
 
Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee (AF&T) 
October 5th, 2018 
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 reflect the views of, nor 
are they binding on, the senate, the administration or the Board of Regents. 
  
[In these minutes: Welcome and Introductions; Administrative Policy: Faculty Development 
Leaves; Discussion of the Reproductive Services Fellowship] 
  
PRESENT: Jessica Larson (chair), Brian Bix, Jerry Cohen, Kristin Hickman, Holley Locher, 
Gopalan Nadathur, Yuichiro Onishi, Karin Quick, Gary Peter, Rebecca Ropers-Huilman, 
Catarina Saiote, Rachna Shah, George Trachte 
 
REGRETS:  Anne Barnes, Nicholas Fischer, Nathan Shippee 
 
ABSENT:  Timothy Wiedmann 
 
OTHERS: Molly Hayes, deputy chief of staff for policy and initiatives, Office of the President 
 
1. Welcome and Introductions 
Professor Jessica Larson, chair, called the meeting to order and called for a round of 
introductions. Amber Bathke from the University Senate Office announced Geanette Poole 
would be taking her place as the staff person for the committee. 
 
2. Updates on and Request from the Senate Judicial Committee 
Kristin Hickman, chair, Senate Judicial Committee, explained that the committee serves the 
faculty by providing a fair and impartial forum for peer review of faculty claims that their rights 
under certain provisions of the tenure code have been violated.  
 
Hickman noted that she is beginning her fifth year on the SJC and until last spring there had only 
been one case and it settled very quickly. Since February of 2017, five cases have been filed, 
another inquiry is pending, one case was withdrawn two days ago, and four remain ongoing. 
 
Hickman said this uptick in cases could be just a blip, or it could be a harbinger of a steady 
increase in cases. She stated the committee would like to increase the number of faculty 
involved with the SJC on three different fronts: 

● At least one person to serve on the SJC to help staff the hearing panels 
● Faculty to serve as mediators 
● Faculty advisors to complainants  

 



She pointed out that the committee has attorneys who can provide training if needed, but as this 
is intended to be faculty helping faculty, the role of mediator and faculty advisor requires a good 
head, common sense, and comfort with University processes, rather than legal training. 
 
The SJC is of the view that it is incredibly helpful to have another faculty member who is 
detached from the complainant’s case emotionally, and who is familiar enough with the SJC’s 
procedures, to help advise the faculty complainant. 
 
Hickman requested if anyone has recommendations for these positions to contact her or Amber 
Bathke. 
 
Larson asked for questions or comments. 
 
Rachna Shah asked if there was a regular schedule for the process. Hickman responded that the 
committee is scheduled to meet once a month, and that meetings could be held over the summer 
depending on the number of cases pending. Some committee communication is handled by 
email, she added.  
 
Hickman went on to explain that serving as a panelist on a case could be fairly time intensive. 
For mediators or faculty advisors, the time commitment could be six to nine months, depending 
on when the case settled. It could also be a short burst of activity with the case coming to 
completion rapidly. There are different levels of commitment involved.  
 
Shah then asked what it is that prevents people from serving. Hickman provided the following 
two reasons: 
 

● Frequently people are not available to step in to these roles quickly 
● People who do not have legal training or who are not familiar with the SJC often find the 

process somewhat intimidating 
 
Hickman stressed, however, that faculty were needed immediately for these roles.  
 
Rebecca Ropers-Huilman asked who is eligible to serve in these roles. Hickman responded it 
was her opinion that the SJC attorneys would need to be consulted to clarify whether 
administrators would be eligible to serve as mediators for faculty advisors.  
 
Larson, Hickman, and Jerry Cohen discussed looking for participants among faculty who have 
served on other committees. Also discussed was the necessity to ensure diversity on the 
committee as well as among the mediators and faculty advisors. 
 
Larson thanked Hickman for her participation and as there were no further questions, Hickman 
departed.  
 
3.   Faculty Development Leaves 



Next, Larson turned the floor over to Ropers-Huilman, vice provost, Faculty and Academic 
Affairs, who highlighted the proposed changes to the Administrative Policy: Faculty 
Development Leaves.  
 
Changes to Policy: 

● First, a change was made to state that contract faculty who are compensated by a 
non-university entity are not eligible for sabbatical. 

● Stronger language was added for clarification – faculty are entitled to be considered for 
sabbatical leave of up to one year, rather than are entitled to sabbatical leave of up to one 
year. The faculty member must also articulate why a sabbatical is needed to achieve their 
goals. 

● The 6% cap on the percentage of faculty who can apply for and take a sabbatical was 
removed.  

● Language was changed from “worthy sabbaticals” to “approved” sabbatical leaves. 
 
Gopalan Nadathur asked why the syntax change was made. Ropers-Huilman explained that 
“worthy” was found to be an ambiguous term, and the new language more accurately reflects 
what is currently happening and what is required when requesting leave. 
 
Ropers-Huilman then added that one of the most significant changes in this version of the policy 
is that while the provost was quite clear she wanted a uniform policy across all campuses, a 
college may, after consultation with faculty, propose to the provost an alternative way of going 
forward. 
 
Ropers-Huilman also noted that the University sabbatical support fund is not being cut, but the 
language was changed to provide more flexibility to individual colleges and campuses as to how 
they use the funds.  
 
Ropers-Huilman continued, saying that the language that required faculty on sabbatical to report 
to their chair monthly had been changed to discuss progress with their chair. 
 
Yuichiro Onishi stated that the new language created a feeling of top down decision-making,  
and he felt this created a tiered system.  
 
A discussion among committee members followed suggesting the concept that sabbatical is 
mutually beneficial for the faculty member as well as other members of the college and the 
University. Cohen expressed his opinion that a sabbatical is intended for development rather than 
for reward, and hoped the mutually beneficial experience would ensure its longevity. 
Ropers-Huilman said her main concern was insuring that faculty could have access to the option 
of a single semester sabbatical to focus on their research. She said she hoped that the new policy 
would reflect what is currently happening while at the same time opening up the door for single 
semester leaves for faculty. Discussion continued about each campus using the policy to create 
its own structure that works best for it. Larson stated that to take a year long sabbatical is a 
financial penalty for some. Ropers-Huilman responded that working within the policy guidelines, 
yet finding what works for individual campuses, may alleviate that problem.  

https://policy.umn.edu/hr/facleaves
https://policy.umn.edu/hr/facleaves


 
Cohen opined that the single semester sabbatical may serve newer people (faculty with fewer 
years of service), and may also be easier for a college to absorb the changes than those that a 
year long sabbatical creates.  
 
Shah questioned whether the new wording in the policy would support two things: first, a greater 
number of faculty being able to request one semester leaves; and second, deans denying fewer 
applications. 
 
Ropers-Huilman noted that several deans expressed concern earlier in the process that it would 
be difficult for them to afford to implement an earlier version. While the allocations and funding 
per college are not changing, it will be up to the individual deans to review their budgets in order 
to support additional requests for leave. 
 
Ropers-Huilman indicated that Professor Joseph Konstan, chair, Faculty Consultative 
Committee, requested a vote to get a perspective from this committee. 
 
A motion was made to approve the policy moving forward. The motion carried with seven 
approving, two opposing, and one abstention.  
 
4.  Reproductive Services Fellowship 
Larson next directed members’ attention to the article from the Star Tribune regarding the 
Reproductive Services Fellowship (article from the Star Tribune). She noted there may be an 
effort to make this a political issue. Even so, Larson encouraged the committee to have an open 
and uncensored discussion, and to be mindful that whatever is said could be quoted. She 
reminded members that emails may be requested through the Freedom of Information Act 
(FOIA). If committee members feel the need to protect the privacy of their discussions, the 
following options are available: 

● The committee has the right to vote to close the meeting 
● As minutes are distributed to committee members before being made available to the 

public, members should carefully review the minutes to insure the accuracy of their 
remarks 

● Training on how to successfully talk to the media is available, and committee members 
are advised to seek out available training 

 
Larson reported it had come to her attention that a resident from the Broadway Clinic had 
accepted the fellowship in May 2018, before the decision was made to delay implementation of 
the fellowship.  
 
Bathke noted that Jon Steadland, chief of staff, Office of the President, had apprised her of the 
administration’s willingness to engage in conversation with the committee around this topic. 
 
Molly Hayes, deputy chief of staff for policy and initiatives, Office of the President, said the 
reason for her presence at the meeting was to take questions and concerns from committee 
members to the president and his staff.  

http://www.startribune.com/about-face-on-abortion-fellowship-leaves-u-with-whiplash/483124181/
http://www.startribune.com/about-face-on-abortion-fellowship-leaves-u-with-whiplash/483124181/


 
After a brief discussion among committee members, Larson summarized the committee’s 
questions: 

● Is there an established process for evaluating fellowships in general, and if so, was the 
process followed in this case 

● What were the details of the timeline from when the awarding institution advertised the 
fellowship to the time is was awarded and accepted 

● What communication did the administration have with the agency or foundation 
supplying the fellowship 

● Is the action of the University threatening its ability to carry out the search for fellowship 
recipients 

● What are the reasons the fellowship was pulled 
● What was the overall consultation process 

 
Larson suggested that the committee meet with Pamela Webb, associate vice president, 
Sponsored Projects Administration, to better understand the University’s policy on how  
fellowships move through sponsored projects. 
 
Cohen said, in his opinion, there is the at risk issue for the University’s reputation relative to the 
funding agency.  
 
Brian Bix noted that the Minnesota Daily article stated that “these procedures are still being 
taught in the Medical School.” Bix went on to say he felt the statement should be confirmed, and 
it should also be confirmed that no one is being discouraged from teaching the information or the 
procedures in question. 
 
Discussion followed among Bix, Nadathur, Shah, and Cohen regarding the importance of 
guaranteed funding and whether or not it is having an effect on anyone’s tenure or promotional 
process, or on anyone’s educational process.  
 
Hayes said she would convey the committee’s questions and concerns to Jon Steadland. 
 
Hearing no further business, Larson adjourned the meeting. 
 
Geanette Poole 
University Senate Office 
 


