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Teacher harassment
and a loss of 
respect

T
hirty-one years ago I retired from
teaching physics. Much has changed
since then, but on reading the com-

mentary in the March 2020 issue of
PHYSICS TODAY (page 10), I was appalled
but not surprised to learn that one aspect
of teaching has not changed—harassment
of teachers. In my era everyone was more
civilized than today, so harassment from
whining and complaining students was
verbal, not physical. 

During my 20-year career, I found
that the most virulent of the whiners and
complainers were the premed and pre -
engineering students. They tried to intim-
idate professors to get the high grades
needed to be admitted to their respec tive
professional schools. They implied that
professors, not they, would be responsi-
ble for their careers. 

At the beginning of every course, I 
explained that I do not give grades. I 
simply record the grades the students
earn. Also, I set rules of classroom deco-
rum and declared that students who 
remained in my class tacitly agreed to
those conditions. Nevertheless, at grade
time a few students begged for higher
grades. I suspect that behavior has not
changed. 

One protocol I disliked was written
student evaluations of professors (see
PHYSICS TODAY, January 2020, page 24).
To avoid having grades and those evalu-
ations influence each other, students
submitted their evaluations before they
received their grades, and professors saw
them afterward. I usually received high
marks and favorable comments, but some
students gave me low scores and wrote
insulting remarks. I frequently observed
a strong correlation: Students earning low
grades often were the ones submitting
unfavorable comments. 

How can administrators eliminate or
reduce harassment of professors? And
why do students harass them? I am too
far beyond my campus years, so I cannot

answer the first part, except to guess that
administrators are overly concerned with
political correctness as applied to their
sources of income—the students. 

As to the second question, our soci-
ety—students included—has suffered a
general breakdown in courtesy. The stu-
dents’ part of that may be because the
evolution of classroom attire from proper
to casual to relaxed to sloppy promoted
sloppy habits and attitudes. And from 
recent visits to campuses, I noted that
many professors emulated their worst-
attired students. When professors become
too casual, allow or encourage infor-
mality with students, and relax disci-
pline, they can lose dignity, prestige, and
respect. 

To stop harassment of professors, ad-
ministrators surely should pay more 
attention to the welfare of their faculty,
and professors should dress and act as
though they deserve respect from stu-
dents. That way, they will be more likely
to get it. 
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The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine is pleased 
to announce a call for applications for the 2021 Jefferson Science Fellows 
(JSF) program. Established by the Secretary of State in 2003, this fellowship 
program engages the American academic science, technology, engineer-
ing, and medical communities in U.S. foreign policy and international 
development.

The JSF program is open to tenured, or similarly ranked, faculty from U.S. 
institutions of higher learning who are U.S. citizens. After successfully 
obtaining a security clearance, selected Fellows spend one year on assign-
ment at the U.S. Department of State or the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID) serving as advisers on issues of foreign policy and 
international development. Assignments may also involve travel to U.S. 
embassies and missions.

The deadline for applications is October 16, 2020 at 5 PM ET. 
To learn more about the program and to apply, visit www.nas.edu/jsf.

The JSF program is administered by the National Academies of Sciences, 
Engineering, and Medicine and supported by the U.S. Department of State 
and USAID.
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