
Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee (AF&T) 
January 29, 2021  
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; Administrative Policy Review: Academic 
Appointments with Teaching Functions ; Discussion and Review of Upcoming Consultation on 
the Board of Regents Policy Faculty Tenure ; Discussion of Suspension of Tenure at Kansas 
Universities; AF&T Statement Concerning the Women's Faculty Cabinet’s   Proposal to Adopt 
Holistic Teaching Evaluation Processes] 

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

REGRETS:  Bruno Chaouat, George Wieblen 

ABSENT:  Karin Quick 

GUESTS: Ole Gram, associate vice president, Faculty and Academic Affairs, Brianne Keeney, 
assistant to the president, Office of the President 

1. Call to Order and Welcome
Gopalan Nadathur, chair, welcomed everyone to the meeting and asked for a round of
introductions on behalf of new committee member, Benjamin Tansi, postdoctoral student in the
Department of Bioproducts and Biosystems Engineering. Nadathur briefly ran through the
agenda for the meeting and then handed the meeting over to Rebecca Ropers, vice provost,
Faculty and Academic Affairs.

2. Administrative Policy Review: Academic Appointments with Teaching Functions
Ropers began by noting that while the Administrative Policy: Academic Appointments with
Teaching Functions is currently in its comprehensive review period, the committee is under no
obligation to make changes to the policy if it believes the policy is working as intended. She
added that AF&T may be particularly interested in a careful review of this policy as the
committee itself is listed in the documents as one that must be consulted with in the execution of
this policy.

Ropers then shared a brief history of the recent work that related to the policy, including the 
establishment of Academic Personnel Plans, required of all Twin Cities Campus units and the 
Morris and Rochester campuses. Later in the development process, Ropers said, a template was 
created to use when units revisit Academic Personnel Plans, with the intention of making plans 
more parallel and consistent in their design and scope.  

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1n0MhsU4KCKJ9nItb854z3Op5wYJxqh7xjLnlGGzFbxM/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1n0MhsU4KCKJ9nItb854z3Op5wYJxqh7xjLnlGGzFbxM/edit


 
Ropers wrapped up by saying she believes having this policy promotes important conversations 
about the balance of tenured and fixed-term faculty at the institution. She noted that it also may 
prompt discussions regarding offering sufficient opportunities for professional development for 
all faculty and whether or not budgetary factors may be leading to some academic personnel 
decisions. She then opened up the meeting to questions from committee members.  
 
In response to a question of why some departments are allowed to be in non-compliance with the 
policy, Ropers said the policy suggests that in most circumstances the percentage of fixed-term 
faculty should not exceed 25%. If units have more than 25% term faculty among their 
instructional faculty, they must create a supplemental statement with their plan explaining why 
they are above the recommended level. She added that some units have made excellent cases as 
to why their ratio exceeds the 25% recommended number, saying students benefit from being 
exposed to adjunct and non-tenured faculty who are working in professional contexts.  
 
Nadathur said that in reviewing the Academic Personnel Plans when they were first developed, 
he felt that some components were missing in relation to fixed-term faculty: 

● Mechanisms for professional development. 
● The qualifications to be considered for appointments and promotions for fixed-term 

appointments. 
● The Board of Regents Policy: Faculty Tenure Section 3.3 states that: 

○ No number of renewals of a term appointment creates a right to further renewals 
or to a decision concerning tenure. Every renewal of a term appointment for the 
seventh or succeeding year must be reported to the Tenure Committee with a 
justification of the reasons for the continuation of term status. 

● Nadathur said in his five years on the AF&T, that has never occurred. Ropers said that 
was also her experience and this may be something that is considered when the Board of 
Regents Policy: Faculty Tenure is reviewed. 

 
Nadathur said while the policy is thorough, mechanisms to enforce the policy need to be 
strengthened. Ropers answered that there is now a better understanding of what the 
administration would like to see in the Academic Personnel Plans and the template provides 
more explicit guidance in the development of the plans. She added that the template specifically 
calls out components that the administration would like to see more thoroughly addressed in 
future personnel plans. Ropers advised adding details to the plans and template which more 
clearly spell out a unit’s plans for professional development opportunities and mentoring.   
 
Committee members discussed whether or not the process of submitting Academic Personnel 
Plans could be automated to create increased efficiency and accountability and Ropers was 
interested in exploring that idea. Tim Wiedmann recommended developing a way to include unit 
faculty affirmation when a unit proposes going over the 25% recommended ratio. Rachna Shah 
suggested having an annual checklist that outlines how the requirements for the plans have been 
changed or added to since the previous version. Ropers said finding balance between such 
recommendations and the administrative burden that may create is key.  
 



Sumanth Gopinath asked if financial reasons are one of the motivating factors behind which 
types of faculty are hired. Could there be a new policy created that gives fixed-term faculty at 
least some of the assurances provided by the Faculty Tenure policy? Such a policy, Gopinath 
suggested, would underscore that fixed-term faculty do indeed have academic freedom rights and 
that acknowledgement could lead to more robust participation in the life of the University. 
Nadathur added that he believes there are already provisions in the tenure code that provide the 
assurances Gopinath suggests, and his worry is that the information is not being communicated 
“far enough down the line.”  
 
Ropers said that based on the committee’s extensive feedback, she would review the policy and 
look for ways to incorporate some of the concerns that were brought up today. Nadathur agreed 
that reviewing at a future meeting would be appropriate, and requested that Ropers also consider 
ways to ensure that the policy is being followed by unit heads and administration. 
 
3. Discussion and Review of Upcoming Consultation on the Board of Regents Policy: 
Faculty Tenure  
Nadathur next turned to Ole Gram, associate vice president, Faculty and Academic Affairs, who 
shared an overview of major changes to the Board of Regents (BOR) Policy: Faculty Tenure 
from 2007, 2011, and 2020.  
 
Nadathur asked where the past changes to the policy originated. Gram responded that some 
changes originated from the administration and the majority of them originated from the AF&T 
and the Faculty Consultative Committee (FCC). Most recently, amendments to Title IX at the 
federal level were the impetus for changes to the policy. 
 
Next Nadathur asked Ropers if she would point out sections of the policy that would benefit 
from careful review by the committee. Ropers pointed out the sections about which she finds 
herself in frequent conversations: 

● Section 7.11 with regards to broadening the scope of what is explicitly included in this 
section, to include having a stronger diversity, equity, and inclusion lens. 

● Sections 10 and 14 as these sections list what could trigger discipline and the procedures 
one would go through when engaged in the disciplinary process.  

 
Ropers reiterated her point from earlier in the meeting saying that the committee’s opinion may 
be that the policy is working fine as is and no changes need to be made, but it might be worth the 
committee’s time to at least discuss possible sticking points (for example, are the five actions 
that can trigger a review of tenure at the right level of specificity). 
 
Nadathur thanked Ropers and Gram and moved on to the next topic.  
 
4. Discussion of the Suspension of Tenure at Kansas Universities 
Nadathur invited committee members Sumanth Gopinath and Yuichiro Onishi to discuss the 
news of recent suspensions of tenure within the Kansas University system. Gopinath and Onishi 
shared the following documents with committee members: 

● An article describing the decision,  
● KU faculty and staff response 

https://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/2020-08/policy_faculty_tenure.pdf
https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/1dACRSFiWJbgusnWPHjf75QHEFx7twrSK16FnuoiJuKg/edit?usp=sharing
https://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/2020-08/policy_faculty_tenure.pdf
https://kansasreflector.com/2021/01/20/kansas-board-of-regents-exploring-1-year-policy-to-ease-university-staff-tenured-faculty-dismissals/
https://sites.google.com/view/kufacultydemands/no-to-kbor-policy


● Petition (Solidarity Statement) 
● Recap and signatures 

 
Gopinath said the above information has been widely disseminated at the University of 
Minnesota and at other peer institutions. He expressed concern not only for colleagues in the 
Kansas University system, but for what this could portend for the University of Minnesota 
faculty as well. Onishi expressed concern that the University of Minnesota BOR may take 
similar actions. He urged committee members to remain grounded in shared governance so that 
all voices affected by these types of “top-down” actions can be heard.  
 
Committee members discussed the value of shared governance and its importance particularly 
during trying times such as the pandemic has produced. Gram said that he feels the BOR Policy: 
Faculty Tenure provides exceptionally good protections for faculty, and while there is always a 
degree of caution when this policy is brought up for review, the administrative policies 
associated with it can be used to more clearly spell out protections.  
 
5. AF&T Statement Concerning the Women's Faculty Cabinet’s Proposal to Adopt Holistic 
Teaching Evaluation Processes  
Nadathur briefly recapped last month’s discussion of the Women’s Faculty Cabinet’s Proposal 
to Adopt Holistic Teaching Evaluation Processes. He shared a draft statement of his 
interpretation of the committee’s points from the December 4, 2020, AF&T meeting and invited 
members to discuss the proposed statement.  
 
After a lengthy discussion, Nadathur proposed that the AF&T statement should: 

1. Recommend that, in policy documents, the negative effects that using SRTs as a main 
evaluation mechanism may have on teaching evaluation be spelled out clearly.  

2. Contain language stating that additional evaluation mechanisms are thoroughly laid out in 
the Women’s Faculty Cabinet report and should be given careful consideration.  

3. State that the recommendations in the Women’s Faculty Cabinet report are suggestions 
only, and units should be allowed to enact the principles of the policy documents in the 
ways that best fit particular units. The University should communicate the spirit of what 
it wants measured without overprescribing limitations.  

 
Gopinath noted that an underlying cause of the frequent use of SRTs in teaching evaluations is 
the level to which faculty and staff are overburdened with work. Using SRTs in evaluation is a 
quick and easy evaluation tool, he said. Ropers agreed with Gopinath and said the challenge is 
finding the balance of carrying out thorough evaluations and being mindful of the time demands 
that robust peer reviews require. 
 
In the interest of time, Nadathur thanked the committee and adjourned the meeting.  
 
Geanette Poole 
University Senate Office 
 

https://sites.google.com/view/kufacultydemands/solidarity-statement
https://docs.google.com/document/d/12jlPjd6W8elDEWSTf9J_989wt8NzoTIWxn6o6Toy1Sc/edit
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1h5V0I8pMxjryKaRt6QerF6SeQImKyhnF/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1h5V0I8pMxjryKaRt6QerF6SeQImKyhnF/view?usp=sharing
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1hk49BZyUOVRBFjwmIFio17U2-WVtLGaxwDDWxsJbVI4/edit

