
 

 
March 14, 2021  
 
Dear President Ronald A. Crutcher; Vice-President for Student Development Steve Bisese; 
Members of the University Faculty Senate; Vice-President and Secretary to the Board Ann Lloyd 
Breeden; Senior Administrative Officer for Equity Community Amy Howard: 
 
We write respectfully to invite your urgent attention to the “Protect Our Web:  Statement on  
Black Student Welfare.”  A coalition, led by Black students, has made three demands that we 
believe the University can and should promptly meet.  We observe that each demand is closely 
and critically aligned with the values, mission, strategic plan, task forces and institutional 
initiatives that the university community has collectively advanced over the past several years.  
Thus, the students’ demands conform to demands that we have, as a community, repeatedly 
and publicly made of ourselves:  to create an inclusive and welcoming intellectual community; 
to pursue academic excellence for lives of purpose and meaning; and to cultivate practices of 
well-being so that everyone thrives. 
  
Therefore, first, with our students, we ask the President and the Board of Trustees to 
reconsider its decisions concerning the naming of Ryland Hall and Freeman Hall.  One stated 
goal of the decisions was to stimulate conversation about these past university leaders who 
played influential roles in upholding slavery and white supremacy in Virginia and beyond.  Yet 
by announcing decisions about naming simultaneously with the release of the research reports 
about these men, the President and Board of Trustees appear to foreclose conversation or to 
configure conversation to preordained ends.  For many reasons, we believe this foreclosure 
deprives the administration and Board—and the people they serve—of the collective creativity 
and wisdom that shared conversations in pursuit of common goals yield.  Without this 
collective wisdom, as we see now happening, the University may come into further disrepute 
with African-American communities in Richmond, and among all those who stand against racial 
injustice.  Most importantly, this decision has come as a shocking disappointment to students 
and others who requested two years ago that the buildings be renamed.  The announcements 
suggest that the university does not care that Black students have said these memorializations 
make them feel unwelcome.  The Board has an ethical obligation to find a solution that protects 
our web, and brings us together as a community.   
  
The building formerly known as Freeman Hall is a student residence.  This is where students go 
home to study, sleep, relax, and socialize with friends.  We should name it to inspire, not to 
deliberately evoke painful memorials of the past.  Nor, in our opinion, should any student 
residence be named to honor a man who stood against the inclusion of Black students on this 



 

campus.  That dishonors us all, and represents a painful daily reminder for students who work 
hard in class, on the playing fields, and in the studio, to return to each evening.  The building 
currently known as Ryland Hall is an academic space where faculty prepare their classes and 
research, meet with students, and teach.  While The Reverend Ryland’s general support for the 
Confederacy was already known to the University, Ms. Shelby Driskill’s assiduous research 
report offers an exacting picture of what that meant for the precious individuals whom Ryland 
acquired to use, rented out for his income, or auctioned away from their loved ones.  Academic 
enterprise demands truth, while truth demands reconciliation.  We have a responsibility to 
critically remember our past in ways that minimize harm to our present and future students.  
Therefore, with our students, we ask that you reconsider and suspend the naming decisions 
pending the collective conversations that need to take place in response to the research 
reports.  We have the opportunity to center the voices of Black students, faculty, and alums in 
conversations about the research reports and naming decisions. 
 
Second, in support of the students’ demand, we ask the University Faculty Senate to take 
action to vote in support of the academic accommodation that the students request:  one 
course, at the student’s option, to be graded credit/non-credit.  Last Spring, the University 
Faculty Senate approved temporary emergency academic policies in response to emergent 
events.  We ask for similar responsiveness now.  It was crucial for the University that students 
return to campus, even if it meant significant changes to our academic practice and their 
experience.  In order to return, students signed onto interim conduct policies that have made 
severe demands on them:  two weeks of quarantine before they arrived on campus, weekly 
prevalence testing, drastically reduced opportunities to make or be with friends, drastically 
reduced outlets for recreation and exercise, no sustained breaks, and subjection to immediate 
removal into isolation at the instruction of university officials.  Isolation means remaining alone 
in a small room for ten days straight with packaged meals delivered to the door.  Some students 
have been asked to do this more than once.  Meanwhile, the difficulties joining in-person 
classes by Zoom complicates academic progress and further adds to student stress.   
 
Our students, at the University’s request, have taken on the great preponderance of burden 
associated with protecting our web, and we all have benefited from their sacrifice.  Our 
commitments to protecting our web need to be reciprocal.  The students’ request for academic 
accommodation puts no burden on faculty, allows for individual choice among students, and 
would offer meaningful relief for many of them.  We ask the University Faculty Senate to vote 
in favor of this academic policy in light of the known realities that our students have faced this 
semester and the sacrifices they have collectively made for all.  We urge the administration to 
work with the University Faculty Senate to create this academic option. 
  



 

Third, the pandemic, with its devastating loss of beloved lives and livelihoods, has 
disproportionately impacted Black and other families of color, low-income families, and other 
socially vulnerable families.  Our students experience these national phenomena personally.  
Moreover, Black students already experience disproportionate levels of stress and isolation on 
historically white campuses.  Our own institutional data, from surveys over the last decade, 
have shown that students who identify as Black, Indigenous and people of color consistently 
report more challenges to flourishing than their white peers.  As our Black students demand 
additional expert care, they have made clear they do not devalue CAPS.  Yet protecting our web 
must mean protecting specifically the mental health of Black students, many of whom suffer 
direct impacts from the combined stress of COVID and the national response to state violence 
against Black lives.  Therefore, in support of our students, we encourage the administration to 
support CAPS as it works with Black student leaders to meet the demand for on and off-
campus resources.  
  
The pandemic has created an unprecedented environment where we must respond together to 
novel crises while remaining physically distanced from each other.  Resilience is made possible 
by mutual respect and mutual reliance.  This, as we have seen, has been our most excellent 
resource in meeting the pandemic.  Black student leaders call upon that respect and reliance 
now.  They, and we, ask you to reconsider decisions and to adjust with resilience.  We 
respectfully ask you to give urgent attention to their demands, and to find pathways ready to 
meet them in the heart of our shared mission and goals. 
  
Yours very truly, 
 
(220 staff and faculty signatures) 
 


