
 
Academic Freedom and Tenure (AF&T) 
November 2, 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; Reaffirm Vote to Close Meeting; Discussion of 
Delayed Reproductive Services Fellowship] 
  
PRESENT: Jessica Larson (chair), Anne Barnes, Brian Bix, Jerry Cohen, Nicholas Fischer, 
Holley Locher, Yuichiro Onishi, Karin Quick, Gary Peter, Rebecca Ropers-Huilman, Rachna 
Shah, Nathan Shippee, George Trachte, Timothy Wiedmann 
 
REGRETS:  Kristin Hickman, Gopalan Nadathur 
 
ABSENT:  Catarina Saiote 
 
GUESTS:  President Eric Kaler; Dr. Jakub Tolar, vice president for clinical affairs and dean of 
the Medical School; Ole Gram, associate vice provost, Office of the Executive Vice President 
and Provost; Bri Keeney, deputy chief of staff, Office of the President  
 
1. Welcome and Introductions 
Chair Jessica Larson welcomed committee members and asked them to hold introductions until 
President Eric Kaler and Dr. Jakub Tolar, vice president for clinical affairs and dean of the 
Medical School, arrived.  
 
2. Reaffirm Vote to Close Meeting 
Due to the sensitive nature of the topic to be discussed at the meeting, the AF&T Committee first 
held an electronic vote on October 30th, 2018, to close the meeting. The electronic vote was in 
favor of closing the meeting. On November 2nd, 2018, Larson asked for a motion to reaffirm the 
vote with those committee members present. The motion carried. The vote was 11 in favor, and 
one against. The meeting was, therefore, closed at 10:04 a.m. 
 
3. Discussion of Delayed Reproductive Services Fellowship 
Larson welcomed President Kaler and Dr. Tolar, and discussion ensued covering the following 
topics: 

● Timeline of events 
● The reason behind the delay in issuing the fellowship 
● Dr. Tolar’s communication with the Medical School staff 

 
After the discussion, President Kaler and Dr. Tolar left the meeting. At 10:55 a.m., the meeting 
was reopened.  



 
 
Larson then asked the committee, based on the discussion they had just had with President Kaler 
and Dr. Tolar, what they wanted to accomplish. She suggested that perhaps before moving 
forward, they would like to hear from Michael Goh, vice president, Office for Equity and 
Diversity, at their next meeting, and also from Amy Pittenger, vice chair, Faculty Consultative 
Committee (FCC), who said similar academic freedom discussions took place at the Big Ten 
Academic Alliance faculty governance conference which she had attended the previous week.  
 
Brian Bix noted that everyone present was already in favor of academic freedom, so creating a 
recommendation felt premature to him. He felt there needed to be more discussion and consent 
around “what is academic freedom” before a recommendation or proposal could be presented.  
 
Rachna Shah noted that the term “academic freedom” tended to receive a lot of push back from 
the conservative media. She felt the term was incendiary and overtly political. Shah then asked if 
there was any way the committee could influence or inform the statement that would come from 
the President’s Office concerning the Reproductive Health Fellowship situation. Shah noted that 
it was very important to provide the training in question for the state’s citizens, and to uphold the 
integrity of instruction at the University. 
 
Cohen noted that the University has open inquiry which demands that everything faculty are 
involved in be looked at through the lens of comparative analysis. He said faculty are charged 
with educating students through discussions on both sides of the political realm, opening 
students’ minds through open inquiry, and educating them not to the world they wanted, but to 
the world they would face.  
 
Yuichiro Onishi stated that he felt academic freedom was a defining characteristic of higher 
education and should be defended. Larson then read Section II from the Board of Regents Policy 
on Academic Freedom and Responsibility. She asked if the committee wished to put forward a 
statement regarding the Reproductive Services Fellowship, and Cohen noted that doing so could 
violate the terms of a closed committee meeting.  
 
Rebecca Ropers-Huilman, vice provost, Faculty and Academic Affairs, Office of the Executive 
Vice President and Provost, said that while the Medical School faculty and students appeared to 
be well informed about the situation surrounding the fellowship, the University as a whole was 
not. She suggested, if the Office of the President eventually makes a more public statement 
regarding the decisions made concerning the Reproductive Services Fellowship, that perhaps this 
committee could help to inform that message.  
 
A lengthy conversation followed with respect to the fellowship itself, and the bigger issue of how 
the University administration will handle controversial topics moving forward. Cohen noted that 
in higher education, many of the things which are taught have a constituency that does not want 
those things taught. In the fellowship situation, he said, the AF&T saw a compromise to free 
inquiry, not a complete shutdown of it. He continued that as faculty who are teaching 
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controversial subject matter, they had to be aware of both the social consequences and the 
possible political ramifications of their work.  
 
Conversation continued around weighing the importance of controversy, funding, academic 
integrity, and compromise. Cohen noted that while strongly held beliefs have merit, the capacity 
of the institution to function cannot be sacrificed, and compromise is necessary. At the same 
time, he added, a university does not exist without open inquiry. The question then, said Cohen, 
is how to accommodate both of those realities.  
 
Bix said the role of a public university in a political context had to be considered, and wondered, 
having reread the Board of Regents’ definition of academic freedom, did the committee think the 
definition needed to be expanded to include the idea of political or financial influence. He added 
that he felt the role of the public university did not fit within the narrow definition in the Board 
of Regents Policy on Academic Freedom.  
 
Ole Gram, associate vice provost, Faculty and Academic Affairs, Office of the Executive Vice 
President and Provost, noted that the University is required to deal with risk and controversy on a 
daily basis. He said the University engages in studies and work that is exceedingly risky because 
it believes in free inquiry. Gram added that unfettered but controlled inquiry has been a bedrock 
of the American university system for a very long time, and universities tend to react extremely 
cautiously to changes in the scientific and political landscapes. 
 
Larson then referred to the white paper that AF&T produced in 2011. She said as it is now a very 
different climate than 2011, perhaps it was time for the committee to update the white paper to 
underscore shifts in public interaction with the University. A number of committee members felt 
that writing additional papers would not be an effective strategy for communicating the 
committee’s concerns. Ropers-Huilman asked for ideas as to what might be done instead of 
writing another paper. Shah suggested a community town hall forum, to gather information from 
the community, the citizens of the state, and the legislature on how each of those entities felt the 
University should be dealing with controversial topics. Ropers-Huilman suggested partnering 
with the provost’s office, and Amber Bathke, senate associate, University Senate Office, added 
that the Social Concerns Committee was also considering holding a forum on free speech, and 
perhaps AF&T, the Social Concerns Committee, and the provost’s office could work together. 
Onishi suggested that a senate meeting could be another possible forum for discussion of this 
topic.  
 
Committee members continued to discuss how to define the most immediate and pressing issue 
to carry forward. Members also stated that moving forward too quickly without a clear goal on 
which they were concentrating did not make sense.  
 
Larson summarized that the lack of communication with faculty (outside the Medical School), 
and the residual narrative of that lack of communication was the problem. Shah then asked, if 
another similar situation were to arise, would the committee want the administration to behave 
differently, and if so, how. She said it was important to find the failure points and root causes of 
the situation so they could be addressed. Committee members agreed that communication with 
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the academic community in general was not handled well, and that was one of the messages that 
they wanted the Office of the President to be aware of.  
 
Larson said that in the interest of time, the discussion would continue at the next committee 
meeting.  
 
The meeting was adjourned.  
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