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Message from Cornelia P. Thornburgh, Chair of the Board of Trustees

Secretary of the College <secretary@trincoll.edu>
Mon 4/27/2020 3:09 PM
To:  glbldist_faculty@trincoll.edu <glbldist_faculty@trincoll.edu>

April 27, 2020
 
Dear Members of the Trinity College Faculty,
 
We are writing to you in response to the report to the trustees sent by Faculty Secretary Mark
Stater and to the letter from Isaac Kamola, both of which were received by the Board of Trustees
for discussion at our meeting on Thursday April 23, 2020. We appreciate hearing from you.
 
Please know that all of us on the Board of Trustees are deeply grateful to the faculty for the
extraordinary efforts you have made to switch at a moment’s notice, in the middle of the semester,
to remote learning. You quickly met as faculty to consider aspects of educational requirements,
such as the pass/fail rubric for distribution and major/minor requirements for courses taken
remotely, and formulated a plan for the current semester’s difficult situation. You also came up with
ideas, such as a summer session, and we would like to hear more from you. We are tremendously
impressed by your ability to carry out this very complex process quickly and enthusiastically; you
have done heroic work. We also are grateful for the tremendous help from all the staff at Trinity,
especially those in IT, for making it possible to continue teaching our classes so that our students
could continue to receive the superb education we offer. We also recognize the terrible strain
placed on faculty and staff by COVID-19, with the attendant fears and anxieties that you mention in
your letters and that are, of course, shared by us. These have medical, financial, psychological,
and political dimensions, and it is with grave concern that the trustees have begun the process of
responding to this crisis. 
 
We also are aware that more than your work in the classroom has been massively disrupted; your
work as scholars also has been deeply affected by the closure of libraries, laboratories, travel,
archival research, conferences, lectures, and meetings. The trustees take enormous pride that our
faculty, despite the teaching responsibilities and governance work Trinity demands, are productive
and important scholars in your fields. We read some of your publications, hear about your
research, and remain very impressed and grateful for the high quality of your work. And we offer
our sympathy that this work may be interrupted and even put on hold during the pandemic; let us
hope the situation does not last long. 
 
As trustees, we always enjoy the opportunity to meet with you individually and in groups and look
forward to continuing those engagements. Many of you have offered excellent advice to us over
the years, for which we are grateful, and we certainly take seriously all the suggestions for college
governance that you propose. Indeed, that is why President Berger-Sweeney formulated a shared
governance plan and why she has committed to ensuring we have opportunities for better
exchanges that have been far more substantive during the last three years than in recent history.
But it is important to note what shared governance means. Our president has put it succinctly,
“Shared governance means that everyone has a role; it doesn’t mean that every constituency gets
to participate at every stage of a decision.”
 
In Mark Stater’s report to the trustees, he asked for “broad-based consultation,” and lamented that
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there is not greater faculty involvement. Indeed, our adoption of a shared governance plan is
motivated precisely by those goals, and so we are in agreement with you. In fact, the President’s
Commission for Trinity’s Future, created to respond to COVID-19 and its impact on the
college, certainly will consult faculty and seek to involve more faculty. Suggestions and advice are
always warmly received by the trustees and the administration, and we look forward to continuing
to hear from you.
 
As you know, faculty representation is part of the administration’s shared governance plan, and
that representation is channeled through the elected faculty representative, currently Mark Stater.
This is a complex and time-consuming position, which is why the faculty representative receives a
major reduction—50 percent—in teaching responsibilities. As trustees, we are always eager to
hear from the faculty representative, who attends parts of our meetings and is in close
communication with members of the college administration. Please continue to speak with Mark
about your ideas, concerns, and suggestions.
 
As to the other requests put forth in Mark’s report to the board: Putting five faculty members on the
Board of Trustees would demand a major revision of our nearly 200-year-old Trinity College
charter. It also would run against the recommendation of the Association of Governing Boards
(AGB), which strongly advocates against employed faculty sitting on their trustee boards. The AGB
maintains that employed faculty have a conflict of interest, with their duty and loyalty not to the
board but to the interests of their own faculty. We agree with the logic of the AGB, that the faculty
voice is important but that its duty and loyalty are not as fiduciaries of the institution. Moreover, the
AAUP recognizes the different roles that different constituents play;
see: https://www.aaup.org/report/statement-government-colleges-and-universities.
 
Clearly, it is in the purview of the president to determine who serves on the President’s Cabinet of
senior administrators, but our advice to President Berger-Sweeney would be that faculty members
should not be members of that body for the same reason they should not be members of the Board
of Trustees. Again, as employed faculty, they have a conflict of interest.
 
The Trinity AAUP statement sent to us by Isaac Kamola makes several points with which we agree.
We join you in affirming that the academic mission of the college must not be jeopardized (point
one). We join you in our concern to protect “Trinity’s most precarious employees” (point five).
Regarding representation from faculty and workers, we certainly do want to hear from you; please
spread the word to your colleagues (points two and six). During our board meeting, senior
administrators whose salaries are the most generous suggested that they themselves take
significant reductions in their salaries (point four), but theirs should not be the only sacrifices in the
community. Involving faculty in budget decisions but without confidentiality (point three) would
violate ethical and legal principles, so we are not able to accede to that request; we cannot have
private salary information of faculty and staff made public. We also reiterated our commitment to
shared governance through the composition of the President’s Commission. Faculty members are
key participants in that commission, among other stakeholders in our community. The commission
fully expects to draw on the wealth of knowledge and expertise resident in our academic
community, as exemplified by our outstanding faculty, as it conducts its research and formulates its
recommendations.
 
We are all in the midst of an exceptionally frightening era, and the challenges facing us are
enormous. Please know that we as trustees want to work with faculty in a close and harmonious
relationship. We want to support you in your work, and we know how difficult your work has
become this semester. Let us try to come together in our love for Trinity and in our commitment to
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our students and emerge, as you write in your AAUP report, with headlines proclaiming (slightly
modified!), “Trinity College brilliantly reimagines the future of liberal arts education, drawing on the
passion and expertise of dedicated faculty, staff, students, administrators, and trustees.”
 
In collegiality and with hope for better times to come quickly,
  
Cornelia Thornburgh ’80, on behalf of the Board of Trustees 
 
 
 


