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Mar. 14--The University of Akron failed Charles Plinton. The institution did not pull the trigger that December
evening when the young man stopped along the Pennsylvania Turnpike and put a bullet in his head. Doctors and others
explain that suicide involves deeper tremors of the mind than the disappointment or humiliation that can follow
suspenion from school. The university failed Plinton through its disciplinary system, the process operating in this
instance more like Fidel Castro's Cuba than the learning environment expected on a campus.

The failure extends beyond the university disciplinary board that found Plinton "responsible" for "selling drugs to a
confidential informant" -- even though a jury had acquitted him of the charge. The university police force proved
heavy-handed. The school stated that Luis Proenza, the university president, did not know about the use of a
confidential informant living in the dormitory, a 35-year-old felon with a record that included theft, burglary, domestic
violence and possession of drug paraphrenalia. The university's general counsel knew. Shouldn't Proenza have been
aware, too?

A felon residing near your son or daughter? Is that the Akron advantage?

On Sunday and Monday, John Higgins, a Beacon Journal staff writer, told the sad and infuriating story. What happened
to Charles Plinton should weigh heavily on the consciences of Proenza and his colleagues, including members of the
board of trustees who share the ultimate responsibility for a chilling process, one evoking a police state.

The outrages are many. Start with the initial arrest of Plinton, in the hallway of the Polsky building, handcuffed in front
of his department head and fellow graduate students, university police officers treating him as if he were a member of
al-Qaeda. The university then dismissed him from campus and canceled his stipend -- all before a court or disciplinary
board assessed the evidence.

Plinton faced trial on felony charges of twice selling marijuana to the informant (paid $50 by a multiagency drug task
force for every deal he struck with a student). The case against Plinton soon fell apart. The physical descriptions did not
match. Neither did the cellphone records. Plinton had a persuasive alibi, the precise records showing that on one day in
question he was working in the Polsky building across campus. On the eve of the trial (three months after cuffing
Plinton), the arresting officer put together a new report lamely explaining that Plinton demonstrated a "posture of
shame."
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The jury returned with not guilty verdicts in 40 minutes. Unfortunately, that refreshing measure of justice was soon
overwhelmed by the university's disciplinary tribunal. Plinton showed the panel the jury verdicts, plus the timesheet and
cellphone records confirming his alibi. That wasn't good enough. The panel believed the testimony of the informant and
found Plinton (by a 3-2 vote) "responsible" for drug trafficking on campus.

The university suspended Plinton. He left the school never to return. University officials defend the process, noting the
premium placed on safety in dormitories and the need to combat drug use. Yet the disturbing thing is the standard of
evidence, "responsible" leaving room for a student to face penalties when less than half of the evidence points to guilt.
Other schools (Kent State, Ohio State, Case Western Reserve and Ohio) apply a higher standard.

Universities are not courts of law. They deserve flexibility in managing campus life. Plinton did not appeal the decision
of the disciplinary board. That turn of events hardly eases concerns about the university's action. The lower standard of
evidence points to an alarming departure from its mission.

A university is supposed to focus foremost on the development of young minds and spirits. In this instance, that first
purpose should have led to a very different outcome, one that reflected a fuller record, beyond the shaky evidence,
achieving a result that advanced the highest virtues of education. Charles Plinton deserved better. He wanted to earn a
graduate degree. He suffered a severe injustice.
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