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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; Potential Conflicts Between Academic Freedom
and Faculty Training Regarding Sexual Midsconduct, Discrimination, and Retaliation; Academic
Freedom Issues as They Impact Academic Librarians; Old Business - Approved AF&T
Resolution on the December 2, 2021 Senate Meeting Docket]

PRESENT: Gopalan Nadathur (chair), Teri Caraway, Bruno Chaouat, Noah Goodwin, Danya
Leebaw, Kelsey Metzger, Yuichiro Onishi, Chinomso Onuoha, Gary Peter, Rebecca Ropers,
Rachna Shah, Clifford Steer, Eric Van Wyk, George Weiblen

REGRETS: Karin Quick, Becky Yust

ABSENT: Benjamin Tansi

GUESTS: Tina Marisam, director, Equal Opportunity and Affirmative Action; Chris Phelan,
professor, Department of Economics

OTHERS ATTENDING: Phil Buhlmann, Bobbie Erichsen

1. Welcome and Introductions
Gopalan Nadathur, chair, welcomed members and guests and began the meeting by briefly
outlining the agenda.

2. Potential Conflicts Between Academic Freedom and Faculty Training Regarding Sexual
Midsconduct, Discrimination, and Retaliation
Nadathur invited Chris Phelan, professor, Department of Economics, to lead a discussion around
potential conflicts between academic freedom and the University’s desire to provide training to
faculty members and other University employees concerning matters such as sexual misconduct,
discrimination, and retaliation.

Phelan began by referencing an email he sent to senior administration on May 11, 2021,
outlining his concerns with the University’s required training module, “Preventing Sexual
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Misconduct, Discrimination, and Retaliation.” Phelan said his objection with the required
training is that he was unable to complete the training unless he “agreed” to assert the validity of
something in the training with which he did not agree. He added that he generally objects to
being trained, unless the training is assessing understanding of protocol or rules needed to
appropriately conduct one’s scholarship and research at the University. Phelan pointed out the
difference between understanding something stated in a training segment and agreeing with it,
saying that he finds it appropriate to ask a professor at the University if they understand a
statement, but inappropriate to require that they agree with it. He finished by saying “It is
inappropriate of the administration to assume the role of teaching faculty. We teach each other.”

Nadathur opened the floor for questions and started with an observation: “As faculty, our
behavior has an impact on the people around us who are learning, and, in that context, we need
to have some sensitivity to issues that we may not have been exposed to previously.” Nadathur
said he does not object to training as a whole, but feels that the  training has to be sincerely and
carefully thought through.

Bruno Chaouat asked if there is available data on the efficacy of such training and if not, that
it appears perfunctory, and doesn’t serve the struggle against inequity and injustice.

Marisam said the first iteration of the training, called Preventing Sexual Misconduct, was
delivered to the University community in 2018 in response to a May 4, 2017, resolution from the
Social Concerns Committee. The resolution, requiring that training for all employees of the
University be mandatory, was subsequently approved by the University Senate in 2018. Marisam
noted that the number of vendors offering this type of training at the time was limited as it was
an emerging field. All possible vendors were reviewed, she said, and though a vendor was
selected, it was agreed that there was room for improvement. Marisam did reach out to the
vendor and express the University’s concerns about where the training was poorly worded and/or
ineffective.

Marisam then explained that there is not good long-term research/data available on the efficacy
of this type of training yet. However, Marisam said, results that the University hoped to
accomplish through the training are:

● Direct those who experience this type of behavior to resources
● Increase trust in the University of those who experience sexual misconduct which may

increase the likelihood that they will report instances of sexual midsconduct
● Engage the University community in deterring sexual misconduct behavior when they

observe it and work collectively toward an environment that does not tolerate sexual
misconduct.

Rebecca Ropers underscored what Marisam stated as the origin of the training; faculty and other
members of the University Senate requested that the administration provide and require training.
She also noted that Marisam met with several governance groups to assess the training as it was
being developed and proposed. Modifications were implemented based on consultation with
faculty and governance groups.

Nadathur said that while faculty has a primary role in the University’s teaching mission, it is
important to recognize that faculty may also be learning from students and others on campus. He
then said it is a sensible goal to create an environment in which those who may currently feel



disadvantaged can feel safer and that they are significant participants in University life. The
preventing sexual misconduct training may assist in that. And lastly, Nadathur said, this is
relatively new training and it may be too early to determine if it is effective or not, so keeping an
open mind is important. Nadathur added that he believes very strongly that no training should
make participants feel that they must conform to a particular viewpoint.

Committee members and guests had a robust discussion and raised the following points, among
many others:

● Who should deliver training to faculty?
● Is there really value in these types of training?
● Faculty frequently react negatively to the term training; is it worth changing the term?
● Everyone can come up with reasons they do not like the training as it was provided, but

that does not mean it is preferable to have no training.
● Consideration should be given to the effectiveness of training, how much time is required

to complete the training, and ensuring lasting effectiveness of the training.
● Making people aware of other perspectives than their own is important, but telling people

“here are the rules” may not be an effective way to do that.
● The administration could do a better job of providing human capital associated with this

type of training rather than just a web portal.
● It is worth highlighting, vis-a-vis academic freedom, that a training piece should not force

conformity, and differences in perspectives should be accommodated.

Phelan said telling a professor what they must do is, in itself, a violation of academic freedom.

Rachna Shaw said that awareness is the first step to rectifying problems. She added that she
believes instructors are frequently told what they can and cannot do (you cannot abuse students
in class, for example) and that is not an infringement of academic freedom. Faculty  are
constrained by ethics, rules, morals, and principles of the University, but that does not infringe
on our academic freedom. Shah said that the training enlightened her to many perspectives of
which she had not been aware.

Eric Van Wyk acknowledged the difficulty in determining what types of requirements do infringe
on academic freedom and said that there appears to be a spectrum on which these issues land. It
doesn’t feel like an infringement on my academic freedom, he said, to try to make sure that the
University is a place where everyone has a fair shot.

Ropers pointed out that, in terms of funding, the institution is responsible for making certain that
everyone is behaving ethically or the University is at risk. She then asked Phelan his feelings on
faculty setting community norms and expectations for themselves. Phelan said he considers it a
violation of academic freedom even if another or other faculty members tell him what he must
do.

Nadathur pointed out that students also have requirements they must meet while at the
University. He wondered if it might be considered a violation of students’ academic freedom if
their instructor does not have a proper understanding of certain issues and how students may be
impacted by those issues.

Committee members and guests continued their discussion, with the debate centering around



seeing the requirement for training as something that infringes on the academic freedom of a
faculty member as compared to something which may help someone whose scholarship is
negatively affected by sexual misconduct.

Marisam pointed out that the University does want to promote critical discussion of all voices
and ensure that all ideas are being considered, tested, and debated. If a training, such as the one
being discussed today, can have the impact of creating a more inclusive environment, that has the
potential of increasing recruiting and retaining people from traditionally underrepresented and
marginalized groups whose voices enhance the robustness of academic discussion.

Shah asked Phelan his thoughts on alternate ideas for raising awareness about preventing sexual
misconduct that, in his opinion, wouldn’t infringe upon academic freedom. Phelan said in doing
his work, he does not get to grab the apparatus of the University and require that everyone read
his scholarship to better understand points that he feels are important and impactful in his field.
Phelan asked, “Who gets to grab the reins of the University and force faculty to do things?” and
added that that method should be used extremely rarely.

In summing up, Nadathur said it is important to note the inequities that are already in existence at
the University, and that some of this training is attempting to address that. He reiterated that the
biggest problem he sees is requiring conformity of thought. He restated that the administration
did not force mandatory training on faculty; the University Senate, which includes faculty
members, voted that training should be mandatory for all employees at the University.

Nadathur then thanked Phelan for joining the meeting and moved on to the next agenda item.

3. Academic Freedom Issues as they Impact Academic Librarians
This discussion was led by committee member Danya Leebaw, director, Social Sciences and
Professional Programs, University of Minnesota Libraries. She co-authored, with Alexis
Logsdon, an article in the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) Journal of
Academic Freedom titled Educating from The Margins: Academic Librarians and Academic
Freedom.

Leebaw said the main intent of writing the article was to share information with non-librarian
audiences regarding how the status of academic librarians differs from that of faculty and how it
varies tremendously from campus to campus with little consistency or standardization.
Expectations, opportunities for promotion and advancement, and protections also vary widely,
Leebaw noted.

Leebaw said that she feels the University’s librarians are far more protected in their academic
freedom than many academic Librarians around the country.

Leebaw and Logsdon began their research after the president of a Minnesota private college
required its librarians to remove an online study guide which contextualized the election of
Donald Trump in 2016. Far-right student newspapers and Fox News began publicizing the study
guide, there was a sizable public backlash, and the college president responded by requiring the
removal of the online study guide. This prompted Leebaw and Logsdon to question if the
academic freedom protections afforded librarians had been misunderstood by themselves and
colleagues around the country.
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Leebaw noted a few of the findings from her research:
● Intellectual freedom for library users has long been centered by librarians as has the

freedom to create collections without interference.
● Codified within librarians’ work is the value of neutrality in delivering programs and

services, and questions have arisen as to whether or not that is possible in the current
social climate.

● In higher education, librarians are increasingly engaged in teaching, research, and
publishing research guides, all of which deal with complicated issues that require the
protections of academic freedom.

Leebaw ended by saying such protections do matter and affect the ability of librarians to
effectively do their jobs.

Nadathur asked Leebaw to describe further what she feels is in place at the University that makes
its academic freedoms protections particularly strong in cases similar to those Leebaw referenced
in her article. Leebaw said that the University’s Board of Regents Policy: Academic Freedom
and Responsibility, the AF&T White Paper December 2011 (which notes that the protections
defined by the Regents policy "extend to all University employees who engage in scholarly
work"), and the continuous appointments that a portion of the Libraries staff holds, are what she
considers strong protections at the University.

George Weiblen asked Leebaw for more information regarding the Trump 2.0 online study guide
situation, including who acted and what action was taken. Leebaw said her understanding of that
situation is that the president of the university reached out to the head of the library who then
directed the staff to take down the study guide in question. Because the employees were at-will
employees, and did not have faculty status of any kind, they felt they could not push back on the
direction given to them. Leebaw said her research indicated that this was a common scenario
among survey responders who did not have protected faculty status; alt-right groups (such as the
student newspaper Campus Reform) create a significant public backlash, administrations get
nervous, and make demands which infringe on academic freedom.

Committee members had a robust discussion regarding the factors that may play into librarians
(or other staff members) feeling unsupported or unprotected. Those with marginalized identities,
including those who identified as financially precarious, reported more incidents of their
academic freedom being violated and more feelings of being silenced. Leebaw referred to a
similar case happening at the University right now: two librarians published a research guide on
antiracist research practices that has received positive response across the University and at other
institutions. Alt-right student newspapers are attacking the guide, its authors, and the University.
Leebaw said she feels the administration is in support of the librarians and their work. Ropers
noted that guidance from University Relations often recommends not engaging with such attacks
or threats as engaging is usually non-productive. She added that this may be an opportunity for
the President and/or Provost to make a clear, public statement affirming one of the institution's
core values.

Committee members continued discussing the barriers to academic freedom for various
constituencies and the importance of continuing the conversation about how to equitably provide
protections for everyone. Comments included the following:

https://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/2019-09/policy_academic_freedom_and_responsibility.pdf
https://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/2019-09/policy_academic_freedom_and_responsibility.pdf
https://drive.google.com/drive/search?q=academic%20freedom%20white%20paper


● While it is occasionally important not to engage with those who attack and threaten, how
can the University engage internally in supporting those without continuous appointment
who feel less protected? A cultural change is needed and that has the potential of causing
internal backlash.

● It is the people who don’t have the power that are forced to be quiet.
● How do we make academic freedom a collective, institutional endeavor?
● As  has been discussed before, not having continuous or multi-year contracts can have a

chilling effect on academic freedom.
● Academic freedom is a community effort. If it is one of the strengths of the University, it

is important to give exposure to these kinds of issues systemwide.
● Does an individual's academic freedom outweigh the ability of the faculty, as a whole, to

establish norms and expectations for its community?
● The University community can engage in controversial, well-reasoned arguments when

academic freedom is present and individuals treat each other respectfully.
● Moving in the direction of conformity could be dangerous. Requiring everyone to behave

in a particular way is a matter for concern.

5. Old Business/New Business
Nadathur noted that the Resolution Defending Academic Freedom as it Relates to Teaching
about Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Critical Race Theory at the University of Minnesota, voted
on and approved at the October 22, 2021, AF&T meeting, has been placed on the docket of the
December 2, 2021, Faculty Senate Meeting. Nadathur requested that members reach out to their
colleagues and encourage them to participate in the discussion at the December 2nd meeting.

Bruno Chaouat and Yuichiro Onishi briefly discussed the tension between a traditional  liberal
perspective of academic freedom compared to one that is motivated by the urgency of social
issues. Ropers said she believes it is imperative to consider how the institution and higher
education can hold absolutely firmly to academic freedom and social justice simultaneously.

Nadathur then thanked committee members and, in the interest of time, adjourned the meeting.

Geanette Poole
University Senate Office
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