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April 8, 2025
[SENT VIA ELECTRONIC MAIL]
Dr. Brian Payne
Interim Provost and Executive Vice President for Academic Affairs
Old Dominion University
2006 Koch Hall
Norfolk, VA 23529
bpayne@odu.edu

Dear Dr. Payne:

I am writing on behalf of the American-Arab Anti-Discrimination Committee (ADC), the United
States’ largest Arab American civil rights organization. We were founded in 1980 by former U.S.
Senator James Abourezk and are based in Washington, D.C. ADC is very concerned with your
office’s handling of a discrimination complaint filed by STUDENT, an undergraduate junior at
Old Dominion University (ODU)).

This letter is being submitted in support of STUDENT’s appeal of your findings that ODU, by
and through its employee, Master Lecturer Aaron Karp, did not discriminate against STUDENT
Your March 26, 2025, Memorandum in response to the Office of Institutional Equity and
Diversity’s investigative report on the discrimination complaint filed by STUDENT against Mr.
Karp fails to address 2 significant issues, which I have outlined below.

I.  Position of Authority

There is no dispute that Mr. Karp asked STUDENT to leave the Batten Arts and Letters Building
where he was quietly studying by himself. The investigative findings issued by the ODU Office of
Institutional Equity and Diversity include statements by 3 individuals all acknowledging that Mr.
Karp approached STUDENT, expressed disagreement with STUDENT’s political affiliation as
demonstrated by the sticker on his laptop, that Mr. Karp asked STUDENT to leave the public
space, and that, as a result of Mr. Karp’s request, STUDENT did leave the public space.

e The investigative report states that STUDENT described Mr. Karp sitting down in front

of him and asking him to leave the public space because of the sticker on his laptop
expressing his political affiliation.
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o The investigative report states that Mr. Karp acknowledges approaching STUDENT and
making a statement expressing his desire for STUDENT to leave the public space because
Mr. Karp disagreed with his political affiliation.

o The investigative report states that WITNESS observed an “aggravated” Mr. Karp
approach STUDENT who looked “shocked after the interaction” and explained that “he
had been asked to leave by Mr. Karp due to his laptop sticker.”

In your memorandum, you state that “there is no conclusive evidence that Mr. Karp made or
required STUDENT to leave the premises. Stating a desire for someone to do something does
not amount to behavior that would equate to discrimination.” While Mr. Karp claims to have used
more polite words, both STUDENT and WITNESS described his demeanor as aggravated,
suggesting that Mr. Karp’s recollection may not have been accurate. Furthermore, your
characterization of the incident fails to acknowledge the imbalance of power between a 20-year-
old undergraduate student with no authority and a 65-year-old Master Lecturer who is an agent of
the university that maintains authority over its students.

When an official in a position of authority makes a statement in the forum of his or her authority,
it is clearly understood to be an action or statement of the institution that has entrusted him with
that authority. Had Mr. Karp been a fellow student, STUDENT would have been free to ignore
him. Had the incident in question taken place off campus where Mr. Karp had no greater authority
than STUDENT, STUDENT would have been free to ignore him. That is not what happened.
Mr. Karp spoke with the authority of ODU behind him.

The imbalance of power between STUDENT and Mr. Karp made it impossible for STUDENT to
refuse to leave without risking adverse action by ODU. STUDENT understood that if he
refused to leave, Mr. Karp was in a position of authority to call campus security or take other
official action against him, potentially jeopardizing his status as a student, his ability to pursue a
higher education, and even his ability to secure employment had there been disciplinary action
against him.

II. Discrimination Based on Political Affiliation
ODU Policy 1005 Section C on Discrimination defines discrimination as:

Inequitable and unlawful treatment based on an individual’s protected characteristics or statuses —
race (or traits historically associated with race including hair texture, hair type, and protective
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styles such as braids, locks, and twists), sex, color, national origin, religion, age, veteran status,
sexual orientation, gender identity, pregnancy, genetic information, political affiliation, marital
status, disability, or any other status protected by law — that excludes an individual from
participation in an educational program or activity, denies the individual the benefits of an
educational program or activity, treats the individual differently or otherwise adversely affects a
term or condition of an individual’s employment, education, living environment or participation
in an educational program or activity. Discrimination does not have to include intent to harm or
involve repeated incidents.

Your findings neglect to acknowledge that Mr. Karp’s behavior was admittedly in reaction to
STUDENT’s political beliefs and, STUDENT’s Palestinian identity itself.

Mr. Karp took action against STUDENT because he disagreed with the latter’s political beliefs
and based on his Palestinian identity, in violation of ODU Policy 105, as well as Title VI of the
Civil Rights Act of 1964. ADC urges you to reconsider your office’s March 26, 2025, decision and
respectfully submits this letter in support of STUDENT ’s appeal.

ADC is happy to meet with your office to discuss the national context of discrimination against
Arab Americans and the nationwide efforts to prevent their political expression. We are watching
situations like this closely and are available to be a resource to your office to ensure that no staff,
faculty, or student is subjected to unlawful discrimination based on their identity as an Arab or
Muslim, or their political beliefs relating to such identity.

Please confirm receipt of this letter and provide a contact person for future inquiries into this
matter.
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