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TRUST AND COMMITMENT

Sarah Ryder, a single parent of two school-age children, was delighted when she
landed a job as'an English as a second language instructor for Central Coast Col-
lege in California. Her contract was semester by semester and the pay was not
great, but as a .50 employee she was entitled to participate in the school’s health
care and retirement plans. In each case, she was entitled to one half the benefits of
a full-time faculty member, and her rates were adjusted accordingly. The job had
the advantage of holidays and summers off, which allowed Sarah to be home

when her two children were. Her income, combined with the support payments
from her former husband, allowed her to barely make ends meet.

Two years into her employment, her department chair retired and was suc- i
ceeded by Elmer Smith, a handsome intellectual who was just Sarah’s age. The
two hit it off immediately and began to see each other socially. When the dean
authorized the department to offer an additional section of English as a second
language, Elmer offered the class to Sarah who accepted without hesitation. The
.75 appointment meant reduced costs for insurance as well as extra income.

Midway through the semester, Sarah’s social relationship with Elmer turned -
sour. Sarah was seeking a commitment that Elmer was unwilling to give. He cut
quite a figure in the small coastal community with his rugged good looks and
advanced degrees. He explained that he had recenily gone through a difficult end
to a ten-year marriage. Fle said that he had feelings for Sarah but was not ready to
stop seeing other people. '

Part way througli the spring semester, the couple stopped dating at Sarah’s
behest. She told Elmer that she hoped they could still be friends and colleagues.
Elmer said he understood completely, and things seemed to work out. Sarah
immersed herself in her classes and her children. Elmer was elected president of
the local yacht club and zipped around town in his sports car with three or more
different women per week.

During the summer, Sarah began to date her ex-husband, Bob. They spent the
summer on family outings to the beaches and nearby mountains. One Saturday,
Bimer and his date ran into Sarah and her ex-husband and children as they were
buying supplies at the marina. Sarah introduced the two men, and they
exchanged pleasantries before separating. “What's his problem?” Bob asked as
they. walked away. “Did you see the look he gave me?” Sarah had:noticed a cer- -
tain discomfort in Elmer’s eyes but chalked it up to embarrassment at his being .
with a twenty-year-old. . .

A few days later, Sarah received a certified letter informing her that she was
being cut from one of her. classes. The letter indicated that an over-extension of
department resources made the cut necessary. It was signed, “Affectionately
yours, Elmer.” Sarah could only wonder what this meant. She called the depart-
ment to schedule a meeting with Elmer but was told he would be out of town until
school:started.

Sarah and her ex-husband decided to travel to Las Vegas and remarry over the
Labor Day weekend. The fall semester started the Wednesday before the holiday.
In the past this had meant just starting a semester then taking a three-day hiatus
from school. Unfortunately, this time it posed a problem. Try as she might, Sarah
could not get a return flight from Las Vegas on the holiday. The earliest arrange-
ment that could be made was for Tuesday evening. This would require her to miss .
her two Tuesday classes.

Sarah airanged for a colleague to cover her classes and thought nothing more
about it. After all, department members routinely covered for each other for ill-
nesses or to attend conferences or training sessions. The Ryders took theit chil-
dren with them and had a wonderful four days in Las Vegas.

When Sarah came into the office on Wednesday, she found two messages from
Elmer on her phone and a note on her door instructing her to come to his office
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after her last class. The tone of Elmer’s voice on the phone messages was friendly,
and she inferred that perhaps a last-minute opportunity for a third class had
opened. i

Sarah found Elmer with his feet on the desk chatting on the phone. It was obvi-
ously a social call, so Sarah waited in the hall for Elmer to finish his conversation.
Upon seeing Sarah, Blmer smiled and motioned for her to come in and take a seat,
which she did. Sarah sat quietly, trying her best not to eavesdrop for nearly five
minutes while Elmer went on and on about what a great weekend he had appar-
ently passed with the person on the other end of the phone line.

When he finally put the phone down, his mood shifted perceptibly. Without
any preliminaries, Elmer launched into the purpose of the meeting. He demanded
to know why Sarah was not in class the day before. Sarah was taken aback by the

“aggressiveness of Elmer’s manner. She stammered as she explained that she had
gone to Las Vegas to get married and could not get an earlier flight back.

“Absolutely unacceptable,” Elmer’s voice trembled with rage as he tossed the
faculty handbook across the desk. “You have to get my permission to'miss class.
Fven when you are sick, you must clear the absence with me. We just can’t allow
everybody to come and go as they please, trading classes fo go off partying and
such,” he concluded. “I am going to have to dock you a day’s pay, and I am put-
ting a letter of reprimand in your file. If this happens again, you will be fired. Do
you understand?” :

Sarah was so shocked that she was unable to speak. She rushed from the office
choking back the tears of anger and humiliation. That evening with her husband,
Sarah discussed her options. Once she convinced Bob that there was nothing tobe
gained by breaking Elmer’s jaw, she decided to quit her job after the current
semester. She also filed a sexual harassment claim with the school’s personnel offi-
cer. To her mind, the reprimand had more to do with her marriage than with miss-
ing class.

QUESTIONS AND INSTRUCTIONS
1. Was Sarah in violation of school Hu.om&\ by missing work without
permission?
. Is Sarah correct in her inference as to Elmer’s motives for the reprimand?
. Does she have a valid claim for sexual harassment?
. Would her claim be substantiated in a court of law?
. Ts there sufficient merit to her claim for the school to take administrative
action?
6. Do you believe Elmer overreacted to the infraction'based on his feelings for
Sarah? .
7. What would the reaction be in your agency if this sort of thing had
oceurred?

8. Given the events described here, are agencies justified in policies that forbid
dating between supervisors and subordinates? Does the same hold true for
faculty dating university students?
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