November 17, 2008

To:  Mr. John Churchill
        Secretary of the Phi Beta Kappa Society
From:   Linda Hubert, President 
         On behalf of the Board of the Metro Atlanta Assn. of PBK
Reg:  The Documents Provided by the Strategic Planning Committee (Senator Fred H. Cate, Chair) for Review by Member Chapters and Associations
First, let me thank you for allowing us the opportunity to respond to your request for comments on a slightly delayed basis.  We very much appreciate being consulted, and consequently devoted considerable time on Saturday reviewing and discussing the documents for which you solicited comments.  We realize that our remarks will certainly not affect the language of the documents involved, but we hope that our observations might have impact on those in a position to consider them.
I. With respect to the amendments to the PBK Constitution, we have only regard for the significant effort involved in the task and nothing further to offer.  We understood the rationale for the changes and considered them the appropriate and successful product of the committee that authored them.

II. We focused intently on the strategic plan.  We realized that most of our concerns for the future of the Society were covered in the text of the plan, albeit (and probably necessarily) in very general terms.  Nonetheless, the document provoked a range of suggestions and comments that achieved some degree of consensus in our group, and I will enumerate them below, even as they inevitably are somewhat overlapping:

1. Although the new plan happily incorporates the goals of PBK as provided by the 2003 text and is impressive in its comprehensiveness, we felt that the document itself tends to be, at one and the same time, unexcitingly particular with its essential focus on internal and organizational procedures and frustratingly general when it comes to addressing any consequential strategies for serious challenges to the overarching mission and values of the Society.  
2. Though we were (and are) happy to embrace its positive tone, we seemed to have a greater sense of urgency than stipulated in the “Introduction to the Committee’s Recommendations” as to certain of the challenges that presently confront the Society.   Of course we recognize that those leading the Society are doubtless at least as aware of we of these concerns and have every intention of fleshing out plans to turn the challenges into opportunities.  However, our group concluded that the document might well have been more pro-active, given the palpable sense that knowledge and regard for the Society has eroded as a consequence of the proliferation of honor societies in the undergraduate experience and the increasing threats faced by the liberal arts both within and without the institutions of higher education.  
3. We fully endorsed and were grateful for the added goals and emphases.  

4. Our conversation was devoted especially to the second new goal, in the service of which we had a number of suggestions.   (N.B.:  We thought the sentence “Enhancing chapters should therefore assume greater prominence in the years ahead,” represented a significant conclusion but was poorly articulated, one that would give pause to many if not most English teachers.)    
a. We observed that though appropriate emphasis is given to “enhancing” chapters at risk and encouraging institutional support from colleges and universities that shelter chapters, insufficient efforts, in our view, have been dedicated to evaluating and perhaps revoking the charters of clearly failing institutions. 
b. We would suggest that oversight of weak chapters be systematic and that formal procedures for warning them and revoking their charters, if necessary, be developed.  We agree that these chapters reflect poorly on the Society and diminish Phi Beta Kappa’s significance within the sheltering institution.

1.  Our thought was that institutions that have lost their intellectual rigor (as detected by specific standards) should be evaluated as to whether it is reasonable to sustain their PBK charters.  Our attention was drawn to colleges like Wilson, which all but collapsed some few years ago.   It would have seemed reasonable to revoke the charter as the institution itself was failing--or at least to suspend its charter until the health and quality of the institution could be substantiated.                                           

2. We concluded that if chapters continued to fail to enroll a certain stipulated percentage of invitees that their chapters should be placed on probation and/or their charters revoked as necessary. 

3. We had concerns about institutions that invited students who were graduating in something other than the arts and sciences:  engineering, computer science, and journalism were mentioned as problematic.

5. We believe that enhanced collaboration between chapters and associations would contribute to the health and vitality of both.  (Even as business groups and other organizations are drawn in to support high schools and elementary schools, we thought that we, as an association, might endeavor to find ways to enhance the efforts of the chapters in our metro area.)  We would recommend that such collaboration be highlighted at the national level.
6. With reference to goal #4, the suggestion was put forth that expanded interaction with other honorary groups and scholarly organizations with similar purposes (i.e.,  the advancement of the liberal arts) might be productive. 
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