
Statement of Facts Regarding Chris Henige’s Conduct 

There are no open disciplinary proceedings against me at this time, and it wouldn’t matter if there were. 

Contrary to what you have been told by both your colleagues and the administration, the only 

information regarding my situation that is privileged and confidential is the discussions that took place 

in closed session meetings of the hearing panels listening to my appeals. According to the Wisconsin 

Public Records Law Compliance Guide (Wisconsin Department of Justice, November 2015) the following 

is “exempt from disclosure by public records statutes”: 

“Information related to the current investigation of possible employee criminal misconduct or 

misconduct connected to employment prior to the disposition of the investigation…An 

“investigation” reaches its final “disposition” when the public employer has completed the 

investigation, and acts to impose discipline…This exception codifies common law standards and 

continues the tradition of keeping records related to misconduct investigations closed while 

those investigations are ongoing, but providing public oversight over the investigations after 

they have concluded.” [page 23, emphasis mine] 

“However, there is a public interest in disciplinary actions taken against public officials and 

employees…The courts repeatedly recognized the great importance of disclosing disciplinary 

records of public officials and employees when their conduct violates the law or significant work 

rules.” [page 34] 

In other words, there is no privacy right attached to any disciplinary investigation after it has concluded, 

and there is an expectation that the results of any such investigation are subject to public scrutiny, 

including scrutiny by the faculty of the Department of Art and Design. Therefore disclosure of the details 

of that investigation is not only not prohibited, it is encouraged. Such a process would obviously act as a 

check to the administration’s desire to act any way it wants to in disciplinary matters, and their 

reluctance to share anything with you should send up warning flags about their motives.  

All documentation that was submitted by your colleagues and the administration in support of their 

complaints, and that which was submitted by me in defense of my actions, was subject to public appeals 

hearings in open session, and as such all of it is a matter of public record. The administration knows all 

of this, so why are they so reluctant to discuss it with you, and why have they repeatedly lied to you 

about alleged rights to privacy that don’t exist? Why did the Provost say at your December 12 meeting, 

“some things are going to get solved in ways that not everyone is going to know about because of 

confidentiality”? 

If there are inconsistencies between this document and what you have heard from your colleagues and 

the administration, I suggest you ask them to provide you with the actual and tangible proof (not 

allegations) of their claims, or make an Open Records request of your own with Sara Kuhl of Marketing 

and Media Relations, and with the Walworth County Circuit Court. Their claims against me have hinged 

entirely on my written communications, all of which can be made available to you. 

Claims of Harassment 

A civil court (Walworth County Circuit Court Case No. 15CV0044) and a campus hearing panel 

(December 10, 2015) agreed that my communications did not constitute harassment under state 

statutes. The court commissioner stated: 



“…as to what the legal issue is for me to decide today, and that is whether or not there’s 

reasonable grounds to believe that the respondent [Henige] engaged in harassment of the 

petitioner [Melton]…based on the evidence that’s presented today, I do have to find that there 

hasn’t been harassment, as that legal term is used under the petition and in this injunction, and 

under the statute.” 

The campus appeals hearing panel wrote: 

“According to the internal investigation conducted by Mr. Thal, he determined that the 

evidence was insufficient to find a violation of UWW campus e-mail policies, UWS 18.11(1) 

or Wis. Stat. 947.0125(3). [harassment statute] He based his findings on the fact that 

Professor Henige did not use email for the sole intent to harass another, but rather for what 

Professor Henige believed was work-related communications regarding academic matters.” 

So instead, the campus hearing panel determined that it was “uncivil”. Only one example of my 

allegedly “uncivil” language was quoted by that panel in their report, and one presumes it was the most 

egregious example they could find:  

“You are continuing the previous chair’s philosophy of keeping anything that might be construed 

as ‘negative’ or ‘embarrassing’ secret from the faculty, instead of allowing us to confronting it 

head-on and resolve it as a body, and it continues to be at the expense of the students and the 

faculty.”  

There was no explanation as to why or how this was “uncivil”, and no definition of “uncivil” has ever 

been provided to me. As you are well aware, that statement remains true to this day. 

Those in the department who have repeatedly made such an allegation of “harassment” in department 

meetings, either on their own or based on proclamations by others who knew already that this 

allegation had been dismissed both internally and externally, now find themselves also subject to claims 

of defamation. I suggest in future that all of you refrain from using the term “harassment” in any context 

in open session of future department meetings. 

Claims of Physical Intimidation 

Throughout the entire period in question, only two incidents have ever been presented by anyone 

alleging anything remotely resembling “physical intimidation and threats”, a phrase used rather 

recklessly by Susan Messer in at least one department meeting. The first incident allegedly occurred 

August 28, 2014, and was described by Renee Melton to the Executive Personnel Committee just hours 

afterward as follows: “I perceived the nature of his body language to be aggressive, and the unfolding of 

events to be somewhat unstable” and concluded that “I don’t feel any further action is needed.” She did 

not describe in that communication what exactly that “perceived” body language was or how it was 

“aggressive”. Clearly she was not seriously concerned. Melton never stated at any time that I have ever 

even raised my voice to her. I haven’t. 

The second alleged incident, which occurred on December 11, 2014, was described by Melton as “Dr. 

Henige turned the corner and was clearly surprised to see me. An unmistakable look of rage came over 

his face and was reflected in his body language. He acknowledged only my colleague.” That colleague, 

Denis Dale, who acknowledged me as I walked by while Melton did not, never reported or testified to 



any “unmistakable look of rage” or “body language”. Those perceptions were reserved to Ms. Melton, 

who went on to characterize her perceptions of my “unmistakable look” and “body language”, which 

she never described further, as “an escalation of threatening behavior”.  

In her testimony to one of the hearing panels, when asked if, in her encounters with me, she felt 

physically threatened and whether it was just once or twice, Melton stated: 

“Yes,…well there was a lot of physical posturing, a lot of what I felt was intimidating physical 

conduct directed at me…because of the types of things that he had done [sent emails] he could 

do anything, at any time.” 

Melton provided no evidence to substantiate any of this, and cited no specific examples. The hearing 

panel asked for none. Melton offered no witnesses to any conduct at any time that might be similarly 

“perceived”. 

Both Ms. Melton and Ms. Messer have claimed to different faculty members that they perceived that 

the abstention from voting, a legal right exercised by one of their colleagues, made them “physically ill”. 

This certainly calls their “perceptions” into question. 

There has never been any claim against me by anyone of physical contact or physical crowding of any 

kind. All allegations against me have been reserved to Ms. Melton’s unique “perceptions”. 

Claims of Defamation and Lying 

No one has ever accused me of “lying” or that any statements I have made in any of my 

communications, either written or verbal, were “lies” or even “untrue”. In their complaints against me 

people have used words like “unsupported”, “unsubstantiated” or “defamatory”, and yet no one has 

ever indicated which of my statements were allegedly so, nor have they ever offered any alternative 

explanations to demonstrate the falsehood of any of the statements I have made. I have never lied to 

another faculty member, and I have never lied about a faculty member. No one has claimed in any 

formal complaints that I have. When you ask your colleagues for proof of their allegations, if they show 

you my communications, ask them whether the statements made in those communications are true, or 

to prove that they are not.  

Claims Relative to Language of Communications 

Early in the period in question, issue was taken with the sarcastic and snide tone of some of my 

communications. I admitted to and took responsibility for this, with the Dean, with the Chancellor, with 

the Executive Personnel Committee and directly to the Department in a personal apology at a 

department meeting. No claim has subsequently been made that any of my communications has 

included sarcastic or snide language. 

There have never been any expletives or foul language of any kind in any of my communications. 

There has never been any name-calling or abusive language of any kind in any of my communications. 

Melton claimed that my characterization of certain of her actions as “irresponsible and incompetent”, 

was “name-calling”. I did not characterize her as “irresponsible and incompetent”, only those specific 

and very limited actions, which involved providing students with documents describing the process of 

the Post-Foundations reviews, documents which matched those published in the Undergraduate 



Catalog, but then allowing the review to be conducted in a manner entirely different from what was 

published in those documents. When I was chair I also did incompetent and irresponsible things, 

everyone does, but that does not make the individual involved inherently incompetent and 

irresponsible, and I never claimed that it did. 

There has never been any hint of gender or race-biased language in any of my communications. Every 

claim that my actions have been gender or race-biased has been dismissed at both the campus level and 

in civil court. Melton claimed explicitly in court that my criticisms of former Dean McPhail were not 

because his actions warranted criticism, but because “he’s black” but provided not one shred of support 

for her claim. Certain individuals have used this language in order to force the university under federal 

statutes to investigate their claims. Initially, they actually tried to justify them but could not. At the end, 

after they had been repeatedly dismissed, they simply cited the requisite statutes in order to get their 

complaints heard, but never bothered to justify their allegations at all. Their motivations in making these 

allegations are clear, to insure that their complaints were investigated, which seems to be an insult to 

those who might have legitimate claims of gender or race bias. These claims serve no legitimate 

purpose, and therefore constitute harassment as defined under Wisconsin statutes. (Wis. Stat. 

947.013(1m)(b)) 

There have never been any communications of a personal nature. All of my communications have dealt 

directly with University business, a fact affirmed by a Civil Court Commissioner who concluded that all of 

my communications – all – served legitimate purpose:  

“We expect our professors to criticize each other, to debate, to question authority…the actions 

themselves fall under the realm of educational employment in a university setting…the actions 

themselves, the actions of criticizing, debating, and questioning authority do serve a legitimate 

purpose…”. [Walworth County Circuit Court Case 15CV0044]. 

Despite Ms. Messer’s proclamations, there have never been any threats, physical or otherwise, in any of 

my communications, written or oral. Throughout the process, I made it clear that if my concerns were 

not addressed by the recipient, I would take those concerns to the next level. This has been 

characterized as a “threat”, which it is not, it is a right, and is entirely appropriate in an employment 

situation, another fact affirmed by the Civil Court Commissioner:  

“You should take advantage of the hierarchy system and send your complaints and file 

complaints and move them up through the system.” [Walworth County Circuit Court Case 

15CV0044] 

That said, my formal complaints against former Dean McPhail, Susan Messer and Deborah Wilk were 

summarily dismissed without investigation by Chancellor Telfer. Every one of my observations about Dr. 

Wilk’s conduct was true, and every one was also witnessed by persons other than myself. To my 

knowledge my concerns about the conduct of these individuals have never been addressed at any level. 

No one has ever spoken to me about them. Ms. Melton testified to a hearing panel that she 

“investigated it, I looked into it to the best of my ability, I developed what I believed was the appropriate 

approach and then I communicated that to him.” Melton never once spoke to me about any of my 

concerns and never reported to me the disposition of her alleged “investigations”.  



My formal grievances against Susan Messer and Renee Melton were dismissed by Dean McPhail without 

speaking to me, and when I exercised my option to move those grievances to a campus-level grievance 

officer, that investigator, former Faculty Senate Chair David Munro, never spoke to me about them, and 

no report was ever provided to me about the outcome of those grievances. However, Ms. Messer has 

reported Dr. Munro spoke to her about them, so no claim can be made that I never submitted them, or 

that Dr. Munro never received them. I finally withdrew these grievances after over 18 months of 

inactivity. Despite specific claims by Messer and Melton that these grievances had been “dismissed”, the 

investigators of the most recent complaint against me completely ignored and omitted any mention of 

this campus-level “investigation” of my grievances in their report. I wonder why? My Open Records 

request for any documents confirming the disposition of this “investigation” was answered with “I have 

not yet been able to locate the Munro document as of yet”. I wonder why? 

When I was informed of this same complaint by Messer and Melton, which has since been dismissed, 

regarding the release of these now-public grievance records, I noted that they did not anywhere in their 

complaint cite any conduct on my part that fell within the 120-day “statute of limitations” defined in the 

rules. I made the Chancellor aware of this, and asked her to cite the language in the complaint that met 

the requirement and that made it “valid”, or dismiss the complaint as invalid immediately. She 

responded that she had “reviewed the complaint and determined that it was valid”, without providing 

any citations. 110 days later, after I had repeatedly been badgered by investigators, she dismissed the 

complaint for the very reason I cited above, because it was “untimely”. These are the kinds of games the 

administration plays with people’s lives. 

Claims Relative to Excessive Frequency of Communications 

In all of the documentation submitted in evidence against me in all hearing processes, Ms. Messer 

submitted copies of five email threads addressed directly to her by me over the entire period of her 

tenure as Chair, each addressing a different concern directly related to the business of the department. 

In all of the documentation submitted in evidence against me in all hearing processes, Ms. Melton 

submitted copies of seven email threads addressed directly to her by me in her tenure as Chair, each 

addressing a different concern directly related to the business of the department. 

Neither Messer nor Melton has ever provided any accountability, no explanations for the decisions they 

had made relative to the issues I raised in my communications.  

Despite Dr. Wilk’s March 9, 2015 public proclamation that she was “harassed” “daily” by me via email, 

between December 20, 2012 and today, (over four years) I sent just one email to her, addressed directly 

and individually to her by me, on April 1, 2014, in which I offered to assist her with conversion of her 

teaching materials. I have had no other contact with Dr. Wilk.  

Claims Relative to Time of Communications 

In her testimony before a campus hearing panel, Melton stated that she was “getting emails, day and 

night” and that “about 2 am on the weekends I would receive some horrible email”. So horrible, 

apparently, that she couldn’t produce any of these alleged emails in her evidence against me, and in the 

evidence she did provide with her complaint, none of my emails was sent before 9:11 am or after 7:26 

pm. Where are these alleged “horrible” and untimely emails? Why didn’t the hearing panel ask her to 

produce these emails?  



In her 43 minutes of testimony before one of the hearing panels Melton made allegation after 

allegation, just like the one above, and at no time during those 43 minutes did any member of the 

hearing panel ask to be provided with any documentation or substantiation of her allegations. Perhaps 

she believed she could make these allegations with impunity because I was not present to defend myself 

against them. 

Claims of “Remorse” 

I already mentioned the public apology I made relative to the snide and sarcastic tone of my 

communications. Chancellors Telfer and Kopper, Dean McPhail, Ms. Messer and Ms. Melton have 

repeatedly cited this expressed and real remorse as “evidence” that I promised not to communicate 

with them in any way, and that my subsequent communications which lacked snide and sarcastic tones 

were nevertheless a “violation” of that “promise”, and “insubordination” to their directives that it stop.  

During the summer of 2015 you probably received a “letter of apology” purportedly from me, and a 

letter of his own from Dean McPhail. I did not author this “letter of apology”. Some of you recognized 

this. At the beginning of that summer, I made an offer to withdraw entirely from the Department and its 

activities for two years, and to retire at the conclusion of that period, in exchange for suspension of 

proposed penalties of the loss of a semester’s pay.  

Yes, that’s right. My part in this could have been over a long time ago, but this was not good enough for 

Chancellor Telfer and Dean McPhail. (Note: I have also made an offer of settlement to the current 

administration, who have continued to decline to put anything on the table.) 

McPhail demanded that I also write a letter of apology, seek counselling, and divulge the name of the 

individual who had been recording department meetings. I drafted a letter that was apparently not 

apologetic enough, and the Dean rewrote it, and compelled me to sign it under threat of loss of $44000 

in salary and benefits. When I asked what specific behavior required “counselling”, he threatened to 

back out of the negotiations, and when I refused to divulge the name of the individual who was 

recording department meetings – legally – he stated this was “non-negotiable”. This all felt a bit like 

extortion to me, so I checked the statutes. I suggest you read Wis. Stat. 943.30(1) and make that 

determination for yourself. I did not divulge that name to him because I had promised to that individual 

that I would not. That individual actually identified themselves to Chancellor Telfer just days after the 

initial recording, but was ignored.  

The administration drafted a final agreement based on these “negotiations” that offered to suspend the 

penalties, but only if they retained exclusive authority to determine if I violated the agreement AND I 

would have no right to appeal that decision. Who would sign such a thing? 

Just Plain Hypocrisy 

On September 3 and 4, 2016, Melton and Messer filed joint complaints against me and Greg Porcaro for 

releasing information about my grievances against them, presumably because they believed the 

disposition of that matter was private and not subject to disclosure. Then, at the end of these very same 

complaints, they demanded that the “results of the investigation be shared with members of the 

department.” I am confident they do not see the hypocrisy in this. I am also confident that you do. 



The department recently wasted two full meetings discussing the nuances of the language of the 

minutes for the May 19, 2016 meeting, a meeting for which those present are fully aware that an audio 

recording exists – surely the best and most accurate record of that meeting. Rather than allow the most 

logical disposition – reducing the minutes to only the information required by law – Melton pressed for 

certain language that she believed would support her ongoing complaint noted above (is there an 

obvious agenda here?) and the elimination of language that conflicted with her claim. Did anyone at 

these meetings ever ask why Melton might be so persistent in this? Did anyone question her agenda? 

Dr. Cook was fully aware of the complaints (he was copied on them) and surely knew her agenda, and 

yet failed to intervene. I suspect his reluctance to step in was because Melton’s agenda was also the 

administration’s agenda.  

Why on earth did any of the specific language from that particular meeting need to be recorded, and yet 

while she was chair, the insignificant little detail of Melton quitting her post as chair in the middle of the 

March 9, 2015 meeting could be mysteriously excluded from the minutes of that meeting? The minutes 

for multiple department meetings have been similarly “sanitized” during the past six years. And you 

have approved all of them. 

At the December 14, 2016 meeting to discuss these same May 19, 2016, minutes, Melton requested 

that the “statement regarding the Dean being mistruthful [sic] be stricken” because “as someone who’s 

been subject to a great deal of accusation I don’t think that it is right to have the Dean painted in that 

way when he is not here to defend himself.” How many times has Melton made statements in 

department meetings regarding my alleged conduct, painting me in a certain way, in my absence and 

when I was not there to defend myself, including the implications she has made in this very 

statement???  

Melton then claimed that “there is no way to prove that he was mistruthful.” Actually, there is. I have a 

recording of his statements, and I sent all of you the documentation that proves that what he told you at 

the March 9, 2015, was false. He lied right to your faces, and then tried to get you all to file complaints 

against the person who recorded the meeting after he found out he had been caught on audio lying 

right to your faces. As you have seen above, at that very same meeting Messer and Wilk also lied right to 

your faces about my conduct, and they did so precisely because I was not there to defend myself.  

Some of your colleagues repeatedly claim “harassment”, especially when their conduct is called into 

question. I have never called anyone at home and yelled at them over the phone. I have never removed 

anyone from their class during class time so frequently that the students in those classes called it 

“Suenapping”. I have never filed a temporary restraining order against someone, claiming it was a 

“private” act, and yet including nothing that was not directly related to University business.  

Just plain hypocrisy. 

Conclusion 

This is the much-abridged version of the story, intended only to provide you with sufficient information 

to recognize that you have been lied to on multiple occasions by multiple individuals. I see no reason 

you should have to trust any of them. Their lies continue to damage the department, and they will 

continue to lie to you as long as they are allowed to remain in the department.  



You may ask why you should trust me? I affirm everything in this document to be true, and I invite you, 

in the interest of helping you to understand the circumstances the department currently finds itself in, 

to confirm this with your colleagues and the administration. Their reluctance to provide this information 

to you under a false proclamation of “personnel privacy” is reflective of the fact that it may well be that 

they are the ones who have something to hide. If they should be less than forthcoming, and they 

probably will be, I invite you to submit an Open Records request on behalf of the entire faculty of the 

department to acquire any documentation you require, or do so yourselves. I have no reason to desire 

that the documentation of the proceedings be private, and in fact I have an interest in making it public. 

Their instruction that you have no contact with me was not to protect you, it was to protect them. The 

administrators and the accusers are the only ones who have an interest in keeping it private because 

their interest is in having you hear only their side of the story.  

I am contacting you now because otherwise you can be confident that despite their claims to be making 

every effort to help “restore” the department, they will continue to hide the truth and lie directly to 

your faces. Unlike some of your colleagues who profess they have nothing to hide, and then tell you 

nothing, I have nothing to hide, and offer any documentation you request.  

At this point you may be wondering why two Chancellors and two separate hearing panels have listened 

to the testimony of these individuals and read the documentation they have submitted and concluded 

that my conduct was, in the now infamous words of Dean McPhail, “actionable”. You might also ask 

yourselves why three separate attorneys I have consulted have found the actions of the those two 

chancellors and two hearing panels in this matter “actionable”, and why I have retained one of them to 

represent my interests. 

I return to the quote by the Walworth County Court Commissioner. You should reflect on this very 

carefully:  

“We expect our professors to criticize each other, to debate, to question authority…the actions 

themselves fall under the realm of educational employment in a university setting…the actions 

themselves, the actions of criticizing, debating, and questioning authority do serve a legitimate 

purpose…” 

I have believed this to be true from the start, but it has been clear that there are individuals in the 

department and in the administration who do not believe it to be true. They have viewed any kind of 

criticism, debate, and questioning authority as nothing more than “harassment and bullying” and 

“insubordination” or “lack of respect for authority”, and if they happen to be women, “gender-bias”, 

and they managed to convince others inside the department and inside the walls of the university to 

believe the same. At the same time they have offered no accountability whatsoever for their actions, 

and provided no proof whatsoever of their allegations.  

And you haven’t demanded any.  

 

 



 


