
 
Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee (AF&T)  
November 6, 2020  
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: Call to Order and Welcome; Data on Non-tenure Track Appointments 
Systemwide; Academic Freedom Issues for Contingent Faculty; Governance Representation for 
Non-Tenure Track Appointments] 

PRESENT: Gopalan Nadathur (chair), Brian Bix, Hon Ki Cheung, Cameron Cook, Sumanth 
Gopinath, Vladas Griskevicius, Ole Gram, Danya Leebaw, Yuichiro Onishi, Gary Peter, Karin 
Quick, Rebecca Ropers, Rachna Shah, Clifford Steer, George Weiblen, Becky Yust 

REGRETS: Bruno Chaouat, Timothy Wiedmann 

GUESTS: Jason Stahl, former University of Minnesota employee 

OTHER: Hana Ikramuddin, reporter, Minnesota Daily 
 
1. Call to Order and Welcome  
Chair Nadathur called the meeting to order and welcomed members. He briefly reviewed the 
agenda for today’s meeting as well as the proposed agenda for the December 4th meeting, and 
asked committee members to email him with topics they would like to address at future 
meetings.  
 
2. Data on Non-tenure Track Appointments Systemwide  
Nadathur next introduced Ole Gram, associate vice provost, Faculty and Academic Affairs, to 
share data on the various designations for faculty positions at the University as well as the 
number of faculty in each category. Gram provided a report of some of the ways this data could 
be parsed. 
Gram progressed through his report listing the various subsets of the overall category of 
“faculty.” He then moved on to deciphering how many adjunct faculty are employed by the 
University, and said it’s quite difficult to determine an exact number as job categories may be 
used slightly differently from department to department. He added that the surest way to 
determine the number of adjunct faculty is to use these two characteristics: 

● They are active (actively teaching) 
● They are not tenured or tenure-track 

The data provided by Gram covered the years 2010 through 2020. Very broadly speaking the 
information was parsed along tenured/tenure track and non-tenure/non-tenure track faculty, and 
by: 

● Full Time Equivalent (FTE) 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vdHIMzwzOVMowqOeoDN2_04IQ4yeo5WE/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1E-8tyJ2MLuYi_heskO6M6Uut1b9dgQzo/view?usp=sharing


● Number of Individuals 
 
He added that more detailed information for individual colleges can be found in the Academic 
Personnel Plans for each college. Gram pointed out that because there is an unusually high 
percentage of non-tenured/tenure track faculty in the Health Sciences, two sets of data are 
presented: one including Health Sciences faculty and one without.  
 
After viewing the data, committee members considered a number of questions, including:  

● Is there a graduated definition of academic freedom that can be extended to 
non-tenured/tenure track faculty who teach infrequently, periodically, regularly? 

● Which freedoms and protections is it possible and important to extend? 
● What can be done to disentangle academic freedom from job security? 
● Why was there such a drastic decline in tenure/tenure-track faculty between 2014 and 

2015? (Rebecca Ropers believed there may have been a tenure buyout program at that 
time that would account for it.) 
 

Nadathur said that an additional comparison of two different colleges (for example, the College 
of Liberal Arts and the College of Science and Engineering) would also be helpful. Gram said he 
could provide that information for a future meeting. Nadathur added that before the committee 
can make recommendations to advance academic freedom on behalf of this subset of faculty, it 
needs to know what kinds of protections already exist for non-tenured/tenure track faculty. 
Nadathur thanked Gram for the presentation and invited committee members to send additional 
questions to him for further discussion at another meeting.  
 
3. Academic Freedom Issues for Contingent Faculty 
Nadathur next introduced Jason Stahl, former senior lecturer in the Department of Organizational 
Leadership and Policy Development in the College of Education and Human Development 
(CEHD). Nadathur explained that he had invited Stahl to share his experience at the University 
given that, presumably, his academic freedom was challenged.  
 
Stahl thanked Nadathur and gave an overview of his years as a graduate student, PhD. student 
and, eventually, a faculty member at the University of Minnesota. Stahl’s years as an instructor 
spanned 2008 through the summer of 2020. In his capacity as an instructor of many 
undergraduate students (as a senior lecturer in CEHD and coordinator of CEHD’s The First Year 
Experience program) he began to have concerns regarding student-athletes and an alleged 
“abusive and toxic environment” in the Intercollegiate Athletics Department.  
 
Beginning in the fall of 2017, Stahl said he reported his concerns to the associate dean of 
undergraduate education (at the time), and submitted an official report with anonymized student 
data. Stahl said he had believed the then dean had been informed of Stahl’s discussions with the 
associate dean but it appears they had not. In the spring of 2020, Stahl received an email from the 
department’s associate dean saying his contract, which was set to run through 2022, would not 
be honored as it was written (Stahl would no longer be leading the First Year Experience 
program) which ultimately resulted in Stahl deciding to leave the University.  
 
At this point, Nadathur thanked Stahl, and noted that one of the committee’s directives 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1jUQRZ2bqkgZjvpHUwfggcfHr-IX4ElI2/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B95TvwsoC61fbmFlREN6VjJmSWc?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B95TvwsoC61fbmFlREN6VjJmSWc?usp=sharing


is to attempt to understand, in cases like this, what is at issue that is prohibiting academic 
freedom. He asked the committee to respond with questions for Stahl.  
 
Rachna Shah asked Stahl if he had attempted to resolve these issues through the Office of 
Conflict Resolution (OCR). Stahl replied that he had not. Shah noted that the reason she asked is 
because she believes that many University staff neither know that the OCR exists nor how to use 
it.  
 
Members then discussed how Stahl’s situation relates directly to the committee’s earlier topic of 
providing academic freedom protection for non-tenured/tenure track faculty. The committee 
members raised a number of questions for further discussion: 

● Does the presence (or absence) of academic freedom have an effect on how a faculty 
member teaches and supports students?  

● What is the distinction between two parties having differing perspectives on an issue (an 
appropriate kind of situation to take to the OCR) versus a faculty member being 
jeopardized because someone is breaking a rule or policy? 

● Should academic freedom be disentangled from job security? 
● Who ultimately has the authority and the responsibility to act on sensitive issues such as 

the one that Stahl brought forward? 
 
Sumanth Gopinath said that the lack of a clear pathway to safely articulate problematic situations 
like Stahl’s appears to be a systemic problem not a personnel problem. Shah asked if a faculty 
member has a complaint against their dean, what is the protocol for registering that complaint? 
Rebecca Ropers noted that there are avenues for such reporting, including: anonymous reporting 
options and referenced the Administrative Policy: Reporting Suspected Misconduct. 
 
Nadathur thanked Stahl for sharing his experience with the committee, empathized with the 
difficulty of his situation, and asked that he might follow up with Stahl in the near future.  
 
4. Governance Representation for Non-Tenure Track Appointments  
Next, Nadathur introduced Phil Buhlmann, chair, and Ned Patterson, vice-chair, Faculty 
Consultative Committee (FCC), and invited them to share their thoughts about involving 
contingent faculty in governance. Patterson updated the committee on work that had been started 
by a task force in 2017 to address this matter. He said he foresees the task force being able to 
make recommendations for action in the spring of 2021. Buhlmann recommended making use of 
the information in Academic Personnel Plans. He agreed with Patterson that colleges can and 
should make more frequent use of rolling or longer-term contracts for contingent faculty.  
 
The committee raised a number of questions for Patterson’s task force to consider: 

● Since annual or even multi-year contracts do not necessarily secure academic freedom for 
non-tenure/tenure track faculty, how do you build in such protections for those on such 
contracts? 

● If and when there is a notable shift in the number of tenured/tenure-track faculty to 
contingent faculty, how is the academic freedom of all faculty being affected? 

● What rights does someone - tenured, fixed-term, or any staff at the University - have to a 
particular leadership position as it relates to academic freedom? 

https://policy.umn.edu/operations/misconductreporting#:~:text=Reporting%20Misconduct&text=Contact%20the%20Office%20of%20Institutional,%2D866%2D294%2D8680.
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/0B95TvwsoC61fbmFlREN6VjJmSWc?usp=sharing


● What are the mechanisms whereby those who are not on tenure track get academic 
freedom protection?  

● Is there something similar to 7-12 statements for those who are not tenured/tenure track? 
● Because non-tenure track faculty teach sensitive subjects, do their own research, and may 

receive sensitive information (as Stahl said he did from students) why is the University 
placing such instructors in positions where their academic freedom is not protected?  

 
Nadathur noted that while this committee may not be able to solve the problem, it should 
certainly take on the task of highlighting the problem. 
 
Finally, Patterson asked the committee to recommend to him any fixed-term faculty to serve on 
the task force as currently there are only tenured faculty on the task force. Nadathur said he 
would communicate with colleagues regarding recommendations, thanked Patterson and 
Buhlmann for attending the meeting, and in the interest of time, adjourned the meeting.  
 
Geanette Poole 
University Senate Office  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 


