Monday, October 25, 2004

Association Statement on Political Activity

Colleagues:

While no full time faculty members were involved in the complaints Dr. Chand identified in his recent email on political activity, as the election season heats up your Association leadership would like to remind you that part of the College's mission is to "offer programs that educate students for responsible citizenship." One of the best way to fulfill that part of our mission is by modeling the exercise of our own Constitutional rights. If we want to encourage our students to use their own voices in public debate of all kinds, we have a responsibility not to shy away from such debate ourselves, particularly if it is within the realm of our academic disciplines. Moreover, integrity in the classroom means that we do not have to pretend to be apolitical in order to present issues in a fair and balanced manner. Acknowledging your own views does not mean that you are campaigning for a candidate; you are reflecting the Core Ethical value of honesty.

Other elements of the College mission also point to our necessary engagement in political issues as they relate to our students’ lives. 

How can we:
“Promote critical and creative thinking” ... but remain silent on a topic where critical thinking is essential to the well being of our country?
“Provide relevant and thorough career education that prepares students to prosper in the world of work”…without discussing our country’s economic and labor policies?
“Prepare students to live and work successfully in an international environment”… without discussing our country's foreign policy?
“Model and promote environmental stewardship”… without discussing our country's environmental policies?
“Exercise integrity and responsibility in fiscal matters”…without reference to federal educational and fiscal policies?
Additionally, you are encouraged to review the Ethics Ordinance carefully. Please do not be misled by the sheer weight of its language. It contains more protections for your rights than it does restrictions. For example, Section 5-1 (d) of the Ordinance states :

Nothing in this Section prohibits activities that are permissible for an officer or employee to engage in as part of his or her official duties, or activities that are undertaken by an officer or employee on a voluntary basis which are not prohibited by this Ordinance.


You are also encouraged to review our Contractual Agreement, Section C.2. Academic Freedom, which I include in its entirety below.

C 2 ACADEMIC FREEDOM Institutions of higher education are conducted for the common good and not to further the interests of either the individual Faculty Member or the institution as a whole. The common good depends on the free search for truth and its free exposition. Academic freedom is essential to these purposes and is fundamental for the protection of the rights of the Faculty in teaching and of the student in learning. It carries with it duties correlative with rights. Academic freedom shall be guaranteed to all Faculty Members and no arbitrary limitations shall be placed upon study, investigation, presentation and interpretation of facts and ideas concerning humans, societies, the physical and biological world, and other branches of learning. Faculty Members shall be free to present instructional materials which are pertinent to the subject and level taught and shall be expected to present facets of controversial issues in an unbiased manner.
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The College Faculty Member is a citizen and a member of a learned profession. When the Faculty Member speaks, writes, or acts as a citizen, the Faculty Member should be free from institutional censorship and/or discipline. In the execution of the Faculty Member's College duties and responsibilities and in matters related to the College, the Faculty Member should make every effort to be accurate, to exercise appropriate restraint, to show respect for the opinions of others and to indicate in the expression of the Faculty Member's opinions that the Faculty Member is not speaking for or on behalf of the institution.

You may also want to review the Association's mission statement. The principles upon which our Association is built include
Dialogue : Communicating openly across differences of views
Deliberation : Carefully thinking through important issues
Diversity : Valuing difference as a strength
Democracy : Empowering individuals to shape the direction of our Association
Participation : Encouraging an equitable sharing of the work of the Association
Professionalism : Rigorously testing ideas while maintaining collegiality
Community : Recognizing one another as part of a collective effort
On a more practical level, you may wonder if you have the right to wear political campaign buttons or tee shirts on your person. The easy answer is a resounding YES! That's a First Amendment right, and we retain our First Amendment rights in a public community college. The only restriction is that the campaign material should not be a distraction to student learning.

[Input on this document was sought widely throughout the Association. Senate, as well as chairs and some members of the Welfare, the Council of Past Presidents, Communications, Instruction, and Political Science faculty all were given the opportunity for input. A draft of this document was also shared with our IEA UniServ Director.]
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