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[In these minutes: Discussion of Slavery Connections in the University’s Past; Ban the Box; 
Other Business] 
  
PRESENT: Mark Pedelty (chair), Lindsey Budde, Randy Croce, Abigail Dayton, Maria del 
Carmen Garcia de la Serrana Lozano, Laura Duckett, David Fuhs, Nicholas Goldsmith, Deborah 
Hendricks, Derek Kiewatt, Stuart Mason, Kendra Okposo, Leah Peterson, Molly Schwartz, 
Sarah Sexton, Megan Sweet, Boris Volkov 
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ABSENT: Anna Blasco, Becca Gercken, Meredith Horsch, Alex Oftelie, Rachel Schurman 
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University historian; Rob Stewart, graduate student, Sociology; Christopher Uggen, professor, 
Sociology and Law 
 
OTHERS: Vickie Courtney, director, University Senate Office; Trish Palermo, chair, Student 
Senate Consultative Committee; Chuck Turchick, student 
  
1. Discussion of Slavery Connections in the University’s Past 
At the last meeting, the committee welcomed Dr. Christopher P. Lehman, St. Cloud State 
University, who spoke about his research concerning William Aiken Jr’s financial contributions 
to the University before the Civil War. By way of follow up, Chair Mark Pedelty introduced 
Evan Lapiska, director, Public Relations, University Relations and Ann Pflaum, University 
historian, who presented the University of Minnesota’s findings related to Aiken’s contributions 
to the University. Pflaum began by informing the committee about a letter she received on 
February 16, 2016 from a member of the editorial board of the Ramsey County Historical 
Society. This letter said that the Ramsey County Historical Society had received an article 
submission by Dr. Christopher Lehman on the contributions of William Aiken Jr to the 
University, and informed Pflaum that the editorial board had decided not to publish the article 
but wanted the University to be aware of it. Pflaum then investigated the endnotes of the article. 
She clarified that she had no leaning one way or the other, but that the scope of her work 
required her to verify the claims made in the article. The article concerned a visit to the 
University of Minnesota in 1857 by William Aiken Jr, the governor of South Carolina and a 
slaveholder, during which Aiken bought bonds to the University. Pflaum said she was able to 
verify this aspect of the article. However, the article suggested that in addition to purchasing 
bonds, Aiken had given a loan to the University, and of this, Pflaum found no evidence. Pflaum 
acknowledged that the University was in a state of chaos at that time, and in fact was not open, 
so it is possible that records may have gotten lost.  



 
Pflaum then addressed a question posed in the last meeting of this committee, regarding whether 
Aiken was written out of University history purposefully, to which Lehman had responded that it 
was not clear. However, said Pflaum, the article did imply that the omission was intentional.  
 
Pflaum also said that the article mentioned that Aiken had stayed at the Fuller Hotel in St. Paul, 
and the reference given for this information was a book about the Fuller Hotel, but that that book 
made no mention of Aiken staying there. 
 
Pflaum concluded that some of Lehman’s assertions in the article were a stretch, based on the 
available evidence.  
 
Evan Lapiska chimed in, saying that his office had functioned basically as a second set of eyes. 
They concluded that this was a significant allegation, particularly if the allegation is that Aiken 
was intentionally erased from University history. They also went through the citations in the 
article and looked at archival material, such as minutes from Board of Regents meetings from 
that time, and could not find any strong conclusive evidence to substantiate the claims in the 
article. There was, said Lapiska, some rewriting between the article that was rejected by the 
Ramsey County Historical Society and the one published in Hennepin History, but nothing that 
addressed the aforementioned concerns. He added the caveat that he is not a historian or 
academic, but a communications professional. 
 
Stuart Mason, chief investment officer, added that Pflaum had reached out to him regarding the 
financial aspects of Lehman’s assertions. He said that in the 1850s and later, it was very common 
for wealthy southerners to come to the Midwest to escape the summer heat, and during these 
visits, these individuals often made investments here, such as purchasing land or purchasing 
bonds in corporations or other entities. Virtually all of the Big 10 universities experienced some 
such investment, he said. He acknowledged that most wealthy southerners were landowners and 
slaveholders. Mason went on to say that although Aiken did purchase bonds in the University, he 
was one of many, and that John Sargent Pillsbury had purchased similar bonds, as well as a 
number of other local individuals. Mason said that he found nothing unusual about Aiken’s 
purchase, and thought that it was a stretch to distinguish Aiken from other bondholders. He said 
that the bond Aiken purchased was for roughly $13,000, and during the short period that the 
University was closed, there were about $125,000 worth of these bonds issued. 
 
Nicholas Goldsmith asked whether there are records of other bond purchases from this time. 
Pflaum said yes, that five or six people purchased $15-$20,000 bonds the next year. Molly 
Schwartz asked whether there is evidence that Aiken’s bond was repaid, and Lapiska said that 
there are records of reports to the Board of Regents from some regents who had tried to settle the 
bonds. There was an attempt made to contact Aiken, but there was no clear conclusion in the 
records as to whether the regents were able to reach him or repay the bond. Lapiska added that at 
the end of Lehman’s article in Hennepin History, Lehman clarified that he considered an 
unrepaid bond to constitute a gift; Mason said that if Aiken expected to be repaid, it is a stretch 
to say that his contribution was a gift. 
 



At this point, there was a motion and a second to close the discussion, with the reasoning that 
while this topic has been interesting, the committee has considered it and found no action item. 
Pedelty said he thought more information was needed before closing a discussion of this 
magnitude. He said that the overall facts do not seem to be contested, and that he was not sure 
how to evaluate the importance of a bond purchase in the University’s history. He referenced 
Mason’s statement that the bond Aiken purchased was around the same amount as the one that 
Pillsbury purchased, and pointed out that Pillsbury is very much a part of University history. 
Shouldn’t Aiken be recognized as well, he asked, no matter how small his contribution? Mason 
made the point that as a bond purchaser, Pillsbury is as visible in the history as Aiken. But 
Pillsbury made other contributions to the University, for which he is more visible. It takes a lot 
of digging to find bondholders, he said, but when you do, the list includes Aiken right alongside 
Pillsbury. Pedelty said that there are historians at the University who are willing to do more 
research into this topic, and asked the committee whether they want to end discussion without 
enlisting the services of these historians. The action items, said Pedelty, could include a plaque 
or other recognition. Goldsmith said that this discussion will go in the minutes of the Social 
Concerns Committee, and will be in University records that way, but also mentioned the idea of 
giving preferred admission to descendants of slaves. Given the history of our nation, said 
Goldsmith, seems like a good thing to do regardless of Aiken’s involvement. Randy Croce 
pointed out that the University’s history includes other unpleasant aspects, and said that we 
should all work in the present to rectify the results of these iniquities, but said that he was not 
sure whether this particular aspect merits special attention on its own. A vote was taken at this 
point on whether to close the discussion, and the committee voted to do so. 
 
2. Ban the Box 
At this point, Dr. Christopher Uggen, professor, Sociology and Law and Rob Stewart, graduate 
student, Sociology, arrived to discuss the Ban the Box initiative, which seeks to remove the 
question asking about prior felony convictions from the University’s application. Uggen shared 
the following background information with the committee: 
● Uggen and Stewart have been working on research around the effect of criminal records 

on college admissions; Stewart is writing his doctoral dissertation on the subject. 
● The definition of a felony is broad. 
● Seven to nine percent of the Minnesota voting-age population has a history of felony 

convictions. That percentage is 22-26% for African Americans, and the number for Black 
males is even higher. This is not because Black males commit more crimes than whites, 
but because of other factors like geography of police patrol. The rate of arrest for African 
Americans in Minnesota, he said, is over 200 per 1,000 individuals per year; for whites it 
is 30 per 1,000 individuals per year. Therefore, this issue disproportionately affects 
people, especially men, of color, and is very salient in terms of the University’s diversity 
goals. 

● There is not a substantial body of literature on how an application question affects 
campus safety, but the evidence that is available suggests that asking about criminal 
records on applications does not contribute meaningfully to campus safety. 

 
Uggen then shared that, anecdotally, his experience with students with criminal records is that 
they tend to be very motivated, serious students, and have worked very hard to get where they 
are in terms of education. 



 
Rob Stewart added that the felony question was added in 2008; previously, the question was 
much broader, reading “Have you ever been convicted of a criminal offense (felony, 
misdemeanor, or juvenile offense) other than a minor traffic violation, or is any such charge now 
pending against you?”  In 2015, the Student Senate passed a resolution recommending the 
following: 
 
The Student Senate recommends to the President and the Provost of the University that the 
criminal history disclosure question be removed from the application process.  
 
If the President and the Provost of the University determine that criminal history information is 
absolutely necessary for the purpose of addressing campus safety concerns, the Student Senate 
recommends that a new process is created that follows the model provided by the 2009/2013 
"Ban the Box" employment legislation where applicants are only required to submit criminal 
history information after being conditionally admitted to the University.  
 
The Student Senate further recommends that criminal history information questions be narrowly 
worded and tailored to specifically address the convictions or conviction types that are relevant 
to campus safety, and that, following the research, the University creates a specific policy and 
set of procedures that outlines how the Admissions Department should treat applications that 
answer "Yes" to ensure that these applicants are treated fairly and consistently.  
 
The administrative response was as follows: 
 
The Admissions Executive Advisory Group, the committee that reviews admission 
recommendations for applicants that have indicated a criminal record, reviewed the current 
conduct questions. Their goal was to determine whether the University should modify the 
questions to remove barriers to access that may be caused by the broad nature of the current 
language while at the same time being attentive to campus safety concerns. The recommendation 
of the committee was endorsed by Provost Hanson and President Kaler and is now in practice on 
the Twin Cities campus. The language now reads: 
● I have been expelled from, suspended from, or placed on probation at any high school or 

college for reasons of academic dishonesty. 
● I have been convicted of a felony or I have pending felony charges against me at this 

time. 
● As an adult or juvenile, I have been found legally responsible for a sexual offense or I 

have sexual offense charges pending against me at this time. 
The administration believes that these changes are attentive to the issues that have been raised 
regarding the barriers to potential applicants with a criminal record of low level offenses, while 
at the same time safeguarding the University's obligation to ensure a campus learning 
environment that reinforces academic integrity and safety for its students and the campus 
community. 
 
He added that the practice of requiring criminal history information as part of the college 
admissions process is relatively new. Most colleges began asking about criminal history between 
1995 and 2010. The Center for Community Alternatives conducted a survey of 273 admissions 



departments and found that 81% of private and 55% of public colleges require criminal history 
disclosure information. Stewart’s own 2014 review of applications from 1,412 four-year colleges 
found similar results (78% of private colleges and 58% of public colleges). The Common 
Application, which is used at more than 600 colleges, is one of the largest contributors to the use 
of criminal record information. There is also a wide range of questions used by different 
universities: some ask questions as broad as “Have you ever been arrested,” while others, such as 
the University of Washington, ask “Have you ever been convicted of or adjudicated to be guilty 
for a violent criminal offense or been required to register as a sex offender?” 
 
Stewart said that questions remain around the effectiveness of these questions, as individuals 
who self-disclose a history of felony convictions are probably less likely to reoffend than those 
individuals who fail to disclose. For example, at the University of North Carolina (UNC), a study 
found that out of 532 campus crimes reported from 2001-2004 in which the perpetrators were 
suspected to be students, only 22 were suspected to have been committed by individuals with 
prior criminal convictions; of these, only nine had disclosed this information on their application.  
 
David Fuhs asked whether applicants, or applicants who check Yes on one of the criminal 
history questions, are required to undergo a background check. Stewart said he did not know for 
sure for the University of Minnesota, but most universities do not do background checks on most 
students, but may initiate a background check on those who check Yes.  
 
Maria del Carmen Garcia de la Serrana Lozano asked how checking Yes affects an application 
decision, and Stewart replied that at the University of Minnesota, applicants undergo an 
academic evaluation first. At this point, the reviewers do not see the criminal history questions. 
Once an applicant has been deemed academically admissible, the criminal history questions are 
reviewed to assess the seriousness of said criminal history. This was a bigger problem before the 
questions were changed after the Student Senate’s resolution, as applicants had to check Yes for 
shoplifting, minor consumption, and other minor criminal offenses. He said the review process is 
explained in an FAQ on the application. 
 
Stewart continued, saying that a major concern is the criminal record question acting as a 
deterrent, causing individuals to decide to apply at MnSCU or another school that does not ask 
about criminal history on their application, rather than at the University of Minnesota. There is 
no data on this, he said, but anecdotally, he knows people for whom that has been the case. 
Additionally, he said that attrition is a concern, as people who do apply may be deterred when 
asked to go through the additional process of having records sent to the University, getting 
additional letters of recommendation, etc.  
 
Stewart said that the SUNY system recently removed criminal history questions from their 
application, and now asks about criminal history only on housing applications and program-
specific applications such as for health-related programs, and that this practice seems appropriate 
to him. 
 
Megan Sweet suggested that the committee invite somebody from the Office of Admissions to 
address the committee, in order to gain a full understanding of the admissions process and 
balanced perspective on the issue, before taking any action. She also asked whether there is any 



data on crimes committed on campus by students who have prior criminal histories. Stewart said 
that another UNC study from the mid-late 2000s showed that of students who had criminal 
histories, regardless of whether they disclosed this or not, about eight percent engaged in college 
misconduct. This includes marijuana use, underage consumption, etc., he clarified. Uggen added 
that about five years ago, they asked the Big 10 police chiefs about criminal activity on campus, 
and they were much less concerned about students committing crimes on campus than they were 
about non-students. 
 
Sarah Sexton asked whether it is clear to applicants how the question will be used. Stewart said 
there is a FAQ link that comes up when an applicant clicks Yes, and that this FAQ explains the 
process, which is that a small committee will review the application to determine whether a 
larger committee review is required. The criteria they assess are the relationship to the academic 
program, how recent the offense occurred, mitigating circumstances, and evidence of 
rehabilitation. It is not clear, he said, how many applications are forwarded to this larger 
committee. There is also no data available on how many applicants check Yes.  
 
Fuhs said that a couple of years ago, the committee wrote a letter on this issue to the 
administration, and strongly recommended that the wording be changed to ask about violent 
crime specifically. He said that it seems that the administration is already aware of and working 
on this issue, and asked what other action the committee should take. Croce said he didn’t think 
the letter was sent, and Amber Bathke, Senate Office, offered to investigate. Croce said that if 
the letter was not sent, the committee should send it or an updated statement or letter. 
 
Leah Peterson asked whether there was anyone pushing back against the Ban the Box initiative 
in terms of risk aversion. Uggen said that is a concern, but there has not been a lot of 
conversation around it, as campus safety is the bigger concern. 
 
In the interest of time, Pedelty thanked Stewart and Uggen, and they departed. 
 
3. Other Business 
Speaking as a committee member rather than as chair, Pedelty expressed disappointment that the 
committee had voted to discontinue discussion of Dr. Lehman’s research. He said that there was 
a faculty member and graduate student who were interested in doing further research on this 
topic, and he felt that the committee should have heard their findings before ending discussion. 
He added that using one group’s oppression as a rationale not to deal with another group’s 
oppression is problematic, and he hopes the committee will avoid this type of thinking, as it is 
impossible to deal with all incidents of bias and oppression at once. 
 
He said that in the spring, the committee would look at the University’s investments and 
shareholder resolutions.  
 
He also encouraged members to continue discussions, via email, between meetings. 
 
Croce brought up a resolution that was passed last year regarding mandating online training on 
Title IX for all employees. He wondered where this resolution ended up. Kendra Okposo said 
that it had been passed by the Social Concerns Committee but required more consultation, and 



therefore had not been forwarded to the administration. Croce said that he would send the latest 
version of the resolution to members. 
 
Hearing no further business, the meeting was adjourned. 
 
Amber Bathke 
University Senate Office 


