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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY AND RECOMMENDATION 
Reed College President John R. Kroger abruptly in January 2013 cancelled two Paideia classes 
and demanded changes to two others.  All four of these classes dealt in one way or another with 
alcohol or other drugs.  Reactions to this action have ranged widely.  Some fully support Kroger.  
Others have called for his resignation or firing.  Yet others have called for a boycott of alumni 
financial support for Reed during Kroger’s tenure.  And a small minority has disengaged from the 
Reed community. 
 
This document presents an analysis of the events that have come to be called “Paideiagate.”  
After this summary, I briefly describe my understanding of the events, then analyze in greater 
depth what I believe are the main issues in play.  I present in this summary a recommendation, 
based upon that analysis, for going forward that I believe preserves the interests and values of all 
of the groups within the Reed community.  My motivation in doing this is to help restore that 
community’s cohesiveness. 
 
Based upon the analysis below, I conclude that John Kroger has violated the Reed community 
norms by abruptly and unilaterally taking action regarding Paideia 2013. Kroger overrode 
established class vetting procedures that included student support staff responsible for student 
safety, and did so a week or more before the classes were to be offered, which afforded him 
enough time to personally get more information about them or to delegate authority to assure that 
they were offered within the community norms of safety. Kroger’s underlying belief that use of 
some drugs and excessive use of other drugs threatens the community is defensible, but the way 
in which he acted on that belief is not. This conclusion leads me to make a tripartite 
recommendation in going forward to resolve the current crisis; the timing of the three parts in the 
order given is important: 
 
(1) Humility.  John Kroger should openly admit that he doesn't know the Reed community norms 
as well as he believed he did, and that his actions were not within those norms.  His lack of full 
awareness is understandable, because he has been a member of the Reed community for less than 
a year and many of the norms are implicit.  Nonetheless, to avoid hubris, he should ask for and be 
granted forgiveness. 
 
(2) Trust.  The Reed community needs to move forward using its well-established norms of using 
civil discourse and honest engagement, where all parties can participate in reaching a consensus 
on how to go forward.  President Kroger should request a reboot to get such a process started with 
regard to Paideia, in a way that is consistent with the mutual trust that is the core of the Reed 
community.  An example for creating trust with regard to an issue is the recent change to 
community norms regarding sexual abuse, where awareness of deficiencies resulted in productive 
change. 
 
(3) Concern.  While I do not believe that John Kroger’s actions were warranted, it must be 
recognized that his motivation is sincere and his concern is legitimate.  Once trust is 
reestablished, the community can reconsider its alcohol and other drugs (AOD) policy with 
respect to the content of Paideia classes.  Kroger can then introduce proposed steps and invite 
other proposals to reduce the likelihood of harms resulting from Paideia. 
  



A BRIEF SYNOPSIS OF EVENTS. 
In this synopsis, as well as in the analysis below, any purported fact I present comes from 
published or open forum statements, personal communication between me and the person making 
the statement cited, or something I heard indirectly and independently from more than one 
person.  I am, of course, responsible for any misstatements or errors of logic.  I thank a host of 
people (who must remain anonymous for obvious reasons) for their wise counsel. 
 
Reed College President John R. Kroger abruptly and unilaterally in January 2013 cancelled two 
Paideia classes and demanded changes to two others.  All four of these classes dealt in one way or 
another with alcohol or other drugs.  The proposed classes had been vetted by student services 
staff members, and approved according to standards in place for several years regarding the 
legality of the classes and the potential harms they might cause.  Although Kroger’s action was 
taken at least a week before any of the classes were to be offered, he stated in his letter to the 
community, “Normally, I would wish to have a larger community dialogue, with full community 
participation, before taking any such steps. Unfortunately, I learned about these classes right 
before Paideia began and felt I could not responsibly let them go forward without real risk of 
harm to community members.”  In the course of cancelling and demanding modification of the 
classes, Kroger did not consult with the class proposers or the Paideia czar, and when the 
proposers requested a review of the decision, he did not address them directly or grant a review, 
but referred them to the same student support staff who had previously approved the classes, who 
now had to backtrack on their own decisions. 
 
Kroger cited as the basis of his concern, “Alcohol and drugs cause significant and sometimes 
lethal harm to students at colleges and universities across the country. As you know, I have 
already seen several of our students go to the hospital because of dangerous misuse of both 
alcohol and drugs.”  Because none of the proposed classes involved the actual use of alcohol or 
drugs, Kroger’s objection must be based on mention of drugs and alcohol in the classes.  For one 
class, he demanded that alcohol not be discussed because some of the attendees might be under 
the 21—the minimum legal age for brewing or consuming alcoholic beverages. As Vice President 
and Dean of Students Mike Brody was quoted in the Quest of 31 January 2013, “The college was 
not prepared to sanction a class [about how to brew alcoholic beverages] that teaches students 
whose age and relationship with alcohol are unknown to the instructor.”   
 
Two weeks after Paideia, President Kroger met with the Student Senate before a packed house at 
the Student Union.  Here, he stated that his action was based on his obligations to exercise his 
legal, ethical, and professional judgment to see that the campus runs in a safe and legal manner.  
He said that he did not focus on Paideia until a few days before it began, and would have 
preferred to see the Paideia offerings ahead of time in order to vet them.  
 
Kroger further justified his action by arguing that Paideia is governed by the faculty, because the 
Paideia classes constitute a curriculum, and curricula at Reed are under faculty control.  He 
argued that the original Paideia was a four-week set of short courses between the Fall and Spring 
semesters, largely organized by the faculty and that this precedent established the responsibility 
for its curriculum. Moreover, just as the faculty demands expertise from its members who 
propose course offerings, so Paideia class instructors should be qualified to address the class 
topic.  In taking this stance, Kroger appears to have the support of the faculty. 
 
 



ANALYSIS 
I believe that Paideiagate raises issues at multiple levels, each of which merits consideration. 

1. Does John Kroger have the legal power, as President of Reed College, to unilaterally 
cancel classes? 

2. Whether or not John Kroger has legal power to unilaterally cancel Paideia classes, did his 
action violate the norms of the Reed community? 

3. Did the classes that were cancelled or revised actually present a threat to the “safe and 
legal” criteria that John Kroger cited in taking action? 

4. John Kroger made reference to the legal, ethical, and professional obligations of his job 
in defense of his actions.  What are those obligations? 

I shall examine these issues in detail, especially with reference to alcohol and other drugs (AOD) 
policy as it applies to the content of Paideia classes. 
 
1. Legal power. 
Without reviewing Kroger’s terms of employment or the contract between him and the Reed 
College Board of Trustees, it is most likely a safe assumption that, as President, Kroger does have 
the power to take immediate action in the interest of protecting the Reed Institute from legal 
liability and addressing safety threats to members of the Reed College community.  I will 
stipulate that this is so. 
 
Kroger’s claim that responsibility for Paideia legally lies with the faculty because of the 
documents of its original founding is questioned by alumni with legal expertise, some of whom 
teach Paideia classes.  Whatever the formal legal status of Paideia, it is clear that the Reed 
community norms in place for decades hold that Paideia is student-governed, albeit with student 
support staff oversight. 
 
2. Reed community norms. 
What are the Reed community’s norms?  In looking at a community’s norms, it is important to 
remember that from a sociological, anthropological, and social historical perspective, it is 
impossible for a cohesive community not to have them.  Norms are often implicit rather than 
explicit, but are none the less real in a Wittgensteinian sense.  Sometimes norms are translated 
into concrete text that specifies what is acceptable when, but such texts are always responsive to 
the context of the times, and never immutable.  One can think of the code of behavior regarding 
tobacco as a good example.  Since 1911, we have seen first an expansion of permissible tobacco 
use to nonapprobation of female as well as male smokers, and then, in the light of emerging 
health evidence, increasing restrictions on where tobacco may be smoked.  Similarly, the norms 
regarding sexual behavior between community members have changed over time, with some 
behaviors being more proscribed (such as faculty/student sex) and others being more permitted 
(such as homosexual relationships).  When a situation arises where the implicit norms are 
believed to be inadequate, then the code is spelled out.  Thus, the recent issue regarding sexual 
abuse and the inadequacy of existing Reed norms and practices to handle it resulted, after 
extensive open discussion, to changes in the code and the hiring of a student support staff 
member to help address issues of sexual conduct.   
 
The implicit nature of the Reed community’s norms is embodied in the Honor Principle.  The 
Honor Principle is frequently attacked for its lack of codification, but somehow it has endured 
since the founding of the College.  The basis of the Honor Principle and the core of Reed’s 
normative system is mutual trust, in which as a matter of personal honor, community members 
are trusted and trust each other to act freely with regard to the welfare of others and of the 
community.  Thus, the Honor Principle is not a license for individual autonomy, but rather an 
expression of an ethos of freedom, self-restraint, and mutual care.  The mutual trust at the core of 



the Honor Principle is immutable and its loss can threaten the very existence of the Reed 
community. 
 
Did John Kroger violate the Reed community norms?  The answer to this question appears to 
be yes.  Paideia classes were already subject to a vetting process involving students and student 
support staff.  Kroger justified his unilateral action on his belief that the current vetting process 
was inadequate, and refused to specify what he believed would be adequate.  Thus, he overrode 
both codified and implicit norms of acceptability regarding how Paideia classes are approved. 
 
Kroger’s statement that he did not focus on Paideia until a few days before it began is at odds 
with the timeline leading up to his decision.  Most people would not consider “a few days” to 
mean more than a week. Thus his claim of temporal urgency is undercut by the evidence.  If, as 
has been claimed, Kroger was unavailable to engage the parties, then it was his responsibility to 
give another administrative officer authority to review and modify the decision. 
 
This is the first year of John Kroger’s presidency.  His experience as a member of the Reed 
community is only two months longer than that of the Class of 2016.  It is therefore to be 
expected that he is still learning about Reed’s norms.  He should have considered that, and the 
possibility that he was violating those norms, when he cancelled the Paideia classes.  His 
statement in the meeting with the Student Senate, that he had not attended carefully enough to 
what Paideia is, does not strike me as credible.  Due diligence upon assuming his job as president 
should require him to be familiar with all major facets of the community, including the major 
student-run events of Paideia and Renn Fayre.  He has indicated such familiarity in other venues.  
A consequence of his unilateral action is that he has weakened the mutual trust that is at the core 
of the Reed community’s norms.  The inevitable question has arisen, “if John Kroger does this, 
what else is he contemplating doing?”  That is not healthy. 
 
3. Were the classes safe and legal? 
All Paideia proposals were vetted to insure that the class would not include illegal or harmful 
behavior, and the published class description included only classes passing that vetting.  If the 
actual behavior in the class is legal and not harmful, then the questions of safety and legality 
devolve into whether the class would either provide information regarding doing something 
unsafe or illegal or advocate unsafe or illegal behavior. 
 
Information.  I believe that the position that providing information on how to do something 
illegal or unsafe by itself justifies cancelling a class is antithetical to Reed community norms.  
There was no information in any of the classes Kroger found objectionable that could not be 
learned from books that are purchasable in a bookstore or present in the Reed College Library. 
Learning about how to do something safely when one is still under the legal age permitting such 
behavior is not the same as engaging in that behavior.  This holds for driving a motor vehicle, 
voting, sexual behavior, and consumption of legally purchasable substances.  Indeed, it is well 
established that education about drugs lowers the risk of harmful use.  In short, just providing 
information fails to threaten safety. 
 
President Kroger cited his and the Reed Institute’s liability to legal action in this regard.  When 
questioned at the Student Senate meeting, he cited negligence as the grounds for such legal 
action.  When further asked what categories of class he would forbid because of this, he made 
mention of a hypothetical class on “How to hunt and kill human beings.”  While classes on self-
defense were permissible, he would not let a class with the title he mentioned be taught.  I believe 
that argument to contain the logical error of reductio ad absurdum.  As Kroger later privately 
conceded to me, even the class on self-defense could lead to a negligence lawsuit if somebody 



used the class materials to harm another person under the unreasonable belief that that other 
person was immediately threatening.  In this regard, I note that John Kroger was trained how to 
hunt and kill human beings as part of basic training in the Marine Corps.  He was also trained in 
the Rules of Engagement that specify the conditions under which he could legally hunt and kill.  
Were any present or former Marine to use that knowledge to commit homicide, I very much 
doubt whether the United States Marine Corps could be found negligent for providing basic 
training to its troops. 
 
As part of the need for safe and legal transmission of knowledge, Kroger cited the need for 
expertise by the class instructor.  In the regular curriculum, proposed courses are vetted by their 
departments not only for content but also for the expertise of the faculty member teaching the 
course.  Kroger suggested, and has been supported by some faculty members in this, that Paideia 
offerings should include a statement of the qualifications of the instructor, and that inadequate 
expertise could be grounds for not approving a Paideia class.  I believe this argument is 
nonpersuasive.  Reed College, since at least the time of its second president, Richard Scholz, has 
featured peer education as part of its pedagogy.  Reed proudly advertises the use of the 
conference method as superior to a straight lecture method for most courses, and student 
participation in conferences is part of the Humanities 110 course required of almost all entering 
students.  Moreover, the leaders of Humanities conferences are often junior faculty members 
whose academic expertise is in fields well distant from conference sessions and whose experience 
leading conferences is small or nonexistent before they joined the Reed faculty.  Thus, a first-year 
assistant professor art historian who has demonstrated expertise in, say, French Impressionism, 
might find himself or herself leading a Humanities conference discussing Prince Metternich and 
the Congress of Vienna, or even Ancient Egyptian religion.  Paideia, particularly, is a venue for 
bottom-up class offerings.  Students and alumni propose Paideia classes not necessarily because 
they have expertise in the subject matter, but because they hope the class will attract like-minded 
individuals who, via the conference method, will increase the knowledge of all of the attendees. 
 
Advocacy.  Considered generally, advocacy of illegal or unsafe things can be considered harmful, 
especially if that advocacy is effective.  It is therefore legitimate to inquire of proposed Paideia 
classes whether they will be advocating things that are antithetical to the Reed community.  
Prohibition of alcohol or other drug use advocacy is reasonable, given that Reed’s alcohol and 
other drugs (AOD) policy is based on the belief that excessive use of substances is by itself 
harmful to the individual and inconsistent with the ability to engage in the intense intellectual 
study that is the primary purpose of Reed College.  Moreover, such use or public advocacy of 
such use is harmful to the image of Reed College and could have negative consequences for its 
relationship with the larger surrounding community. 
 
That said, I question whether the classes that were cancelled or forcibly amended actually 
advocated behavior contrary to the AOD policies in place.  It is true that some of the class titles 
and descriptions might have been interpreted as advocacy.  However, because almost all Paideia 
classes have no preregistration requirement and attract attendees in part on the attractiveness of 
their titles, there has evolved a tendency to use titles to titillate.  The class instructors deny that 
they engaged in such advocacy, and some of them have said that they could have explained this 
and modified their class descriptions, if only they had been asked.  This takes us back to the 
question of immediacy.  If John Kroger had, as he stated, only a day or two to decide and there 
was no way to contact the class instructors, his decision might be justified.  But if, as he as also 
stated, he had a week or more, then he had an obligation to contact the class instructors before 
making his decision.  Going forward, clearer guidelines might be built to have Paideia class titles 
and descriptions conform to Reed community norms. 
 



4. Legal, Ethical, and Professional Obligations. 
In the meeting with the Student Senate, President Kroger claimed legal, ethical, and professional 
obligations, all of which required him to act.  Here, I will address each of those obligations. 
 
Legal obligations.  Above, I argued that the threat of legal liability because of simple 
information dissemination is not sufficient to warrant the action taken.  In terms of overall 
exposure to liability, I believe it likely that any AOD-related liability claim against Reed probably 
turns on arguments that Reed is excessively tolerant in its attitudes toward AOD.  Within that 
overall claim, even advocacy in Paideia classes seems unlikely to be determinative; in short, this 
is not the straw that will break that particular camel’s back. 
 
Ethical obligations.  The Reed community, including President Kroger, shares an ethical 
obligation to try to reduce actual harms to students (and others) from AOD.  This ethical 
obligation requires critical engagement with the libertarian argument that AOD use is 
"victimless." It involves public health education about addiction and about self-medication in 
response to psychological or spiritual problems or traumas.  It calls upon community members 
making choices about AOD to consider how they affect fellow community members, especially 
those who may face AOD challenges.  As I stated earlier, the Honor Principle provides guidance 
for addressing AOD and is not a license for unfettered use.  
 
Professional obligations.  Towards the end of the meeting of President Kroger with the Student 
Senate, an alumnus expressed as a possible justification for Kroger's actions the need to protect 
the image of Reed College.  However, as a good read of Comrades of the Quest shows, such 
interventions at best fail or at worst throw the College into chaos, with the rapid departure of the 
president a possible consequence.  The principal professional obligation of Reed’s president is to 
keep the Reed community intact, which can only be done by respecting the community’s norms. 
 
It should go without saying that the professional obligations of a college president are not the 
same as those of a prosecutor or Attorney General. That President Kroger’s actions have invoked 
mentions of his former roles is indicative of suspicion that he has not yet adopted the norms of the 
community he serves.  That may or may not be true, but here, as with AOD policy, the perception 
can be as important as the reality. 
 


