
April 30, 2015 

 

Dear Higher Learning Commission: 

 

The Washtenaw Community College Education Association (WCCEA) would like to thank you 

for this opportunity to comment on the report submitted by the Washtenaw Community College 

administration on January 2, 2015, in response to our original complaint filed on June 16, 2014. 

Since the Vote of No Confidence in President Bellanca approximately a year ago and the 

submission of the complaint to HLC, we have been hopeful for change on our campus. 

Unfortunately, that change has not happened. 

 

It is our position, as faculty leaders at WCC, that we are not in a better position at this point than 

we were when we submitted the original complaint.  

 

We refute the Administration’s assertion that the complaint was submitted without full faculty 

endorsement. The complaint was submitted after 90% of the full-time faculty had approved a 

vote of no confidence. The WCCEA leadership had meetings with the general faculty about next 

steps if there was no discernible change in the Administration’s approach. With no 

acknowledgment from the Board of Trustees or the Administration regarding our issues, the 

complaint was filed. Evidence of the complete disregard of faculty action is encapsulated in a 

statement to Crain’s on June 1, 2014, by Trustee Landau when he stated, “These (no-confidence 

votes) are publicity stunts.”  

 

The WCCEA did receive a copy of the response after requesting it from President Bellanca on 

February 24, 2015. After meeting with Dr. Bellanca, the WCCEA leadership received one copy 

the following day. It is worth noting that the WCC Board of Trustees received their copies on 

February 24, at the evening’s scheduled Board of Trustees meeting. From the meeting with Dr. 

Bellanca, she indicated that some of the former members of the Board had seen the document, 

but it had not been made available to the entire Board, including the three new Board members 

elected in November. Considering that we made our complaint public shortly after its 

submission, it is disconcerting that it took nearly two months for the college administration to 

share it with the WCC Board of Trustees. (The email thread concerning this meeting is 

available.) 

 

We understand that you have reviewed a great deal of material and take this complaint very 

seriously, so instead of trying to refute hundreds of pages, we will provide examples that 

highlight the continued struggles facing faculty and staff at WCC based on the areas of concern 

you highlighted for the Administration. These are issues that are new or persist from the writing 

of the original complaint letter, specifically: 

 

 Shared Governance: Role of the College’s Board of Trustees 

 Shared Governance: Role of the Faculty 

 Changes in Academic Leadership 

 Communication 
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Shared Governance: Role of the College’s Board of Trustees.  We continue to struggle with 

the ongoing lack of oversight of the President by the Board of Trustees. It is our contention that 

there continues to be no separation between the Board of Trustees and President Bellanca’s 

administration. With the addition of three new board members on Jan. 1, 2015, there are more 

questions being asked by two new members of the board. They are asking questions, pressing 

points, and asking for much more detail. On pg. 3 of the WCC Response, it states that the By-

Laws of the college ensure that board members “perform their duties to benefit the College as a 

whole rather than any single group.” We do not believe this is happening with the majority of the 

board, as evidenced below: 

 

 No Written Evaluation of the President by the Board of Trustees. On pg. 5 of the WCC 

Response, it states, “At the end of each fiscal year, the Board conducts a formal evaluation of 

the President.” If that is indeed true, the public has no way of knowing. There has been no 

written, publically submitted, job performance evaluation of Dr. Bellanca by the Board of 

Trustees in her tenure. When pressed as to why, Chair Landau indicated, via email, that 

verbal evaluations were conducted and no official written evaluation of the president exists. 

(This email thread is available upon request.) From Chair Landau, he indicated that this 

clarification regarding evaluations was forwarded to HLC by Julie Morrison. 
 

 Rarely Questioning Administrative Initiatives/Recommendations. There is some questioning 

of the administration by the two new trustees, but there is still a majority that continues to 

rarely ask any questions regarding administrative actions. At the March 24, 2015 board 

meeting, Trustee Gill, during a discussion regarding tuition increases, stated, “It is my 

responsibility as a trustee to accept your [the Administration’s] recommendation.” We 

suggest that he and the rest of the board members are responsible for asking the difficult 

questions as their By-Laws state. 

 

 Limited Access to Board of Trustee Members. On pg. 8 of the WCC Response, it states, “the 

Board communicates with College Administration and faculty primarily through the 

President.” Information the Trustees get about the college is processed and packaged through 

the president’s office. There is no venue for open and free dialog between the Trustees and 

anyone on campus.  

 

o On March 23, 2015, the student newspaper wrote an editorial asking the question, “Are 

WCC Trustees Under a Gag Order?” The following is an excerpt that summarizes the 

issue. “Following WCC Chief Financial Officer Bill Johnson’s presentation at the retreat 

about several scenarios for tuition increases, [Trustee] DeVarti emailed Johnson asking if 

they could meet in person so DeVarti could ask a few questions. His hope, he said, was to 

better prepare himself for the March 24 board meeting where the tuition conversation is 

expected to continue. While Johnson’s secretary responded, unquestioningly, with times 

that the two could meet, Landau stepped in to put a stop to it. ‘If you have specific 

questions to direct to Bill, please forward them to me,’ Landau said in an email to 

DeVarti. Landau offered to ask Johnson to present answers to the board at its next 

meeting. In the past, Landau explained, it has not been typical for trustees to meet 

individually with the college’s staff. The ban on communication between trustees and 

college staff gained some legitimacy when it was defended by the retreat’s speaker 
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Association of Community College Trustees Vice President Narcissa Polonio as a 

national ‘best practice’ … until Bellanca referred to Polonio as a ‘good friend for a really 

long time.’” 

 

 Violation of the College’s Policy on PCard Spending and the Purchase of Alcohol. We are 

deeply concerned that the flagrant misuse of taxpayer money, coupled with a lack of 

oversight by the Board of Trustees who were in place at the time to enforce the college 

policy, places our college in jeopardy with the taxpayers of our county.  

 

o On October 5, 2014, the local media conducted an investigation into the President’s 

spending of college funds and found that she repeatedly violated the College’s policies on 

spending. The President, when questioned, says that the per diem rates do not apply to 

her office. The policy also states no alcoholic beverages will be covered by the college 

during any meals. On repeated occasions, she has paid for alcohol on her college PCard 

and believes that WCC policies do not apply to her. The policy states, “The College will 

not pay for alcoholic beverages, fines, towing charges, parking tickets or traffic tickets of 

any sort.” The President states, “From my understanding, when I started here it (the 

policy) does not apply to the president.” And the Trustees agree, “We’re OK if it’s part of 

the meal. I don’t know that we would encourage going to a bar for a drink. If it’s wine or 

beer with dinner, I think that’s very normal,” said then WCC Board of Trustees Chair 

Stephen Gill.  

 

o President Bellanca Spends $1,146 on a Birthday Party for Trustee McKnight-Morton. On 

October 7, 2014, the local media investigated a private celebration included alcohol with 

the entire amount charged to the President’s PCard. 

 

o President Bellanca Throws a $2,873 Going Away Party for a Vice President. On October 

22, 2014, the local media began an investigation of the private party which served over 

$1000 worth of alcohol for the nine people in attendance.  

 

 Marginalization of Faculty Input at Board of Trustee Meetings. Shortly after President 

Bellanca arrived, she moved the standing faculty reports (WCCEA and the Curriculum and 

Assessment Chairs) from being standing agenda items to Citizen Participation. To quantify, 

out of a two hour agenda, approximately 10 minutes is devoted to faculty voices. The 

Curriculum and Assessment committee chairs were asked to present at April 28, 2015, Board 

meeting at the urging of one of the new Board of Trustee members.  

 

 

Shared Governance: Role of the Faculty.  We continue to struggle with the lack of shared 

governance on campus and unilateral decision-making. We believe there is a concerted effort to 

marginalize and dismiss our voices from college decision-making and governance as evidenced 

below: 

 

 Refusal to Meet with Elected Faculty Leadership. On pg. 13 of the WCC Response, it states, 

“Liaison is currently on hiatus while discussions continue regarding the continuing 

composition of the group.” This statement belies the real issue that stopped the liaison 
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meetings for the last 14 months. President Bellanca has refused to meet with the WCCEA’s 

chief negotiator. She wants to select the union faculty member who will come to the 

meetings with the WCCEA President. Labor law prohibits her from telling the union whom 

she’ll meet with, so she refuses to meet with any union officer.  Indeed, at least twice she has 

planned to meet with union officers with neither the knowledge nor the consent of the 

WCCEA’s president, a violation both of the contract between the WCCEA and the College 

and of labor law. In recent months, there have been some attempts by leadership on both 

sides to reestablish contact, but the Administration will not commit to a standing meeting. 

 

 Intentionally Limiting Faculty Input. On pg. 6 of the WCC Response, it states, “Policies are 

prepared for the Board for review by College administrative staff with input from the 

appropriate faculty and staff.” We are troubled by this language. On pg. 12 of the WCC 

Response, it states that the policy for collaboration and governance is a model of consensus, 

collaboration, consultation, and notification. There has never been a major initiative since 

President Bellanca’s arrival that has followed this model. One or two faculty are selected, 

meetings are held without full-faculty knowledge, agreements are made for the entire faculty 

body and then, perhaps, faculty are notified. 

 

 Disregard for Stated Curriculum Development Processes. On pg. 7 of the WCC Response it 

states, “New programs are developed within faculty departments, and must be signed off on 

by the department chair, instructional dean, and Vice President of Instruction; programs as 

well as courses are also reviewed by the faculty-led Curriculum Committee and Assessment 

Committee.” The statement disregards the committee’s charge in the process, which is not 

simply one of review. The process is that after the dean signs off on the curriculum, it comes 

to the committees where it is discussed, debated, and then recommended for approval or not. 

It is then sent on to the Vice President of Instruction for signing. The committee is an integral 

part of the process. 

 

 Out of Process Course and Program Development. On pg. 27 of the WCC Response, it 

states, “All new courses are reviewed by the faculty-led Curriculum and Assessment 

Committees prior to approval by the Vice President of Instruction.” On pg. 28, it states the 

same process for programs. The administration has circumvented the committees when they 

know there will be push back. This is evidenced by a series of courses created to fulfill a 

promise to a local high school. The first course came to the committees in December of 2013 

where it was tabled because the committee did not know why WCC was creating high school 

courses. No one would explain what was happening. The committees then asked the Interim 

Vice President of Instruction to come to the committees to explain what was being 

developed. He didn’t come. The course then came back through committee in February 2015 

and again was tabled because no one from administration would come to our committee to 

discuss the courses. There is still no resolution on this issue; courses and programs have been 

developed and are running without committee review. Please see the next section for 

additional details concerning the high school initiatives. 

 

 Non-Academic Vice President’s Interference in Curriculum Development. On pg. 7 of the 

WCC Response, it states, “Academic matters are, per Board policy and faculty contract, 

delegated to the faculty,” referring to Board Policy 3043 that states that “Instructional faculty 
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and deans, supported by appropriate administrative offices and college committees, are 

responsible for review and analysis leading to recommendations that will improve the 

curriculum... the faculty is primarily responsible for final authority for the curriculum and its 

effectiveness.” The policy also states that “faculty are responsible for creation and oversight 

of curriculum.”  

 

o Over the last two years, the VP of Student & Academic Services has set up meetings with 

individual faculty without the knowledge of the Vice President of Instruction, their dean 

or their chair. These faculty individually were told to create courses and programs 

promised to a local high school (again, without any knowledge of the faculty body). This 

non-academic Vice President negotiates pre-requisites, content, scheduling, in essence, 

all things academic that should be handled within the academic chain of command. 

Again, we are happy to provide more details if needed. 

 

o On pg. 38 of the WCC Response, when discussing the role of the non-academic vice 

president, it states that the non-academic vice presidents who are involved in external 

academic initiatives simply manage the logistics of developing and maintaining the 

partnerships. This is not true. The VP of Student & Academic Services is acting as a de 

facto academic administrator directly negotiating every detail of the course and program 

with the individual faculty members, completely circumventing the chair, dean, and 

academic Vice President. 

 

In fact, once it was learned that this Vice President was in charge of the high school 

initiative, the Curriculum and Assessment committees repeatedly asked for her to come 

to a meeting to discuss what was happening, and after repeated requests, she came and 

gave a PowerPoint presentation on credit based programs and courses that have been 

running for two years with no committee knowledge, seemingly in violation of our own 

Board of Trustees policy on dual enrollment.  

 

 Credit Courses Not Under the Vice President of Instruction. Credit courses continue to be 

distributed around campus instead of our tradition of having all credit based courses be under 

the academic VP: particularly credits for the United Association of Plumber and Pipefitters. 

This has led to chaos when the course needs to come to committee for updates or assessment. 

The administration has to “shop around” to find a faculty member to pay to move the 

course/program through committee. The signoffs are as follows: faculty preparer, chair, dean, 

VP. These courses have no faculty, no chair and no academic dean, just non-instructional 

deans. 

 

 Requested Contractual Changes Further Erode Communication and Information Sharing.  

Contract negotiations are currently underway between the WCCEA and the administration.  

Among a long list of proposed contract changes provided by the administration on April 17, 

2015, two strongly reflect the college’s desire to reduce communication and limit the sharing 

of information: 

 

o Control Over Negotiations. Instead of naming the Vice President of Human Resources as 

chief negotiator as has been the process for the past decade, the Board of Trustees has 
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hired an outside negotiator to lead the WCC team. Again, the Administration and Board 

seem to be avoiding direct communication between WCC employees, which only 

compounds the issues. 

 

o Existing contract language (Section 0015 Administrative Consultation) requires that the 

“Administration shall involve the Association in the formative stages of any construction 

programs,” referring to new buildings/projects on campus.  The Administration seeks to 

remove “any construction programs” from the contract language. 

 

o Contract language also specifies that “Representatives of the WCCEA, and Board 

representatives, shall meet at least once monthly” (Section 0901 Contract Implementation 

Committee).  Their revised contract language changes “at least once monthly” to “bi-

monthly,” which their chief negotiator clarified on April 24, 2015, to mean every other 

month. Decreasing the number of meetings seems counterproductive. 

 

 

Changes in Academic Leadership.  We continue to struggle with continual changes in 

leadership both in the academic and administrative sphere. As evidenced below: 

 

 More Academic Instability. A change in leadership was recently announced adding yet 

another interim Dean position in our academic chain as one interim dean returns to the 

classroom.  

 

 The Board of Trustees hired an outside contractor for $53,000 to search for a new Vice 

President of Instruction. The process did not get underway until March of 2015. We hold out 

very little hope that a qualified candidate will spring forth from this effort, putting us on hold 

for another year. 

 

 Changes in Leadership. Sadly, the degrading way of discharging employees is happening 

again to 20-year employee and Chief Information Officer, Amin Ladha. He was removed 

from his position in February, is not getting paid, yet he has not been fired. There has not 

been any formal announcement about Mr. Ladha’s status and how this impacts the 

institution. With no information available to us, we naturally see parallels with the firing of 

Dr. Blacklaw in 2013 and the departure of CFO Steven Hardy in 2012. 

 

o On page 21 of the administration’s response under Background of Interim Positions and 

Vacancies it is written that “The Vice President for Instruction position became vacant in 

March 2013, when the previous Vice President for Instruction’s contract was not renewed 

at the end of the 2012-13 contract year.” Part of the original complaint is the way in 

which business is conducted. For the record, Dr. Blacklaw was removed from his 

position, without notice, and an interim VPI was put in place. This removal was at the 

behest of Dr. Bellanca and not because of issues or concerns of the faculty. The wording 

of this portion of the report is not indicative of what truly happened. A local newspaper 

reported this on March 15, 2013: “In an email to the campus community sent Thursday, 

WCC President Rose Bellanca informed campus that Blacklaw was ‘relieved of his duties 
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effective immediately,’ a decision she reached ‘after long and careful consideration’" 

(Woodhouse). 

 

 

Communication, in General. Most often, institutional plans are presented to faculty at meetings 

as PowerPoint slides with no conversation or discussion. Many instances cited in the WCC 

Response regarding Communication follow this pattern. Faculty are not directly engaged nor are 

they active participants. During presentations there is often no time for follow-up questions or 

conversations. 

 

 No Effort to Disclose to Faculty Allocations of College Money. The College has received a 

$4.4 million grant from the state for the Advanced Transportation Center, and the College 

has added another $2.2 million to the program.  There was no effort to inform the staff and 

faculty what, exactly, this was about and how it would impact our budget and institution. No 

effort was made until the faculty leadership pressed repeatedly that the faculty be briefed, 

which finally happened on April 2, 2015. 

 

 Communication is Limited and Controlled. On pg. 11 of the WCC Response, it states, “the 

policy (for feedback and participation by staff groups) adequately represents the desired 

participation in decision making across and among groups at Washtenaw Community 

College.” We agree that it does represent what they consider the desired participation: limited 

and controlled. Requests to speak with the President must go through the college’s Public 

Relations officer.  

 

 Development of a Communication Plan Without Faculty Input. The Board of Trustees 

requested that a concentrated effort be made on the part of the President to improve 

communication, especially with faculty. On pg. 19 of the WCC Response, under 

Communication Plan, it gives a long list of people who were involved in developing the 

President’s communication plan. The Response states, “The communication team is 

developing a multi-disciplinary, College-wide communications plan…”  However, not one of 

them is a faculty member. This continues to highlight how the most obvious measures to 

include faculty in communication are not understood.  

 

 Continued Concern over Budget Process. At the end of the Board of Trustee meeting on 

April 28, 2015, there was an official "Public Hearing Regarding the 2015-2016 Budget." Dr. 

Bellanca and VP Johnson shared a version of this presentation with the leaders of the three 

unions during the week of April 20. At that time, the WCCEA President again requested that 

it would make more sense to share the budget information with Department Chairs, as they 

play an important role in the budget process. VP Johnson reports the budget process as 

working from the bottom up, though. 

 

 

Again, we value this opportunity to offer additional information as you conclude the 

investigation. The faculty leadership have attempted to provide as much detail and complete 

information as possible. However, we do realize that we sometimes are not privy to all of the 

happenings, but there has been no attempt to mislead or hide any facts. For many of us, the 
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Administration’s response to HLC is direct evidence of how poor the communication is at WCC 

and how the Administration’s inability to work transparently with faculty and staff impacts 

perceptions and morale. Hence, we must take time to work through these issues if there is any 

expectation of moving forward. We would certainly appreciate any guidance from you. 

 

As we did in the past, we will forward a copy of this reply to President Bellanca and the WCC 

Board of Trustees after we receive notice that you have received it, unless we are advised 

otherwise. 

  

Respectfully,  

 

Julie M. Kissel 

Professional Faculty, English 

WCCEA Representative 
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