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February 3, 2025
President, Jiseon Lee Isbara							
School of the Art Institute
36 S. Wabash
Chicago, Illinois 60603

CC: Martin Berger, Provost and Senior Vice President of Academic Affairs
Camille Martin-Thomson, Dean of Faculty
Shaurya Kumar, Chair of Faculty
Jenny Lee, Faculty Senate Chair
Chair of the Board of Trustees, Eric Lefkofsky
Dear President Isbara:
The Illinois Conference of the American Association of University Professors Committee A on Academic Freedom and Tenure is deeply concerned by reports that School of the Art Institute of Chicago (SAIC) lecturer, Kelly Xi has been suspended and barred from campus for exercising her academic freedom.
Since June of 2023, Kelly Xi has been a lecturer at SAIC. Xi has taught seven courses across three departments at both the undergraduate and graduate levels. Xi holds a studio MFA from SAIC in Art and Tech Studies. 
On May 4, 2024 students of the SAIC began an encampment in solidarity with Gazans calling for the disclosure and divestment of university and museum funding from entities financially supporting the occupation of Palestine. In May 2024, Xi was among a large group of faculty gathered to steward the safety of students and their demonstration. Xi and other faculty engaged in dialogue and listening, attended teach-ins, screenings and reading groups, and supported this community since the fall 2023 and spring 2024 student walkouts. Xi’s fall 2024 teaching responsibilities included a course that incorporates political activism as an element of the anti-racist curriculum she was hired to teach.
According to the grievance submitted to the SAIC faculty grievance committee, Xi was suspended from her teaching assignment on December 3, 2024, for allegedly soliciting a student letter of support for a contract for non-tenure track (NTT) faculty and misusing her faculty printing privileges. In addition, Xi’s Google Drive access was disabled without notice. On December 23, 2024, she was banned from the college and ultimately removed from her year-long course assignment for Core Studio. 
The fact that Kelly Xi was suspended from teaching and barred from campus without a hearing raises serious concerns about due process at SAIC.
On October 23, 2024, there was a Student Career Fair at SAIC. A student asked Xi to record them at this event that Xi assumed was a performance and she did. Instead of a performance, a student attempted to make a public announcement about the October 24 school-wide walkout but was not able to access the sound system. No disruption at the student career fair occurred. 
On October 24,, 2024, students held a peaceful school-wide walkout that resulted in no disciplinary action by SAIC. 
On October 29, 2024, after being warned by a fellow colleague that administrators were tracking large print jobs among faculty, Xi completely stopped printing for student organizations, art activism, or labor-organizing.
The Art School Considerations panel elected to censor Xi’s participation in the 280 SITE exhibition on the grounds that alumni and faculty expression are not protected. The students’ legal counsel responded, claiming it constituted discrimination. The show proceeded October 30 including Xi’s work alongside works by Muslim and Palestinian alumni that ASC originally rejected.
At some point, before November 19, 2024, the SAIC removed Xi’s publications and department faculty profile from the school website. On November 19 Xi’s ID was completely blocked from printing of any kind. Also on this date, Xi was asked to meet with Provost Berger on November 21st. Xi requested that a union steward be allowed to accompany her to the meeting but the request was denied. Provost Berger indicated that the meeting would not be investigatory or disciplinary in nature.
On or about November 20, 2024 Xi met with her department head Andy Hall and liaisons about the accusation of non-academic printing and offered to pay for any printing for which the department objects. They did not request reimbursement. Xi met with her department chair again on Dec 3 to keep him informed of the investigation proceedings and in an effort to resolve the issue. 
On November 21, 2024, Xi met with and was informed by Provost Martin Berger of the investigation led by Executive Director of Campus Security John Pack into her printing of student work and alleged involvement in a student’s attempt to disrupt the October 23 SAIC Student Career Fair. Because of the investigation, Xi was told her Spring courses would be withheld until the investigation’s conclusion. 
On November 22, 2024, Xi went to the investigation interview attended by John Pack, Dennis Leaks (Associate Director of Security), and Kathy Steichen (AFSCME contract lead negotiator). During that meeting John Pack presented a list of every print job Xi completed from May 3 to October 28 of 2024. Among the items in the folder that Mr. Pack claimed to be illegitimate/non-educational include: zines on gentrification in the arts, history of organizing at SAIC (produced from an archive of activist faculty copy-printing), student org Teach-in flyers, and a student-made collage on student activism. Also, at this meeting and again on December 3, John Pack, head of security at SAIC, showed Xi surveillance footage stills of her from October 28 and indicated she has been under print surveillance by SAIC law enforcement since at least May of 2024. At this meeting, Pack claimed that Xi engaged in “non-academic” printing from May 3 to Oct 28, noting a list of printing jobs that, to date, has not been made available to Xi. 
Xi requested an opportunity for personal accounting in order to pay for charges for which the department would object. Furthermore, on November 22, Xi sought a time with John Pack to review the print jobs list he presented as problematic without success. 
On November 21 and December 1, Xi reached out to Martine Whitehead and Maria Gaspar of the Contemporary Practices Anti-Racism Committee with concerns regarding academic expression and surveillance. Andy Hall, Martine, and Xi scheduled to meet Dec. 4, 2024. The meeting did not take place because Xi was banned from campus Dec. 3 at 4:50pm. The reason given for her expulsion from SAIC campus was Xi’s involvement with a public Student Solidarity Letter, in which student writers contacted their peers by email. It is our understanding that SAIC has portrayed this as theft, appropriate use, and publishing violations.
It is curious that John Pack’s investigation of printing jobs began in May of 2024 and ended October 28, 2024, and Provost Berger did not request a meeting with Xi until late November. This timing suggests that the administration’s concern about potentially problematic printing jobs is less about violation of university policy or custom and more about the desire to silence a faculty member engaging in activities protected by academic freedom and labor law.
To begin with, Kelly Xi’s summary suspension from teaching and expulsion from campus appears, on its face, to be a gross violation of AAUP regulations concerning suspension and academic due process, which are incorporated into the SAIC Faculty Handbook. The AAUP views a suspension from the classroom as a particularly severe form of sanction, one with potentially destructive effects on “the reputation—and the morale” of the suspended faculty member.  Freedom to teach is a core component of academic freedom. A complete ban on an instructor teaching, without due process, is a serious violation of the norms of academic freedom that SAIC has promised to follow. 
The AAUP’s Recommended Institutional Regulations on Academic Freedom and Tenure (RIR 5c(1)) stipulate that a faculty member may be suspended “only if immediate harm to the faculty member or others is threatened by continuance.”  RIR 5(c)1 also makes clear that an administration must consult with an appropriate faculty committee before suspending a faculty member. Neither condition appears to have been met in this case. Based on the information we have available to us, Kelly Xi’s continued presence on the SAIC campus appears to pose no threat of “immediate harm” to anyone. 
Consistent with the AAUP recommendations, SAIC Handbook - supplement states, “Suspension of the faculty member during the proceedings involving him is justified only if immediate harm to himself or others is threatened by his continuance.” In addition, SAIC’s own policies provide the following hearing procedure, none of which appears to have been followed in Xi’s case:
The committee, in consultation with the president and the faculty member, should exercise its judgment as to whether the hearing should be public or private. If any facts are in dispute, the testimony of witnesses and other evidence concerning the matter set forth in the president’s letter to the faculty member should be received…The faculty member should have the opportunity to be confronted by all witnesses adverse to him…The committee should reach its decision in conference, on the basis of the hearing. Before doing so, it should give opportunity to the faculty member or his counsel and the representative designated by the president to argue orally before it. 
Furthermore, the disciplinary investigation of Kelly Xi’s support of student groups and their activities, of her union activities, and of her photocopies is deeply troubling. 
It is hardly surprising that a faculty member whose work focuses on social justice and activism would engage regularly with student groups that focus on these very issues. It would be irresponsible for an artist scholar specializing in social justice and activism not to support students raising concerns about the situation in Gaza, about a faculty contract, and other matters of the day. 
As the AAUP affirmed in its founding 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure, university teachers should be able to “express their opinions freely outside the university or to engage in political activities in their capacity as citizens” without fear of discipline. Based on the information we have gathered, it appears as if SIAC is punishing Kelly Xi for her extramural speech and action.  
We have based our interpretation of this affair on a grievance submitted by Kelly Xi, and, in part, on information provided by Xi herself. We realize you may have additional information that would enhance our understanding of the case. We therefore welcome your comments. 
Based on our current understanding of what has transpired, SAIC looks to be in violation of both AAUP Recommended Institutional Regulations concerning academic freedom and due process and provisions of its own handbook. For this reason, we strongly recommend that you immediately reinstate Kelly Xi to the classroom. We urge you to drop the College’s specious investigation into Xi’s photocopies and protected activist and union activities, an investigation which by its very nature represents an attack not just on Xi’s academic freedom but that of all SAIC faculty. And we request that you send Kelly Xi a public, written apology for unfairly suspending her and egregiously violating her academic due process rights. 

Sincerely, 
Steve Macek, Chair, IL AAUP Committee A
and Professor of Communication and Media Studies, North Central College

Diana Vallera, Professor, Photography, Columbia College

John K. Wilson, Academe Blog

Jyotsna Kapur, Professor, Cinema and Media Studies, Southern Illinois University

Jacqueline Battalora, Professor, Sociology, Anthropology and Criminal Justice, Saint Xavier University. 

Ribhi Salhi, Professor, Political Science, Harper College
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