Apology, Crito, and Phaedo; Augustine’s and
Rousseau’s Confessions; Marcus Aurelius’ Meditations and Montaigne’s
Essays; the autobiographies of Benjamin Franklin, Mahatma Gandhi,
Anne Frank, and Nelson Mandela. These and similar readings can reveal
to students the richness, diversity, and importance of an interior life,
especially when it does not correspond to the external one. These works
can provide a template for how students can reflect on their own lives.

The assignments that teachers can give to their students is another
way to prompt students to think about the interiority of their lives.
Whether it is journal entries, analytical essays, public presentations, or
group projects, these assignments are less about mastery of the mate-
rial than avenues for students to explore questions that do not have a
definitive answer. Teachers consequently should evaluate these assign-
ments with the cultivation of an interior life in mind, and allow students
to revise their assignments in the hope that they learn there is nothing
shameful about making a mistake or taking a risk.

If done properly, seminars, small group activities, and the Socratic
Method are wonderful ways to teach students the art of inquiry and disa-
greement where the virtues of magnanimity, corrigibility, and civility can
be learned.!? In these modes of teachings, students can learn to sympa-
thize and empathize with others in a way where reason, logic, and evi-
dence are the conveyers of feelings, attitudes, and moods.!! It is a way
to show students that insight and wisdom can come by being vulnerable,
exposed, and unguarded in a setting of equals.

Finally, within the confines of professional expectations and behav-
ior, teachers should be available to meet with students individually to
discuss not only their external achievements but also their interior lives.
Sometimes what endures more in a student’s mind is a conversation with
his or her teacher rather than the content of what the student learned
that semester. To be respected and loved, and to be taken seriously is
what most students want as they try to figure out how to navigate their
lives in the university. Whether in the classroom or during office hours,
it is impossible to know which moment will have a lasting impact on a
student. But if teachers can show to students that their interior life can
be as rich, if not more rewarding, than their external one, they have done
more than enough to help students see there is more to life than produc-
tion and consumption.
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THE STUDENT AS CUSTOMER

Because of the competitive demands of the globalized economy, students
see themselves as customers of the university and are often treated as
such by administrators, staff, and faculty.!? The university is no longer
seen as just providing academic knowledge to students, but also as beget-
ting a social experience with rock climbing walls, computer tablets, and
gourmet-style dining. Education itself is treated as a vocationalized end
instead of a lifelong process of inquiry and discovery with universities
transforming themselves into brands.!® Administrators care more about
student recruitment and retention than the content of student learning;
thus, they spend vast amounts of time and resources trying to answer
the question that parents and students have when they visit their school;
namely, “What am I buying?”

With ever-increasing amounts of debt when they graduate, students
are justified in asking whether their time at the university will be well
worth the cost.!* Teachers, especially those in the humanities, are not
able to provide a persuasive economic reason when compared to their
STEM (science, technology, engineering, and mathematics) counterparts
and therefore have become obsessed with recruiting students into their
programs and retaining the ones they already have.!® Classes become
infomercials that pluck students into their majors. The result is not only
a further neglect of the interiority of students’ lives but the reinforce-
ment of seeing them as customers whose decision-making is driven by
economic considerations.

This commodification of the classroom, where students are seen as
customers, has been fostered by a culture of assessment and the pro-
motion of technology in teaching. Students are continually assessed in
quantitative metrics to confirm that they are learning, and technology is
marketed as a panacea because it accommodates students’ wants in flex-
ible class schedules as well as their inclinations to use the Internet (i.e.,
“digital natives”).1¢ Teachers therefore are required to assign assessments
in their classrooms—often ones that they themselves have had no share
in creating—and then to write reports afterwards in order to demon-
strate that their students are learning.!” They are also incentivized by
administrators with course release-time, monetary compensation, and
performance evaluation to incorporate technology into the classroom.!8
Thus, the commodification of the classroom ensures that teaching is
conducted in standardized, measurable units suitable for technological
consumption.
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In this environment, students see knowledge as a type of commod-
ity to be packaged and sold rather than as a lived experience or endur-
ing wisdom. The classroom is a place to be entertained, whether with
a professor directly speaking to you or hidden behind a screen online.
The relationship between teacher and students—and among students
themselves—is seen in contractual terms. The culture of assessment
and the online delivery of knowledge reinforces this customer-service
perspective of education because knowledge is presented in dis-
crete, measurable units. The messiness of knowledge, the serendip-
ity of discovery, and the ineffableness of learning become lost in this
environment of commodification, quantification, and technological
assessment.

The underlying causes for this account of education are many: the
increasing power of university accreditation agencies, the transforma-
tion of administrators from colleagues to managers, the neoliberal uni-
versity competing for students and dollars in an era of shrinking state
support, the public demand for educational accountability in a period
of debt and spiraling costs, the uncritical adulation of the capacity of
technology and the culture of Silicon Valley to change education, and
a philosophy that believes in the power of number to reveal what is
really transpiring in reality.!® For students, the culture of assessment
and technology makes education not a cultivation of their capacity for
sympathy and empathy, but serves instead to harden them for a future
life of external affirmation. The culture of assessment, bolstered by a
technology that dictates how teaching and learning transpires, purifies
education into a sterile exercise of mastery in critical skill sets and ways
of knowing.

And when teachers do teach sympathy and empathy in their class-
room, it is evaluated by some quantification metric to demonstrate stu-
dents have learnt. The current culture of assessment and technology
does not encourage an environment of introspection, reflection, and
self-examination because the quantifiable measurement of these activities
fails to reveal wholly and deeply what students experience. The Likert
scale cannot capture the complexity of what transpires in the encounter
between teacher and students: the teacher’s content and delivery and
the students’ reception of it; the personalities and the particular his-
tories of each person on that day; the specific moments of discussions,
questions, and conversations; the camaraderie of partaking in a common
endeavor; the tedium of fulfilling and evaluating assignments; the process
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of discovery, curiosity, and reflection. Because these activities and expe-
riences do not conform to the technological design of learning and the
quantifiable character of assessment, they do not count. Teachers there-
fore are pressured to teach in a way that steers students away from the
interiority of their lives and towards a learning that can be externally
sanctioned, measured, and affirmed.

Working within this culture of assessment and technology, teachers
can be creative in finding ways to have students reflect upon their char-
acter, as well as to encourage them to sympathize and empathize with
others unlike them. Teachers can assign content that may challenge stu-
dents’ sense of meritocracy by showing how chance and serendipity plays
an important role in the formation and achievements of people. Certain
works—like Toni Morrison’s Beloved, J. D. Vance’s Hillbilly Elegy, or the
film, The Kite Runner—can provide perspectives on how other people
live and what are their values in their interior lives. Teachers can tack on
a qualitative assessment in their assignments to prompt students to think
and reflect about what they have read. They can encourage discussion,
whether in small groups, seminars, or using the Socratic Method, for stu-
dents to express their view in an environment conducive to reason and
civility.

Teachers can also work with other university programs to cultivate
sympathy and empathy in students. For example, the invitation of a
speaker from the office of diversity into the classroom can be followed
by an assignment that employs reason, logic, and evidence to analyze
the presentation. It would be an opportunity to teach students both a
critical skill set and a different perspective that would foster their sym-
pathy and empathy for others unlike them: What were the concerns of
the speaker? Are they consistent with one another or contradictory, and
how so? What evidence supports the speaker’s claims? What theory or
paradigm best accounts for the speaker’s position? Are the solutions pro-
posed feasible and effective or utopian and emotive? How do the speak-
er’s experiences differ from yours, and do these differences account for
your divergent opinions? What role does experience play in shaping one’s
way of seeing the world, and what is the role of reason in making sense
of one’s experience?

Special programs are also another way for teachers to develop stu-
dents’ sympathy and empathy: internships, study abroad, service-
learning, civic engagement, and other experiences outside of the
classroom are opportunities for students to be with others unlike
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themselves and thereby to sympathize and empathize with them.??
However, teachers must cautious about such opportunities, know-
ing that the practicality of these programs is often at the cost of their
academic rigor. Teachers should aim to blend both academic standards
and experiential learning together in the formation of a student’s intel-
lect and sociability while, at the same time, providing assignments that
prompt reflection and an active interior life.

But if teachers want to cultivate students’ interior lives, they are con-
fronted with the challenge of creating more work for themselves by
adding non-quantifiable and non-technological components in their
classroom. The chance to do more work without compensation hardly
seems like an enticing proposition. Teachers therefore work within their
universities to change how assessment is designed so that assessment is
part of the classroom exercises rather than being something additional
and external to it. Assessment already is taking place in the classroom,
as evaluated by the students’ grade. Thus, teachers should be able to use
their own evaluations as the assessment of student learning rather than
having something externally imposed upon them.

Another approach is to design assessment so that it is flexible enough
to accommodate the variety of contents and the multiplicity of its deliv-
ery in the classroom (e.g., qualitative, quantitative, technological, and
non-technological). There should not be a one-size-fits-all approach
to assessment such that it drives what is being taught or how teaching
transpires; instead, the assessment should be a template that permits a
multitude of ways to teach and evaluate. This way the dual approach of
assessment and grades as separate activities in the classroom is erased and
becomes one and the same.

THE STUDENT As DATA

The credentialization of knowledge by university accreditors is one of the
primary drivers in the standardization of knowledge and the growth of
administrators and staff.?! To be certified by these accreditors is to have
access to the federal government’s financial loans so students can bor-
row in order to pay for school. The traditional division of supervising
universities—the federal government monitors issues of financial sup-
port and access, the states focus on consumer protection, and accredi-
tors examine educational quality—has changed with the federal and state
governments relinquishing their responsibilities to accreditors.
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Accreditors now include access and consumer protection in their mis-
sion to see whether universities are ensuring equal access to all types of
individuals and groups for an education and to see whether students
are learning.?? These two responsibilities are amendable to metrics of
quantification by examining how students received financial support
and default on their loans, how many students are retained and gradu-
ate, how many students are employed after graduation and how much
they make afterwards. The outcomes especially for student learning have
changed from qualitative, peer-review self-studies to corporate docu-
ments of strategic mission statements, branding, and numerical data.
Universities are now accountable to these metrics with poorer outcomes
interpreted as a sign of failure rather than a baseline from which the insti-
tution should improve.?3

Quality of education consequently is defined in the metrics of stu-
dent retention and postgraduate salaries rather than evaluations of stu-
dent character and reflections about life. These metrics assert themselves
even more today because in the age of technology information is more
available. Data, as the numerical assignment and valuing of reality, has
the illusion of being objective and transparent.?* It is therefore a valua-
ble commodity by which accreditors, administrators, teachers, and stu-
dents evaluate themselves. Those experiences, activities, and moments
not amendable to the pre-set standardized categories of evaluations are
ignored. It is no wonder that the university is governed by the metrics
of external affirmation because of the ease and attractiveness of data that
accreditors use to see whether an educational institute has succeeded or
failed.

The power of data resides in its apparent objectivity, an attractive-
ness that is especially appealing in democratic societies where, accord-
ing to Tocqueville, individuals believe that everyone has an equal right
to understand reality for him- or herself.?> In democratic societies, each
individual relies upon his or her own judgment to make decisions and
reduces everything to its practical or utilitarian value: to “accept tradition
only as a means of information, and existing facts only as lesson to be
used in doing otherwise and doing better.”?® But because everyone is
equal to one another in democratic society, no one is certain that his or
her judgment is better than anyone else’s, ultimately yielding a consensus
dominated by the majority.

Data is the crystallization of democratic judgment because nobody
can object to it: it is objective, transparent, and universally accessible.
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Data therefore is employed to evaluate university access, faculty scholar-
ship, student learning, and other educational functions. But the assump-
tions behind the creation and reception of data require examination,
for data is a type of scientism, an ideology that assumes the fact-value
distinction where facts are derived only from the scientific-technological
method and values are products of only subjective prejudice.?” On the
one hand, knowledge is restricted to realities that conform to the sci-
entific-technological method because this process is objective, valid, and
universal; on the other hand, any reality outside of this method is an ille-
gitimate form of knowledge because it is unscientific. The use of data
by accreditors, universities, teachers, and students is to de-legitimate a
whole set of experiences and knowledge that cannot be standardized or
quantified in a pre-given way.

Now there is nothing wrong with data as long as it is recognized as
one way of evaluation among many.?® The problem today is that data is
the only way to evaluate anything in education. This not only neglects
a valuable body of knowledge and experiences, particularly those which
are needed for cultivating sympathy and empathy, but it also has several
potential negative consequences. Muller lists a number of these prob-
lems, such as goal displacement through diversion of effort towards what
gets measured; the promotion of short-termism and the discouragement
of risk-tasking and innovation; the cost in people’s time to compile data;
as well as diminished cooperation and common purpose in the university
where reward is based on individualized measured performance.? Rather
than cooperation and teamwork, competition and rivalry become the
driving motivation for people.

The university’s demand for more data also changes the nature and
purpose of teaching from cultivation of the interiority of a student’s
intellect and character to mastery of measurable performances in skill
sets. Students therefore see education as a series of competencies to be
conquered before graduation and a career; teachers view their vocation
in terms of citation indexes and student evaluation scores; and adminis-
trators conceive of the university as a store to placate student consumers,
manage teacher employees, and appease the accreditor board.3? The uni-
versity has become like any other business in the United States governed
to maximum growth, minimize liability, and motivated by profit.

There are no immediate practical solutions to this present state of
American higher education. Accreditors and administrators are too
entrenched in their power while students and teachers implicitly agree
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with this arrangement so as long as students pass their courses and teach-
ers are mostly left alone. The university has become the preparatory
grounds for students to succeed in a globalized economy where things
are quantified, standardized, and externally sanctioned. The interior
life of the students, their character and the cultivation of sympathy and
empathy, is absent in this world because it cannot be measured.

STUDENT KNOWLEDGE

A broader conversation about the purpose of university education is
required to shift from the paradigm of data, external affirmation, and
the globalized economy to one of judgment, the interior life, and the
humane world of sympathy and empathy.3! There are some programs,
colleges, and universities where this transpires, but a societal shift, if
one were to occur, will take several generations and therefore calls for
patience and perseverance. Nonetheless, conversations about how to
transform the university can be made now, planting the seeds for a differ-
ent perspective about the nature and purpose of higher education in the
future.

Cases have been made about changing the university to be more
aligned with the cultivation of the interior life, but they have little trac-
tion in today’s public conversations. For instance, the appeals to tradi-
tion and the arguments about the inherent value of liberal education are
akin to religious belief because they are only persuasive if one already
agrees with them.?? And other arguments about teaching students crit-
ical skill sets and civic engagement only reinforce the life of external
affirmations.33

One possible way to promote cultivation of the interior life as part of
the primary purpose of education is to talk about the need to develop
students’ prudence.?* Adopting an Aristotelian account of prudence, I
would define this excellence as both theoretical and practical reasoning
that demands one be flexible in his or her pursuit of moral virtue with-
out collapsing into cynical calculation or abstract speculation. Teaching
students prudence would require the academic rigor of the classroom as
well as experiential activities outside it where students learn how theoret-
ical and practical reality intersect. Students would learn how their interior
lives do not always comport with their external ones; this is not necessar-
ily a bad thing, but a basic part of the human condition.
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Such a disconnect can prompt students to reflect why this is the case
and how others have confronted this situation, thereby leading them
to conclude that suffering—especially recognizing and acknowledging
one’s own inadequacy and dependency on others—is the beginning path
towards wisdom. It also would help students to see that the suffering
of others, especially those who are less fortunate, is a matter of chance
rather than a moral failing. To sympathize and empathize with others is
to build one’s interior life.

As societal institutions, universities are uniquely situated to teach stu-
dents prudence. Unlike business, where theoretical reason is in the ser-
vice of practical aims, or the liberal arts school, where practical reason is
neglected for theory, the university can value both theoretical and prac-
tical reason equally, even when they are at times in conflict with each
other.3® By navigating between the extremes of the business and the
liberal arts school, the university can teach students how to reason both
theoretically and practically. Such a case about the nature and purpose of
education would satisfy those who are only concerned about utility and
those who only care about theory. The university fulfills both needs and,
in the process, provides external and internal affirmations for students.

How a paradigm of prudence be implemented in universities would
depend upon the type of institution. For example, religious institu-
tions may focus on theological beliefs in the formation of their students,
while public institutions may make civic and democratic engagement
their primary mission.3® Just as there is a diversity of universities in the
United States, there is likewise a multitude of ways that prudence can
be realized, as long as both theoretical and practical reason are taught.
Hopefully over time accreditors would recognize that educational quality
can be defined in numerous, non-numerical ways.

A paradigm of prudence provides an opportunity for universities to
think about their mission, and it can serve as a unifying idea to cohere
the activities of teaching, scholarship, and service. It forces universities
to determine the proper balance between theoretical and practical rea-
soning in its curriculum for students, the type of scholarship it wants
its faculty to produce, and the kind of service it wants its members to
engage. The paradigm of prudence makes possible this type of conver-
sation within the university and demonstrates its value to the public. It
may not stop today’s questioning of the value of the American university
but it at least offers a response that allows the cultivation of the interior
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lives of students while, at the same, providing them with opportunities
for external affirmation.?”

The character of today’s student, the power of accreditors, and the
predominance of data metrics have yielded a world where the cultivation
and expression of the interior life is seen as a sign of personal weakness
and moral failing. To be vulnerable, exposed, and unguarded; to admit
one’s own inadequacies and dependency upon others; and to empathize
with those less fortunate are experiences and expressions that resist quan-
tification and standardization and therefore are not encouraged, unless
for ideological reasons of diversity or the reinforcement of belief in one’s
own meritocratic superiority. Students today do not want to suffer—they
do not want to sympathize and empathize in a genuine and humane
way—and so they pursue a career defined by the external affirmations of
money, status, and power; in turn, they are less able to reflect upon the
meaning of life or to care for others, refusing to be open to the messiness
of life, with all its glory and horror.
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