DRAFT—July 31, 2006


The Faculty Senate of Northern Arizona University seeks to facilitate agreement on the issue of an objectionable materials statement for course syllabi that would unify positions of the Senate, Academic Chair’s Council, and the Council of Deans.  To that end, we propose the following statement.
University education aims to expand student understanding and awareness.  Thus, it necessarily involves engagement with a wide range of information, ideas, and creative representations.  In the course of college studies, students should expect to encounter materials that will differ from and perhaps challenge familiar understandings, ideas, and beliefs.  
Therefore, we do not believe that it is appropriate for specific language—even optional statements—to be adopted or mandated for use in NAU course syllabi concerning the possibility of objectionable material and are opposed to the adoption of any such language in any form.
Additional justifications for this position are noted below:

1.  Statements concerning ‘objectionable material’ that are identified by students runs counter to the principle of academic freedom for professors to develop and deliver material that they believe is most appropriate for the course.
2.  An assumption that course material is objectionable contradicts the fundamental idea that this material is intended to educate, challenge, and develop students’ skills in critical thinking.  Materials assigned to courses by faculty are intended to be central to the ‘pursuit of knowledge,’ and their relevance to course goals should be the starting presumption of any discussion about course materials.
3.  When students are allowed to decide what will count as ‘objectionable,’ there is no reasonable stopping point.  Determining the rights of students who object will be impossible to evaluate in an efficient or fair manner.   It is not clear who should be the arbiter in such a decision making process.  How can one decide what is objectionable to which students, and for what good reasons?
4.  Materials that challenge students can be treated appropriately in an educational setting by faculty.  Students, who are adults, need to be exposed to alternative views within certain generally acceptable frames of reference that faculty members themselves (or the Faculty Senate) can evaluate.  Students can also choose not to be offended and look for the purpose behind what is presented.
5.  We are bound to follow the U.S. Constitution as interpreted by the U. S. Supreme Court. Regulation of freedom of expression and course content requires that we be able to define what is forbidden in a manner that is clearly understandable. When we try to define what is “offensive or objectionable” to “a student” we are not able to do so with legal certainty. 

