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To:  Trustee JoAnn Brouillette, Chair of the Academic and Student Affairs committee of the 
Board of Trustees 

From: Executive Committee of the Purdue chapter of the American Association of University 
Professors 

RE:  The Board’s published intent to adopt a civics literacy graduation requirement at its June 
2021 meeting 

Date:  May 19, 2021 
 

Dear Trustee Brouillette,  
 
We understand from Purdue News and from our chapter president’s emails with you that the 
Board of Trustees, through your committee, is bringing a civic literacy graduation requirement, 
and possibly certificate, to the Board’s June 11 meeting for a vote. We urge you to reconsider, 
and ask to meet with you before the Board votes. 
 
We want to take this opportunity to share with you long-established and independent principles 
of shared governance. Universities need strong shared governance, because a university that is 
aware of its interdependent parts and which understands the strength of all those parts working 
together, will be able to solve educational problems better. 
 
Perhaps you and the committee know that shared governance is codified through a variety of 
documents. In the Indiana Code, IC21- Article 23 of course, describes Purdue University, and 
the ultimate authority of the Board of Trustees.  
 
The University Code describes the powers of the Board of Trustees, and how the Board 
designates power to the President and to the Faculty. Through the University Code, the Board 
delegates to the Faculty “general power and responsibility to adopt policies, regulations, and 
procedures intended to achieve the educational objectives of Purdue University and the general 
welfare of those involved in these educational processes.”  
 
This delegation of authority is picked up in the bylaws of the Senate, ratified by the Board of 
Trustees, which state that “subject to the authority of the Board of Trustees and in consultation 
with the President, [the University Senate] has the general power and responsibility to adopt 
policies, regulations, and procedures intended to achieve the educational objectives of Purdue 
University and the general welfare of those involved in these educational processes.” 
 
We do not question the Board’s designation of the final authority on matters regarding Purdue 
University. However, we wish to remind the Board of its commitment to authoritative principles 
of shared governance, through its membership in the Association of Governing Boards (AGB). 
These principles are published as the “Statement on Government of Colleges and Universities” 
which AGB commended to its member organizations in 1966. 
 

https://www.aaup.org/report/statement-government-colleges-and-universities
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This statement recommends “joint” governance because “a college or university in which all the 
components are aware of their interdependence, of the usefulness of communication among 
themselves, and of the force of joint action will enjoy increased capacity to solve educational 
problems.”  
 
The statement articulates what “joint effort” should look like (our emphasis): 

1. “important areas of action involve at one time or another the initiating capacity and 
decision-making participation of all the institutional components”; and 

2. “Differences in the weight of each voice… should be determined by reference to the 
responsibility of each component for the particular matter at hand…” 

 
The statement acknowledges how the Governing Board possesses final decision-making 
authority. However, it argues that (again, our emphasis): 
 

"The governing board of an institution of higher education, while maintaining a general 
overview, entrusts the conduct of administration to the administrative officers—the 
president and the deans—and the conduct of teaching and research to the faculty. The 
board should undertake appropriate self-limitation.” 

 
It goes on to argue that, in areas of faculty primacy, that is, where the faculty as a body are 
primarily responsible, including “curriculum, subject matter and methods of instruction, research, 
faculty status, and those aspects of student life which relate to the educational process”, Boards 
should “concur with faculty judgement except in rare instances and for compelling 
reasons which should be stated in detail.” 
 
In sum, through the University Code, the Board has delegated authority over educational 
matters including the curriculum to the faculty, which is represented by the University Senate. 
The authoritative statement on shared governance, commended by the Association of 
Governing Boards, articulates how Boards should undertake appropriate self-limitation when it 
comes to areas for which the faculty are primarily responsible, and it should concur with faculty 
judgement except rarely, and with explanation. 
 
Having laid out this chain of authority, we return to the specific matter of the civics literacy 
graduation requirement. As you know, in its representative capacity, the University Senate voted 
on a similar proposal for a civics literacy requirement in April 2020. It did not pass in part due to 
substantive concerns that one can review in the archived minutes (April minutes starting on 
page 9, https://earchives.lib.purdue.edu/digital/collection/ua8/id/24402/rec/1).  
 
The proposal your committee has decided to vote on (and presumably approve) given what has 
been published about it, seems not to take this input from Purdue’s own educational experts into 
account, which include concerns about precedent on basing a graduation requirement on a test 
when we don’t do so for any other Purdue value; that the design would not increase sustained 
civic engagement; that the Core Curriculum was a better place to bring this about, and other 
substantive issues.  
 
In so doing, the Board discounts representative faculty judgement in an area for which the 
faculty are primarily responsible, and oversteps its governing organization’s expectations of self-
limitation in areas of faculty primacy, thereby ignoring long established principles set out in the 
interests of universities and endorsed by its own professional organization. 
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But most importantly, its proposed action appears hypocritical to the idea of civic literacy itself. 
Civic literacy is in part about how government works. Academic government has been 
codified in all of these policies and statements as we have laid out, voted on and passed by 
representative bodies over decades. Shared governance is in part an illustration of democracy 
in action, through documented due process. In circumventing the Senate, the Board is 
circumventing academic forms of government. To do so in the name of advancing civic literacy 
is hypocritical, and risks initiating backfire. 
 
It has been claimed by both President Daniels and Provost Akridge that because the original 
proposal was developed by faculty, and received feedback from the Senate as a body and 
committees, that the obligation of shared governance has been satisfied. But shared 
governance is not just about “shared” but also governance. It is even more important to follow 
our principles of academic government when the topic is about civic literacy. 
 
We contacted Professors McCann, VanFossen, and Browning about the program they were 
proposing. They informed us they had been asked to put together a proposal by the Office of 
the Provost, under the understanding that it would be voluntary, and it was the Provost’s 
proposal. The Board’s decision to make participation in a civics literacy program a graduation 
requirement deviates from their charge.  
 
We see the decision to initiate a graduation requirement in the face of the Senate’s 19-17 vote 
in April 2020 demonstrates the Board is operating unilaterally.  
 
We ask the Board to withhold from executing its authority to create this graduation 
requirement until it secures agreement from the representative body to which it has 
entrusted the responsibility for educational matters. When the Board and the Senate work 
together, aware, as the Statement on Government states, “of their interdependence, of the 
usefulness of communication among themselves, and of the force of joint action, [the University] 
will enjoy increased capacity to solve educational problems.” 
 
We look forward to discussing these matters further with you, and anxiously await your reply. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Executive Committee of the Purdue chapter of the American Association of University 
Professors 

Alice Pawley, president, and associate professor, School of Engineering Education 
Yvonne Pitts, vice-president, and associate professor, Department of History 
Stephanie Masta, secretary/treasurer and assistant professor, Department of Curriculum & 

Instruction 
Michael McNamara, Member-at-large, and associate professor, Department of Visual and 

Performing Arts 
Maria Mears, Member-at-large, and graduate student, American Studies Program. 


