Professor Stephen Porter

Department of Educational Leadership, Policy, and Human Development
1010 Main Campus Drive, Suite 300 - Campus Box 7801

North Carolina State University

Raleigh, NC 27695

February 8, 2025

UNC System Board of Governors
c/o UNC System Office

223 S. West Street, Suite 1800
Raleigh, NC 27603

Subject: Complaint on Alleged Institutional Neutrality Policy Violations by North Carolina State
University

Dear Members of the University of North Carolina System Board of Governors,

| am submitting this formal complaint concerning potential violations of the University of North
Carolina (UNC) System's institutional neutrality policy by North Carolina State University (NCSU).
Given the importance of ensuring compliance with this policy across all UNC institutions, |
respectfully request that the Board of Governors review these matters and take any necessary
corrective action.

The UNC System's position on institutional neutrality, outlined in Section VIl of the "Equality
Within the University of North Carolina" policy (UNC Policy Manual, Section 300.8.5, adopted
on May 23, 2024), states:

Every employing subdivision of the University in both its organization and
operation shall adhere to and comply with the strictures of institutional
neutrality required by G.S. 116-300 (3a). Accordingly, no employing subdivision
or employment position within the University shall be organized, be operated,
speak on behalf of the University, or contract with third parties to provide
training or consulting services regarding: matters of contemporary political
debate or social action as those terms are used in Section 300.5.1 of the UNC
Policy Manual; any prescribed “view of social policy” or “political controversies of
the day,” as those terms are used in G.S. 116-300 (3) and (3a); or in furtherance
of the concepts listed in G.S. 126-14.6(c)(1)—(13)

The policy forbids the University, and every department and office within the University, from
speaking on controversial social and political matters. In addition, they are forbidden from
organizing or operating in such a manner regarding these matters.



As demonstrated below, NCSU is not only making statements but also structuring its operations
in a manner that suggests an institutional stance on contemporary political and social issues.

The violations are as follows:

Violation 1: Promotion of diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) in university and college
strategic plans

A university's strategic plan serves as a foundational document that outlines its long-term goals,
priorities, and strategies for implementation. These plans guide institutional decision-making,
and all institutional and subunit operations, including those of individual colleges, are
structured according to the plan.

NCSU’s strategic plan requires the university to operate in such a manner as to promote DEI
throughout the university and all its operations.! Here are some quotes from the current
strategic plan:

e “NC State will be known as a diverse, equitable and inclusive community ...”

e “Goal 4: Champion a culture of equity, diversity, inclusion, belonging and well-being in all
we do.”

e “We seek ... to bring about and sustain needed change in a way that champions equity,
diversity, inclusion, belonging and well-being at NC State.”

Subunits within the university, such as colleges, have similar commitments to DEI in their
strategic plans. For example,

e The College of Education’s strategic plan has two strategic priorities dedicated to DEl,
such as “Strategic Priority 3.1: Create internal structures to support inclusion, diversity,
equity and belonging” and “Strategic Priority 3.3: Lead the integration of research-based
best practices related to inclusion, diversity, equity and belonging in education.”?

e The College of Science’s strategic plan lists four strategic priorities, one of which is
“Advance Equity”, with the statement “Let’s nurture a diverse, equitable and inclusive
culture ...”3

Note that inclusion of explicit DEI goals in strategic plans also violates UNC System policies
regarding academic freedom. Faculty conducting research that calls into question any aspect of
DEI cannot help but wonder if they will be retaliated against for producing research that
conflicts with the university’s strategic plans.

1 https://strategicplan.ncsu.edu/current-plan
2 https://ced.ncsu.edu/strategic-plan
3 https://sciences.ncsu.edu/about/strategic-planning/strategic-plan-2021-2026
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Remedy: | respectfully request that the Board of Governors conduct a review of NCSU’s strategic
plans to ensure compliance with the UNC System’s institutional neutrality policy. Specifically, |
ask that any language referring to DEI concepts be removed.

Violation 2: Promotion of diversity, equity, and inclusion in college, department, and
administrative websites across the university

An examination of NCSU’s official website returns approximately 1,700 results for “DEI” and
4,750 results for “diversity, equity, and inclusion”. While some references originate from faculty
research and curricular content, a significant portion appears in materials produced by colleges,
departments, and administrative offices. This raises concerns about whether institutional
messaging aligns with UNC System policy on neutrality. Here are a few examples:

e The library has multiple websites promoting DEI for students, such as “DIY/DEl:
Supporting First-Generation College Students”* and “DIY/DEI: Latinx Heritage”.”

e The College of Sciences has a website called “Culture Charter,” with the purpose of
creating “cultural and behavioral aspirations for leadership and the broader community.”
It requires faculty and staff to “demonstrate your commitment to justice, equity,
diversity and inclusion.”®

e The College of Design has an entire website dedicated to promoting DEI terms called
“DEI Lexicon”.’

e The Department of Chemistry has a website promoting DEI called “DEIl News”.2

e Of particular concern, the former DEI office on campus, the Department of Equal
Opportunity, still has a webpage dedicated to DEI.°

Remedy: | respectfully request that the Board of Governors review NCSU’s official websites—
including those of colleges, departments, and administrative offices—to ensure that
institutional materials remain in compliance with the neutrality policy. If any content on these
platforms promotes DEI or a specific stance on other matters of contemporary political and
social debate, | ask that it be removed.

Violation 3. Requiring faculty to use students’ preferred pronouns, even if these pronouns
conflict with their sex, and making a refusal to use them a violation of University policy

The use of preferred pronouns is a very controversial issue, and the university has taken a
position on this issue by requiring faculty to use students’ preferred pronouns, as the following
statements by the University’s LGBTQ Pride Center demonstrate:

4 https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/news/main-news/diydei-supporting-first-generation-college-students
5 https://www.lib.ncsu.edu/news/main-news/diydei-latinx-heritage

8 https://sciences.ncsu.edu/about/strategic-planning/culture-charter

7 https://design.ncsu.edu/about/equal-opportunity/lexicon

8 https://chemistry.sciences.ncsu.edu/2023/09/26/dei-news-2023

% https://equalopportunity.ncsu.edu/news/tag/dei
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e “Many professors are understanding about the need to use your correct name/pronouns
from the first day of class. However, also be prepared to correct them when they make
mistakes. Do so in a polite and matter-of-fact way. It’s frustrating in the meantime, but
they will retrain their brains eventually.”

e “What if my professor or classmates are not willing to use my correct name or
pronouns? If someone refuses to use your correct name or pronouns, this is a violation
of the NC State Equal Opportunity and Non-Discrimination Policy. This type of behavior
can and should be reported to the Office of Equal Opportunity.”°

Note that mandating faculty to use students' preferred pronouns, regardless of personal or
professional beliefs, and classifying refusal as a policy violation raises concerns about compelled
speech under UNC System policy. Forcing someone to use a pronoun they do not believe
accurately describes a person is equivalent to forcing them to affirm a belief about gender and
biological sex that they do not hold.

Remedy: | respectfully request that the Board of Governors ensure that NCSU’s policies
regarding faculty obligations remain consistent with UNC System policies on institutional
neutrality and compelled speech. Specifically, | ask that the University remove the language
listed above from its website and clarify that faculty members are not required to use students’
preferred pronouns, as compelling such speech could constitute a violation of faculty rights
under existing UNC policies.

Violation 4. Posting a land acknowledgement that focuses solely on Native Americans who
previously owned NCSU land, while excluding mention of other previous landowners

Land acknowledgments are not neutral political statements. They are widely recognized as “... a
reminder that every major city, town, and municipality benefits from the dispossession of
Indigenous land and people. It is a formal recognition of that brutal, violent, and painful reality
and history.”!! This stands in contrast to the view that these lands were legally purchased by
individuals, state governments, and the federal government.

The original NCSU land acknowledgement took an explicit position on this dispute, as evidenced
by this quote:

e “The land that North Carolina State University sits on is land that was originally
stewarded by two Indigenous tribes: the Tuscarora and the Catawba tribes. We honor
these tribes today by recognizing that this institution of higher education is built on land
stolen from those who were here before the colonizers arrived.”*?

10 https://pridecenter.dasa.ncsu.edu/transgender-resource-roadmap
" https://www.nea.org/sites/default/files/2023-10/landacknowledgementguide. pdf
2 https://park.ncsu.edu/2020/11/13/celebrating-thanksgiving-appropriately
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The University later revised the land acknowledgement to remove this controversial statement
in an attempt to conform with the new institutional neutrality policy. But land
acknowledgments are still viewed as political statements on the past treatment of Native
Americans. By keeping a land acknowledgment that only recognizes Native Americans as former
landowners, the University sends the message that their ownership must be acknowledged to
remedy past sins in acquiring land for the University.

Remedy: | respectfully request that the Board of Governors ensure that the University either (1)
remove the land acknowledgment statement entirely or (2) ensure that any such statement
presents a neutral and historically comprehensive account of all previous landowners of the
NCSU campus, such as the federal government, the state of North Carolina, UNC Greensboro,
the Catholic Diocese of Raleigh, Eastman Development, the Lemon Tree Inn, White landowners
such as Richard Stanhope Pullen, and landowners of all other races and ethnicities, without
selectively emphasizing particular groups or perspectives. 3

3 See https://centennial.ncsu.edu/visit/our-history, https://historicalstate.lib.ncsu.edu/timelines/campus-
buildings-grounds, and https://historicalstate.lib.ncsu.edu/timelines/centennial-campus.
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