
February 20, 2020 

An Open Letter to The Board of Directors at Watkins College of Art from Concerned Alumni: 

Board of Trustees Officers: Steve Sirls (Chair); Taylor H. Henry (Treasurer) 
Commissioners/Trustees: Susan A. Basham; James H. Clayton III; Walter Knestrick 
Trustees: Beth Scott Clayton Amos; Joan Cheek; Stephanie Conner; Tory Fitzgibbon; Brooke; 
Porter Hawkins; Mary J. Hawkins; James R. Kelley; Kristin Laine; Laurence M. (Larry) Papel; 
Samantha Saturn; Santi Tefel; Laura Turner; William (Bill) Warfield; Waddell H. Wright 
Trustees Emeriti: Ward DeWitt, Jr.; Ralph T. Glassford; Lee Ann Hawkins; Lucille Nabors; 
Paulette Whitworth 
Ex Officio: J. Kline, PhD, President, Watkins College of Art; Bill Lee, Governor, State of 
Tennessee; Herbert H. Slatery III, Attorney General, State of Tennessee 

We are disappointed by the news shared with faculty, students, and the public on Tuesday, 
January 28, 2020 by President J. Kline. It is bewildering that those who have been entrusted 
to lead our alma mater would make such a drastic decision without transparency 
throughout the process. In the three weeks since, it has become apparent that the board’s 
decision was not made in the best interest of the school’s stakeholders. Faculty will no longer 
have a job at Watkins. Students will no longer earn the same education for which they 
registered at Watkins. The creative space that brings alumni and community members together 
for opportunities to practice, grow and collaborate will no longer exist. The decision was 
made by a president who displays little regard for Watkins’ creative community and a 
board unable to hold him accountable in effectively leading the college. The disconnect 
between the Board of Trustees’ practices and the needs of the people they serve has been 
wide, but this decision underscores the governing board’s lack of understanding in the value of 
developing the artist’s voice.  

If the board had a sincere interest in exploring all possible avenues of funding, one would 
expect a call for help to be sent out to one of the school’s greatest resources: Watkins 
alumni. We are members of communities all over the country and work in all types of sectors 
with connections to many different people and organizations. We have been trained by Watkins 
faculty to form innovative ideas, develop creative solutions, and apply critical thinking and 
problem solving skills to any situation. To under utilize such a great resource is short-sighted 
and does not align with the president’s claim that everything has been done to keep Watkins 
independent. The alumni have not been contacted in the past five years with information 
noting that our alma mater was in desperate need of financial help. Had we been told, 
many of us would have offered our time, resources, and money to support Watkins. This raises 
the question: If one of the school’s greatest resources was not engaged in the conversation, 
what exactly has been done to secure the future of Nashville’s independent art school during 
the past five years?  
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Specifically, why have two positions critical to the financial lifeline of Watkins been given 
such indifference by a board of professionals who successfully manage businesses and 
wealth of their own? For an institution that relies on tuition and donations, alumni expect 
that the president and governing board would address these two high-priority positions 
with careful professional thought, insight, and wisdom. That does not appear to be the 
case. 

We know that leadership made the decision to hire an inexperienced individual to run 
admissions in 2017. Despite a decline in full-time student enrollment, this director was granted 
a newly formed position over enrollment with a high paying salary increase. Was this decision 
based on the best interest of the school’s finances or was it because the person hired was the 
president’s fiancé? As a financially struggling institution, why was no objection raised by the 
Watkins board to promote and increase the salary of the president’s now wife? 

We are confused by the fact that an essential position solely responsible for writing grants and 
raising funds has been left vacant since December 2018. Is that a decision made by a board 
and president desperate to explore all possibilities to save Watkins? How many opportunities 
to raise substantial funds were lost that a qualified, experienced candidate for the position 
would have generated? Did anyone consider that by leaving the Director of Development’s 
position unfulfilled leadership was cutting off the possibility of reaching out to potential donors 
that would help? By leaving this gap in administration, Watkins’ cry for help was muzzled, 
solutions hindered, and more self-injury incurred. 

Considering these two decisions and their direct impact on the school’s financial standing, 
it is no surprise that a letter of no confidence in J. Kline was delivered by both faculty and 
students. The tepid response to the letter suggests he may not be the only one to whom a 
vote of no confidence might apply when it comes to making decisions in the best interest 
of Watkins’. We are perplexed and dismayed that we have not been afforded the 
opportunity to help. 

We are further perplexed by the financial investment of rebranding Watkins while the school is 
struggling to stay afloat. Logo design, website development, new printed marketing material, 
new signage, new interior and exterior paint jobs, and redesigned parking lot are things 
probably overdue for a change, but how much of an increase in enrollment and new funding 
did this facelift generate? Additionally, if there is a serious concern for the viability of Watkins, 
why make the decision to invest in the recently expanded metal shop and the yet to be used 
new maker’s studio space with top of the line equipment (3d printer, laser cutter, vinyl printer, c 
& c router, and commercial spray booth). We recognize that certain grants and funding are 
allocated for such capital improvements, but why publicly continue to go about business as 
usual when the writing's on the wall and the future appears bleak? 

Watkins is more than a name. Watkins is faculty. The faculty who create relevant, innovative 
curriculum and challenge the student artist in the development of their craft. Watkins is 

" of "2 3



students. The students who gather, discuss, and turn thought provoking ideas into form. 
Watkins is alumni. The alumni who apply creative strategies developed at Watkins to create, 
sustain, and improve their communities. Watkins is community. A community where authentic 
exploration exists, where experimentation is encouraged, and where creativity is embraced. 
  
Watkins cannot be given to a university and maintain the qualities that make it the unique 
and accessible school that it is today. We should not put the name of our school on a 
building at a university, reduce it to an existing program, and call it “Watkins”. We cannot 
abandon the essential core of Watkins and say that the legacy of Samuel Watkins will continue. 
Without the Watkins faculty, curriculum, and majors, we cannot claim it a deal made in the best 
interest of securing the mission and vision of the school. We cannot state that students will be 
able to attend Watkins for many years to come when the cost of tuition will be beyond the 
reach of prospective students (currently nearly double the cost). We especially cannot declare 
such decisions are the best outcome to this financial crisis when all possible resources were not 
sought or solutions explored. 

It is for these reasons we request a restricted account be set up for the purpose of raising 
funds to save Watkins with an online donation option placed on the school’s website. 
These funds will be returned to donors should Watkins be taken over by Belmont. 

We also request the board place a temporary hold on the plans to give Watkins to 
Belmont and allow time for the voice of stakeholder representatives to be included in the 
process of exhausting all possible solutions before closing the doors of the school. 

We love Watkins. We believe in Watkins. We would not be where we are today if we had not 
had the opportunity to attend this school. Not only have our lives been impacted, but the 
world in which we live has benefited from the arts education we received. The skills we learned 
and the experiences we gained have rippled out into all areas of our lives and communities. 
We believe if given the chance, if told the story, if made aware of the needs, there are 
many who will invest in and preserve the incredible work taking place inside the hallowed 
walls of Watkins. 

Sincerely, 
Concerned Alumni of Watkins College of Art 

Save Watkins Press Contact: 
Quinn Dukes, quinndukes@gmail.com, 646.704.4761
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