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When people are unhappy with situations or decisions at one of our colleges, they frequently contact me or the Board and assume that we will intervene in local operations in response to their request.  This expectation creates both misunderstanding and hard feelings, because many people do not appreciate the complexity of district operations.  Each college must be an autonomous unit in which people work together as a team to solve their own institutional problems.  This fundamental premise is critical to the spirit and legal status of a college and necessary for successful college operation.  It is for this reason—and because institutional independence is a critical aspect of accreditation—that the Board and I invest the president of each of our colleges with the full authority necessary to make all operating decisions without the need of my approval.  Besides, if the Board and I began to assume operating responsibilities at the colleges every time a complaint arose, every disgruntled person at every college would expect the same response, and as a district we would quickly become paralyzed and dysfunctional.  For much the same reason, we do not adopt policies that restrict the operations of all of our colleges in response to the behavior of individuals on a single campus.  The Board and I have to provide the presidents of each of our institutions with the support and resources they need to help them succeed in their missions.  But we will not and cannot start to second guess college leaders by interfering in institutional operations every time a problem arises.  This is true for all nine of our colleges and in my relationship with all nine of our presidents.  

In the case of Mission College, there is no exception to this operating principle. President Leyba has the full authority to make all decisions regarding the operation of Mission College. We have and will continue to work with him and provide resources (funds, mediators, consultants, etc.). He has complete authority, and I have complete faith in him. He doesn’t need to clear his decisions with me and I will fully support whatever he decides. This is true for all of the nine presidents, and in return for that relationship they are accountable on a performance basis to me. As long as I am Chancellor, I will not resort to centralized control of our nine colleges because centralized control in a multi-campus district is the death knell of excellence. 

Beyond this fundamental operating principle it is also important to note that a hallmark of higher education is that we create an arena in which ideas can be discussed and disagreements can occur in an atmosphere of civility. When that exchange deteriorates to personal attacks, we have failed to perform one of our primary responsibilities to our students and our community. In fact, we cease to be a college in the true sense of the word. Since faculty are the guardians of academic freedom and the free exchange of ideas, they must also be the guardians of civil discourse. I am worried that Mission College has lost its bearings and has allowed the discussion of important ethical and social issues to digress beyond appropriate limits.  All of us, but particularly the faculty, must return the discourse to a state of respect and civility that is a necessary cornerstone of a college.

Besides the appeal to civility, I am also worried about the effect that these conflicts are having on the district as a whole. Besides disrupting the college operations, the conflicts are keeping us from addressing the critical social issues that are facing all of our campuses. For example, instead of mediating disputes, we should be using our combined energies to address the issues of re-engaging high school dropouts, increasing male participation rates, connecting with the 100,000 individuals between the ages of 16 and 24 who are not even working nor going to school, and helping people who are in minimum wage jobs without a high school diploma. 

In addition, Mission College is facing the determination of its accreditation status in March. If the site visit were to happen today, the college might very well be placed in jeopardy of its losing accreditation. I cannot and will not let that happen. It is not fair to the students or the community to allow improper behavior to jeopardize the well being of thousands of students. 

The answer, as I already explained, is not in having me or the Board assume operation of the college. In fact, the college must assume responsibility for itself. This is critical in terms of sustaining a successful college and district, and is critical to maintaining its accreditation status. To that end, President Leyba is arranging for a process of mandatory participation in mediated conflict resolution. I fully support this effort and I am prepared to support the recommendations of this process, up to and including involuntary transfers of employees. This process and its accompanying outcomes is not about determining winners and losers (or even right and wrong), but instead about returning responsibility to the college for maintaining an appropriate atmosphere of exchange and civility. The institution must accomplish this goal, and we must implement whatever actions are necessary to accomplish it.

We are, frankly, running out of options at Mission College. It is imperative that this mandated, mediated conflict resolution works. If this fails, we will have no choice but to fundamentally change the personnel of Mission College. 
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