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Results of the Investigation 
 
In a letter dated February 20, 2015, you asked me to conduct an investigation regarding the January 26, 

2015 complaint by Associate Professor Renee Melton against Associate Professor Chris Henige. In the 

course of the investigation, I interviewed Melton, Deborah Wilk, Susan Messer, and Chris Henige. I also 

reviewed documents relevant to the investigation. Based on t he information that I gathered, I find that 

Henige impeded Melton's ability to function as the Art Department Chair; failed to exercise caution 

when raising concerns with Melton; and violated UW-Whitewater policy when he sent Melton emails 

that he knew had the effect of intimidating her. [It will be interesting to see Thal’s basis for these 

claims.]  

The Allegations 

In her complaint Renee Melton alleged: 
 

• Henige's pattern of conduct, including acts of harassment, aggression, and intimidation, has 
adversely affected the performance of my obligations to the university. 
• Henige's conduct obstructed policy enforcement and curricular developments, and prevented 
faculty and staff from working together to achieve common goals. 
• Henige has knowingly pursued a course of conduct that resulted in a hostile work 
environment, and impeded my ability to perform obligations to the university. 
• Henige's sustained pattern of unprofessional conduct has a common thread of harassment 
and is in violation of University or Wisconsin-Whitewater rules and policies, as well as the 
Wisconsin Statutes and federal laws noted.  

 
Based on the above-listed allegations, I investigated whether Henige's conduct impeded Melton's ability 
to function as the Art Department Chair, and prevented faculty and staff from working together to 
achieve common goals. I also investigated whether Henige violated federal law, state law, or UW-
Whitewater rules or policies.  
 
Investigation 
 
Did Henige's conduct impede Melton's ability to function as the Art Department Chair and prevent 
faculty and staff from working together to achieve common goals? [I wonder what these common 
goals could be?]  
 
Melton alleged that the emails that Henige sent her and others were intimidating and constituted 
conduct that impeded her ability to perform her responsibilities as the Art Department Chair and made 
it difficult for the Art and Design Department faculty to work well together. She alleged that this conduct 
started soon after her appointment as Department Chair. [When, not coincidentally, she became 



responsible for making decisions relative to my program.] To support her allegations Melton attached a 
number of emails to her complaint. 
 
Melton, for example, provided a string of five emails that were sent on August 29, 2014. Henige sent the 
first of these emails to former Department Chair Susan Messer, and he copied Melton. Following is that 
email: 
 

From: <Henige>, Chris henigec@uww.edu 
Date: Friday, August 29,2014 10:19 AM 
To: "Messer, Susan C" messers@uww.edu 
Cc: Campus User meltonr@uww.edu 
 
Subject: Request for Clarification 
 
Professor Messer; 
 
At yesterday's meeting, you made a very clear implication that I was not being truthful about 
not having received notification on the original nonwestern a11 history course proposal, and 
that I had not seen it until I requested it from Jared and from the UCC chair. I believe this left the 
faculty believing that I was lying, and that this was potentially defamatory. After the meeting, I 
requested that you resend me that notification to me, so that if it had indeed been sent to me, I 
could make .my apologies to the faculty, and the question of the truth of the matter would not 
remain open. I renew this request now, and ask that if it turns out that I was not notified as you 
had suggested, that a formal correction be made by you to the faculty at large. If you can 
demonstrate that I was in fact sent this notification, I will do the same. 
 
Dr. Henige 
 

After she received the email, Melton decided that it was her responsibility to respond. [Why? Why 
should the chair intervene in a request between faculty members? Why wouldn’t the chair, if she chose 
to intervene, not ask Messer to demonstrate the veracity of her claims, rather than explicitly shield her 
from having to do so?] In her response she addressed Henige's request that Susan Messer inform the Art 
Department faculty that he had not been notified to review the non-Western art history course 
proposal. Melton wrote: 
 

Based on direct observation and review of the meeting minutes, I find the issue you raised 
below to be part of conventional meeting operations in which all parties have the opportunity to 
present their perspective. [Perspective is different from lying to the faculty. It is not Messer’s 
“perspective” that she informed me of the proposal, either she did or she didn’t. She said she 
did. She knew she didn’t.] There is no need to revisit the conversation and no need for further 
action from Sue.  

 
In response to this email Henige wrote: 
 

I am seeking an amicable resolution to the situation - simply that whichever of us is in error 
stands up and acknowledges it. If I do not hear from Sue on the matter by the end of the day, I 
will assume that no notification of the proposal exists, and I will take the Dean's advice - "if you 
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have a grievance, file a complaint." [And….is this not within my rights? All I have to do is 
demonstrate that Messer lied. All Messer has to do is prove she didn’t.] 

 
In the next email Melton informed Henige that she had directed Messer not to respond to him because 
she (ie., Melton) thinks that "it is a non-issue ... ," Henige gets in the last word stating that it is Messer’s 
decision to make, not Melton's to "instruct." [So, there’s an implication here that getting the last word is 
somehow improper. Had Melton defended her “instruction”, she may have had the last word.] 
 
It is instructive to review the August 29,2014 email string because the emails were written soon after 
Melton became Chair, and they show how Henige sought accountability in a manner that Melton 
perceived as aggressive and intimidating. [Why, because on her very first day as chair she obviously and 
overtly shielded the previous chair from her lies? It also doesn’t matter how I demand accountability, 
the fact remains that none has ever been given.] As is clear from a review of the emails that he sent 
from time to time over the next several months, Henige repeatedly sought accountability in a manner 
that Melton perceived as nitpicking and intimidating. [And yet not once did she express that to me. Later 
we’ll see that I was just supposed to know.] In contrast, it is Henige's position that the August 29 email 
string shows that Melton improperly intervened in a matter between Susan Messer and him, and 
Melton failed to see the reason that Henige wanted "to set the record straight." [All that I asked was for 
Messer to produce the email and I would apologize to the faculty.] 
 
In an email dated October 4, 2014, Henige wrote an email in which he questioned the review guidelines 
that were being used after Melton applied for a promotion to full professor. Melton viewed his email as 
critical of Messer, who led the review as Chair of the Executive Personnel Committee. [Why? What in 
that email remotely suggests this?] Near the conclusion of his email, Henige states that his comments on 
the application for promotion process "are exactly the kinds of conversations we could be having at 
Department meetings .... " [and…?] In response Melton asked Henige to refrain from directing her as 
Chair. [Of course. What temerity of a former chair to suggest better ways to do things.] In response to 
that comment, Henige emailed that as "Department Chair, it is your [Melton’s] responsibility to concern 
yourself with the issues I have raised." [True] Henige also indicated that even if Melton thinks that his 
"observations are garbage," he would like her to respond to his comments on policy issues. [Melton 
never once provide a simple “I did this because” kind of answer.] Melton responds to that email by 
asking Henige to discuss things in person with her in the future. [Of course. That way there will be no 
record of it.] But instead of discussing his concerns in person with her, on October 5, 2014, Henige sends 
Melton the email that she refers to in her complaint as a diatribe making a long series of allegations 
against colleagues and administrators. [I see r. Thal states this to inflame his report, but I don’t see any 
refutation here of the contents of that “diatribe”, or any evidence at all that Thal investigated the 
substance of that “diatribe”. What, exactly are you investigating, Mr. Thal, whether people made 
allegations, or whether those allegations are true?] 
 
In an email to the Dean dated January 2, 2015, Henige described conduct of Messer and Melton 
regarding the Department's Post-Foundations Review as "irresponsible and incompetent'". [Indeed it 
was. Read them.] Henige defends himself by contending that he wrote that because their actions were 
irresponsible and incompetent. [Indeed they were. Read them.] Moreover, Henige concedes that when 
he was Department Chair, he also did things that were incompetent and irresponsible. [That’s right. 
When I lost track of my notes on a faculty member’s promotion hearing, that was incompetent and 
irresponsible. But I admitted to it and sought ways to correct the situation. I did not say to the people 
who brought it to my attention “stop picking on me, you’re intimidating me”.That kind of response has 
been reserved to Melton’s conduct.] But Henige argues that he accepted responsibility for his mistakes.  



 
It is clear from a review of the emails attached to the complaint that Henige's repeated criticisms and his 
need to be right [I don’t have a need to be right. In the issues addressed in my communications with 
Melton, I AM right, and no one has demonstrated otherwise] on how policy and guidelines should be 
interpreted prevented Melton from working in a collegial manner with him. [Nonsense. Melton’s 
extreme defensiveness and paranoia prevented her from doing so.] Regardless of whether Henige's 
desire to "set the record straight" was genuine, he knew – or should have known [How?] - that his 
emails made it difficult for Melton to focus on administrative tasks as Chair. [Nonsense. Normal people 
simply explain their actions and move on. It seems clear that Melton understood that her actions were 
not very defensible, so rather than try to do so, she cried “harassment”.] 
 
It is Melton's position that Henige's conduct not only adversely affected her ability to function as 
Department Chair; it also affected Henige's ability to meet his obligations to the Department and to UW-
Whitewater. That is significant because under UWS Chapter 6 and the UWW Faculty Personnel Rules, at 
issue in a complaint is whether the conduct of the faculty member who has been accused of wrongdoing 
(i.e. Henige in this case) "adversely affects the faculty member's [i.e. Henige's] performance of his/her 
obligation to the university." Melton contends that Henige was obligated to be collegial [Dr. Greg Cook, 
Vice Chancellor of Academic Affairs, in a later faculty meeting, will state unequivocally that there is no 
obligation whatsoever to be “collegial”.] and to show appropriate restraint when raising concerns, [what 
on earth does that mean?] and he was obligated to be civil and refrain from obstructing Melton from 
carrying out her responsibilities as Department Chair. [At no time did I “instruct” Melton in her duties. 
Where is this? And why would it seem peculiar that a former chair might make suggestions to a new one 
about how things might be done?] A review of the emails attached to Melton's complaint supports her 
contention that Henige's conduct adversely affected his performance of those obligations to UW-
Whitewater. [How? Which obligations are we talking about here, an obligation to be “collegial” that 
does not exist?] 
 
Did Henige violate federal law, state law, or UW-Whitewater rules or policies? 
 
Melton alleges that Henige has violated laws, policies, and rules in the following three areas: electronic 
communication, harassment, and discrimination, In the following sections of this report, each of these 
areas will be addressed. 
 
Electronic Communication 
 
The complainant alleges that Henige violated UWW email policy. That policy provides: 
 

Use of mail to harass or intimidate, and broadcasting unsolicited messages or sending 
unauthorized mail, is prohibited. Inappropriate use of the campus email system may result in 
disciplinary action.  

 
She also alleges that Henige violated Wis. Admin. Code § UWS 18.11(1)(c) and (d) which provide: 
 

(c) No person may, with intent solely to harass another person, send repeated messages to the 
person on an electronic mail or other computerized communication system. 
(d) No person may, with intent solely to harass another person, send repeated messages on an 
electronic mail or other computerized communication system with the reasonable expectation 
that the person will receive the messages.  



 
Melton further claims that Henige violated Wis. Stat. § 947.0125(3)(c) and (d) which provide that 
whoever does any of the following is subject to a Class B forfeiture: 
 

(c) With intent solely to harass another person, sends repeated messages to the person on an 
electronic mail or other computerized communication system. 
(d) With intent solely to harass another person, sends repeated messages on an electronic mail 
or other computerized communication system with the reasonable expectation that the person 
will receive the messages. 

 
Under the state laws set forth above, Henige may not send emails when his only intent is to harass 
Melton or others. The complainant alleges that Henige extensively used emails "to commit acts of 
intimidation and deliver ultimatums, threats, and condescending directives" to her as Department Chair. 
Melton further alleges that Henige sent unsolicited messages questioning her motives, integrity, and 
qualifications as Chair, and he used email to compel staff to discuss Department matters on his terms. 
[No, I used email in an attempt to compel staff to discuss matters. On anyone’s terms.] 
 
The fundamental question presented regarding the state laws prohibiting harassing emails is whether 
Henige's intent was solely to harass. The information at hand provides evidence that although Henige 
knew that he was intimidating Melton, he believed that he was also taking positions that were in the 
interest of students and faculty. Hence, I find that Henige did not violate UWS 18.11(1) or Wis. Stat. § 
947.0125(3). 
 
The question of whether Henige violated the UWW email policy, however, is different because that 
policy does not include the "sole intent" language and, therefore, UWW policy does not necessarily 
require that an individual violates the policy only when his or her sole intent is to harass. In this 
investigation, however, I lack a sufficient basis to interpret UWW's email policy and to determine 
whether the UWW policy may be applied differently than the UWS Chapter 18 and the Wisconsin 
criminal law policies set forth above. Therefore, I leave it to UW -Whitewater to determine whether or 
not Henige violated UWW's email policy. 
 
Harassment 
 
UWW Campus Violence Policy provides: 
 

Acts of violence are prohibited by law. The University of Wisconsin-Whitewater is firmly 
committed to providing a campus environment based on civility, respect and the free expression 
of ideas. Consequently, the university has a policy of "zero tolerance" for acts of violence, fear, 
harassment, and other forms of aggressive or intimidating behavior. Any and thoroughly 
investigated. Violence and threats of violence are always prohibited on campus, especially 
whenever: 

 
• the act, behavior or communication is abusive and could cause another person 
physical, emotional or psychological harm  

 
Under this policy UW-Whitewater has zero tolerance for intimidating behavior. [I suggest Melton has 
zero tolerance for legitimate criticism.] In response to the allegation that his conduct was aggressive and 
intimidating to Melton, Henige stated that it is clear that Melton believes that "legitimate criticism of 



her performance is intimidating, threatening and abusive." It is Melton's position, however, that 
Henige's criticisms were not legitimate because his intent was to intimidate her, [Ridiculous. My intent 
was for her to account for her actions.] and conduct intended to intimidate cannot serve a legitimate 
purpose. It is also her position that his criticisms were not legitimate because Henige improperly focused 
on perceived inadequacies of her and others, [What is the point of discussing the strengths of others? 
They do not need addressing.] and he was unwilling to tolerate the leadership of women. [Nonsense.] I 
find that given UW-Whitewater's commitment to promote civility - as stated in the UWW Campus 
violence Policy - Henige violated the policy because his conduct was uncivil. [Mr. Thal does not bother to 
define “uncivil” or to provide any examples of it from my communications. Later, the hearing panel will 
also fail miserably when attempting to do so.] 
 
Melton alleges that Henige harassed her within the meaning Wis. Stat. § 947.013(1)(b). Since a 
Walworth County Court Commissioner has addressed that allegation and declined to issue a harassment 
injunction, I will not address the issue of whether Henige violated Wis. Stat. §947.013(1 )(b). The Court 
Commissioner found that Henige's method of criticizing Melton's actions was improper, [There is a 
suggestion that Mr. Thal was at the hearing (he was not) or that he read a transcript of the hearing, 
though he certainly doesn’t let us know here.] but he nonetheless denied Melton's request for a 
harassment injunction because he found that Henige's conduct served a legitimate purpose. I recognize 
that UW Whitewater is not precluded from rejecting the Commissioner's conclusion. I further recognize 
that it is Melton's position that the Commissioner failed to apply the teachings of Board of Regents v. 
Decker, a recent Wisconsin Supreme court decision, in which the Court held that "intentionally harassing 
conduct can never serve a legitimate purpose." [The issue here is intent. When you ask someone to 
account for questionable actions, and as a result of their culpability they find this a threat of exposure, 
how is that intent on my part? In every instance Melton had the opportunity to explain her reasoning, 
and in every instance she declined to do so. Does that mean it’s my obligation to stop demanding 
accountability?] The Court further held that if an individual's "purpose was even in part to harass," the 
conduct may be unlawful harassment even if the conduct also served a legitimate purpose. But in this 
case UWW should determine whether Henige violated its policy; it does not need to revisit the question 
of whether Henige's conduct constituted harassment within the meaning of Wis. Stat. § 947.013(1)(b). 
 
Discrimination 
 
Melton alleges that Henige unlawfully treated women differently than men. [Really? How?] Based on 
the information that I have gathered, I lack sufficient information to provide an opinion on whether 
Henige's conduct was unlawful discrimination.  
 
Melton alleges that prior to becoming Department Chair she was aware that several other women in the 
Department had complained that Henige's conduct constituted sexual harassment, [“sexual 
harassment” has a very specific meaning, and requires the “common element” of “sexual conduct”. Like 
McPhail before him, Thal is intentionally careless in his use of this phrase, to the point of being libelous.] 
but she was not convinced that the "harassment was gender-based." She, however, became convinced 
that Henige treated women differently after she experienced Henige targeting her individually, [when as 
chair she started making poor decisions that affected my students. Before then she was not a decision-
maker relative to my program, which probably explains why she heard nothing from me.] and after she 
observed that he did not similarly target men with whom he had problems. [Who are these men? The 
Dean? He most assuredly was a “target” of my criticisms, and at the TRO hearing Melton explicitly stated 
that it was because “he’s black”.] It is now Melton's position that Henige is unable to take direction from 
women. [Where is her proof of this? Where, in particular, are there any directives issued by her, or any 



of the women from whom she suggests I cannot take direction, that I did not follow? I do not recall 
Melton ever issuing a directive to me except to “stop directing her as chair”.] I have not been able to 
interview all the individuals that I would have to interview to provide you with an informed opinion on 
whether Melton's allegation of sexual harassment [As a former attorney, Mr. Thal should be more 
circumspect in his choice of words.] is well founded. Henige has articulated nondiscriminatory reasons 
for his conduct. But, as indicated above, additional information would have to be gathered for me to 
provide you with an opinion on whether his stated reasons for his conduct are pretextual.  
 
Conclusion 
 
For the reasons set forth above, I find that Henige impeded Melton's ability to function as the Art 
Department Chair; [Her extreme defensiveness and paranoia did that] failed to exercise caution when 
raising concerns with Melton; [I’m still looking for a rule on campus that requires that faculty exercise 
caution when they communicate ] and violated UW-Whitewater policy when he sent Melton emails that 
he knew had the effect of intimidating her. [Where is his evidence that I “knew” they intimidated her? In 
reading those communications, what reasonable person would be intimidated by them?] It is my 
understanding that based in part on these findings, you will determine whether a charge should be 
issued against Chris Henige. 
 
Dated this 14th day of May, 2015. 
 
Richard ThaI 


