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WATKINS FACULTY, STAFF, STUDENTS CALL FOR PRESIDENT'S FIRING 
Lack of Transparency, Leadership Failures Cited 
 
Faculty and staff of Watkins College of Art are calling for the immediate removal of Dr. Joseph 
(J.) Kline as President of the institution, in a “No-Confidence” letter, addressed to the Watkins 
Board of Trustees. The letter was delivered to the Board of Trustees on February 11, 2020. 
 
The open letter, which was signed by twenty-eight faculty and staff, and approved by the 
Watkins Faculty Senate, describes itself as a “Vote of No Confidence in Dr. J. Kline and his 
ability to function in a senior leadership role”. Citing sixteen specific examples of a pattern 
leadership failures, the letter calls for Dr. Kline's immediate dismissal, to be replaced by a 
Presidential Council. 
 
Watkins College and Belmont University jointly announced in a press conference on Tuesday, 
January 28 that Watkins would be acquired by Belmont. Belmont's President Dr. Robert C. 
(Bob) Fisher announced that Kline has been awarded a “special consultant” position to help with 
the closing of Watkins College campus and transfer of the assets, students, and Watkins name 
to Belmont. Fisher also stated that “he will hopefully remain at Belmont for years to come”. 
 
The acquisition, described by Belmont as a “merger” is a lopsided financial deal that gives 
Belmont the current Watkins campus location at 2298 Rosa L. Parks Blvd, which they plan to 
sell, for an estimated 15 to 20 million dollars. Belmont would keep the proceeds of the sale, in 
exchange for minor tuition concessions to existing Watkins transfer students. Belmont is also 
being criticized for controversial land deals with Metro Parks and Metro Schools in the Edgehill 
neighborhood. 
 
At a “Town Hall” meeting held for Watkins Students on January 29, Dr. Kline stated ”I didn't 
solve the financial problem. I took on a job that I couldn't get done”. The letter points out that 
“this is the primary function of his position”, citing this as a reason for calling for his dismissal. 
 
The list of specific concerns outlines a pattern of negligence and lack of transparency, concerns 
that were raised to Dr. Kline and to the Watkins Board as early as 2018. It includes the hiring Dr. 
Kline's wife (then fiance) as the head of Admissions (VP of Strategic Enrollment Management) 
over objections of the search committee, faculty, and some board members, due to lack of 
relevant experience and her personal relationship to Dr. Kline. Other concerns include a lack of 
effective communication and engagement with faculty and staff, and making misleading and 
inaccurate statements about enrollment trends and the overall health of the institution. 
 
The letter states Dr. Kline went thirteen months without a formal meeting with faculty and staff 
from August 2018 to December 2019, and that a series “brainstorm” sessions among Dr. Kline, 
faculty and staff during that same general time frame resulted in “numerous ideas and strategies 
for the continued success of the college”. These strategies were not supported or implemented. 
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The letter further points out that “excessive and unnecessary costs” were incurred to bring in 
consultants in late 2019, reports that were never distributed to faculty and staff, despite Dr. 
Kline's assurances that they would be. It should be noted that in the January 29 press 
conference, Dr. Fisher stated that the deal had been in discussions “for several months”, while, 
at a meeting December, 2019, Kline told faculty to wait to see what the consultant reports 
recommended, and that all options were still on the table. 
 
Since the acquisition announcement, serious concerns have been raised about the cultural 
differences between Watkins, a secular public institution, and Belmont, a conservative private 
Christian university that has come under fire repeatedly on LGBTQ and artistic freedom 
questions in recent years. 
 
An online Change.org petition, “An Open Letter to the President of Watkins College of Art and 
Board of Directors”, has over 4,700 signatures. It makes several demands for transparency, and 
for accountable, enforceable guarantees for Watkins students who would be transferring under 
the Belmont deal, and severance pay for any Watkins faculty that are not hired by Belmont. 
 
Watkins College is a public not-for-profit educational institution in operation since 1885. It is held 
in trust by the State of Tennessee, bound by the terms of the will of Samuel Watkins. The trust 
is established by Tennessee Code Annotated 49-50-701. 
 
Samuel Watkins, an uneducated man who became successful in business, described his vision 
for a school that would stand in contrast to the elite universities, where money and class formed 
a barrier to education. Instead, he stated, “It is the object of this bequest to promote the diffusion 
of knowledge among the people...an opportunity afforded to the youth of Nashville, who are 
without the means to attend schools and colleges...to acquire information upon such useful 
subjects as will be beneficial in the business of life.” (emphasis added) 
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