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			Foreword

			For years, conservatives have bemoaned the capture of America’s universities. They wrote books, hosted panels, and furrowed their brows. But we have entered a period in our history in which complaint is no longer enough. We have identified the problem and discussed it to the point of exhaustion.

			Now, we need action.

			Richard Corcoran is a man who exemplifies this new spirit of politics. He is not satisfied with the fact that he believes in the right ideas; he wants to see those ideas manifested in the real world. As a legislator, education commissioner, and public-university president, he has learned how to wield power and orient institutions toward the true, the good, and the beautiful—the great transcendentals of the West.

			The story in Storming the Ivory Tower is not one of dry abstraction. Corcoran is actively engaged in this fight, leading the effort to reform Florida’s most left-wing public university, New College of Florida, and restore the classical liberal arts education that inspired its founding. This requires conflict and controversy, which he has confronted with remarkable candor.

			At New College, Corcoran has worked to abolish the DEI department, terminate the gender studies program, and replace useless bureaucrats with mission-aligned leaders. He has implemented the vision of Governor Ron DeSantis, who provided the impetus for these reforms. He has fought the press—and won.

			Florida has become the blueprint for red-state governance. And, as the president of New College, Corcoran has demonstrated the promise of no-holds-barred reforms.

			We are in deep trouble in America. Our institutions have been captured by poisonous ideologies and our culture has been set adrift. If there is hope for restoring the principles of our country, it will require a project of institutional recapture.

			This is not an easy undertaking. There will be trials, challenges, and failures. But there will also be victories and triumphs. This book is an honest look at the project of reconquest and, in time, will prove to be a valuable guidebook for others who want to follow the Florida model.

			As a trustee of New College, I have been in the trenches with Richard Corcoran and watched him work. He has shown grace under pressure and a refusal to compromise on principle.

			I hope Storming the Ivory Tower will show readers, including those in higher education, that all is not lost. The spirit that is required is courage, which leads to action. If New College can be rescued, so can other institutions.

			This is only the beginning.

			—Christopher F. Rufo

		


		
			Preface

			This is the story of how New College of Florida, an institution that had been on the verge of closure, was transformed in just a few short months.

			On the surface, it is the story of a battle.

			However, on a deeper level—like all great battles—it is about much more than that. It is the story of what we were fighting for: the power and beauty of a liberal arts education.

			While in the modern world that may not strike many as a particularly inspiring mission, once upon a time, a liberal arts education illuminated the world, bolstering the new and radical concept of self-government. In fact, the liberal arts emerged in concert with the first glimmers of hope for the possibility of such government—around 400 B.C. in ancient Greece. In many ways, the concepts of self-government and a liberal arts education go hand in hand because almost as soon as the outlines of self-government began to take shape, a perplexing question emerged: How could people self-govern given the fallible nature of humanity?

			The consideration of this dilemma weaves through the conversation of the centuries, including Plato’s Republic, Locke’s Second Treatise on Civil Government, and The Federalist Papers. In 2005, it was echoed in David Foster Wallace’s famous commencement speech at Kenyon College when he spoke about the power of the liberal arts. Humans, Wallace said, have a “default setting”—a desire to put our selfish interests first.

			[E]verything in my own immediate experience supports my deep belief that I am the absolute center of the universe; the realest, most vivid and important person in existence. We rarely think about this sort of natural, basic self-centeredness because it’s so socially repulsive. But it’s pretty much the same for all of us. It is our default setting, hard-wired into our boards at birth. Think about it: there is no experience you have had that you are not the absolute center of. The world as you experience it is there in front of YOU or behind YOU, to the left or right of YOU, on YOUR TV or YOUR monitor. And so on. Other people’s thoughts and feelings have to be communicated to you somehow, but your own are so immediate, urgent, real.

			Wallace was merely saying in modern terms what Socrates, Plato, and countless others had considered in earlier times. This is why the liberal arts are worth the fight. They are helpful in equipping humans for self-government, both personally and politically. The purpose of the liberal arts is to force us to think critically: to have perspective, to be aware of long-term consequences, to look beyond ourselves and at a larger picture. These abilities are desperately needed in today’s world of AI, propaganda, and endless ways to entertain ourselves into oblivion.

			The story that follows is about our experience storming the ivory tower. However, I hope it can also serve as a roadmap for others who might want to follow. A liberal arts education—one which allows for open dialogue and civil discourse, free from indoctrination—is a powerful legacy to leave for future generations.

			“Education…means emancipation. It means light and liberty. It means the uplifting of the soul of man into the glorious light of truth, the light only by which men can be free.”

			—Frederick Douglass

		


		
			Chapter 1

			The Greatest Threat

			Don’t you see that the whole aim of Newspeak is to narrow the range of thought?

			—George Orwell, 1984

			On May 19, 2023, the graduation speaker at New College of Florida, Dr. Scott Atlas, walked up to the podium to begin his remarks. The sun was just beginning to set over Sarasota Bay, off which the campus is located, and guests were seated near the water under a large white tent. Behind Dr. Atlas on an elevated stage, faculty and administration wore their academic regalia. The event looked like many college commencements taking place around the nation that spring. However, when Dr. Atlas had accepted the invitation to speak from me—the recently appointed interim president, we had both known that it would be anything but typical.

			Shortly after he began his remarks, yells from the audience of “Murderer!”1 and “Go f*** yourself!” would result in police entering the crowd to stand quietly, scanning the rows. 2 A chorus of boos and jeers continued throughout Dr. Atlas’s sixteen-minute speech.3 He stoically read from his script, stopping rarely, except once toward the end, when many of the several hundred in the audience stood up, turned their backs on him, and chanted, “Wrap it up!” for more than a minute,4 forcing him to pause as the noise became overwhelming.5
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			New College was at the center of a national firestorm and had been for four months, ever since Florida governor Ron DeSantis appointed six new trustees to its board. At the time DeSantis had made the new board appointments, enrollment hovered at around 650 students, and the university—one of twelve in the Florida system—had struggled for years with enrollment and retention.6 When a seventh trustee was chosen by the governing board of the Florida university system shortly after DeSantis named his new members, these seven now formed a majority of the thirteen-person board. Attempting to stabilize the floundering college, they quickly began making changes, including choosing me as interim president.

			The goal was to return New College to its mission of providing a traditional liberal arts education. This included a recommitment to free speech and civil discourse, essential components of teaching students to think critically. Many of the university’s enrollment and retention issues arose from a cancel culture that permeated the campus, known for its radical leftist ideology.

			The parents and students waiting for Dr. Atlas to begin his speech had signed on to be part of the college long before the current transition that was taking place. As a result, they had been steeped in the ideological conformity of the “old New College.” They had also been fed a steady stream of media disinformation about the purpose of the changes and the reasoning behind the decisions that were made in the weeks between the new board appointments in January and this picturesque graduation evening.

			When I looked out at the crowd from my place on the stage as Dr. Atlas prepared to speak, I wondered how they would react to someone who did not align with their ideology, a distinguished medical doctor who had been a chief of neuroradiology at Stanford, along with serving as a professor for twenty-five years at the University of California, San Francisco and the University of Pennsylvania, among others.7 However, most importantly to this audience, Dr. Atlas had served as a COVID advisor to President Donald Trump. According to ABC News, during his tenure, Dr. Atlas had “called on schools to open, endorsed the return of college football, raised questions about mask wearing and spoken out against lockdowns.”8

			In his calm, academic manner, Dr. Atlas began his speech with the following:

			You are a very special group for many reasons—especially because you endured the craziness of the COVID pandemic…. What excites me the most about New College is its stated commitment to “free speech and civil discourse.” This is the most urgently needed change in America today—restoring both civil discourse and the free exchange of ideas.9

			At the back of the tent, reporters from around the nation were packed into a roped-off area along with numerous television cameras. This group of legacy media outlets had been spinning a false narrative that the purpose of DeSantis’s appointment of the new board members was to make the college into a conservative institution.10 Though the reporters at the event and the crowd in front of us were not receptive to Dr. Atlas’s message of free speech and civil discourse, I knew there was another audience, the people who would be watching as the commencement was reported upon around the nation and world. The question implicit in this speech—as well as in what was happening at New College in general—was much bigger than this graduation, much bigger than New College, much bigger even than universities in Florida: What would be the future in the United States of free speech and civil discourse in higher education?
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			According to the mainstream press, the governor’s act of changing the leadership of the New College board was an attempt to remake a progressive public college into a conservative institution, which apparently included—according to the framing of the media—marginalizing those who identified as LGBTQ and stifling free speech. Judging from the article in Rolling Stone on the day of the graduation ceremony—entitled “Inside the Fight to Keep a Florida College Queer” with the breathless subtitle “Ron DeSantis staged a hostile takeover of tiny New College, an LGBTQ oasis. Then, students dug in,”—they were intent on continuing this storyline.11

			If one was a student or a parent of a New College student in the spring of 2023, the national press hung on one’s every word, eager to confirm this spin on the move by Gov. DeSantis—a favorite boogeyman of the national media. The narrative of the press was embraced by a cohort of current NCF students and faculty as well as alumni, eager to see themselves as the brave fighters defending freedom and defying the “fascists.”12

			As part of signaling their opposition to the change, students had held an “alternative graduation” with a progressive speaker the night before the commencement but, to get their diplomas at a ceremony, most were begrudgingly attending this one. During tonight’s event, students were still proudly playing to the media as they had the previous night, with one student handing me a copy of 1984 as they walked across the stage to receive a diploma and another wearing a hand-decorated mortarboard: “We will not be silent. We will not be good. We will not behave.”13 There was a flavor of youthful melodrama about it all, but the parents at the event—who were the loudest and most disruptive of any of those present—did not have youth on their side to explain their behavior.

			It was undisputed that New College was home to radically left-leaning students, confirmed not just by the national media but—unlike the rest of their fictional story—actual data, including from a 2019 survey by an outside consultant hired by the college itself which revealed a student body that self-described as 3 percent conservative, 11 percent moderate, and the rest liberal or very liberal.14 These students existed not just in the ecosystem of New College but in the current environment of higher education in the United States, a system that was often intolerant of viewpoints that did not follow the prescribed ideology of much of its leadership.

			In a 2023 national survey, 63 percent of college students indicated that “shouting down a speaker to prevent them from speaking on campus” was acceptable; 45 percent agreed that “blocking other students from attending a speech” was acceptable; and 27 percent agreed that “using violence to stop a campus speech” was acceptable.15 Another 2023 survey of college students showed similar results. Conducted annually, the poll showed that “for the first time in the history of the poll, more students support shout downs (46%) than oppose them (45%).”16

			In the spring of 2023, it was nothing less than righteous in the eyes of the New College community to shout down a distinguished medical doctor because he had argued during the pandemic for what were now accepted approaches. In his speech, Dr. Atlas noted that he was passionate about health policy, not politics. “My position was never political. It was solely to help the American people—you may wonder why my political party voting registration, a matter of public record, is never mentioned in the press—think about that. Maybe it doesn’t fit their narrative?”17 The audience might have had trouble digesting this point, as many seemed more intent on blocking out his words with their disruption. The reality was that by May 2023, many experts agreed that the responses Dr. Atlas had supported during the pandemic had been proven by a review of data in the aftermath.18 Even some of the biggest former proponents of the repressive policies—such as California governor Gavin Newsom19 and teacher union president Randi Weingarten20—would soon accept the reality that the lockdowns opposed by Atlas at the time had not been the panacea they had once believed.

			However, tonight, at this graduation, many NCF students, parents, alumni, and supporters around the nation were basking in the media adulation of their fight to prevent “fascism,” bolstered by stories from the New York Times, the Washington Post, CNN, MSNBC, and more. The narrative, however, was nothing more than expert gaslighting, a textbook illustration of why the public no longer trusts the press.
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			It was simple data that resulted in the governor appointing a new board majority: plummeting retention rates, enrollment numbers, and test scores. The media often ignored this reality or brushed by it as if too busy to be bothered to give it much attention. While it might be inconvenient for their preferred narrative, the numbers showed that it was likely New College would have been shut down in short order by the Florida legislature if not for DeSantis’s intervention. In fact, the legislature, in a last attempt to salvage the college in 2017, had given approximately $10 million to the institution to move enrollment from 857 to 1,200 in five years.21 In January 2023, enrollment was around 650.22

			Begun in 1960 to be a liberal arts college with a unique and individualized program, New College had initially been well-known for its outstanding students and stellar academics. In the last ten years, however, it had become a hotbed of despotic cancel culture, a fact that had been documented by the student newspaper, the Catalyst, as well as by other sources, over the years.

			As early as 2014, an article in the Catalyst noted the issues with the culture. According to then dean of students Tracy Murry, “campus climate is one of the largest challenges that administration seeks to improve in regards to retention.”23 She stated that “[campus climate] is the biggest issue that we’re dealing with…. The constant thing that I hear is that it’s such a negative environment. I hear that if you throw out an idea that other students will rip it apart instead of weighing options—people’s first reaction is a negative reaction to anything.”24

			That environment would only get worse. In an article on March 6, 2019, in the Catalyst, Associate Provost Suzanne Sherman bluntly addressed the retention issue to the student reporter in the following manner: “I think what the whole community needs to work on is improving our interactions with one another so that students feel like they do belong.”25 Then president Donal O’Shea echoed this in an article on March 14, 2019, discussing that an outside consulting firm had found that the “social climate [can be] challenging.” O’Shea said that some students reported in surveys that “they couldn’t make a friend, and the Forum wars didn’t help. You’d have somebody, and something wasn’t going well for them, then they’d have this flame war on them, and that’d be the last straw.”26

			The “Forum wars” were named for an online student discussion board called the Forum. When interviewing students in focus groups, over half mentioned the Forum as being an issue.27 According to the paper, O’Shea pointed to the “particular toxicity of communication on the Forum, where he believes students struggle to empathize with their peers on the other side of the screen.” O’Shea noted in particular the “challenges facing those with different political and social values than the majority of the student body.”28

			Sounding a note that would be echoed by Gov. DeSantis in January 2023 when he appointed the new board members, O’Shea continued to expound on the campus culture stating that “[w]e pride ourselves on being a very liberal place, but the result is that students who are more conservative don’t really feel welcome here. They keep their mouths shut. If you don’t fit in, you’re ostracized. Students who are religious, sometimes they report feeling unwelcome.”29

			In a March 28, 2019, article, O’Shea referenced the fact that the school had surveyed students who left prior to graduation to see why they left.30 He stated that “[t]here [were] bad quotes from students and there was one student who said, ‘I got called out here and then I got cancelled’…By cancelled I guess she meant that she wasn’t welcome at [a social event called] walls or something—and it sounded awful.’”31

			However, one of the students quoted in the article appeared to support the bullying in the Forum, showing there might not have been a desire to change at the student level. “The Forum could be a valuable tool for students to hear perspectives from peers that they may not come across on campus…Call-out culture can be harmful,’ thesis student Bianca Persechino said in an email interview. ‘However, this does not mean it can’t be improved somehow and [that it is] not still beneficial. Many alums on campus look back on that stuff in a positive way, expressing how it made them grow.’”32

			To improve the retention rate, as well as test scores and the enrollment rate, President O’Shea had asked the Legislature in 2016 for money to raise metrics and received approximately $10 million in the 2017 and 2018 sessions to improve these, with the understanding that such data would begin moving in a positive direction. However, at the Feb. 26, 2019, board meeting, President O’Shea dropped a “bombshell” that the college had begun the year with over 800 students but would likely be below 800 for the next school year—and that the retention rate had dropped “precariously.”

			“This place is on fire,” Trustee John Lilly told the paper.33

			“We had promised the state that we would grow to 1,200 students [by 2022],” O’Shea said. “We hired a lot of new professors and things like that. We’re probably okay for a while, but we have to turn that around. We promised them we’d grow; we’d better do it.”34 The inference was that there would be consequences at the state level, which was understood by those with a knowledge of the governing body of the state university system—the Florida Board of Governors (BOG)—and the legislature. These entities had expectations and a fiduciary duty to the public.

			In 2017, total undergraduate enrollment was 838. In 2018, it was 808, and the downward trend continued, with 703 in 2019, 646 in 2020, 633 in 2021, and 671 in 2022. In addition, retention rates also continued to be poor. Before the “bombshell” board meeting in February 2019, O’Shea had already hired a firm to, according to the Catalyst, “find out what was depressing retention rates.”35 The Art & Science Group surveyed students who left. According to the Catalyst in an October 2019 article, the survey showed “the bulk of the problem comes from the perception of New College’s social atmosphere as unwelcoming.”36 A spokesperson for the Art & Science Group delivered the bad news, stating, “When we look at current students, we see levels of satisfaction that are lower than we expect to see in these studies…And indeed, at least 40% of [current students] now feel the expectations they had upon arriving here have not been lived up to. 54% of them have thought about leaving—about 30% of them seriously.”37

			However, it was not just the president, the associate provost, and the outside consulting firm noting the cancel culture being a significant problem in the retention and/or enrollment rate(s). The Catalyst itself took a poll to which 82 students responded—and found similar trends to what the more scientific poll by the Art & Science Group had found. More than 74 percent of these had thought about dropping out.

			“According to the poll, some of the answers that were obtained state the difficulty of making friends and finding a crowd to fit into, the lack of respect between students’ opinions, a feeling of being attacked and not having a voice on campus and the feeling of being very isolated,” a reporter for the student newspaper wrote. “Given this is a small campus and a majority of students are required to live on campus, any toxic environment can feel hard to escape.”38

			One student interviewed by email for the article stated that “I’ve seen the smallest of issues be made into horrific ordeals and bigger issues be torn apart in ways that are totally useless…[That does] nothing but confuse the issues until nothing is clear and everyone gets hurt.”

			The Art & Science Group report noted other issues with the social culture that were chasing away would-be students. Commissioned by NCF to research its market placement and issues, the firm found that admitted students (of whom many opted not to attend) indicated that adjectives strongly associated with New College social culture were “politically correct,” “druggies,” and “weirdoes.”39

			This political correctness resulted in a groupthink that pervaded the campus. In a 2019 article entitled “Hot Takes on the Retention Rate,” one interviewee, alum Joy Feagan who had graduated in 2012, noted that part of the problem was “this school is so much weirder than other places.” She continued that when “mainstream students get here, they still get freaked out by how weird it is and a lot of them dip. Because even though it’s not as weird as it used to be, it’s still pretty f****** weird.”40

			As one of the new trustees noted, it was a problem that needed to be addressed if the college was going to stop its downward trajectory. Needless to say, the “politically correct”/“druggie”/“weirdo” niche is fairly narrow, the exact opposite of a slogan any rational organization would adopt if it was trying to appeal to a broad swath of students and parents.
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			When DeSantis appointed the new trustees in January 2023, he made it clear he was choosing these individuals to ensure that New College would meet its founding mission to provide a traditional liberal arts education, which included recommitting to the goals of free speech and academic excellence. It was a public college, and the taxpayers would no longer be funding parts of its program that were merely leftist propaganda projects, such as DEI. There were two different issues at play: the suppression of free speech through leftist propaganda projects—such as Critical Race Theory (CRT), DEI, and gender studies—and the enrollment/retention rates linking back in part to the cancel culture. These two problems were merely different branches of the same tree, interwoven, their roots deep in the soil of radical liberal closemindedness.

			To ensure this was not a mere performative exercise, DeSantis chose trustees who had a fierce resolve to accomplish his goals. The fact that recapturing a public university had not been done elsewhere in higher education was an indicator of the Herculean effort that would be necessary. In 2016, the Washington Post ran an article about a study which found that in higher education, “liberals outnumber conservatives by roughly 5 to one,” also noting that among the public, “conservatives are considerably more prevalent and have been for some time.”41

			Among liberal arts colleges such as New College, the ratio was even worse. In 2018, researchers reviewed the political affiliations of professors at fifty-one of the sixty-six highest-ranking liberal arts colleges. It revealed a desolated landscape. Thirty-nine percent of the colleges did not have a single faculty member on staff that identified as Republican, and an additional 39.2 percent had “so few [Republicans] as to make no difference”—resulting in an astonishing 78.2 percent that had in essence no Republican viewpoint represented on the faculty that was teaching the next generation. If the other 22 percent are added back into the calculation—excepting West Point and Annapolis—the ratio across the institutions found that for every eight Republicans there were one hundred Democrats.42

			This had resulted in a predominantly “leftist groupthink.” As researchers noted in 2009 based on their study of groupthink in academia, “In hiring a new member of the department, most existing members will tend to support candidates who share their fundamental beliefs, values, and commitments…In academia, the beliefs are deep seated and connected to selfhood and identity. For that reason, protecting and preserving them have high personal stakes” meaning there is a powerful “existential significance of ideological beliefs.”43 The authors used the following example.

			Suppose a department must hire a new member, and 51 percent of the current members share a broadly similar ideology—say, social-democratic progressivism or conservatism or classical liberalism/libertarianism. Moreover, they believe that one must broadly conform to that ideology to be a good colleague and a good professor. What happens? The department members hire someone like them. The 51 percent becomes 55 percent, then 60 percent, then 65 percent, then 70 percent, and so on. As Stephen Balch (2003) and others have noted, majoritarianism tends to produce ideological uniformity in a department.44

			DeSantis knew from personal experience how rabidly and unfairly the radical Left would struggle to keep their conquered ground in education, with a hefty assist from the media.

			Therefore, it was logical to choose from the small group of conservatives in and around academia who were vocal about their commitment to ensure free speech and civil discourse in the nation’s system of higher education.

			It is important to remember that, at this moment in time, the view that education had been ideologically captured was not widely accepted, despite data showing otherwise. At the very least, even if people agreed that the Left controlled much of education, it was not seen as a problem by the liberal elite. For example, in 2016 in response to data that showed faculty voting records revealed that professors were far more politically liberal than the nation in general, New York Times columnist Paul Krugman dealt with the subject as follows:

			[W]hat’s really happening here? Did professors move left, or did the meaning of conservatism in America change in a way that drove scholars away? You can guess what I think…Overall, the evidence looks a lot more consistent with a story that has academics rejecting a conservative party that has moved sharply right than it does with a story in which academics have moved left.45

			Such shoulder shrugging and dismissiveness about the capture of academia was about to change. The reactions by administrators, students, and faculty on campuses to the Hamas attack on a peaceful music festival in Israel on October 7, 2023, shocked the nation, including many moderates and liberals.46 The fallout resulted in a much broader coalition joining this call for a reboot of higher education and a return to the ideals of free speech and civil discourse.

			However, in January 2023, it was only a small but passionate group who was sounding the alarm, and it was from this group that DeSantis made his board choices—not to create a conservative institution but to signal a renaissance of freedom of speech and respect for others’ viewpoints in public higher education that would prevail despite what would be a vigorous assault to prevent it.
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			While the media tried to avoid as much as possible any direct reporting on the “why” behind the change in direction, the governor, the board, and I did our utmost to get the message out. From the very beginning, on January 3rd, three days before the governor announced the new appointments to the New College board, Gov. DeSantis stated in his second inaugural address that “we must ensure that our institutions of higher learning are focused on academic excellence and the pursuit of truth, not the imposition of trendy ideology.”47

			Then, on January 6, the day of the announcement of the new board members, DeSantis press secretary Bryan Griffin sent an email to members of the press.

			New College of Florida is a public institution with a statutorily stated mission of “provid[ing] a quality education.” Unfortunately, like so many colleges and universities in America, this institution has been completely captured by a political ideology that puts trendy, truth-relative concepts above learning. In particular, New College of Florida has reached a moment of critical mass, wherein low student enrollment and other financial stresses have emerged from its skewed focus and impractical course offerings.48

			On January 31st, DeSantis gave his first public comments on the board changes. He was holding a press conference to announce his legislative priorities relating to higher education for the approaching legislative session. In the press release before his public remarks, the first sentence plainly stated the governor’s focus: the legislation would “further elevate civil discourse and intellectual freedom in higher education, further pushing back against the tactics of liberal elites who suppress free thought in the name of identity politics and indoctrination.”49

			In his speech at the press conference, he emphasized that he wanted to “elevate civil discourse and intellectual freedom” by stating that he would stop any agenda in higher education that was “hostile to academic freedom” in Florida including any agendas that “impose ideological conformity to try to provoke political activism.”50 He put this in a larger context stating that there was a “debate going on [around the country] about what is the purpose of higher education, particularly publicly funded higher education systems.” He was particularly concerned that there was now a focus on “impos[ing] ideological conformity.”

			I think you have the dominant view…to impose ideological conformity to try to provoke political activism…That’s not what we believe is appropriate in the state of Florida. Instead, we need our higher education systems to focus on providing academic excellence, the pursuit of truth, and to give students the foundation so that they can think for themselves. Now the former approach is dominant throughout the country particularly with respect to academia.

			The governor then drew the focus in tighter, to New College—located just five miles down the road from where the press conference was being held—the tiny college that had been the subject of outsized attention in furious press coverage in the last three weeks since he had appointed the new board members. He laid out the picture as he saw it:

			[New College is a] college that the Legislature thought about just moth-balling or folding it into UF or USF…[I]t’s not been able to have the enrollment that you would want, the test scores…[I]f it was a private school [it would have been closed but]…what are you gonna do? But this is being paid for by your tax dollars, and I can tell you I’ve talked to people who live in Sarasota who didn’t know what New College was…and in Florida statute it’s supposed to be our premier honors liberal arts college…and yet nobody even knows what it is.51

			At the press conference with the governor was Chris Rufo, one of the newly appointed New College trustees. Rufo was not there to talk about New College but to address his research related to higher education. These findings had in part informed the drafting of the governor’s proposed legislation.

			While each of the new trustees to the New College board had conservative ties, Rufo had drawn the most ire because his research had started a national discussion about the ideological bent of many public institutions, including those in higher education. In a speech in early 2022 at Hillsdale College, Rufo had discussed his findings about the “march through the institutions,” defined as a “militant liberalism” that invaded federal government bureaucracies, K–12 schools, and universities as groups of young leftist activists from the 1960s entered public life. These liberal acolytes had then implanted their orthodoxy into these institutions, effectively attempting to silence other viewpoints. Rufo concluded that such “private political activism” should be vigorously opposed and that the government should stop funding unbending orthodoxy in public entities, including universities.

			These are public universities that should reflect and transmit the values of the public. And the representatives of the public, i.e., state legislators, have the ultimate power to shape or reshape those institutions. So we have to get out of this idea that somehow a public university system is a totally independent entity that practices academic freedom.52

			His point was not to make public institutions reflective of a conservative viewpoint but to set them free from “militant liberalism.”

			While, like the governor, Rufo was at the January 31st press conference to speak about upcoming legislation relating to higher education in Florida, Rufo had already addressed the New College issue, first by tweets on January 6th when his appointment was announced and then by voluntarily meeting directly with the faculty and students at two meetings on campus on January 25th.53 The tweets on January 6th had been wildly misrepresented by the media. In the tweets, he was jubilant that his ideas to keep out “militant liberalism” were being realized at a public college, exactly what he had said needed to happen at his Hillsdale speech just one year before. The press mostly interpreted his tweets to mean that he wanted to make New College a conservative institution rather than throw out the groupthink that was rotting the higher education system in the US.

			Rufo pushed back on this interpretation immediately. At the public meetings on January 25th with the faculty and students, he spoke with a reporter and voiced a similar message to what the governor had previously stated.

			[W]e’re not going to try to suppress your opinion. We’re not going to try to stifle debate. We’re not going to try to create one orthodoxy to replace another.

			He was so clear on this in his two meetings with students and faculty that one professor, Diego Villada, left the meeting saying, “I hope that they do what they said they’re going to do in terms of open conversation, open dialogue and that everybody is welcome at the table.” However, he conditioned his statement as well: “I am only cautious that zealotry will be over independent thought and independent academic freedoms.” 54

			One parent of a New College student echoed such thinking when she stated she would not believe Rufo. “Absolutely not,” she said. “He’s a great speaker. You know what, I am too. I can stand here and get you guys engaged in a grocery store line and you’ll like me just as much as we all liked him in there. We can all chameleon ourselves to whatever it is that certain individuals we’re speaking to need to hear.” Basically, Rufo could tell them exactly what the governor said, and they were going to have an opposite opinion. Facts were not going to matter over their feelings.55

			The press generally drove right over the governor’s and Rufo’s clear remarks, instead claiming that the goal was to set up a conservative university at New College. The media occasionally also tried to draw the same inference from the fact that another new board member, Matthew Spalding, worked at Hillsdale College. While Hillsdale is a private university that has religious ties and an affiliation with right-of-center academia, Spalding from the beginning of his tenure took pains to explain the difference between Hillsdale and New College. He pointed out the obvious- that Hillsdale is “a private, Christian college” that accepts no government funds, while New College is public and funded by taxpayers. He then spelled this out further to make sure there was no confusion, promising “[t]hat will not change.”56

			At the first board meeting with the new members on January 31st, Spalding stated the following near the beginning of the meeting:

			Some have said these recent appointments amount to a partisan takeover of the college—this is not correct…[T]his [is] a public institution [and] acts in accordance with the laws of the state of Florida, passed by legislature representing the people of Florida. A well-constructed program of students in liberal arts teaches one how to think, not what to think. It liberates the mind from prejudice and narrow-mindedness, but also political ideology, partisan dogma or whatever methodology is academically evoked. It’s not a takeover, it’s a renewal.57

			The audience full of faculty, students, and alumni laughed at his statement.58 Following the lead of this group who thought such plain statements laughable, members of the community opposing the changes were busy giving interviews to the press about their personal opinions of the board change, often asserting that it was about “fascism.” The press doubled down with their framing using these unsupported opinions.

			The media also occasionally threw in statements that had been made based on the governor’s original announcement of the board members from the Florida state education commissioner, Manny Diaz, and the governor’s chief of staff, James Uthmeier. Both had briefly mentioned that New College could be the “Hillsdale of the South.” Rather than calling these two individuals and asking what they meant by the correlation with Hillsdale, the press often assumed that these statements meant New College would become a conservative, Christian institution. Both men, if the media had bothered to follow up with them, were clearly pointing to the fact that New College could, like Hillsdale, be a successful liberal arts college focused on providing such a curriculum, which had been the original mission of NCF. In addition, Hillsdale was very successful on measures such as enrollment, retention, and fundraising, unlike the failure that NCF currently was in all three metrics. In fact, to believe the media’s common framing of these statements, one would have had to suspend disbelief and think that they were directly contradicting their own boss—the governor of the state—as well as board members Rufo and Spalding.59

			When I was appointed as interim president, I made sure to articulate the goal in plain, simple terms because the press seemed intent on ignoring it. I had read the governor’s comments as well as those of my board members. There was a clear, delineated game plan, and I agreed wholeheartedly with it. In my first public comments when asked about my vision for New College, I stated the following:

			I want to ensure that the Chicago Principles are followed because “without a vibrant commitment to free and open inquiry, a university ceases to be a university.” These were adopted by the University of Chicago’s Committee on Freedom of Expression in 2014 and have since been adopted by many colleges around the country, including the Florida university system in 2019. It is important that higher education is not dominated by a self-aggrandizing few who want to co-opt the education system to force their personal beliefs on other people’s children. That is the opposite of what education is for.60

			To turn a public college into a private one catering to a specific niche was not the point, no matter how many times the media tried to frame it that way. In fact, it was the exact opposite of what was intended. While private Christian colleges are an important part of the higher educational landscape, New College is a public institution that provides a different option in the marketplace. My conversations with reporters began to feel like they were following a page from the Ministry of Truth in 1984 that used slogans such as “freedom is slavery.” I would state our goal was to ensure free speech at a public college. The resulting articles or segments would state the complete opposite: that our goal was to destroy free speech at a public college. For the press, it was a simple task to find any of the “old New College” crowd that sat in the audience at board meetings to state unsupported opinions that tracked with the media’s preferred narrative.

			As I pointed out frequently in interviews during this time, there is a difference between an opinion and a fact. Despite the determination to ignore our messaging, we kept repeating the vision we had for New College—a public college would exist with a commitment to free speech and civil discourse and not be the ideologically captured institution that most universities had become.

			[image: ]    [image: ]    [image: ]

			From the time of the new board appointments in early January, the campus had been swarmed by state, national, and even worldwide media. The choice by the board to appoint me to be interim president did nothing to tamp down on this attention.

			Until the board chose me as interim president, those who wanted New College to stay as it was held out hope that this would be a blip on the radar. They knew that while having a strong board was the first step in transforming an institution, an effective leader on the ground was also a key component to effecting change. They were correct. Both were necessary to make a systemic change in higher education, and the fact of this needed alignment was one of the reasons such an experiment had never been accomplished.

			When Michelle Goldberg wrote an opinion piece for the New York Times on January 9th entitled “DeSantis Allies Plot the Hostile Takeover of a Liberal College,” she cast Rufo and Spalding’s appointments as dire indicators for “the most progressive public college in the state.” Adding, “[n]aturally, Gov. Ron DeSantis…wants to demolish it.” She wrapped up on a happier note though by stating the following:

			[R]eplacing one culture with another can be harder than anticipated. New College students may not go quietly. Steve Shipman, a professor of physical chemistry and president of the faculty union, points out that tenured professors are covered by a collective bargaining agreement, which makes it hard to fire them unless there’s cause. People like Rufo “are making statements to make impact,” Shipman said. “And I really don’t know how viable some of those statements are on the ground.” We’ll soon find out.61

			Another reporter agreed with this assessment shortly thereafter. “A public college is not a weak target…to challenge an entrenched bureaucracy…I am curious as to how it will turn out.”62 The inference was clear: good luck trying to change the “entrenched bureaucracy” with edicts from a board meeting.

			On January 31st, following the DeSantis news conference where he gave his first public remarks about New College, the new board held
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