
September 21, 2020 

 

Dear Colleagues: 

 

As you are probably aware, our W&M leadership has cut seven varsity sports.1  Although I am the 

mother of a W&M student-athlete in one of these sports, I am reaching out as a faculty member with 

serious concerns about what this decision has laid bare: that our leadership is pursuing, under false 

pretenses, a strategic plan that threatens the ethos and future financial stability of W&M. 

Opinions regarding the role of Division I athletics are wide-ranging.  While some argue they add 

significant value (e.g., attract strong students, enrich our community, increase alumni engagement), 

others view the entire enterprise as a distraction from our educational mission.  Most of us fall 

somewhere in the middle and have placed our faith in leadership to make the right calls. Unfortunately, 

they are failing us. 

The official press release emphasizes budgetary concerns for cutting the seven programs: “The costs 

associated with operating a department that sponsors 23 varsity teams […] have become unsustainable. 

The pandemic has made these budget constraints acute and has brought us to a point of reckoning.”   

Let me be clear: the pandemic merely provides cover for a massive overhaul of W&M athletics in the 

pursuit of nationally competitive Division I programs in the revenue generating sports (i.e., football and 

basketball).  Here are some indications that our leadership is not being candid about what is happening: 

 The administration has been unresponsive to requests for additional information and documents 

that illuminate their decision and choices, e.g., the ranking of all the sports programs according to 

the purported decision criteria.  Basic FOIA requests have been met by $10,000 fee estimates. 

 The cuts eliminate 23% of W&M’s student-athletes and 30% of athletic opportunities to compete at 

the NCAA level, but reduce the athletic department’s costs by only 10%. W&M will additionally 

forego contributions from the NCAA Sport Sponsorship Fund for fielding more than 13 varsity teams 

(in 2019 the amount received was $255,550), as well as significant future NCAA distributions which 

will reward academic performance.2  

 The eliminated teams draw much of their financial support from sport-specific endowments, which 

currently amount to $10 million.  For all intents and purposes, the majority of these endowments 

are expected to become available to the athletic department to be used as they see fit.  Rather than 

protect the teams they support, the endowments have unintentionally contributed to their demise 

by providing a ready source of funds that can be poached for the benefit of fewer student-athletes. 

 These cuts boost the average spending per student-athlete – a key metric used in recruitment for 

revenue generating sports, moving W&M from the bottom to roughly the median among its CAA 

peers.  Another reason to cut these sports is the burden they place on ancillary academic, medical, 

and performance support staff.  For example, W&M fares poorly in comparison to its CAA peers with 

                                                           
1 Many of the teams cut earned national recognition along with average GPAs above our student body average.  As noted in W&M’s press 

release, these teams have amassed an astounding lists of national level athletic and academic achievements over the years: “22 Colonial Athletic 
Association championships, 36 All-Americans, two national champions, one Olympian, three Rhodes Scholars, and 29 Phi Beta Kappas.”   
2 W&M will also forego the disproportionate draw of out-of-state tuition dollars from athletes. 

https://www.wm.edu/news/stories/2020/amid-financial-concerns,-wm-to-discontinue-seven-sports-following-the-2020-21-academic-year.php
https://ncaaorg.s3.amazonaws.com/ncaa/finance/d1/2019D1Fin_RevenueDistributionPlan.pdf


a ratio of 240 athletes per academic advisor.  Cutting as many athletes as possible is going to 

improve these types of comparables, without hurting the budget.  Since W&M has been ranking at 

the top in terms of average GPAs and graduation rates, there is no need to game the numbers. 

 In private correspondence, Rector Littel wrote, "Every program was given a target that was 

developed after an analysis of multi-year contributions by each sport and coaches, athletes, and 

alumni were actively engaged to help achieve these targets."  However, current and former coaches, 

athletes, and alumni state that such targets were never discussed with them.  Furthermore, W&M 

Athletic Director (AD) Huge has emphatically declined the teams’ offers to raise the necessary funds 

to cover all of their current operating expenses from endowment draws. 

Rising structural deficits that pre-date COVID-19 are also being cited by the administration.  However, 

the expenses of the teams being cut have not changed meaningfully over the years.  Instead, the rising 

deficits can be explained by poor management decisions and ineffective leadership in our athletic 

department.  Since the arrival of AD Huge in 2017, a number of noteworthy changes have occurred: 

 None of our revenue generating sports at W&M are profitable and they contribute no funding to the 

other 20 sports at W&M.  In fact, their combined operating expenses exceeded their revenues by 

$3.6 million in 2019.   

 Despite that football and basketball operating expenses rose by over 9% from 2017 to 2019 (pre-

pandemic), their combined operating revenue decreased by almost 7%.  Ticket revenues have been 

trending down since 2017, and contributions from donors to the revenue sports have declined by 

28%. 

 The net cost per student-athlete in the revenue sports went up from $15,700 in 2017 to over 

$27,300 in 2019.  In contrast, the net cost per student-athlete in the non-revenue sports increased 

only from $15,600 to $17,800 during this time period.  

 In May (in the midst of the COVID pandemic), AD Huge spent about $2.5 million on resurfacing the 

outdoor track and turf at Zable stadium for primarily cosmetic reasons.  This is a meaningful waste 

of resources as the entire athletic budget is approximately $29 million. 

To summarize, operating deficits from the three revenue sports have increased by 79% (from $2 to $3.6 

million).  Meanwhile for all other 20 sports combined, operating deficits have increased by less than 6% 

(or $0.3 million).  This shortfall is, to a large extent, shouldered by the wider W&M community, as 

student fees and institutional support have increased by $1.1 million.  In fact, over 50% of the athletic 

budget is financed through student fees to the tune of $15 million annually.  The elimination of the 

cheapest-to-operate sports (on a per athlete basis), which offer disproportionately many participation 

opportunities, threatens our students’ willingness to support each other. 

So why were seven participation sports sacrificed under false pretenses?  W&M is striving to build 

nationally competitive football and basketball programs.  Not only is such a vision a poor fit for our small 

and academics-focused institution, but also an extremely risky and ill-advised business venture.  

According to the 2016 NCAA report, 98% of football programs in the Football Championship Subdivision 

(that’s the one in which W&M competes) are losing money.  Not even VT, UVA, and ODU manage to run 

consistently profitable football programs, despite playing in the more profitable Football Bowl 

https://www.wm.edu/offices/financialoperations/financialreporting/statements/index.php
https://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2017RES_D1-RevExp_Entire_2017_Final_20180123.pdf


Subdivision and catering to campus communities triple or quadruple our size.  In addition, the long-run 

prospects for football as a money maker for colleges are declining.  High school participation rates have 

been falling for years and the NCAA is in the process of allowing athletes to claim a share of the 

revenues they help generate. That said, I am not making a case to eliminate football.  Like other sports 

on campus, it too can be supported financially – within reason – to the benefit of passionate and 

dedicated student-athletes.  Success comes in many flavors: while our football teams have never been 

the biggest and strongest on the field, they have always been one of the brightest, earning academic 

accolades and developing high-caliber coaching talent. 

It is also worth noting that AD Huge is betting “the house” on these programs with no long-term 

personal stake in W&M.  It has been confirmed to me that she is actively seeking employment 

elsewhere; she allegedly interviewed for Vanderbilt’s AD position that was filled in May.  Put simply, our 

leadership is taking a Huge business gamble. 

There are also some concerns about how things are being managed at the top, because they reflect 

poorly on W&M and undermine our honorable reputation. 

Unlike Stanford and Dartmouth, which made announcements in early July to trim their athletic 

departments, W&M’s announcement on September 3rd was opportunistic and inflicted avoidable pain 

on the students being cut.  The announcement was delayed until after: (i) athletes had returned to 

campus and signed housing agreements; (ii) freshmen were registered as NCAA athletes at the 

beginning of the school year, which costs them one year of competition eligibility; (iii) our alumni were 

solicited for donations during the “For the Bold” and “One Tribe, One Day” giving campaigns, which 

ended in June; and (iv) the start of the term when students, staff, and faculty are at their busiest; 

according to one BOV member, the calculus was that the opposition efforts would peter out within a 

month or two.    

In their official announcement about cutting the sports, President Rowe, Provost Agouris, and AD Huge 

followed Stanford’s letter to their community about trimming theirs, casting doubt on whether there 

was a careful examination of W&M’s unique circumstances.  Just whose vision are we pursuing?  What is 

most shocking is that the announcement used entire sentences from Stanford’s letter.  Not only is 

plagiarism an affront to the Honor Code, which is the very basis for Honor Codes across America, it is 

also a national embarrassment and damages our reputation as one of the nation’s best public 

universities.  Thomas Jefferson would be ashamed and so are our students.  They have already filed 

honor code violations against our university leaders. 

While it is not of systemic importance to our institution, I would be remiss not to draw your attention to 

the severe anxiety, rancor, and general dysfunction experienced by our athletic community since AD 

Huge’s arrival.  In just the first two years of her tenure, over 75 out of 120 (or 62.5%) staff members in 

the Athletics Department either left voluntarily or were fired.  Reportedly, staff who have left are afraid 

to come forward for fear that she will retaliate against their friends still in the department.  According to 

staff members, she intimidates and belittles her subordinates by pounding her fists on desks, yelling, 

pointing and wagging fingers, as well as “getting into people’s faces.”  These types of behaviors are 

https://news.stanford.edu/2020/07/08/athletics/


supposedly regular occurrences in her meetings.  Still more disturbing, students have claimed that AD 

Huge manipulated them during a time of personal crisis and intentionally shared their confidential 

information.  Behavior like that described by athletes and staff members should not be tolerated – let 

alone supported – on our campus.   

Our donors and alumni have taken note.  Some of them are cancelling their pledges to the “For the 

Bold” campaign and others are threatening to step down from various boards that support our 

educational mission as well as to shift their job recruitment efforts away from W&M to other 

universities.  Our alumni are smart and engaged, and they have become wary of the direction our 

college is heading.  And rightfully so. 

Football started at W&M in 1893; back then every game had to be approved by the faculty in a recorded 

vote.  We do not need to approve every athletic event, but it is important to make our voices heard in 

the conversation about the role that athletics should play on our campus. A shift of focus toward 

revenue-focused athletics programs unleashes a competition between academics and athletics for 

institutional funding, donor money, and influence over admissions.  By forcing academics and athletics 

into direct competition rather than letting them remain synergistic activities, W&M’s very ethos is at 

stake. 

The lack of faculty involvement and engagement in this decision is alarming.  If faculty had been more 

aware of the fundamental shift of priorities and power from academics toward athletics, there would 

have been more scrutiny about its desirability.  I worry that the lack of awareness is not accidental.  The 

Task Force that was responsible for the 2006 W&M athletic strategic plan consisted of a diverse group of 

community members.  The 27 members included seven faculty, three non-revenue sports coaches, 

three students, and the Director of Recreational Sports.  By 2018, the situation had changed drastically: 

there was only one faculty among the 25 members, and no representation from coaches or students.  

Not surprisingly, the results reflect the composition of the committees. 

To get our administrators to listen, we need your support to call for transparency and accountability.  

We have always prided ourselves on being a community.  The hope is that we can have an open 

dialogue on how best to move forward. 

Please consider signing the petition, because we deserve better: 

https://wmsas.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_88iWHZZ4Mo5TY1L 

Thank you, 

 

Katherine Guthrie, Ph.D. 
Associate Professor of Finance 
William & Mary 
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