An Open Letter to President Saigo

Applied Psychology Reunification: 
Background, fall 1998- summer 2001)

It is with a great deal of sadness and regret that I feel compelled to write this letter to you and the campus community. As you and most others know the Applied Psychology Department was split by the administrative action of acting President Susanne Williams in the spring of 2000. This decision was primarily based upon unsubstantiated charges of racism by a former student, Ray Shorter, and supported by additional claims of a small group of faculty. Many may remember the vitriolic nature of a series of memos written by Ray Shorter and directed toward some faculty in the Department of Applied Psychology. After the split was accomplished our College of Education Dean called it a victory for social justice; obviously implying racial injustice was committed by a group of older white (primarily male) faculty. A subsequent (after the split had been done) affirmative action investigation and an independent MNSCU investigation produced no negative findings against the faculty charged with racism; CEEP faculty. On the other hand you also know that we filed discrimination claims against Susanne Williams and Joane Mckay; and the subsequent investigation by MNSCU yielded a finding issued by Vice Chancellor Linda Baer of discrimination against us based on age, race, and gender. We therefore initiated a human rights complaint as a prelude to a lawsuit. SCSU was scheduled to respond to the human rights investigation when you arrived on campus and initiated contact with Dr. Terrance Peterson for the purpose of negotiating a settlement with us. Apparently you made the same request of the group that had been split into the new department of CPSY. We were extremely pleased and we immediately agreed to negotiate a settlement. Although both groups met in a mediation session to agree on general principles, each group negotiated separate legal agreements. During settlement negotiation sessions with our group (CEEP) you made such statements as, “it never should have happened” ,and we can't address your claims but we are going to put you back together”, “that will be a clear statement that you did nothing to deserve this treatment”! Our agreement called for a specific timetable of 2002 for the undergraduate program and 2004 for the graduate programs.  We have recently learned that no deadlines existed in the other group’s legal agreement, and of course this fact has been a source of continued conflict with reunification. At the time we signed the legal agreements we were hopeful that the worst was behind us; and you had been instrumental in having it happen. Nevertheless, at the signing of our agreement there was sadness concerning what we gave up, but also relief and gratitude that you had assisted in beginning a more hopeful chapter in this story. It was good news when SCSU under direction of former Academic Vice President Ruth Meyers issued a news release about reunification of the department and reiterated the plan to have an integrated undergraduate program by fall of 2002, but we didn't know the worst was yet to come! Your alter ego must have emerged about that time; and you and your administration have disappeared and taken the path of delay and passive obstruction ever since. 

(Fall 2001- February 2005)

I am reminded of the lyrics from the 1951 song Undecided that captures your administrative style in this process.

“First you say you do, and then you don’t,

and then you say you will, and then you won’t;

you’re undecided now, so what are you gonna do?”

(Louie Armstrong, 1951) (key of c)

Since the signing, and only at our continued insistence, a process for reunification been devised, revised ad infinitum. Delay after delay!  Because you are the person ultimately responsible for these failures of implementation I have some questions for you regarding what has happened and why it has happened. When I refer to administration I am meaning you and those responsible for creating, maintaining, and finally failing to satisfactorily resolve this situation. In no way do I intend to disparage the fine work of many who work in administration.

If you did not believe our case was valid why did you propose to settle with us? Why did you sign agreements that did not call for the same outcome with both groups? Did you intend to honor the agreements you made with us or were there other factors that influenced your willingness to settle with us such as a MNSCU directive? I would feel better if you simply would have said, “we can’t or won’t settle.' We would have pursued a legal remedy and the anger and disgust with this administrations tactics might not have occurred. Were the statements that you made during negotiations truthful? The previous administrations position was; paraphrased,” let them sue we have the resources of the state of Minnesota behind us”. Is this your attitude now too? In other words is it your position to spend the state's money to defend the indefensible? By my calculations at least several hundred thousand dollars has been spent in legal fees, consultants, and faculty and administrative hours, with no end in sight!

We understand that MNSCU's current attitude about this situation is” who would you rather be sued by? A group of old white males or a minority group and females?” Is this also your position? Since you signed the agreements you have disappeared. You have never responded to any of the inquiries some of us have made. Those who have been responsible for developing a plan to accomplish this task have also been very unresponsive to the multitude of inquiries and requests.  Persons you put in charge had neither skill nor inclination to accomplish the task, and it is now almost four years later. I will admit though, none of us were prepared for the level of resistance and ineptitude of the administration in moving toward reunification

               An example of the confusion, inattention, and aggravation of this process is related to Provost Spitzer. Upon his arrival on campus in fall 2002 two members of our current department (CEEP) Terrance Peterson and Trae Downing, met with him to explain the legal requirements of our agreement and provided him with all the relevant materials including the legal settlement papers. A follow up letter was sent from our entire CEEP Department to Provost Spitzer verifying the meeting. Yet, in a spring 2004 meeting with the Provost he told me he was not aware of the legal agreement until late fall 2003! When I pointed out this discrepancy he had no response. And when the task wasn't accomplished according to legal timetables I felt justified in requesting a phased retirement extension so that I might participate in reunification as promised. The primary reason I went on phased retirement was because of the tremendous stress produced by the charges and subsequent split. Considering that you have ignored the reunification agreement and our reasons for giving up our claims, and with my 38 years of service to SCSU I thought it was a reasonable request. Additionally, an extension would be helpful for college expenses for a son with a disability. Your response was a one line,” your request has been denied! 

You are also aware that six months ago we proposed a new settlement that would call for a partial reunification of the two departments because administration seemed unable to move forward in a productive fashion. You have refused to consider it. The entire process is maddening and familiar: we propose and attempt to dialog and the administration is either silent or your subordinates every six months or so propose something that will be changed or dropped entirely before the ink is dry. To repeat, one of the most aggravating aspects of this entire process is the unresponsiveness and unwillingness to seriously negotiate some kind of a reasonable accommodation that could have ended this fiasco long ago.

Finally, February 17, 2005 we received a message from Provost Spitzer that you have determined not to merge the two departments. (“and then you say you won’t”). You won’t be honoring your agreement with us. I feel betrayed! Have you no shame? Apparently your “inherent management and academic prerogative to establish curriculum and organize the University” trumps any and all legal agreements you might make. You don’t even have to say “oops I didn’t mean it when I signed that document or say I’m sorry”, you just assert your management rights and the game is over. From the beginning, the previous administration and now the current one, have modeled dissolution rather than resolution; a pretty sad and bleak message to be advocated by an educational institution.

Anyone who deals with your administration is already aware there is a pattern of not living up to agreements made; a pattern that needs serious challenge. I and my colleagues have expended a great deal of time and emotional energy in the effort to hold the administration accountable for agreements with us. The lesson of course is that your administration can do whatever it wants regardless of agreements made and you have the state treasury to back you. I have done every thing I could have done to reach some kind of reasonable settlement, and I can walk away with my integrity and sleep well at night. Can you say the same? My sad but inescapable conclusion is you have acted with neither honor nor compassion.

David  J. Lesar

Professor of CEEP

Presidents Day Quote: 

Labor to keep alive in your breast that  little

  spark of celestial fire, called

           conscience.

   George Washington

