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

Nadathur drew the committee’s attention to an administrative response that had been received by
the Faculty Senate to its Resolution Defending Academic Freedom as it Relates to Teaching
about Race, Gender, Sexuality, and Critical Race Theory at the University of Minnesota. This
resolution had originated in the AF&T.

Nadathur then provided links to articles from the MN Daily that he said may be of interest to
committee members:

● UMN Faculty Senate passes resolution to affirm academic freedom
● ‘It always feels like you need to prove yourself’: UMN contingent faculty speak out

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1m4ibiqkgIGhbt9FKapM6fsjfhf8H_TFJ/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I1UQT0muShGBKyafs1bUMy9YTZPgqt3D/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1I1UQT0muShGBKyafs1bUMy9YTZPgqt3D/view
https://mndaily.com/270488/news/umn-faculty-senate-passes-resolution-to-affirm-academic-freedom/
https://mndaily.com/271090/news/it-always-feels-like-you-need-to-prove-yourself-umn-contingent-faculty-speak-out/


Additionally, committee members were provided copies of a message received from Erik Moore,
the UMN libraries archivist, and an article by Professor Fred L. Morrison that described the
origins of Section 7a in the Board of Regents Policy: Faculty Tenure. The article by Professor
Morrison is titled Tenure Wars: An Account of the Controversy at Minnesota and it had appeared
in the Journal of Legal Education (Volume 47, Number 3, September 1997).

2. Multi-section Courses, Uniformity Requirements and Academic Freedom
Nadathur introduced Kenneth Leopold, professor, Department of Chemistry, to lead a discussion
regarding the potential conflict between a desire for standardization on the one hand and respect
for the academic freedom of instructors on the other in courses that are taught by multiple faculty
members.

Leopold said that he is seeing departments, more and more frequently, move toward a common
structure for classes that involve multiple sections taught by different faculty members, asking
for common content, common exams, and common grading rubrics. Uniformity in content and in
grading standards has obvious benefits for students and faculty. However, not all forms of
uniformity are obviously beneficial and sometimes they can also interfere with the freedom to
teach. Specifically, Leopold raised the following questions:

● When are departmental mandates concerning teaching appropriate and when are they
detrimental to students and to the concept of academic freedom?

● Should a department be able to tell an instructor that they must give the same exam as
their colleagues?

● Can departments require something as specific as online exams that are open for a 24
hour window?

● Can the department require an instructor to have a group work component or to flip a
classroom?

● Can group exams be mandated in the pursuit of uniformity?
● Can a department determine who can teach particular courses based on their willingness

to comply with norms and requirements it sets?

Leopold observed that many of these questions involved the concept of academic freedom in an
intrinsic way and desired to hear the opinions of committee members who obviously thought
about such issues often and in a deep way.

A discussion ensued regarding the level of structure that can be reasonably imposed. Rachna
Shah noted that, if the intention is for students to come out of the class with similar content
knowledge, then some standardization is useful. She added that in her department many faculty
appreciate that slides, quizzes, and exams are available for them to use and customize to their
own strengths. Nadathur observed that while providing helpful material to instructors is always
good, the question is if their use could be mandated. Eric Van Wyk noted that variations in
course content and evaluation must be tolerated so long as these do not result in wild differences.
Lisiane Pruinelli commented that requirements of what is to be covered in a course must not be
imposed by people who do not have the necessary expertise to teach it. Kelsey Metzger said that
a request for standardization is appropriate provided a rationale and evidence supporting the
benefits is provided. Leopold observed that even when a rationale is provided, there can be
disagreements. He wondered if an instructor does not agree with the rationale, can the other
instructors then ask that that instructor not be assigned to teach the course? Shah noted that
variations in the way the class is structured may make the student experience difficult and such a



consideration may sometimes need to be given precedence.

The discussion considered whether it was acceptable to impose requirements on the style of
teaching and evaluation, aspects that are different from course content. Leopold asked if, after
having taught a course for 30 years, a department may decide that the instructor may not teach a
course because they refused to administer exams using Proctorio and with a 24 hour window for
taking it. Ole Gram said that if an instructor successfully prepares a student to move from one
course to the next level of the course, that the administration should have no business to insert
itself in decisions about the modality of instruction or the manner of evaluation. Van Wyk
observed that it is acceptable for a department to facilitate a particular method for administering
exams but it must not otherwise interfere with the choice that an instructor ultimately makes.

Another issue that was considered was whether it was acceptable for the administration,
represented, for example by the department head, to impose requirements concerning teaching
style and evaluation. Shah observed that the department may sometimes facilitate a discussion of
these aspects by bringing relevant instructors together and it might do it out of concern for
student welfare. In such cases, this should not be considered an imposition.

Nadathur brought the discussion to a close by saying that a number of important ideas had been
expressed and that the committee should continue thinking about them and possibly discussing
them further at a future meeting. Leopold thanked the committee and added that if some type of
document giving broad guidance to departments that are grappling with this issue were to be
created, either by AF&T, or the Senate Committee on Educational Policy (SCEP), or elsewhere
in University Senate governance, it would be greatly appreciated.

3. Presidential Postdoctoral Fellowship Program and Tenure-Track Appointments
Keisha Varma, professor, Department of Educational Psychology, and associate vice provost,
Office for Equity and Diversity, thanked the committee for the opportunity to share information
on the Presidential Postdoctoral Fellowship Program (PPFP). Varma noted that this postdoctoral
program is unique in that it focuses on diversifying the faculty at the University of Minnesota.
Varma said she appreciates questions from the committee regarding how such a program could
impact tenure lines.

An important feature of this program, Varma said, is a commitment by administrators to consider
how postdocs, who come through this program, can be transitioned to tenure track lines. The
faculty in a given department are heavily involved in the recruitment and hiring of these postdoc
fellows since they could become members of the department in the future.

Eric Van Wyk asked why a department would put applicants through an additional probationary
period if it was intending to eventually invite them to the tenure track line. Varma said these are
highly successful scholars who are just entering the world of academia, and it’s a benefit to our
University to attract them to the PPFP and transition them into faculty positions. Varma agreed
that it is important to avoid the feeling of imposing an extra long probationary period on these
positions. All the universities that participate in the PPFP, Varma noted, use the same language:
“...the program is meant to support scholars and diversify faculty.” Offering a tenure track
position to follow the fellowship is an option of the program but it is not required nor is it
guaranteed.

http://ppfp.umn.edu/


Committee members discussed some departments’ hesitation to use the program. Concerns
included:

● Finding an excellent candidate with an area of specialty that is the same as a tenured
faculty already in the department. How does a department make room for both?

● The funding for these postdoc appointments comes from a college/department which is
making a financial commitment to train and support postdocs who may not even end up
staying at this university. That could strain a college/department’s finances and be
interpreted as “not serving the current members of the department.”

● The goal of the program is good, and is an extremely important part of what the
University is striving to do. Linking it to the tenure track in any official way is
problematic in that it prolongs the probationary period, and may inhibit the postdoc
fellow from advancing in their career somewhere other than the University.

Varma said one of the major strengths of the program is how well supported the fellows are.
They are receiving the mentorship, support, and guidance to be successful on the broader job
market. She added that the fellows coming into the program are intentionally looking for a
postdoc position, they are seeking to be part of a nationally known academic community, and she
believes it would not feel like an added probationary period to them. Varma added that, above all
else, the program supports the individual in becoming a successful scholar.

George Weiblen noted that, in discussing the PPFP within a department, the theme of
inappropriately allocated resources frequently comes up. He recommended transparently stating
that this program is not about adding colleagues to a department, but about mentoring the next
generation of scholars from underrepresented groups, which could result in departmental
discussions being more supportive of the program as a whole.

Ole Gram asked Varma if a department has the option to hire a PPFP fellow directly into the
department as a tenure-track faculty. Varma said that is an option, and it has happened a few
times at the University since the program started here in 2017.

In the interest of time, Nadathur thanked Varma for joining the meeting and moved on to the next
agenda item.

4. Post-Tenure Reviews and the Performance Improvement Program
Teri Caraway began by reminding committee members about an email she had received from a
College of Liberal Arts (CLA) colleague with concerns that, “In CLA, the annual review process
is being used to set in motion a process to potentially strip people of tenure for failing to meet
expectations.” This colleague, Caraway said, believes that CLA is increasingly placing faculty
into Performance Review Plans (PIP).

Bruno Chaouat raised a number of additional questions for consideration:
● Is post tenure review at the University based on a managerial approach?
● Does such an approach infringe on academic freedom?
● If tenure is meant to guarantee academic freedom, is the post tenure review process a

threat to academic freedom, or is it aimed at something else (such as the dereliction of
duty)?

● Is the requirement to fill out the annual faculty activity report an infringement on
academic freedom because faculty are required to report on their activities? Is “activities”



the same as “productivity”?
● Is there a reasonable non-managerial way of evaluating faculty activity?

Caraway asked for clarification from Ole Gram regarding the order in which the various types of
reviews may happen. Gram said the annual review takes place first, and is followed by a
Performance Improvement Plan (PIP) if it is determined jointly by both the department
head/chair and an elected faculty committee (typically the merit review committee) that one is
needed. A Special Peer Review would take place only if/when it is determined (by the chair/head
and the elected committee of faculty in the unit) that no progress has been made in light of the
recommendations in the PIP and only with the concurrence of the dean. If a special peer review
committee is authorized, there are five recommendations that the committee is allowed to make,
ranging from recommending no additional improvements are needed to a recommendation to the
dean that a disciplinary process or dismissal should be considered.

Gram added that the post tenure review process (or annual review) is a developmental process; it
cannot in itself result in a dismissal absent a recommendation from the special peer review
committee to the dean that a disciplinary action should be taken. Nadathur argued that, according
to 7.12 statements, the post tenure review process is to “define the minimum performance
expected of those who achieve tenure” and therefore it is neutral, without judgment, and is not
really a developmental process.

The committee had a robust discussion regarding the use, the increase in use, and possibly abuse
of these processes in the past few years. Points discussed included the following:

● The degree to which post tenure review signals a managerial approach to tenure review
and whether or not that is an encroachment on academic freedom.

● Statements have been submitted by the American Association of University Professors
(AAUP) objecting to the addition of five year reviews for post tenure faculty as they have
found such reviews provide little benefit.

● Whether the University has seen an increase in the past 10 years in recommendations for
PIPs; these must be submitted jointly by the chair of the merit review committee and the
department chair or head. Gram indicated that the reported cases have increased from
roughly 1-2 PIPs annually ten years ago to perhaps 3-4 annually currently.

● Every fall a request is made by administration that colleges and departments report the
number of PIPs that were requested in their department.

Nadathur asked Gram if he could provide the committee with statistics to look at further. Gram
said he would try to compile something while keeping in mind that the protection of faculty
rights and anonymity is exceedingly important.

Weiblen asked if departments or colleges are required to report PIP requests to administration, or
only when they reach the point of a Special Peer Review? Gram said administration only asks to
know when a case has been initiated but details of the case are not requested.

Caraway expressed concern that, procedurally, there is a pathway that can take a faculty member
from filling out an annual review form to culminating in the process of their tenure being
stripped. There needs to be a wall between a developmental process into a process that relitigates
tenure, she said. Nadathur noted that if there is a concern about the process or language in the
Board of Regents (BOR) Policy: Faculty Tenure, it’s a more serious issue than if the question lies



within an administrative policy’s procedures.

The committee discussed whether or not the language in the BOR Policy: Faculty Tenure is
robust enough to prohibit from occurring the type of pathway that Caraway described. Gram
noted that a dean cannot intervene in the processes that take place in a department (PIPs) and
cannot intervene in Special Peer Review processes. What a dean can do at any time is initiate
disciplinary action for cause, separate from post tenure review, and there is a limited number of
events that can be considered “for cause.” Gram added that unlike many of the University’s peer
institutions, the University’s post tenure review procedure avoids a system in which faculty are
required to revalidate tenure on a regular basis. It is also clear that post tenure review processes
are peer driven, begin and end at the department level, and cannot be initiated by a dean or other
administrators.

Nadathur said that there appear to be competing issues within the BOR Policy: Faculty Tenure;
part of the policy grants tenure and assigns meaning to it; and section 7a appears to rescind that
meaning by giving a dean the ability to initiate disciplinary action.

Van Wyk asked if there was an expectation that the committee would develop guidance around
what is being seen as an upward trend in the occurrence of these processes. Nadathur said that,
when the committee is provided with statistical data regarding the occurrence of these cases at
the University, the committee could continue the discussion if there is more to be said.

In the interest of time, Nadathur adjourned the meeting.

Geanette Poole
University Senate Office

https://regents.umn.edu/sites/regents.umn.edu/files/2022-02/policy_faculty_tenure.pdf

