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Date:  February 21, 2017 
 
To:  Beverly Kopper, Chancellor 

University of Wisconsin - Whitewater 
  

From:  Robert Mertens, Interim Dean, 
College of Arts and Communication 
 

Re:  Complaint Against Associate Professor Chris Henige  
 
 
Dear Chancellor Kopper, 
 
I am writing to file a complaint under Wisconsin Administrative Code UWS 4 against Associate 
Professor Chris Henige.  As you will see below, I believe that Associate Professor Henige has 
engaged in behavior that adversely affects Associate Professor Henige’s performance of his 
obligations to the university.  Because these incidents are the culmination of several previous 
similar episodes which resulted in increasingly significant disciplinary actions, including most 
recently, a full-semester’s suspension, I believe that this complaint states conduct that may rise to 
the level of dismissal. 
 
On February 10, 2017, Associate Professor Henige sent an email communication to 21 members 
of the Department of Art & Design that registered his complaint that he has been illegally 
excluded from department meetings.  The email contained links to 12 pages of documents where 
Associate Professor Henige referred to department members by name and made assertions and 
comments that were perceived by department members as threats and harassment.  This action is 
another in a long series where Associate Professor Henige has harassed and bullied colleagues.  
This action represents a serious violation for the following four reasons: 
 
1. Violation of Chancellor’s Directive. 
 
Associate Professor Henige’s communication is a blatant violation of the directive issued by you 
and communicated to Associate Professor Henige in your letter of July 13, 2016.  That letter 
reflected the arrangement made between you and Associate Professor Henige for the upcoming 
academic year, and stipulated that all of Associate Professor Henige’s communication with the 
department needs to be mediated through the interim dean.  The February 10 email was the third 
time in two weeks that Associate Professor Henige violated this part of the agreement.  He also 
violated the agreement when he sent an email to both the interim dean and to the interim 
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department chair on January 31, 2017 and when he subsequently sent an email to the department 
chair on February 14, 2017.  Additional emails are documented in the attached pdf file, including 
messages from myself and the Provost reminding Associate Professor Henige about the 
restriction on communicating with the department. 
 
2.  Harassment and Threatening Conduct. 
 
Based on my discussions with faculty, a number of them perceived Associate Professor Henige’s 
communication as yet another instance of harassment and threatening behavior.  The 
communication stated that department members were at risk of legal action by simply attending 
their own meeting of the department.  The communication referred to members by name and 
stated yet again Associate Professor Henige’s continuing complaints about their behaviors and 
work performance.  After receiving the February 10 email, several members of the department 
expressed their serious anxiety and fear about this repeated harassment.  Despite being 
suspended twice for this type of communication, and repeatedly warned to discontinue it, 
Associate Professor Henige’s behavior continues. 
 
3.  Continued Pattern of Insubordination. 
 
These recurrent actions as they relate to your July 13, 2016 directive indicate a recurrence of 
concerns regarding insubordination cited by the Department of Art and Design executive 
personnel committee and reported to the previous dean on October 22, 2013 by: disregarding a 
directive issued to an employee, ascertaining that the employee received and understood the 
directive, and determining that the employee refused to comply with the directive through an 
explicit statement of refusal or through nonperformance or noncompliance.  By showing 
insubordination to authorities and alienating himself from colleagues, Associate Professor 
Henige is no longer capable of fulfilling his faculty duties.  Colleagues are afraid to work with 
him or engage in any department activities where he might have an interest.  Comments included 
in Associate Professor Henige’s communication of February 10 demonstrate that he is closely 
tracking actions in the department, presumably in part by receiving audio recordings of 
department meetings.  Colleagues fear that he will single them out for continued retaliation and 
harassment when they speak or act on any topic of interest to Associate Professor Henige. 
 
4.  Disruption of Department and University Business. 
 
Associate Professor Henige’s repeated harassment and threats are obstructing official department 
business and has disrupted the ability for the department to conduct business as normal.  
Colleagues are afraid, for example, to make curricular revisions that are required for professional 
accreditation because they anticipate that it will result in yet more harassment and retaliation by 
Associate Professor Henige.  Anxiety has risen to a level where for two weeks in row, colleagues 
did not feel safe in approving minutes of a particular department meeting, again out of fear that 
statements made or omitted from those minutes might result in retaliation. 
 
Associate Professor Henige’s actions over these past several years has required an inordinate 
amount of attention from many administrators on campus, and has thus interfered with our 
ability to attend to other important matters related to the University. 
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These and other reasons point to the seriousness of the situation in the department and the need 
for action to be taken.  The department is under great stress, and even in face of efforts to 
provide positive support and consultation, members of the department express their great 
concern that they cannot continue to function appropriately or perform their professional and 
collegial duties in the unhealthy work environment caused by Associate Professor Henige’s 
repeated hostile communications.  Associate Professor Henige’s actions have shown that despite 
repeated efforts to address his behavior through progressive discipline and consultation, he 
cannot perform his duties in a manner that conforms to reasonable expectations the university 
has of its employees.  I request you to look into this matter and to take action appropriate with 
the seriousness and impact of this conduct. 
 
 
Respectfully Submitted,  
 

 
 
Robert Mertens, Interim Dean, 
College of Arts and Communication 
 
 
 
 
Enc:  attachments; UWS Chap. 4 
 
Cc. Susan Elrod, Provost and Executive Vice Chancellor for Academic Affairs 
 LaDonna Steinert, Interim Director of Human Resources and Diversity 


