
 

1 
 

Public Harassment of UMass Faculty for their Research, Teaching, and Public Engagement: 
Response and Prevention 

 
The Campus Plan calls for expanding faculty outreach and engagement with the public. Yet deepening political 
polarization and the role of social media in quickly spreading disinformation and inflammatory rhetoric1 has led to 
increased incidence of public harassment and defamation of faculty for their research, scholarly public engagement and 
positions taken in the classroom.2 This has also led to the publicization of internal conflicts related to grading policies 
and campus activities. 
 

This trend affects faculty across disciplines due to the politicization of science as a whole and an anti-intellectual agenda 
targeting the “academic elite.”3 Organizations such as Campus Reform, The College Fix, and Turning Point USA that 
surveil faculty are attempting to stifle the voices of experts, and in so doing the university as a whole. They often target 
women, faculty of color, and those who speak out on issues of racial, gender, and economic justice. Climate change 
research and public health scholarship is also now commonly under attack, in addition to ongoing attacks of professors 
who conduct ethical and institution-approved research on animals. Such attacks can lead faculty to self-censorship.  
 

The university fully defends faculty’s academic freedom. The university strongly encourages victims of attacks not to be 
intimidated and to continue teaching, researching, and publicly discussing those issues over which they have spent their 
careers building expertise. 
 
 
  
 
 
 
According to a recent AACU article for administrators, universities are ill prepared for the current political climate. 
Attacks against faculty have increased in frequency and potency for the following reasons: 
 

1. “The speed with which social media can disseminate and inflate the issues, assembling online mobs in a matter of 
minutes;  
 

2. ...the vastly increased financial dependency of even public universities on private funders, whose opinions have to 
be reckoned with;  
 

3. ...the fear of university administrators of any tarring of their “brands” by bad publicity, however questionable its 
source (another consequence of scarce resources);  
 

4. … the organized attack on the university by right-wing foundations and think tanks (including the Koch family 
foundations, the Bradley Foundation, and the Goldwater Institute) in the name of the very principles for which the 
university stands: free speech, the exchange of ideas, and academic freedom. 

  

 
1 Vosoughi, S., Roy, D., & Aral, S. (2018). The spread of true and false news online. Science, 359(6380), 1146-1151. 
2 AAUP, see onefacultyoneresistance.org/faculty-attack-fighting-targeted-harassment/. 
3 In a Canadian study 17% of faculty reported cyber-harassment in a one-year period, with the majority of cases stemming from teaching-related disputes. 
Over a career, this percentage increases to a majority. See Cassidy, Wanda, Chantal Faucher, and Margaret Jackson. "The dark side of the ivory tower: 
Cyberbullying of university faculty and teaching personnel." Alberta Journal of Educational Research 60, no. 2 (2014): 279-299 
 

 

Department Chairs are often the first person the faculty member will contact in these cases. 
Working with the Dean’s Office, follow this toolkit to help your faculty. 
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Assess immediate security concerns 
 
Is there an immediate physical threat? Call 9-1-1. 
 

If the threat is not immediate but you believe it to be criminal: 
 

• Under MA law, threatening, stalking and harassing behavior, including over electronic communication and social 
media, is punishable by law. 
 

• File a report with the UMass Amherst Police Department (UMPD). They maintain confidentiality and can help 
the faculty member coordinate with other campus organizations, obtain a temporary restraining order through 
the courts, etc. 

 

o 413-545-2121 (Non-emergency) 
o 413-545-3111 (Emergency) 
o umpd@admin.umass.edu 

 

Contact the Dean’s Office to facilitate the physical relocation of assigned classrooms and/or office space if deemed 
necessary.  
 
Try to set faculty member at ease and collect the details 
 
These experiences can be frightening and anxiety provoking for most faculty. It is important to let the faculty member 
know that they are not the only ones to whom this has happened and that there are options for how to handle it.  
 

Get the Full Story 
Help the faculty member write up a narrative describing the issue in this form. They may upload any supporting 
documents, screenshots, etc. upon submitting the form. This keeps the faculty member from needing to repeat their 
story at multiple reporting levels.  
 

Explain How Academic Freedom is Protected 
Inform the faculty member what is and is not covered by academic freedom protections and reassure them that their 
personal safety will be protected. 
 

• UMass respects the disciplinary expertise of our faculty, and will defend their right to carry out their scholarly 
research and their instruction in the classroom. 

 

• Employment cannot be jeopardized on the basis of public reaction to a faculty member’s scholarly research or 
reasonable classroom instruction. 

 

o The only exception, as laid out by the AAUP, would be in rare instances in which faculty “(a) demonstrated 
incompetence or dishonesty in teaching or research, (b) substantial and manifest neglect of duty, and (c) 
personal conduct which sub-stantially impairs the individual’s fulfillment of his [or her] institutional 
responsibilities.” Note that this exception is a very high bar to meet, and cannot be met by singular 
comments made on social media or a single lecture. 

 

• See UMass Faculty Senate Principles on Academic Freedom. 
 

• See Article 8: Academic Freedom in the contract. 
 

• See Chancellor’s Defense of Academic Freedom Statement. 
 

From AAUP: Institutional regulations or collective bargaining agreements should recognize that academic freedom 
includes the freedom of faculty members to speak as citizens. Relying only on the First Amendment may not be 
sufficient. At private institutions, the First Amendment provides no protection. At public institutions, the First 
Amendment may protect faculty members from adverse action by the employer for off-duty speech on matters of public 
concern and for work-related or classroom speech that is germane to the academic subject matter, so long as such 
speech is not unduly disruptive.  
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Help activate a support system 
 
Faculty members undergoing these experiences will need help from mentors and colleagues who can listen and provide 
emotional support. It is important that victims not be isolated during these incidents. 
 

• Check in and ask if they have a support network. If they do not, consider asking a colleague to reach out to them 
regularly during this period.  

 

• It is often helpful for faculty to talk to other faculty who have gone through similar situations. Contact Jennifer 
Lundquist, SBS Senior Associate Dean for Research and Faculty Development (lundquist@sbs.umass.edu).  

 

• Encourage the faculty member to get in contact with one of MSP’s Faculty Advocates, who can attend meetings 
with the faculty member and provide support. 

 

• Refer them to mental health counseling at the Faculty and Staff Assistance Program. 
 

• Colleagues in the department and discipline can help with bystander intervention strategies, such as publicly 
defending the faculty member in comment sections, an op-ed, on Twitter (e.g., #ThankAPublicScholar hashtag), 
etc. However, they should be warned that this will potentially invite attacks on them as well. 

 

o The Scholars Strategy Network’s Ben Miyamoto writes, “If it's helpful, we can likely help mobilize support 
from our nationwide network of researchers (about 1,500 now). 

 

§ “Beyond mobilizing support from our members (if/when it seems helpful), our comms team may be able 
to help with placement of pieces that counter their narrative: Laura Markwardt, 
(lmarkwardt@aaup.org) Media and Communications Strategist 202-737-5900, ext. 3635.” 

 

• The faculty member can be encouraged to disengage from the harassment by having a friend monitor emails, 
social media, voice messages, etc. on their behalf. These messages should be preserved for potential future 
evidence. 

 

o The tool Squadbox can help with this process. 
 
Communicate 
 

• Consult with the dean about next steps. 
 

• Inform University Relations and consult on a potential response statement (see Crafting a Statement). 
 

• Department colleagues and staff may be in the path of social media and phone harassment. It’s important to 
contact departmental faculty and staff immediately with a unit statement of what is happening and support. 

 

• Provide them with a script for answering phone calls and emails that refer inquiries to University Relations and 
to Cc you. An example: “Thank you for your interest in this issue. Calls on this topic are being handled by our 
News and Media Relations Office. Would you like me to transfer you to that office?” 

 
Options for responding to harassment (also see Pew Hispanic’s suggestions)  
 
De-escalation  
 

• It is generally best not to engage with harassers, who are not looking for constructive debate. In a Pew Hispanic 
Poll, 83% of those who refused to engage said that it was an effective strategy in ending the situation.   

 

• Block harassers in email and social media accounts. 
 

• Use the “report incident” feature (most social media platforms have this) that allows you to report abuse and 
tell them about user behavior or content that violate their terms of use. For abusive emails, contact the 
company to report a user violation of their email user agreement. 
 

• Forward all harassing emails as attachments to itprotect@umass.edu. 
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• Temporarily remove all personal and contact information from the faculty’s University webpage bio(s) and 
UMass People Finder.  
o To be removed from the UMass directory, contact Matthew Dalton, Chief Information Security Officer 

(matthew.dalton@umass.edu; 413-545-4475). 
 

o To remove faculty information from the departmental website and other affiliated websites, the webpage 
manager must be contacted. They are usually staff in the department and sometimes at the college. 

 

• Temporarily privatize social media accounts.  
 

Crafting a Statement 
 

• Most situations diffuse quickly. But in cases where the situation gains momentum or builds to such a degree as 
to threaten the professional reputation of the faculty member, a public statement or response to individual 
inquiries can be issued.  

 

• We have a statement that can be used, below. Be aware that a more tailored response will require the approval 
of the University General Counsel, delaying the response when it is important to act quickly. More detailed 
responses require investigation by the administration, increasing response time. Furthermore, we wish to avoid 
adopting the narrative of the harasser, which is often distorted or fabricated. 

 

o Faculty members at the University of Massachusetts Amherst share their expertise on a broad spectrum of 
disciplines that enrich the educational experience of students, who benefit from discussion and debate of 
divergent views and are encouraged to develop their own ideas and beliefs. _________ is an established and 
respected scholar in their discipline and a valued member of our university. As with all our scholars at the 
University of Massachusetts, _________________ has the right of academic freedom necessary to pursue 
scholarship, research and teaching on important subjects. Healthy debate and disagreement is a celebrated 
cornerstone of academic freedom. Bullying and harassment of faculty members who exercise their academic 
freedom, however, is not, and we condemn it in the strongest of terms.” 

 

o See examples of past statements from UMass and from other institutions in Appendix 1. 
 

o Contact Ed Blaguszewski (edblag@umass.edu; 413-545-0444), Executive Director of Strategic 
Communications, in the Office of News and Public media for protocol. He will help assess the situation and 
coordinate a standardized response to press inquiries. 

 

• As a form of reputation management, sometimes faculty prepare a brief message explaining their position and 
circulate it among their departmental and disciplinary colleagues. 

 

Engaging Directly 
 

• Some faculty choose to engage directly with online harassers and that is their right. Responding calmly with 
facts sometimes works. Humor and kindness are also effective in disarming online trolls because that is not the 
reaction they wish to provoke. 
 

• Some faculty publicly repost the abusive messages they have received to gain social media sympathy and help in 
defending themselves. Exercise caution in giving this advice though. It can simply perpetuate social media abuse 
against the abusers, no matter how deserving you feel it might be. 

 

• See PEN America’s suggestions. 
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Set expectations if the faculty member wants to pursue non-criminal legal action 
 
Seeking Legal Advice 
 

• If the faculty member seeks legal advice, help them convene a meeting with MSP’s lawyer and the University’s 
General Counsel Office. 

 

o MSP: msp@umass.edu4 
o General Counsel: gleone@umassp.edu and umassp.edu/general-counsel/legal-advice-request. 
o All employees of the university have the right to General Counsel’s legal services.  

 

Suing the Harasser 
 

• If the faculty member seeks to pursue proactive legal action, such as a defamation (a libel or slander case), it is 
important to communicate that the university will be unlikely to do this. The university is constrained by its 
status as a state institution and lacks the infrastructure to thoroughly investigate cases. 

 

• It is important to adjust faculty expectations: 
 

o If the faculty member is sued for a matter that falls within the scope of their university work, they are legally 
indemnified by the university and they will be defended. 

 

o However, the university’s defense of academic freedom does not translate to proactive action, such as the 
university demanding a retraction or mounting a public defense or legal action around defamation, which is 
very difficult to prove.  

 

o In cases where the faculty member wishes to sue for defamation, University and Union Counsel can give 
legal advice, but the faculty member will need to hire a private attorney. 

 

• AAUP will sometimes intervene on behalf of faculty in cases where administrations (usually privates) have 
unjustly taken punitive action against a harassed faculty member.  

 

o Such incidents can be reported here: academicfreedom@aaup.org  
 
If public records are requested 
 
As a state university, the University of Massachusetts Amherst must respond to public record requests. In the case of a 
Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) request, faculty members are responsible for providing the records they have 
retained to the FOIA Office in 10 business days. 
 

• This can include email, texts, files, etc. including from non-UMass accounts or devices. What matters is not the 
medium but whether the content relates to UMass work. 

 

• Contact Christine Wilda, Associate Chancellor for Compliance, who can help the faculty member with this 
process (recordsadmin@umass.edu; 413 545 2148). 

 

See Appendix 2 for more details. 
 
If the harassment regards teaching or the classroom 
 
Contact the Dean of Students Office 
 

• Report student misconduct, discrimination, or harassment to the Dean of Students Office 
(umass.edu/dean_students/report-incident; 413-545-2684). 

 

 
 

 
4 Note that graduate employees can seek free legal consultation through the Graduate Student Senate.  
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Intellectual Property Rights to Classroom Materials  
 

• Under US copyright law, faculty own the course materials they create, including lectures, lecture notes, 
materials, syllabi, study guides, and all web-ready content.  

 

• Lectures and other class content cannot be recorded and distributed by students without the professor’s explicit 
consent. 

 

• Only the faculty member, and anyone to whom the faculty member explicitly grants permission, may reproduce, 
distribute, upload, or display course materials created by that faculty. See the UMass Intellectual Property Policy 
(T96-040) here. 

 

• If their material has been uploaded to a third-party website, they can send a copyright takedown notice (17 USC 
512). See MSP’s advice on how to protect classroom materials in Appendix 3.  

 

• The MSP recommends communicating this to the students in the syllabus. Wording is provided in Appendix 3. 
Although US copyright takedown law applies whether students are warned or not, students can be disciplined 
for violating the professor’s established course policies under the disruptive conduct clause (Appendix 7.1 of the 
student conduct handbook).   

 
Other relevant referrals 
 
Bias 
 

• If the situation involves bias related to the faculty’s racial/ethnic/gender/LGBTQ+ identity, the Office of Equity 
and Inclusion can be brought in (umass.edu/diversity/incident-report-form). 

 

• The Center for Women and Community has a 24-hour assault hotline at 413-545-0800 and toll-free line at 888-
337-0800. 

 

Employee Misconduct or Discrimination 
 

• If the situation involves employee misconduct, discrimination, or harassment, the Equal Employment 
Opportunity Office should be brought in (equalopportunityconcerns@admin.umass.edu; 413-545-3464). 

 
Longer term prevention and preparation 
 
Implications for Diversity, Equity and Inclusion  
 

Although all faculty are potential targets, those teaching about and researching sensitive or political topics are especially 
vulnerable. At UMass, a disproportionate number of faculty in this position are nonwhite, women, LGBT+, and assistant 
professors. Chairs can be proactive in helping faculty anticipate risks and distributing responsibility for teaching such 
classes across the department.  
 

Implications for Tenure and Promotion  
 

While the faculty member should be reassured that the situation will not adversely affect how they are evaluated for 
personnel actions, the incident itself may impact the faculty member’s productivity. These situations are not only 
emotionally draining and demoralizing, but they often require extensive amounts of the faculty member’s time, 
especially if they get embroiled in related litigation.  
 

• Check in with the faculty member long-term and be prepared to consider a tenure delay action if necessary.  
 

• The attack may also affect the faculty member’s professional reputation and this is important to strategize 
around when soliciting external reviewers for tenure and promotion.  

 

Preventative Faculty Email Usage  
 

Communicate to your faculty their obligations regarding public record requests and IT discovery processes so that they 
can make educated decisions about their email use and retention. 
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• See Appendix 2. 
 

• UMass IT strongly recommends that faculty use only UMass Exchange/Office365 or UMass Gmail for work-
related emails and that they keep personal emails separate from business emails. The use of a personal email 
account for university business or the forwarding of one’s university email to a personal account “introduces risk 
and personal liability for faculty and staff, and may be a violation of federal law and campus policy” (UMass 
Information Security). 

 

Preventative Classroom Material Protection 
 

• See MSP’s suggestions in Appendix 3. 
 

Update University Protocols to the Digital Age 
 

• The Faculty Senate and Union Contact should consider updating the language of their endorsement of the 
AAUP’s 1940 Statement on Academic Freedom. 

 

• Code of conduct policies for students and employees should be updated to include copyright protections against 
digital dissemination of classroom materials. 

 
More resources and articles  
 

• See Appendix 4. 


