
 
 

 
 
 
 

January 27, 2017 
 

Ray Cross, President 
UW System 
1720 Van Hise Hall 
1220 Linden Drive 
Madison, WI 53706 
 
Dear President Cross: 
 
I’m sure you are aware of a situation at UW-Madison involving a student who has said he wants to form a 
chapter of the American Freedom Party (AFP), a recognized hate group. The student was convicted in 
2006 of felony charges stemming from the racially motivated arson of two African-American churches. 
After serving five years in prison, he was admitted to UW-Madison in 2013. 
 
This raises serious concerns for our campus community. I am sensitive to the effect on our students, 
faculty and staff, especially those of color and of other identities targeted by AFP, given the past conduct 
of this student.  
 
Currently, the UW System application does not ask about a student’s criminal record and therefore it is 
not a criterion allowed to be considered for admissions purposes by System institutions. UW-Madison 
also uses the Common App, which does collect criminal history. However, to be consistent with the UW 
System application and approach to criminal records, that information is not transferred to the university 
with the applications, nor is it considered. I am asking your guidance for how to initiate a discussion of 
this issue with system leadership. I expect there will also be conversations about this among our shared 
governance groups. 
 
I am committed to expanding access to underrepresented students, including students of color, as well as 
low-income and first-generation students. I also recognize how important it is to ensure that students who 
have made mistakes and paid their debt to society are not denied an education. I do not believe a felony 
conviction should be an automatic bar to admission. 
 
But there are risks in remaining entirely ignorant of an applicant’s felony record. I believe it is appropriate 
now to engage in a broad discussion with stakeholders about how we balance campus safety, particularly 
in a time when we are working hard to ensure all students feel welcome and protected, with the rights of 
students who have committed violent crimes. 
 
I look forward to discussing this further with you. 
 

Sincerely, 
 
 

 
Rebecca M. Blank 
Chancellor  
 

Chancellor Rebecca M. Blank 
Morgridge Friends Distinguished Chair of Leadership 
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