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An instructive way to think about face-to-face teaching when UVM and other universities open 
in the fall is as an experiment, a research experiment with human subjects, which it seems in 
many ways to be.  UVM is attempting to manipulate an instructional environment that it admits 
by its action is risky to see if it can mitigate the risks to humans.  This is the independent 
variable.  The dependent variables are several:  quality of education, student satisfaction, 
ultimately institutional financial health, and the physical health of UVM community members.  
If we had to submit a protocol to one of UVM’s Institutional Review Boards as an experiment, 
we would be required to list the risks of the research on an informed consent form that would 
be distributed to subjects and signed by them before the research could commence.  That form 
would have to say that the risk was serious illness and possibly death and perhaps becoming an 
unwitting vector of the transmission of a serious disease. The committee would never allow the 
research to state that the researchers could provide a “safe” environment.  The review 
committee would most likely meet with the researchers because this research would not only 
be considered unsafe, it would be considered high risk, and they would ask about which 
categories of possible subjects were especially at risk.  The federal regulations say that a subject 
or subject group may be considered vulnerable because they have one or more vulnerable 
traits that fall into an array of categories that include the medical as well as the social.  
Certainly, the CDC guidelines that say that people over 65 are at risk would apply as would 
specific medical conditions defined by the CDC.  If the participation of the subjects in the 
experiment had a possible negative impact on their immediate associates or society in general, 
this would certainly also be a consideration.  There would be a discussion of whether or not the 
research could be done without those groups or whether they could be studied by other 
means.  The IRB would also be interested in whether or not the subjects were unduly 
influenced as they considered participation or were coerced, manipulated, and provided with 
false assurances of their safety.  It is unlikely that this research would be approved.  The 
benefits do not outweigh the risks.  The IRB might not even approve a more modest version of 
the experiment that included only volunteers who agreed to assume the risk.  
 
As potential subjects of this experiment, we as faculty of UVM do not think that UVM can 
assure the university community or the local or regional community a safe and healthy 
environment. Therefore, unless individuals decide otherwise, we do not intend to consent to be 
subjects in this experiment and teach students face-to-face until there is a proven vaccine or 
our safety is truly assured.  Moreover, the politics of having each of us declare that we are in 
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need of an accommodation under the Americans with Disabilities Act places the burden of 
showing we are at risk on the individual as if the risk emerges from our individual 
characteristics when the risk is the result of the contagiousness of the virus and the conditions 
of employment (the experiment).  In fact, the degree of risk varies by individual (and even the 
experts are not sure exactly how), but the risk itself affects us all, including students and staff, 
and ripples out into the community.  Therefore, we do not give blanket consent for our more 
than 700 faculty members to be subjects in this experiment.  Those of us who choose to teach 
in face-to-face settings will make arrangements with our chairs that ensure compliance with 
health and safety protocols, but it should not be assumed that this is in any way the modal 
response. Faculty should have the right to determine the teaching modality that is most 
appropriate for their courses and their own situation, including their individual and family 
health and risk factors, for this year. We will do our best, as we did last semester, to serve our 
students and our university by teaching and performing our other university duties while 
keeping ourselves and our community safe.    
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