Proposed Policy on “Student Rights and Expectations of Faculty in the Instructional Environment”

As an institution that encourages inquiry and exchange of ideas, California State University, Sacramento recognizes the importance and value of ideological diversity, debate, and constructive conflict, inside and outside the classroom.  In this light, the University places significant importance on both the academic freedom of its faculty members and the expectations of the University and its students regarding the curriculum and its delivery. 
Though the content and manner of delivery of the curriculum clearly are governed by elements of law, CSU and campus regulations, and the right of the faculty collectively to determine the curriculum, considerable latitude is afforded the individual instructor in the design of a course, elements of its content, mode of instruction, and requirements placed upon enrolled students.  Latitude notwithstanding, the “academic freedom” that faculty members possess has its limits, as articulated, for example, in Statsny v. Central Washington University: “Academic freedom is not a license for activity at variance with job related procedures and requirements, nor does it encompass activities which are internally destructive to the proper function of the university or disruptive to the educational process. . . . Academic freedom does not mean freedom from academic responsibility to students, colleagues and the orderly administration of the university.”  [Stastny v. Central Washington University, 647 P.2d 496, 504 (Wash.Ct.App. 1982), cert. denied, 460 U.S. 1071 (1983).]
In translating faculty academic freedom and its attendant responsibilities into a context that acknowledges and honors students’ rights and expectations regarding instruction, Sacramento State subscribes to the following critical elements of the Council of the American Association of University Professors’ (2006) position:
Membership in the academic community… [carries with it] an obligation to respect the dignity of others …[and] their right to express differing opinions, and to foster and defend intellectual honesty, freedom of inquiry and instruction, and free expression on and off the campus.  The expression of dissent and the attempt to produce change, therefore, may not be carried out in ways that injure individuals or damage institutional facilities or disrupt the classes of one’s teachers or colleagues.  …Those who seek to call attention to grievances must not do so in ways that significantly impede the functions of the institution.

Students are entitled to an atmosphere conducive to learning and to even-handed treatment in all aspects of the teacher-student relationship.  Faculty members may not refuse to enroll or teach students on the grounds of their beliefs or the possible uses to which they may put the knowledge to be gained in a course.  Students should not be forced by the authority inherent in the instructional role to make particular personal choices as to political action or their own social behavior.  Evaluation of students and the award of credit must be based on academic performance professionally judged and not on matters irrelevant to that performance, whether personality, race, religion, degree of political activism, or personal beliefs. 

It is the mastery teachers have of their subjects and their own scholarship that entitles them to their classrooms and to freedom in the presentation of their subjects.  Thus, it is improper for an instructor persistently to intrude material that has no relation to the subject, or to fail to present the subject matter of the course as announced to the students and as approved by the faculty in their collective responsibility for the curriculum.

Because academic freedom has traditionally included the instructor’s full freedom as a citizen, most faculty members face no insoluble conflicts between the claims of politics, social action, and conscience, on the one hand, and the claims and expectations of their students, colleagues, and institutions, on the other.  If such conflicts become acute, and attention to obligations as a citizen and moral agent precludes an instructor from fulfilling substantial academic obligations, the instructor cannot escape the responsibility of that choice, but should either request a leave of absence or resign his or her academic position.   

