Less-Than-Perfect
Judges: Evaluating

Student Evaluations

by Susanna Calkins and Marina Micar:

tudent ratings,' first introduced into the college class-
room in the late 1920s, have long symbolized the often
uneasy relationship between undergraduates and their
professors.” Originally intended as an impartial and scientific means to gauge
teaching performance, by the early 1960s, student ratings had become a site of anx-
iety and often bitter contest between faculty and students, and between faculty and
administrators. Critical forces—such as emerging federal legislation that called for
improved teaching in higher education, increasing demands for accountability in
higher education, the increasing use of student ratings in personnel and curriculum
decisions, the gradual democratization of the nation’s campuses, and a
developing consumerism in the nation’s students—wrought tension and
dissent within the higher education community. These tensions have
manifested themselves in the debate over student ratings in different
ways, often fixating on notions of validity, but revealing underlying com-
plex challenges to the traditional structures of power and authority
informing the changing faculty-undergraduate encounter.
Certainly, research about student ratings has been exhaustive over the last 50
years. Several thousand studies have been published, many concerned with issues
of validity and reliability of evaluation instruments.’ Yet, few studies have tackled
the issue of student ratings in the context of the relationship between students and
faculty and the place of higher education in society.* In this article, we examine the
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academic discourse surrounding formal student ratings beginning when they first
emerged, and focusing on the last fifty years.

We first trace their development from near-private to semi-public communi-
cations, and the resulting discomfort that developed among faculty. Then, draw-
ing on a wide selection of scholarly journal articles and popular commentaries, we
examine how the notion of validity served as a weapon for faculty who wished to
discredit the legitimacy of the student voice outright, as well as those who wished
to discredit the tools for conveying that student voice, or to protest the undue use
of that student voice in personnel decisions. At the same time, we suggest validi-

We first review the historical use of student ratings
of teachers, tracing their development from near-

private fo semi—pub[ic communications.

ty was also used to protect students as well as faculty, and legitimate their opinions
and concerns. We look, too, at the strategies faculty have used to retain their own
power and voice within a shifting and often poorly marked academic terrain.

In the sections that follow, we trace the history of and scholarly discourse sur-
rounding the use of student evaluation of teaching in U.S. institutions of higher
education. By emphasizing that discourse, we bring light to the ways in which the
academic community has viewed student ratings over time, and more significant-
ly, the anxieties surrounding and corresponding attacks on the practice of students
evaluating teachers, as well as the more recent attempts to resolve these tensions.

he first formal student ratings systems were developed at Purdue University
in the mid-1920s as part of a systematic inquiry into the traits associated with

» o«

good teaching, which included “fairness in grading,” “stimulating intellectual
curiosity,” and “personal peculiarities.” In the interwar period, Purdue, like other
public research universities, was responding to the larger federal push toward sci-
entific research that followed World War I. Social scientists were starting to apply
scientific methods to disciplines outside of the sciences, and there was a growing
belief that such methods could solve practical problems associated with college
teaching.® Using the results from his Purdue Rating Scale for Instructors, Herman
Remmers, a psychology professor, pioneered investigations in student ratings.
Among other things, Remmers examined the degree to which students’ judgments
about a course agreed with those of their peers and administrators, the degree to
which students changed their minds about teachers after they left college, and
whether the judgments of poorer students should be considered.”

While student ratings systems were not immediately widespread, by the early
1940s, many institutions of higher education across the nation had begun to

THE NEA HIGHER EDUCATION JOURNAL



LESS-THAN-PERFECT JUDGES: EVALUATING STUDENT EVALUATIONS

implement some form of student ratings. But there was little formal accountabil-
ity at this time, and few questions arose about instructors’ teaching or grading
methods. Within the curriculum, faculty usually could select course content and
construct exams as they deemed appropriate for the topic. The figure of the
(usually white male) faculty member at the university was detached from his stu-
dents: a scholar who expounded his authority, knowledge, and expertise from a
distant podium.® The instructors’ authority and control over their teaching was
bolstered, too, by the American Association of American Professors’ (AAUP)
initial statements on academic freedom and tenure.” Moreover, with a shortage of

By the early 1940s, many institutions of
higher education across the nation had begun

to implement some form of student ratings.

qualified professors in the U.S., university officials shielded their teachers by
protecting their academic rights, including their autonomy in the classroom.
During the immediate postwar period, faculty members still could teach largely as
they wished, letting students “sink or swim,” even as enrollment numbers swelled

with the passing of the G.I. Bill, and lecture halls overflowed."

ncreasingly, however, as the faculty committee structure began to develop in the

1940s and 1950s, faculty members gained new opportunities to participate in
institutional governance, the appointment and promotion process, and in forging
educational policy." In one sense, this new type of administrative positioning gave
faculty greater power and voice, but in another sense, it pulled the faculty out of
their semi-isolation. Administrators and faculty senates began to require student
ratings systems, with the idea that the students’ comments would play a role in
salary, promotion and tenure decisions. The comments were largely a private one-
way communication from students to the instructor, but selected faculty and
administrators could gain access to the student comments in order to make per-
sonnel decisions. While not yet a mechanism of control, arguably student ratings
were starting to curtail the faculty’s autonomy in the classroom. But with little
accountability to the university for upholding any teaching standards, professors
could still dismiss student comments as they wished.

Faculty complaisance about academic freedom, and the professors’ nearly
untouchable role in institutions of higher education, was shaken to the core by the
Cold War rhetoric and McCarthy proceedings of the 1950s. The government—
always suspicious of colleges and universities as hotbeds of dissent and radical-
ism—began to target faculty with suspected Communist leanings. Hundreds of
faculty careers ended abruptly, quietly, and without due process.” Faculty found
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their research and teaching activities under new scrutiny. Moreover, after the
Soviet Union successfully launched Spusnik in 1957, the U.S. government, grimly
determined to keep the U.S. competitive at a global level, passed the National
Defense of Education Act (1958) to bolster education, especially in fields of science,
technology, and foreign language.” Improving teaching became a matter of
national concern.

As faculty power declined somewhat in the 1950s, student power grew and
became more organized. By the end of the decade, too, the “impersonality of the
multiversity”™ was brewing discontent among students tired of being “just a num-
ber” in a cold bureaucracy. Students had little interaction with faculty, and less with
the administration, and began to feel—and more importantly, question—this
detachment and lack of voice. New democratizing influences, new perceptions of
mass accessibility, and a new consumer ethos had begun to creep into American
higher education.”

Much has been written about how college students, baby boomers, questioned
authority and changed campus culture in the 1960s and 1970s. And as stu-
dents in the 1960s began to publicly question the effectiveness of their instruction,
especially large lecture classes, as well as to comment on the teaching abilities of
their professors and graduate teaching assistants, student ratings, in many ways,
symbolized their struggle for self-determination and control.” As contemporary
observers noted, “One facet of recent campus unrest is the growing tendency of
students to question and challenge traditional approaches to teaching.””

In the 1960s and 1970s, too, for the first time, student groups were often given
control of the student rating or course evaluation process. This gave students an
unprecedented point of power, particularly when they could publish and circulate
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student ratings with little monitoring or oversight.” For example, psychologists
Wendy Williams and Stephen Ceci recalled how student groups would adminis-
ter and collect student ratings at their respective colleges, annotate them with
often caustic or snide remarks, and circulate the annotated ratings widely through
the university community, so that they passed easily through the hands of depart-
ment chairs, deans, and faculty colleagues.”

n another instance, a group of student leaders rallied their fellow seniors to each
write a paragraph about an ineffective professor with whom they had taken a

In the 1960s and 1970s, for the first time, student
groups were often given control of the student rating

or course evaluation process.

class.” A student committee collated the write-ups. While it is not clear whether
the professors were identified by name in the students’ initial summary, an article
detailing the ineffective practices, quoting descriptions and actions of unnamed
professors, was published in a leading journal on college teaching soon after. Here,
the student committee identified seven vices, which included instructor lack of
preparation and organization, a lack of enthusiasm about lecture presentation, lack
of effective teaching techniques, inability to communicate clearly, lack of knowl-
edge about students, and lack of adequate subject knowledge.” While students
may long have griped about such issues within the confines of the college walls,
here they were making their concerns about teaching effectiveness more public.

Student ratings, a purportedly private and confidential communication from
students to professor, were becoming semi-public. Not only were they a vehicle for
students to communicate to one another about which teachers’ courses to take, and
which to avoid; students were also communicating the idea that their opinions
about quality teaching were valid and meaningful. This view was confirmed by the
AAUP’s Statement on Teaching Evaluation (1974) which asserted that “Student
perceptions are a prime source of information from those who must be affected if
learning is to take place.””

For the first time, faculty were asked to explain poor or inconsistent ratings,
and generally to defend their teaching practices and choice of subject material.”
This gave rise to an anxious tenor in the conversation over student ratings. In
effect, they had become a mallet used to chip away at the faculty’s perceived
authority and protected status within the ivory tower.

In negotiating this shifting academic terrain, faculty appear to have respond-
ed in several ways. Some, no doubt, opted to do nothing. This strategy could only
work, of course, for faculty with nothing to lose: tenured faculty confident in their
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rank and status at the university. Faculty who generally received good ratings
might also stay out of the fray; after all, the debate was over “bad” teachers, not
them.” Others certainly opted to use the student ratings to improve (a strategy we
discuss in more depth below, as it was not a very common tactic until recent
decades). A portion may have simply sought to manipulate the system, by “buy-
ing” good student ratings with good grades, easy tests, “fun” teaching activities, or
other tactics designed to curry good favor among their students.”

But many faculty opted for a different strategy altogether: go on attack.
Shaken by the uneasy world around them, faculty challenged student ratings, pri-

Questions concerning the research validity of student
ratings dominated the scholarly discourse on student
evaluations throughout the 1970s.

marily on the notion of validity, underscoring both their own uneasiness over the
foothold students had found in higher education, and their own increasingly ten-
uous space at the university, particularly for untenured faculty.

In particular, questions concerning the research validity of student ratings
dominated the scholarly discourse on student evaluations throughout the 1970s.
Skeptics analyzed instrumentation, bias based on class size, class type, and expect-
ed grade, and lack of a relationship between teaching evaluation and student learn-
ing outcomes, citing all of these as threats to the validity of the student-evaluation
research enterprise.”® Study authors regularly used their results to argue for the
ultimate illegitimacy of the practice of students rating their teachers.

he now-famous “Dr. Fox experiment,” in which a charismatic actor giving a

nonsense lecture was rated highly by a well-educated audience, reignited any
smoldering doubts about the validity of evaluations.” Another widely cited study
showed that students tend to assign high ratings to teachers from whom they learn
the least, promoting debate about whether students could, in fact, be trusted to
make sound judgments about the quality of the teaching they encounter. Rather
than the student —“the primary consumer of the teaching product”— being in the
best position to evaluate teaching, the researchers claimed that students “are less
than perfect judges of teaching effectiveness if the latter is measured by how much
they have learned.” The nature of these studies reflected the anxiety faculty expe-
rienced in opening their professional practice to critique from students, but these
concerns may also have prompted some faculty and departments to limit the use
of student ratings.”

Researchers continued to focus on the validity of course evaluations into the
later part of the 1970s and 1980s, taking an increasingly sophisticated bent. In
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contrast to earlier studies looking at just a handful of factors (such as the correla-
tion between evaluations and student performance™), studies from this later peri-
od began to take into consideration multiple factors—sometimes using experi-
mental designs—and to examine the relationships among these, in considering the
validity of the student-evaluation system. Researchers examined questions such as
the impact of stringency of grading and test frequency on evaluations, the time at
which evaluation is done, the influence of particular components of evaluation
forms, and the impact of such factors as rater anonymity and the teacher’s pres-
ence in or absence from the room,” among numerous other factors. This increas-

There were many complaints about student mtings
and proposed reasons to end them, but little chance of
this happening.

ing complexity might be seen as part of the normal development of any area of
social-science research, but might also have emerged out of frustration, as a
response to what had become something of a dead-end research direction: There
were many complaints about student ratings and proposed reasons to end them,
but with little chance of this happening. Broadening the analyses to examine more
complex relationships among factors in teaching-evaluation practice would at least
open new windows and provide openings for new directions in the conversation.

In the 1980s, student ratings, like other long-standing traditions in higher edu-
cation, came under a new critical lens, scrutinized for their underlying messages
of power and authority. In particular, the question of whether and how gender—
the instructor’s and the students—might play a role in student ratings surfaced
more prominently. More female professors than ever before comprised the profes-
soriate in the 1980s, often experiencing a “chilly climate” among their male peers
and in their classrooms.” Research suggested that students held “contradictory and
unrealistic expectations” of their female professors. Baker and Copp noted:

Because women’s culturally defined gender status clashes with their occupa-
tional status as professors, students may hold contradictory and unrealistic expecta-
tions of them. These contradictions may make it hard for women faculty members
to receive outstanding teaching evaluations, because students judge women by their
gender performance, first, and by their teaching second.”

Other contemporary studies found that students expect women to be warmer
than men; that male students give female professors lower ratings than they gave
male professors; that male, more than female, students are influenced by instruc-
tor gender; that students do not want men to wear pink shirts when they teach
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(implying that students are uncomfortable with male instructors who do not con-
form to traditional notions of masculinity); and even that male and female instruc-
tors have different understandings of what is “good” teaching.* Disclosure of these
perceived student biases—however accurate—seemed to give critics further
ammunition: Non-male, non-heterosexual instructors could hardly get a fair shake
when being rated by their students, and as such, student ratings could have no
place in personnel decisions. The gendered subtext underlying these challenges to
the validity of student ratings continued to pull the student voice into question,
again questioning the student’s ability to accurately assess teaching.

Amid the more strident challenges to the validity of
course evaluations, a quieter faculty voice had begun

fo express support for student evaluations.

Interestingly, race and ethnicity did not become a platform for questioning
the validity of student ratings for nearly two more decades—the first published
critiques did not appear until the turn of the millennium (a point we return to
below). We can only surmise a partial explanation for this silence: Since the vast
majority faculty in the 1970s and 1980s were white,” researchers may have con-
sidered sample sizes of underrepresented faculty on their campuses to be too small
or even nonexistent.* We should also note that we could find no studies from this
time period indicating that African American students, or students from any other
underrepresented groups, rated their instructors differently from their white coun-
terparts. Why researchers were not investigating the effects of race in student rat-
ings we can not say, but clearly there was no critique launched on this particular
front for twenty more years.

mid the more strident challenges to the validity of course evaluations, a qui-

eter faculty voice had begun to express support for student evaluations of
teaching in the early 1970s, growing in strength through the 1980s and beyond.
This voice asked: How can one learn from student ratings and use that knowledge
to improve teaching? College teachers and those studying teaching had begun to
realize that focusing solely on research validity of teaching evaluation was reduc-
ing the problem to meaninglessness. This voice whispered about utility and
improvement, about seeking new strategies to circumvent the validity barrier,
about constructively dealing with problems related to the instructor and instruc-
tion. This new way of thinking about student ratings represents on a small scale
the far larger paradigm shift occurring in the latter part of the 20th century: the
shift from an instructional paradigm (one that puts the teacher and instruction at
the center of teaching) to a learning paradigm (one that places the learner at the
center of teaching).”
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Questions turned from whether and how evaluation tools may or may not be
telling the truth to how evaluation can be conducted in more meaningful ways.*
Much of this conversation focused on developing evaluation instruments and
broader practices that would provide meaningful information—that is, informa-
tion that can allow instructors to improve their teaching. Suggestions for improve-
ment included developing instruments that would provide more meaningful data,
for instance data reflecting aspects of teaching valued by faculty and administra-
tors as well as students; using alternative constructs in instruments that more accu-
rately reflect good teaching; rounding out teaching evaluation so that data would

Questions turned from whether and how evaluation
tools may or may not be telling the truth to how eval-

uation can be conducted in more meaningﬁtl ways.

be triangulated, for instance by using observations in addition to surveys; and
including instructors in the development of survey instruments.”

Despite the positive direction of this strand of conversation, the commentary
still revealed a heightened awareness of the “rival purposes” of student rat-
ings, that is, the conflict between the course evaluation as a factor in tenure and
promotion decisions on the one hand, and as a tool for promoting improvements
in teaching on the other.* These dual purposes now identified and labeled, the
conversation branched into two directions: one focusing on how to make fairer
administrative decisions about faculty promotion and tenure, and the other explor-
ing how to increase the likelihood that evaluations will help lead to teaching
improvement— and improved student learning, by extension. In the former case,
calls for including more systematic collection of data in student ratings—using
standardized instruments and trained observers; more personal information, such
as case histories or qualitative information from students; and teaching portfolios
that complement data”—sent the message that student ratings could be effective-
ly used for administrative decision-making purposes, provided care was taken to
develop evaluation systems appropriate to this goal. Academic departments were
urged to implement practices that would help faculty become better teachers
through the evaluation process, for instance by using midterm feedback, working
with faculty consultants, adding a self-evaluation component to evaluations, and
using group-discussion techniques, in addition to to the use of traditional surveys
to collect student feedback.”

While there was no immediate reconciliation of these rival purposes, an
expanded focus on the people doing the improving—the instructors and students

themselves—emerged in the 1990s and 2000s, perhaps prompted by the new
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emphasis on improving teaching and learning. Investigations of issues like faculty
members’ psychological traits and how these might be related to student ratings,
faculty attitudes about evaluation, students’ beliefs about the evaluation system,
students’ perceptions of their own role in the evaluation process, the impact of per-
ceived instructor caring on learning and student ratings all entered the conversa-
tion, bringing a humanistic tenor to the discourse. As the conversation became
more person-oriented, it increasingly took on concerns of student learning, with
assessment of teaching now directly linked to assessment of learning.®

The conversation increasingly took on concerns of
student learning, with assessment of teaching now

directly linked to assessment of learning.

he emergence of online student ratings systems has ushered in new faculty

concerns. Proponents argue that online ratings make the evaluation process
less cumbersome, and that the swiftness and ease of viewing the comments would
be worth the change.* On the other hand, since students can complete online
evaluations on their time, and in their own space, challenges to the new process
have focused on the implications of lower response rates. Critics have argued that
(1) only those students with the proverbial axe to grind will fill out the ratings, (2)
students will write only negative remarks; and (3) negative remarks will be greater
in length than any positive remarks. Even though preliminary studies have sug-
gested these beliefs to be false,” the underlying concern remains, and may stem
from a loss of control over the system. Faculty who believe they can manipulate
the process, for example, by refraining from returning major assignments until
after the student ratings have been completed, or simply “buying” the students
with overt forms of good will (e.g. passing out chocolate or pizza with the evalu-
ation form), may perceive they now have less influence over the process.*

Where student ratings are viewable online to all members of the university
community, faculty have expressed other concerns. Aware that their comments are
going to be posted publicly, many students will simply address their remarks about
the instruction and instructor to one another, at times encouraging their peers to
take the class, but just as likely warning future students to take the course with
caution, or even to stay away completely. A dialogue of sorts ensues, not between
students and faculty necessarily, but between current and future students. Faculty
are, in effect, being excluded from the discussion, and pushed, to some degree, into
the position of bystander.

A more interesting development, however, is in how students have taken stu-
dent ratings out of the hands of the faculty, and even the administration entirely.
The introduction of new websites, such as ratemyprofessor.com, which allow stu-
dents to comment publicly and openly on the Internet about their teachers, have
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enjoyed great success.” These sites allow anyone to comment on anyone’s teach-
ing; conceivably even people who have never even met the instructor can comment
favorably or unfavorably on their teaching prowess. But although the chaotic
nature of unauthorized student ratings may cause distress to faculty,” there is lit-
tle evidence to date that universities even look at such sites.

Clearly, the specter of what those little online chili peppers—the rating
schema preferred by one site to indicate professorial hotness—can do may add
nuance to faculty concerns about student evaluations, but the overall tenor of the
conversation seems to be shifting once again. The chili pepper, often mocked in

Although the chaotic nature of unauthorized student
ratings may cause distress to faculty, there s little evi-

dence to date that universities even look at such sites.

informal commentary, seems for faculty to be a symbol of the absurdity of these
student comments. These student voices are not sanctioned by the university, and
thus for now, lack legitimacy. The current academic sense is that, while colorful
and expressive, they do not constitute a “real” voice, and are not yet a “real” threat.
Though such student voices are still operating on the margins, faculty seem to
have some sense—perhaps based on history—that those margins can become a
new center.

tudent ratings, clearly, have long been a site for competing tensions between

faculty and students, and faculty and administrators. At a time when instruc-
tors were not always held accountable for their teaching, student comments could
be ridiculed, dismissed, or hidden from view.” Over time, as the process became
increasingly public, visible, and more critical in personnel decisions, the dynamics
of the evaluation of the faculty-student relationship have appeared to shift.

The contention that student evaluations of teaching lack validity has no doubt
provoked the most heated argument on the topic of student evaluations, both in
the literature and in faculty offices across the country. This concern would be at
least somewhat muted if student teaching evaluations were not considered in
tenure-and-promotion decisions. Certainly, there are legitimate concerns about
general bias in student evaluations of teaching. Charismatic teachers, for instance,
are typically rated more highly on overall ability, and studies on gender point to
clear tendencies for male and female instructors to be judged differently for the
same behaviors. In this case, there appear to be intervening factors, such as course
type, discipline, and instructor personality, but nevertheless gender certainly can
play a role in how a teacher is evaluated. Ethnicity and language ability have also
been found to correlate with students’ evaluations of teachers,” as has sexual ori-
entation.’”! Attractiveness, too, has been found to be related to student evaluations
of teachers, with an even greater impact for male than for female teachers.”
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nterestingly, there has been less discussion in the literature of bias on the basis o
I ly, there has been less d the literat tb he b t
professor ethnicity or race than on the basis of gender, and most of the studies
published on ethnicity and teaching evaluations did not appear until the 2000s.
These studies have found mixed results,” and it appears that factors such as course
type and student ethnicity may confound the findings.”* But clearly there are some
patterns in students’ evaluations of teachers based on ethnicity.

he potential for bias, however, in no way renders the evaluations useless. The
answer is not to do away with them, but rather to use them wisely. This

1t is the design of teaching evaluations that should be
central to the debate, not the inherent validity of the
enterprise itself.

means, in part, that faculty, tenure committees, and university administrators
should be made aware of the potential for bias and how it might influence evalu-
ations, and faculty should be supported in presenting their evaluations in light of
potential bias. They might take a lesson, for example, from institutions that pro-
vide a standard note on teaching evaluation results explaining that bias can affect
the results.”

In a sense, however, the longstanding debate over teaching evaluation validity
misses the point. Teaching evaluations are as valid as their designs allow them to
be. Many are not really measuring teaching. It is the design of teaching evaluations
that should be central to the debate, not the inherent validity of the enterprise
itself. Evaluation forms that ask little more than whether the student liked the
course and thought highly of the instructor do run the risk of measuring person-
ality and charisma more than the ability to promote learning. But when students
are asked questions that probe learning (such as whether their attitudes or beliefs
were changed, whether they understand connections more fully, whether they feel
more confident in their ability to tackle problems of the field) and the teacher’s
approach to facilitating learning (such as whether the teacher answered students’
questions, invited students to office hours, and promoted student engagement),
the evaluation comes much closer to measuring teaching skill.*

The opening and seeming democratization of the teaching evaluation process
has provoked significant tension and debate within higher education: Is it a posi-
tive change, liberating and empowering students and promoting higher-quality
teaching, or does it only further render the student a consumer and the teacher,
and university by extension, a provider of products to be tailored to the buyer’s
desires? Intention and design determine this answer.

Ultimately, we hope we have complicated the understanding of the critical role
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that student ratings have played in the faculty-student encounter in higher educa-
tion: They are simultaneously a source of ongoing tensions and conflicts at the
university, a symbol of shifting power relationships, a medium of exchange, a rep-
resentation of diverse student voices, and finally, a means of communication that
should help to keep this ongoing conversation alive well into the future.
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