
Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee (AF&T) 
December 6, 2019 
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; Follow Up to Professor Meredith Gill Visit; 
University of Illinois Committee on Faculty Sexual Misconduct Report] 
 
PRESENT: Jessica Larson (chair), Brian Bix, Bruno Chaouat, Hon Ki Cheung, Nicholas 
Fischer, Yuichiro Onishi, Gary Peter, Karin Quick, Rebecca Ropers, Clifford Steer, George 
Trachte  
 
REGRETS: Gopalan Nadathur, Rachna Shah, George Weiblen, Timothy Wiedmann, Holley 
Locher, Catarina Saiote, Kristin Hickman 
 
GUESTS: Brian Dahlin, chief information security officer, Office of Information Technology, 
Chuck Tombarge, chief public relations officer, University Relations 
 
OTHERS: Sumanth Gopinath, acting president, American Association of University Professors 
(AAUP), University of Minnesota Twin Cities chapter 
 
1. Welcome  
Professor Jessica Larson, chair, welcomed committee members and began the meeting. 
 
2. Follow Up to Professor Meredith Gill Visit 
Larson introduced Brian Dahlin, chief information security officer, Office of Information 
Technology (OIT), and Chuck Tombarge, chief public relations officer, University Relations 
(UR). Dahlin and Tombarge were invited to the meeting to provide their perspectives regarding 
the events Professor Meredith Gill shared with the committee at the November 8, 2019, meeting.  
 
Larson told Dahlin and Tombarge that the committee members were shocked to learn of the 
extent of the damage that an online harasser could inflict on a person’s professional and personal 
life. She said the committee would like to better understand best practices for handling and 
reporting such attacks.  
 
Tombarge said that he and his colleagues in UR, in addition to crisis management, carry out 
proactive and reactive media outreach as well. As the number of reported incidents (similar to 
the one that Gill described) began to rise, Tombarge said, he realized that victims were 
frequently asking for help from the University almost too late in the proceedings to be of any 
benefit. In speaking with colleagues at peer institutions around the country, he confirmed that 
online attacks and harassment are indeed growing issues of concern in higher education. In 
response to the escalation in such cases, Tombarge explained, and in collaboration with OIT, the 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/14vu23l9uhJdiLWaVNPpxP3lqts0vi_LiLh0WpGS-rMY/edit


Office of the General Counsel (OGC), and the University’s crisis management team, UR put 
together tools for responding to online harassment. He distributed a reference card to committee 
members and noted that much more information is available on the Resources for Responding to 
Online Harassment website.  
 
Tombarge said while this resource is meant to be fairly comprehensive, it is up to an individual 
to take action and to use University resources should they find themselves in a harassment 
situation. He said the best way to get out in front of the damage these situations can inflict on 
individuals, as well as the University, is for the individual and their chair or dean to work in 
tandem with UR. With the current state of social media, polarizing blogs and competing news 
media, these issues can get out of control in as little as a few hours, Tombarge warned. Therefore 
it’s important to make an informed judgment, preferably with the help of UR, as to whether it’s 
better to respond or to let the incident pass. 
 
Brian Bix noted it had been particularly troubling to hear from Gill that, though she had asked 
for a software intervention from the University to help her right the situation, she was denied that 
help. Dahlin said that the University had helped her explore some options, and indicated that 
some of the interventions looked at are not truly effective. He noted that the security 
recommendations that OIT would make in instances of online harassment are the same safety 
measures and practices that are always recommended by OIT regarding online safety, protection 
of identity, etc. Dahlin reiterated the most effective safety measures: 

● To prepare for this type of event, make sure you know all the sites you are logged in to 
and the passwords for each site. 

● Change your passwords across all platforms, on every site you are engaged with. 
● Change your passwords at least once per year, preferably more often on all sites. 
● Use different passwords for each site, perhaps with the help of a password manager 

application. 
● As an employee of the University, use University provided and managed devices for 

work. Those devices will be correctly encrypted, have the correct authentication, have 
virus protection, and have the current operating system and patches. 

● Familiarize yourself with “Surveillance Self Defense,” a project of the Electronic Frontier 
Foundation, which provides extensive information about online and social media 
protection practices. 

● Limit your social media presence whenever possible. 
● Separate your personal life and your professional social media presence as much as 

possible. 
● Use two-factor authentication at every opportunity, both inside and outside the 

University. 
  
Bruno Chaouat asked if it is possible to locate the person doing the harassment so they can be 
sued or prosecuted. Dahlin said that in Gill’s case, the event was reported to the police, and OIT 
provided Gill with the information to report the event to the FBI. He explained that while it is 
important to inform the FBI about such incidents, as they are looking for patterns of behavior, 
actually stopping the harassment may be outside their purview, depending on where the crime 
originates. 

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1ci-s367FvmIZDe8izVdALQ8GwXiAjumH
https://university-relations.umn.edu/resources/resources-responding-online-harassment
https://university-relations.umn.edu/resources/resources-responding-online-harassment
https://ssd.eff.org/


 
Yuichiro Onishi said while a discussion on general preventive and safety practices was 
appreciated, he feels it is imperative to have a statement come from leadership, namely the 
Office of the President, saying that vindictive and vile attacks of this nature have no place at this 
institution.  
 
Hon Ki Cheung said she was troubled to learn that: 

● No restorative action had taken place in Gill’s own department (Cultural Studies & 
Comparative Literature (CSCL));  

● No comments came from the University or CSCL to refute the assertions of the Campus 
Reform group; 

● There has been no response to the Young America Foundation’s Comedy and Tragedy 
Report to try and mitigate the damage done; and  

● CSCL requested that Gill teach the Marxism for Today class again in fall 2019 which 
showed a particularly grave insensitivity. 

 
Chueng added that while UR has indeed provided resources for steps to take reduce the potential 
damage done by such attacks, what is lacking is a process for the faculty member and their 
department to move forward in a constructive manner. 
 
Tombarge thanked committee members for their input and said their viewpoints were helpful. In 
response to questions about why administration hadn’t responded with more authority to 
websites like Campus Reform, Tombarge noted that, for one thing, its writers are University of 
Minnesota students. He said if not given the opportunity to express themselves through 
University resources, they will reach out to other media platforms, which could intensify a crisis. 
Tombarge said the work of UR and administration is to weigh the merits of a forceful response 
as opposed to remaining silent. He added that because of the lack of ethical journalistic practices 
required of websites, blogs, etc., responses by members of the University community are often 
taken out of context and parsed to create incendiary excerpts.  
 
Tombarge said that in assessing the potential damage of responding to a crisis versus not 
responding, administration tries to: 

● Anticipate what the headline and story regarding the event will be; 
● Determine if that publicity will be helpful or harmful to the University; and 
● Decide if it would be less damaging to let the potential crisis pass without response. 

 
Tombarge noted that this type of harassment comes from the entire political spectrum - from far 
right to moderate to far left. He added that in the majority of cases, the most severe instances of 
threatening harassment come from outside the University community, and often from outside the 
state and/or country. 
 
Sumanth Gopinath asked if the president could issue a statement that underscores the 
University’s support of the principles of academic freedom and of its faculty to teach the 
curriculum they choose as long as it aligns with the values of the University. In addition, 
Gopinath expressed his concern that contingent faculty are not receiving the same degree of 

https://cla.umn.edu/cscl/alumni-friends/support
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protection and assistance that tenured and tenure-track faculty receive in similar crisis situations. 
Tombarge said UR has not yet had a conversation with President Gabel specific to this issue, but 
he would share the suggestion of a statement to her as something to consider. Tombarge agreed 
that presenting a broader message of support, rather than tying a statement to a specific incident, 
would most likely have the greatest impact. 
 
Tombarge next addressed the perceived discrepancy in treatment between contingent and 
tenured/tenure-track faculty. He said when faculty members contact UR for help creating public 
relations news around their teaching and research, or for help in dealing with an attack of some 
kind, every attempt is made to provide comparable treatment for everyone who contacts UR. The 
question of someone’s faculty status is never brought up when the faculty member is seeking 
communications assistance. He added that UR staff is extremely careful that their guidance is 
presented in an unbiased manner and is not influenced by topic, research area, department, etc.  
 
Tombarge explained that as the University is such a large and diverse institution, there are many 
approaches to crisis management. UR can provide guidelines to try to create consistency among 
the various departments and units, but conversations regarding how best to support faculty and 
staff members during crisis events should happen at the unit or department level as well.  
 
A vigorous discussion followed regarding the areas where academic freedom and online security 
intersect. Larson said the very fact of academic freedom creates scenarios in which differing 
opinions will be shared and should be tolerated. Gopinath suggested turning a possible liability 
(the negativity surrounding Professor Gill and the Marxism for Today class, for example) into an 
asset (the University’s commitment to academic freedom). Onishi reiterated his opinion that a 
position of neutrality doesn’t truly support the faculty or change the dynamics of what is actually 
happening to people working at the institution. He said no critical intervention can be made 
against extremists if the University operates from a place of neutrality.  
 
Tombarge said it is important for the University to showcase the positive events that happen as 
well. Such publicity can bolster reputations of faculty and the University which makes it easier to 
weather the crises when they come along.  
 
3. University of Illinois Committee on Faculty Sexual Misconduct Report 
Larson suggested that, in order for committee members to have adequate time to read the lengthy 
report, discussion of this item be postponed until the January 29, 2020, meeting. Committee 
members agreed and, seeing no additional items, Larson adjourned the meeting.  
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University Senate Office  
 
 


