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Roberts needs to tone his rhetoric down
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Since his remarks about abolishing
higher education became national news
Monday, state Sen. Kesy Roberts, R-
Springfield, has been busy texting uni-
versity presidents to assure them he has
their backs.

He has also been emphasizing pub-
licly that:

1. He fully supports higher education
and his record shows it.

2. His comments from his Sept. 2 live
radio talk show were merely hyperbolic.

That day, the senator said: “If there’s
one thing that we can do to save Amer-
ica today, it's to get rid of our institu-
tions of higher education right now and
cut the liberal breeding ground off!”

I believe a reasonable person could
understandably take him at his word,
especially since Roberts is a state law-
maker who has influence over higher
education as chairman of the Govern-
ment Operations Committee.

However, he insists citizens should
not take his words verbatim.

“I don't think there was a single per-
son listening at that time - and knows
my record on higher education - who
took that literally,” Roberts told me dur-
ing a half-hour telephone call Tuesday
afternoon.

He insists he was not joking, contrary
to some news reports, but he wanted to
make a greater point.

Conservatives say they believe
college campuses oppress them

Roberts said he thinks colleges and
universities have created an atmos-
phere of hostility toward conservatives
and their viewpoints — a complaint he
said he has heard from constituents,
parents and some professors.

Sen. Kerry Roberts, shown at Harpeth
High School's graduation ceremony at
Lipscomb University's Allen Arena in
Nashville on May 23, is under fire for
his remarks on higher education.
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His rant - a word he himself used to
describe his comments - escalated from
a discussion about the recent Senate
hearing on the controversial fetal heart
beat bill. He said he thought some of the
bill's opponents were insulting lawmalk-
ers.

“I'm retelling this story (to radio lis-
teners) and I'm getting worked up,” he
said. “I kinda launched into this rant
about higher education.”

“I've referred to our institutions of
higher education as institutions of in-
doctrination,” he added.

“There's not a purge of liberalism
here,” he told me. “I'm simply asking for
balance — for First Amendment rights.
People ought to be free to be able to
share their deeply held beliefs.

“It's a balance that seems to be miss-
ing that I would like to see restored. We
just need some balance. We need some
civility.”

I am all for civil discourse, but the
best kind is informed by hard facts,
which is why I asked Roberts which in-
stitutions he was most concerned
about,

The senator said he preferred not to
single anyone out: “We have never
graphed our complaints. Normally, we
read the email and respond to the email.
We've never tried to put metries to it.”

First Amendment rights all
already protected on campus

In 2017, the Tennessee General As-
sembly passed and former Gov. Bill Has-
lam signed into law the “Campus Free
Speech Protection Act” (Senate Bill 723/
House Bill 538) to call on college cam-
puses to respect and protect the First
Amendment rights of students, faculty
and staff.

Senators, including Roberts, voted
unanimously in favor of the measure.

However, the theme of conservatives
being suppressed on college is not
unique to Tennessee.

In March, President Donald Trump
signed an executive order protecting
free speech on college campuses be-
cause of complaints that conservatives
felt their voices silenced.

The National Review published an
article on Sept. 5 titled “Poll: 73 Percent
of Republican Students Have Hidden
Their Politics over Fears about Grades.”

The headline essentially tells the sto-
ry. The author listed instances of certain
professors at different campuses across
the country who have decried, debased
and intimidated conservative voices.

None of the examples were from Ten-
nessee.

That does not mean it fails to happen
in the Volunteer State, but, as Roberts
concedes, there is no documentation
that this is a widespread problem across
the state.,

And that's a problem. If facts and da-
ta prove it to be true, a legislative reme-
dy might be in order (although what
good was that 2017 law then?).

Until we know for sure, however, pol-
iticians need to stop saying it unless

they can prove it to be true.

Delegitimizing institutions of higher
education - which have sustained de-
mocracy and served as equalizers of op-
portunity for millions of Americans —
harms our country and further contrib-
utes to the polarity in our politics.

Hyperbole is a rhetorical device, but
used by the powerful, it can be harmful
and even dangerous.

Let's have a reset this
coming Constitution Day

Roberts and I spent some of our time
talking about political polarization and
a statement he made rings very true to
me:

“We impoverish ourselves when we
limit our friendships to people whose
ideology we share,” he said.

Hear, hear.

That becomes difficult to overcome,
however, when we raise the rhetorical
temperature too high.

On Tuesday, Roberts and I are both
participating in a program of the 917 So-
ciety to celebrate the 232nd anniversary
of the signing of the U.S. Constitution
On Sept. 17, 1787.

It is an opportunity to celebrate citi-
zenship and what that entails, including
the rights responsibilities of ordinary
citizens and the duty of elected officials
to act as servant leaders.

We will benefit by renewing our trust
in our institutions and in each other.

It is fitting on Constitution Day that
we would agree to end the polarity that
has poisoned our national dialogue and
pitted so many of us against each other.

David Plazas is the director of opi-
nion and engagement for the USA TO-
DAY NETWORK Tennessee and an edito-
rial board member of The Tennessean.
Call him at (615) 259-8063, email him at
dplazas@tennessean.com or tweet to
him at @davidplazas. Subscribe and

support local journalism.
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Your Turn
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The schools of the Diocese of Nash-
ville have been in the news recently fora
variety of reasons.

You may have seen a feature story
here in The Tennessean on the amazing
work St. Ann School and other Catholic
schools are doing through the Hand-in-
Hand program, which offers and cele-
brates inclusivity in our schools by in-
tegrating students with intellectual and
developmental disabilities into their
classrooms.

Our city’'s local African-American
newspaper, The Tennessee Tribune, re-
cently highlighted another school in our
diocese, St. Pius X Classical Academy.
This North Nashville school grew its
student body 27% this year, thanks to
the diocese’s ACE Welcome Grants,
which extend the opportunity for a rig-
orous, classical education to students
new to Catholic schools.

You may have seen the news cover-
age of Father Ryan's inaugural Athletics
Hall of Fame, and the celebration of the
athletic feats achieved by a diverse
group of women and men who contrib-
uted their talents to Father Ryan on and
off the field for nearly 100 years.

And of course, there was the national
news coverage of St. Edward, another
one of our schools, whose pastormade a
decision about some books in his

St. Ann School Hand-In-Hand Options
program teachers Catherine
Harding,left, and Maggie Musacchio
work with student Eva Sigg during a
Hand-In-Hand class on Aug. 23.
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what many people believe, but ulti-
mately leaves decisions about enrich-
ment reading in the hands of parents,
whom we regard as the first teachers of
their children.

All of this recent coverage draws at-
tention to a very simple fact. In our Dio-
cese, we have 19 different Catholic
schools with cultures, students, histor-
ies and experiences uniquely character-
istic of their communities. Under our
big Catholic tent and within our schools,
we have Tth generation Catholic fam-
ilies and we have newly arrived immi-
grants. We have schools with large en-
rollments and some with small classes.
We have schools in rural parts of our
state and schools in big cities.

Due to the diversity of the people

there are certainly different experiences
and outlooks among principals, teach-
ers, pastors, parishioners and parents;
but there is one commitment that re-
mains true at all of our schools - the
commitment to providing a high-qual-
ity education, one that is in pursuit of
knowledge and rooted in Truth, deliv-
ered in a safe, loving, Christian environ-
ment.

From the days of our oldest school’s
founding — St. Patrick in McEwen in
1856 - our schools have focused on edu-
cation, inclusion, acceptance and social
justice. The constituencies our Catholic
schools serve are diverse, and that is re-
flected in the variety of initiatives and
the culture at each.

Three schools in our Diocese are of-
fering the Hand-in-Hand program, pro-
viding more opportunities to students
with intellectual and developmental
disabilities, and we will be increasing
the number of schools in the coming
years. The ACE Welcome Grants were
introduced last spring with the expecta-
tion of enrolling 30 students. The re-
sponse was more than double that, en-
abling us to bring 58 new students into
four schools in our Diocese at signifi-
cantly reduced tuition, and providing
more families the opportunity to send
their children to a private school if they
desire. That program is expanding for
next year as well.

The response to these new initiatives
is exciting and humbling, reminding me
of the strength and appeal of Catholic

students

Catholics but friends of many faiths,

We remain committed to providing a
high-quality education to each and ev-
ery one of our students who grace our
hallways and classrooms. In fact, our
schools perform in the top quartile on
nationally norm-referenced tests, far
above rankings of area schools. This
high caliber education can be seen not
only in our three National Blue Ribbon
schools, but in all of our schools, 19 in-
stitutions that provide a strong educa-
tional foundation through rigorous aca-
demic study, service learning and a
commitment to social justice.

Our annual ACE Dinner and Fund-
raising event is Tuesday night, when
friends from throughout Middle Ten-
nessee will come together to celebrate
our long tradition of excellence and to
raise needed funds so we can continue
to offer tuition support to families seek-
ing a Catholic education.

The Nashvillians who gather for this
event will have different opinions on is-
sues big and small, everything from
mayoral candidates, Harry Potter, and
presidential politics to motorized scoot-
ers and football teams. That diversity of
thought is inherent to Catholicism, and
it truly is one of our greatest strengths.
May we all continue to focus on our
shared humanity and find common
ground.

Rebecca Hammel has been the Super-
intendent of Schools for the Diocese of
Nashville since August of last year and
heads an office that includes 16 elemen-

school's library that runs contrary to who come together under our big tent, schools to so many, and not just to tary schools and three high schools.
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