
ACADEMIC FREEDOM AND TENURE COMMITTEE (AF&T) 
February 19, 2016 
Minutes of the Meeting 

 
These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate; none of the comments, conclusions, or actions reported in these minutes represents the views of, 
nor are they binding on, the Senate, the Administration, or the Board of Regents. 
 
[In these minutes: Discussion with Vice Provost for Academic Affairs; Collegiate Personnel 
Plans Report; EOAA Discussion; AF&T and Union] 
 
PRESENT: Phil Buhlmann (chair), Kevin Upton, Karen Miksch, Paula Rabinowitz, Rebecca 
Ropers-Huilman, Holly Locher, Geoff Dubrow, Jerry Cohen, Jessica Larson, Anne Barnes, 
Naomi Scheman 
 
REGRETS: Teresa Kimberley 
 
ABSENT:  Nathan Shippee, George Trachte 
 
OTHERS: Geoffrey Rojas 
 
1. Discussion with Vice Provost for Academic Affairs:  Phil Buhlmann, chair, welcomed the 
committee and introduced Rebecca Ropers-Huilman, newly appointed vice provost for academic 
affairs, Provost’s Office.  Ropers-Huilman said that she has been involved in shared governance 
for some time.  She has a ten-point priority list in her office, seven of which, she added, relate to 
issues of importance for the committee:   

• Faculty review and the Promotion and Tenure Process; 
• Culture, climate, diversity, and equity as it relates to faculty; 
• Relationships with other leaders across campus; 
• Liaising with governance; 
• Policy development review and implementation; 
• Implementation of strategic plan; and 
• Faculty and leadership development. 

 
Ropers-Huilman then provided an overview of the things she has been focusing on in her 

first weeks on the job:  
• Unionization and what that means for conversations with faculty governance.  A few 

things she hoped to concentrate on have been tabled until after the union vote has 
occurred.  

• They are hiring a new director for the Center for Educational Innovation. She said the 
Center has an incredibly talented staff, and that she has already seen faculty who come in 
with fairly low scores from students, then work with the Center, and have their scores 
increase tremendously after that work.   

• Ropers-Huilman reminded the committee that she reads every exit interview of faculty 
who choose to leave the institution.  She is working on a process of gathering data from 
these interviews that is useful and thoughtful.   



• She has also been working with the Salary Equity Review committee, working on getting 
reports from this work, as it has been some time since the Review committee was 
instituted.    

 
Ropers-Huilman then invited questions or comments from the committee.  Professor Paula 

Rabinowitz stated that she found it problematic that student evaluation scores are being 
considered a mark of someone’s teaching excellence. She urged Ropers-Huilman not to use these 
as a primary measure of teaching improvement.  Professor Jerry Cohen added that some students 
grade instructors negatively if they do not receive high grades. Ropers Huilman replied that 
when reviewing P&T dossiers, faculty members’ innovation and quality of syllabi, peer reviews, 
and other indicators of teaching effectiveness are also used. She added that evaluations are one 
indicator of teaching, to which Rabinowitz agreed. 

Kevin Upton said that it is important, in instructor observation, that the observer is qualified 
to assess mastery of a classroom environment.  He felt that peer review is a more valuable 
method. Rabinowitz felt that someone familiar with the content is very important to assess skill, 
as various disciplines and levels of students in the classroom matter when judging good teaching: 
the senior faculty in a department who know the curriculum are the best assessors.    

Ropers-Huilman suggested this as a more comprehensive topic for a future meeting as she 
needed to address the union efforts as they affect her interaction with the committee.  She said 
she has been told she cannot “threaten, intimidate, promise, or survey.”  A lot of the interactions 
she was hoping to have this spring cannot move forward because they may be construed as 
constituting a promise.  She said that policies such as faculty development and modified leaves 
need to sit for a bit, but things like the Collegiate Personnel Plan and how to collect data on an 
existing policy –not changing a policy but addressing how to enact it – should be fine for 
discussion.  She added that she would keep asking questions about what discussions were and 
were not allowed.     

  
2:  Collegiate Personnel Plan Report: Buhlmann said the committee has talked a lot about what 
faculty governance can do or cannot do during this time.  He felt that, as faculty, if they wish to 
discuss the Collegiate Personnel Plan, they can do that.   

He reminded the committee that the purpose of the report was related to academic 
appointments with teaching functions.  Every college is supposed to report on who is teaching 
their courses. Whenever a unit exceeds 25% of instructors as being non-tenure track, the college 
is supposed to submit a supplemental report explaining why.  The committee then discussed the 
draft supplemental plan form developed by the subcommittee.  Buhlmann then explained a 
proposed amendment to the draft he had distributed: the last page asks the dean to confirm that 
this report was presented to the full faculty.  This should not happen at the collegiate level but at 
the unit level, he thought. The last page should be a page that would be filled out for every unit 
that does exceed the 25%.  

Discussion ensued about who should sign off on the form, and it was decided that the 
lowest unit for which there is an administrative head should be the individual to sign off, as well 
as the college, because it is called the “Collegiate” Personnel Plan.  ACTION:  Upton and 
Buhlmann will revise the form based on this feedback.   

Holly Locher felt that the draft was great, but she wondered about the process and what 
happens if someone is out of compliance.  Professor Karen Miksch said that the policy lists the 



committee as the body that reviews the plans, and that final approval was given by the provost’s 
office, in consultation with the committee.  

Upton added that the plan is still not measuring what is of concern to the committee,  because 
in some instances the 25% may be teaching 60% of the classes. He thought that in the future the 
committee might look at what that 25% is teaching.  Buhlmann thought the form made it evident 
who was teaching what, and Professor Naomi Scheman thought it was a matter of a gap between 
the form and the 25% rule. The 25% rule does not indicate who is teaching what, she said, but 
that the form did. Cohen reminded the committee that the point of the form and the job of the 
committee was to help stem the erosion of tenure. Buhlmann agreed to review the language on 
the form about professional development, to address a concern about what opportunities for 
growth are available to non tenure-track faculty.  He concluded the discussion by stating that as 
soon as the committee is happy with the form, he will present it to SCFA and FCC and upon 
approval, approach administration and see if they are willing to push ahead.  
 
4:  EOAA Discussion:  Buhlmann reviewed the reasons for this agenda item: two occurrences 
over the last year concerned the committee in regards to how the rules and procedures of the 
Office of Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action (EOAA) were affecting academic freedom.  
Therefore, the chairs of the committee sent a letter addressing the committee’s concerns to Kris 
Lockhart, associate vice president, Office for Equity and Diversity (OED), and Kimberly Hewitt, 
director, EOAA.  They received a letter in response that referred to the EOAA process as 
described on the EOAA webpage, but avoided discussing specifics.  Now, he said, the committee 
needs to decide how to move forward.   

Buhlmann wondered if the language in the committee’s letter was responsible for a bit of a 
defensive reaction and stressed that he would like to proceed by engaging EOAA in a productive 
conversation about concerns raised bye the EOAA process.  He said that the committee’s 
discussion initially focused on issues of academic freedom but did not really address tenure 
concerns, which he thought should be reconsidered. He looked at the EOAA’s website, and as he 
did so, tried to decide what would require discussion by AF&T.  Buhlmann arrived at the 
following:  

• The EOAA policy on the website does not specifically state that during an investigation, 
the accused is innocent until proven guilty.   

• There is no mention of a timeline. 
• The language the EOAA sends to accused individuals lacks clarity.   
• Student guidelines specifically say “an accused student may make an appeal” and there 

are clear guidelines. There is nothing similar for faculty.   
 

Cohen commented that the actions of the EOAA are designed to represent and protect the 
institution. That is their job and it is important to keep that in mind.  Miksch thought it might be 
valuable for the EOAA office to relay that some of their policies are dictated by law.  Upton said 
that part of the problem is that the office is both the investigator and the judge.  He added that if 
an individual wished to appeal a decision, they would pay for it out of their own pocket.   

Discussion ensued about the effect these investigations potentially have; that no one wishes 
to obstruct the office from fulfilling the duties of their legally required jobs, but perhaps, given 
that they are on a University campus, there should be language or programming that deals with 
the ways these duties might affect the academic climate and infringe on academic freedom. 
Some concern was expressed about what happens to the administrative file after a case is 



concluded, even when the accused individual is found not guilty. The committee wondered, does 
it make sense to have the file destroyed?  Anne Barnes said that in some instances, the reports do 
provide valuable information about problematic behavior that might not rise to the level of 
harassment, but should still be addressed.   

Buhlmann concluded by stating that the committee should engage EOAA in a small group 
conversation, to see how to work better with their office.  ACTION:  Buhlmann and Miksch will 
meet with Lockhart and Hewitt, and then report back to the committee.  
 
5:  AF&T and Union:  Buhlmann stated that after attending FCC and SCFA meetings, it was 
clear that the campus needs to provide a forum for conversation, to present both sides of the 
union issue. He said that he emphasized this in the FCC meeting.  

He added that an issue to consider immediately is the question of what the committee is 
allowed to do. It was his assertion that as faculty the committee can discuss anything.  Cohen 
added that the union representatives and administrative representatives can negotiate the items 
that could be discussed.   

The other question to be considered, said Buhlmann is who can be included in the faculty 
discussions. Do chairs need to recuse themselves?  Rabinowitz said that chairs do not need to be 
excluded, based on her previous experience with unionization efforts.  Deans and higher are not 
eligible to vote, but chairs are.  Some committee members averred that the administration will try 
to limit the individuals included in the voting unit; that they try to interpret eligibility in the 
narrowest possible way.   

Cohen stated the one item the committee needed to discuss was the fact that the Office of 
Human Resources has said that there are no contingent faculty at the University, but essentially, 
that is what the previously discussed 25% rule in the personnel plan was dealing with: contingent 
faculty. Scheman said the proposed 25% supplemental document would be relevant to settling 
who should be included in the voting unit.   

Rabinowitz wanted clarification on what ‘terms and conditions of employment’ 
specifically referred to.  She said that normal activities of faculty members, such as tenure and 
promotion, service on committees, and teaching, should continue.  Changing benefits and pay 
scales would be prohibited.  Buhlmann brought up a comment he heard in FCC: “The status quo 
of a moving train is keep on moving” and for the most part business should continue as usual.  
Geoffrey Rojas asked why the committee could not have a union representative attend a meeting 
to answer questions.  Jessica Larson said that on the Morris campus, faculty are searching for 
information on Google, or relying on MPR to find out more information.  It would be nice, she 
said, to know what was going on because if the Twin Cities campus unionizes, it is probably a 
fact that Morris will move in that direction as well.   
 
Due to time, the meeting was adjourned.  Post-doc representation on the committee will be 
addressed at the next meeting.   
 
Patricia Straub 
University Senate Office 
 


