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September 28, 2020 

Dear Chair Berghoff: 

Thank you for your patience as we continue our discussion that began in August with our 
petition and letter.  As you are aware, Provost Akridge reached out to us on the Board’s behalf 
with some thoughts about our petition. We appreciate the time he gave to this matter, 
although we take issue with a number of his points, as we discuss in detail at the end of this 
letter. For now, suffice it to say he has not allayed our concerns, in part because he speaks only 
about the West Lafayette campus, and in part because he misses our main point: shared 
governance is not accomplished when administrators solicit input on academic policy from 
handpicked faculty. When administrators act in this way, they deny faculty their decision-
making authority; governance is not shared. To actually share governance, administrators 
should be sending policy proposals for formal votes by the representative faculty bodies—the 
university senates.  Each of our campuses has a senate that represents the will of the faculty. 

Our petition asks that the Board of Trustees defend shared governance, remembering that both 
words of the phrase are important, and it asks that the Board insist that the administrations of 
the three Purdue campuses engage in joint-action with the university senates on issues 
regarding instruction. Please recall that joint-action means that a vote of the Senate is required 
for an administration’s proposal to move forward—in most cases, to the Board of Trustees.   

At the West Lafayette campus, an opportunity exists for the Board to take a stand for shared 
governance: the Office of the Provost announced a revised academic calendar for Spring 2021. 
We assume this will be voted on by the Board of Trustees, as the Fall 2020 calendar was voted 
on. According to the Purdue University Code, it is the responsibility of the faculty to “[f]ix the 
academic calendar and the general policies for scheduling classes.” Accordingly, the Spring 2021 
calendar was brought to the WL Educational Policy Committee and voted on, where it passed 
overwhelmingly. The EPC voted to approve the changes as presented by the Office of the 
Provost. The EPC was told that the campus was still under emergency circumstances, and that 
the changes did not need to go to the full Senate for a vote. The Senate bylaws state, however, 
that (emphasis added) “Each Senate committee is authorized to deal directly with all councils 
and University committees in its area of responsibility and to work with them in preparing 
policy proposals, and shall transmit such proposals to the University Senate together with 
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whatever recommendations it might offer regarding action.” The University Senate is entitled to 
vote on this change before it is submitted to the Board of Trustees for approval. We believe 
that the EPC is going to vote now to bring the calendar to the University Senate, and we hope 
the Senate will vote on the calendar at its October meeting. 

Should this change be brought to the Board of Trustees without a Senate vote, or should other 
policies regarding instructional changes due to COVID-19 be brought to university senates in 
the Purdue system, the over 300 faculty who signed our petition are asking that the Board of 
Trustees not vote on the proposals until a vote of the relevant senate has been cast. We are not 
even asking for the consent of the senate per se, but simply that the Board of Trustees 
consider the will of the faculty, as expressed by the representative body that the Board itself 
commissioned to act in this way, before voting. Given that the calendar has already been 
released and is being used in planning, this does not seem to us like a sacrifice. 

Members of the administration may think they are acting in good faith. Certainly, they are 
following well-worn paths at Purdue, where administrations have often solicited input from 
faculty and then made their own decisions. The COVID-19 crisis is demonstrating the risks in 
pursuing decision-making without the assent of faculty representative bodies. Shared 
governance, with emphasis on both “shared” and “governance,” is an asset to American higher 
education because faculty are experts in the practice of higher education. In particular, we are 
the ones teaching students day-to-day in the classroom. Administrations overlook the diversity 
of teaching circumstances, pedagogies, curricula, and philosophies of content when they 
circumvent faculty representative bodies and rely on cherry-picked faculty to advise them. 
Purdue’s students deserve better than this. They have always deserved better than this; the 
COVID-19 crisis has just made it easier to see. 

The October 1-2 meeting is fast approaching. We ask again for a meeting with you or Trustee 
Brouillette as chair of the Academic and Student Affairs committee. 

Thank you for your attention to this matter. 

Sincerely, 

Noor Borbieva, President, AAUP Purdue Fort Wayne chapter 
David Detmer, President, AAUP Purdue Northwest chapter 
Alice Pawley, President, AAUP Purdue (West Lafayette) chapter 

Cc: Provost Jay T. Akridge 
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Additional concerns with Provost Akridge’s letter: 

1. Provost Akridge is the chief academic officer at the West Lafayette campus, and his 
letter focuses almost entirely on that campus, neglecting the other two campuses. Our 
petition received substantial numbers of signatures from each of the three campuses. 
We hope that the Board will be able to offer a more thorough response to our system-
wide concerns than Provost Akridge could provide.

2. Provost Akridge claims that our concern that the academic freedom of instructors was 
impinged upon was unfounded because an array of instructional options remained 
available to faculty. We would like to clarify that the threat to academic freedom came 
not with the lack of instructional options but the confusion that resulted from 
administrative overreach in decision-making and inconsistent communication of those 
decisions. Instructional options are meaningless if faculty receive conflicting information 
about them. One example of this is the document, “Residential Learning Guidance for 
Fall 2020,” attached to the Provost’s letter as evidence that the Purdue administration 
allowed faculty instructional flexibility. Rather than reassure faculty that their academic 
freedom was safe, the document led to confusion. The document was released 
unsigned and unattributed, leaving many faculty unsure about whether the document 
was a legitimate statement of policy, a draft policy that had been released accidentally, 
or something else entirely. If the Board is responsible for the successful operation of 
Purdue (as Provost Akridge asserts), it must be concerned about such failures of 
communication.

3. The celebration of “resilient pedagogy” found in the Residential Learning Guidance 
Document for Fall 2020 and elsewhere trivializes the substantial increase to workload 
that comes with the need to develop responsive and multi-channeled teaching. Before 
COVID, faculty were already working full time as they attended to their normal teaching, 
research, and service activities. By requiring that faculty develop contingency plans for 
multiple scenarios--students in classrooms, students synchronously online, students 
asynchronously online, quarantined students, ill students, ill instructors, the sudden 
appearance of caregiving burdens at home, and the emergency return to fully online 
teaching--the administrations substantially increased the workload of faculty. Merely 
expressing appreciation does not properly reward faculty for taking on these burdens. 
Instead, the administrations could have demonstrated their appreciation of faculty 
members’ time and dedication by allowing instructors to decide what modality was in 
their and their students’ best pedagogical interests and that best accommodated 
instructors’ health and family situations.  At Purdue-WL, the AAUP chapter is receiving
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reports from across campus that, despite the myriad instructional options faculty have 
made available to students, many students are not showing up in either face-to-face 
modes or online modes, suggesting that this additional work to provide students with 
flexible choices has not been worth the trouble.  

4. Provost Akridge informs us that Indiana Law, not the AAUP “Statement on Government 
of Colleges and Universities” (on shared governance), defines the authority of the Board 
of Trustees. He writes that the Indiana Code vests the Board with authority to “do all 
acts necessary and expedient to put and keep Purdue University in operations.” We do 
not dispute the source of the Board’s authority, but we take issue with the suggestion 
that healthy shared governance, one of the oldest and most tested organizational 
principles in higher education, could endanger the healthy operation of Purdue. First of 
all, we are concerned by the apparent mistrust toward faculty indicated by this 
comment and wonder if this mistrust stands as an obstacle to the efficient operation of 
Purdue. Second, Provost Akridge creates a false opposition between Indiana Law and 
shared governance. Healthy shared governance strengthens rather than undermines 
the effective operation of a university. Note that the principle of shared governance is 
not only upheld in the AAUP Statement, it is also listed as a core component (Core 5.A) 
of the health of an institution, according to the Higher Learning Commission, our 
accrediting body.

5. Provost Akridge claims that efforts were made “to ensure that the classroom 
environment was as safe as possible.” This was not entirely true. Across the system, 
some changes were made to classrooms, such as putting up plastic barriers, installing 
hand sanitizer, and spacing desks. These changes, however, did little to address the 
underlying risk of remaining in interior windowless spaces for long periods of time with 
a virus that spreads primarily through the air. A genuine effort to keep everyone safe 
would have begun with the administration working with university senates to reduce 
the number of face-to-face courses to a number that matched the number of large 
classrooms with working windows, pitching tents on quads, and/or bringing in 
temporary building units with windows. Note also that safety standards varied on the 
different campuses. At Purdue Fort Wayne, the calculations used to determine the 
maximum number of students in a given classroom did not allow desks to be spaced a 
full six feet apart. At Purdue WL, according to the Washington Post, there was one case 
of a faculty member whose room was not prepared for the number of students who 
were there; we suspect this was not the only such case.

https://www.hlcommission.org/Policies/criteria-and-core-components.html
https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/will-purdue-last-university-restarts-in-person-amid-pandemic/2020/08/24/36f2b540-e60e-11ea-97e0-94d2e46e759b_story.html
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6. Provost Akridge writes, “our students were clear from the beginning of the pandemic 
that they wanted to be back on campus engaged in a residential learning experience.” 
This may be true, but as a defense of the administrations' neglect of shared governance 
in making plans for Fall 2020, it is unhelpful. The Provost, remember, had just asserted 
that the Board is beholden to the taxpayers and legal code of Indiana and not other 
constituencies, such as students. Furthermore, across the country, we are seeing that 
traditional-age college students lack the maturity to make decisions that are in the 
interests of their own safety and the safety of those around them. We are confident, 
therefore, that the Provost does not mean to suggest that the Purdue administration 
prioritized students’ preferences over the advice of boards of health  and other 
healthcare professionals as it developed plans for the fall.

7. The Provost’s argument that Purdue-WL is a residential campus, and that it must 
therefore protect the integrity of its face-to-face course offerings is problematic for 
three reasons. First, it assumes that the face-to-face courses Purdue offered pre-COVID 
relied minimally on the online environment. Anyone who has used a learning 
management system or flipped a classroom knows this to be untrue; even the most 
resolutely face-to-face courses in the pre-COVID era utilized many online tools. Second, 
his argument assumes that what happens during the 15 hours a week a student is in 
class determines whether a Purdue education qualifies as “residential.” At Purdue, 
however, the time spent in a classroom is a fraction of the residential college experience 
students are paying for. Outside of the classroom, students use many other resources 
and facilities and participate in activities that require their residence on campus and that 
add to the value of their Purdue degree. Third, although we do not believe this was its 
intention, the argument could be understood as discounting the expertise, versatility, 
and hard work of Purdue faculty, who have been effectively moving among modalities 
to deliver a quality educational experience during the COVID crisis. We are sure that the 
Provost intends a different interpretation.  His rhetoric, however, belies that intention.




