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Updated: June 26, 2012 

University of Virginia 

Recent News 

On June 26, 2012, the University of Virginia trustees made a stunning turnabout, 
voting unanimously to reinstate the president they had forced to resign over concerns 
that the university was not adapting fast enough to financial and technological 
pressures. 

The decision by the governing Board of Visitors capped an extraordinary 16 days since 
the ouster of President Teresa A. Sullivan was made public. One of the nation’s pre-

eminent universities suddenly and unexpectedly forced out a popular leader after only 
two years and with little explanation, and students, faculty, administrators and 
alumni united in her defense, demanding that the board reverse itself. They held 
protests that at times drew thousands of people to a verdant campus where most 
students had gone home for the summer. 

Even the interim president selected by the Board of Visitors, Carl Zeithaml, said he 
disagreed with Ms. Sullivan’s removal, and then, as protests grew louder, said he 
would not fill his new role as long as there was a chance she might be reinstated. After 
insisting for days that the affair did not involve him, Gov. Bob McDonnell was also 
drawn into the fray, first criticizing the board’s secrecy — though not its decision — 
and then  demanding that it resolve the matter one way or another, or he would ask 
all of its members to resign. 

Background 

The University of Virginia was founded by Thomas Jefferson in 1819, near the end of a 
career that included serving as a colonial revolutionary, political leader, writer, 
inventor, architect and horticulturalist. The publicly-supported school was the first 
nonsectarian university in the United States, and the first to use the elective course 
system. 

Located in Charlottesville, Va., the university was designed by Mr. Jefferson to reflect 
American academic values — progressive, yet rooted in classical ideals. The most 
recognizable building on the rolling green campus, the Rotunda, is based on the 
Pantheon in Rome. 

It is a traditional place that many still consider to be Mr. Jefferson’s university. Rapid 
change is a particularly jarring concept at a school where the “Good Ole Song” is the 
de facto anthem, and campus is referred to as the Grounds. 

  

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/27/education/university-of-virginia-reinstates-ousted-president.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/20/education/university-of-virginia-names-interim-president.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/26/education/public-universities-see-familiar-fight-at-virginia.html?_r=1&hp
http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/26/education/public-universities-see-familiar-fight-at-virginia.html?_r=1&hp
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Sudden Decision to Force Out President 

And so the sudden decision in June 2012 by the university’s governing Board of 
Visitors to force out President Teresa A. Sullivan seemed surprising. There was no 
charge of misbehavior, no long-simmering disagreement between the president and 
the board, and no clear explanation of why Helen E. Dragas, the rector, decided to 
move so fast. 

Some members of the board appear to have been shaken by prestigious institutions 
like M.I.T., Stanford and Harvard diving into the online realm, and wondered whether 
the University of Virginia was being left behind. 

Ms. Sullivan, 62, later said that she perceived those threats, but favored addressing 

them in a collaborative, incremental way, rather than the more drastic, top-down 
approach favored by the university rector, or head of the board, Helen E. Dragas, and 
the former vice rector, Mark Kington. They were the driving forces behind Ms. 
Sullivan’s ouster. 

However, no clear explanation was given by the Board of Visitors, beyond a vague 10-
point statement provided by Ms. Dragas. The statement — which listed state and 
federal financing challenges, the changing role of technology, a rapidly changing 
health care environment, prioritization of scarce resources, faculty workload and the 
quality of the student experience, faculty compensation, research financing and the 
like — was almost generic, and would have applied to nearly every public university in 
the nation. 

Ms. Sullivan, the first female president of the university, had served in the post for 
less than two years. A popular figure on campus, she seemed to have been blindsided 
by the board’s decision. 

Thousands of students gathered to protest the president’s Sullivan’s ouster. The 
faculty Senate demanded an explanation for her removal and then approved, by a 68-
to-2 vote, a statement of no confidence in the board. Two of the university’s leading 
figures, John T. Casteen III, the president for 20 years before retiring in 2010, and 
John Simon, the provost and executive vice president, criticized the board’s handling 
of the affair. 

About a week after Dr. Sullivan was forced out, the board met again to consider an 
interim replacement. At this meeting, the board’s united front showed its first serious 

cracks. Four of the 15 voting members had sent an emissary to the Dr. Sullivan to 
discuss the terms on which she would stay, according to people briefed on the 
meeting. 

The choices for the board, and for Ms. Sullivan, were not easy. Ms. Sullivan was faced 
with returning to work with trustees who had wanted to be rid of her, possibly 
blunting the changes they had hoped to make in the university. And the board, had it 
decided to stick to its guns, could have continued to weather the protests, risking the 

http://www.nytimes.com/2012/06/19/us/university-of-virginia-board-considers-sullivan-replacement.html
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defection of disaffected professors to other universities, all while beginning a difficult 
search for a new president. 

In the end, Virginia Gov. Robert F. McDonnell said the governing board must decide 
whether to keep its president or he would ask the entire board to step down. 

On June 26, they voted unanimously to reinstate Ms. Sullivan as president. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/reference/timestopics/people/m/robert_f_mcdonnell/index.html?inline=nyt-per

