ACF Meeting Report – February 2019

In an attempt to shape the final outcomes of the legislative session, the Advisory Council of Faculty (ACF) met with more legislators at the State Capitol on February 8, 2019. 
During its January 28th visit to the Capitol, the ACF met with members of the majority party.  The purpose of the February 8th visit was to meet with members of the minority party, as a demonstration of the ACF’s sustained commitment to non-partisan outreach and advocacy.  A meeting with Delegate Tim Miley (Minority Leader) was unexpectedly cancelled, but ACF representatives were able to meet with Delegate Lisa Zukoff (Assistant Minority Whip), Senator Robert Beach (Education Committee member), and Senator Roman Prezioso (Minority Leader). 
The group raised the same questions and concerns as it did previously regarding the public funding of higher education and some of the pending bills.  The legislators were receptive to the message and expressed an interest in working and maintaining contact with the ACF.  They also voiced their disappointment over the introduction of bills allowing firearms on campus and imposing a “rainy day fee” on all state agencies and public institutions to fund PEIA (HB 2519 and SB 386, respectively). 
___________________
The legislative visits were followed by a regular ACF meeting at the HEPC office.  Below are the highlights of the meeting. 

1) Andy Pelosi, Executive Director of the Campaign to Keep Guns Off Campus, joined the meeting by telephone to discuss ways to oppose legislative initiatives that allow guns on campus.  Having been directly involved in legislative advocacy for many years, Mr. Pelosi offered a number of tried-and-true strategies and tips to defeat HB 2519: 
i. Contacting the offices of elected officials is still the most effective strategy to show strong opposition to a bill.  A high volume of calls and emails can make a difference, even if the passage of the bill seems probable. 
ii. Various institutions opposing the gun bill can address a unified statement (or separate statements) to the state legislature and the governor’s office. 

iii. Petitions can be solicited from students, parents, and members of the campus community for delivery to key legislators in both chambers and the governor’s office. 
iv. Institutions can send senior administrators as well as student, staff, and faculty representatives to meet with legislators face-to-face. 
v. To keep up the drumbeat, institutions can organize a call-in day to contact state legislators. 

vi. Faculty Senate resolutions can be adopted and submitted to respective state representatives to formalize and declare the faculty’s opposition to the presence of guns on campus. 
vii. Conveying law enforcement’s opposition to the bill can undercut the safety argument and resonate with the lawmakers who support it. 

viii. It can be helpful to attend any public hearings on the issue. 

ix. An indirect way to exert pressure on lawmakers is to write letters to the editors of local newspapers and connect with journalists who are looking for content on the subject. 
x. When writing a formal letter or email to express opposition to the bill, focus on the bill and its potential effects.  Do not criticize or make untoward comments about the bill’s sponsors and supporters.  These comments will not help your cause. 
xi. Regarding the content of written correspondence, it is worth stating that the rate of violent crime on West Virginia’s college campuses is very low, and that many students are struggling with depression, anxiety, substance abuse, and behavioral problems.  Throwing guns into the mix can only worsen a volatile situation. 
xii. Perseverance is key!  It takes a concerted effort over time to win a legislative battle.  Similar bills have been defeated in the eleventh hour. 
xiii. If efforts to stop the bill prove unavailing, there is still a chance that amendments can be negotiated with legislators as a compromise.  Although the first strategy is to outright defeat the bill, institutions must prepare for the alternative scenario by creating a list of amendments in advance.  Amendments can include mandating additional safety training for those who wish to carry firearms on campus, requiring licensed individuals to register with campus police if they want to bring concealed firearms to campus, and excluding firearms from certain locations on campus such as classrooms, dormitories, and buildings that hold large numbers of people. 
xiv. More information can be found at www.keepgunsoffcampus.org. 
2) There was an extended discussion of SB 1 and whether offering free tuition at community and technical colleges could hurt enrollment in four-year institutions.  
Harry Baxter reported that Dr. Mirta Martin, President of Fairmont State University, believes that SB 1 could have a serious, if not devastating, impact on some four-year institutions.  To illustrate, should SB 1 become law, Glenville State College could lose 750 out of 1100 FTE students and Fairmont State University 1600 out of 3700 FTE students, according to a document she shared with the campus community.  
Mark Goldstein tried to dispel this concern by offering the clarification that SB 1 only covers tuition costs for career-ready degrees and certificates, such as American Sign Language, residential/commercial electricity, plumbing, welding, and carpentry.  Further, the bill charges the West Virginia Department of Commerce with identifying the qualifying degrees that “satisfy a workforce need.”  This automatically excludes transfer degrees that do not prepare students to immediately enter the workforce. 
Others noted in response that it was still unclear whether some associate-level degrees that lead into baccalaureate-level programs, such as nursing and computer security, would be covered under the bill.  If they are, then the fears surrounding the bill are not entirely unwarranted, as many in-state students may choose to study their first two years in a community college to take advantage of free tuition. 
The ACF declined to take a formal position on this bill due to the lack of consensus among members.  It remains to be seen how the Department of Commerce will apply the ambiguous provisions of the bill. 
3) Hunter Barclay, chair of the WV Advisory Council of Students, has been working with Andy Green of the HEPC to find meaningful ways to reduce the cost of textbooks for college students.  They are now proposing the creation of a statewide committee to explore innovative approaches for making textbooks more affordable.  The proposed membership of the committee would include two or three representatives from each of the ACF (or concerned faculty members), Council of Presidents (or their designees), and student body councils.  Individual members would collect information from their campuses and bring it back to the full committee, which would examine and compare different alternatives.  Elliot Parker of Mountwest CTC volunteered to represent the ACF on the committee.  For those concerned about academic freedom, it should be noted that the findings of the committee will be advisory rather than binding in nature. 
4) A subcommittee of the Blue Ribbon Commission has produced a document on February 1, 2019, recommending the replacement of the Higher Education Policy Commission (HEPC) with the Office of Postsecondary Education (OPE), which would be populated by Board of Governor appointees who may not necessarily be professional educators.  Though 109 pages long, the document appears to be unpolished in its current state.  There are details that still need to be fleshed out and references to learning institutions that have long ceased to exist.  It is drafted in the form of a bill but has neither been sponsored nor introduced in the legislature.  This is unlikely to happen, as the Blue Ribbon Commission has not yet voted on it, and February 12th and 18th are the last days to introduce bills in the House and Senate, respectively.  Given the report’s flawed approach to the reform and governance of higher education in West Virginia, the ACF would like to make this issue a priority item next year and perhaps adopt a resolution on it later this year.  A motion was unanimously approved to request that the ACF have voting representation on the governing boards of higher education. 
Respectfully submitted, 
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