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Introduction to the Survey Collection Process 

 

This document contains compiled questionnaire responses received between July and August 

2026 from candidates running for elected office at local, state, and federal levels. The survey 

was designed by the NE-AAUP in coordination with the Academic Freedom Coalition of 

Nebraska (AFCON).  

 

Why now? 

We are witnessing unprecedented nationwide efforts to undermine support and funding for 

education at all levels. As a result Nebraska’s colleges and universities have undergone 

repeated rounds of budget cuts leading to the loss of academic programs and faculty, 

significantly undermining educational opportunities in the state. With the impending state 

and federal elections in November 2026, the candidates’ answers to this questionnaire 

provide a timely opportunity for members of the press to educate the public, and for the 

public to understand where candidates stand on issues related to broad support for higher 

education.   

 

About us 

The mission of the Nebraska State Conference of the American Association of University 

Professors (NE-AAUP) is to advance academic freedom and shared governance, to define 

fundamental professional values and standards for higher education, and to ensure higher 

education’s contribution to the common good. Our organization serves all institutions of 

higher education in our state regardless of official affiliation with the national AAUP. The 

NE-AAUP frequently collaborates with the Academic Freedom Coalition of Nebraska in 

advocacy for all levels of education in Nebraska. Together, NE-AAUP and AFCON host an 

annual meeting to discuss local and national issues impacting education. 

 

Methodology 

In July 2026, members of the state conference generated an email list of contact information 

for all candidates running for state or federal office in Nebraska, specifically those offices 

that have the most potential impact on higher education (Appendix 1). This included the 

Nebraska Board of Regents, State Legislature, Governor, U.S. House and Senate candidates. 

Ballotpedia was utilized to identify candidates; we identified emails via internet search, 

primarily from candidate campaign websites. If web forms on campaign sites were available, 

we used those to share the questionnaire. Published emails for the State Senators were 

utilized only if no other contact information was available, and this resulted in a few 

candidates replying with personal or campaign contact information. If candidates did not have 

a publicly available campaign contact portal or email address, they may not have received 

the survey. In total, we identified approximately 70 candidates for Governor, Congress, 

Unicameral, and Board of Regents. Nineteen candidates completed the survey between 

mid-July and late August 2026. Questions reflect input from both the Nebraska State 

Conference of the AAUP and AFCON.  

 



Brent Comstock, Board of Regents, Dist. 1 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Nebraska has faced four consecutive tuition increases amid recurring budget cuts, asking students to 

pay more while faculty and staff do more with fewer resources. I would replace year-to-year surprises 

with a 10-year academic and financial plan identifying where NU will invest, grow and consolidate. We 

also must restore shared governance to its proper place and respect its lanes: faculty should lead on 

curriculum and academic standards; administrators should manage day-to-day operations; and regents 

should set policy, steward resources and hold leadership accountable, not micromanage classrooms. I 

would grow revenue through enrollment, retention, research and partnerships, with a public scorecard 

measuring affordability and outcomes.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom means faculty can pursue research wherever the evidence leads and instructors can 

challenge students and present difficult perspectives without political, ideological or corporate 

interference. That protection must apply consistently, including to views we may disagree with. 

Academic freedom is not freedom from criticism or professional standards; it means academic and 

personnel decisions should not turn on partisan viewpoint. It is both a foundational principle and a 

competitive necessity for recruiting faculty and protecting the credibility of NU’s teaching and 

research.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Faculty should take the lead on academic decisions, including curriculum, academic standards and 

faculty professional development. They are closest to the classroom and bring the necessary 

subject-matter expertise. Administrators should manage operations and implement policy, while 

regents set broad policy, steward resources and hold leadership accountable. Shared governance means 

each group is meaningfully involved while decisions are being shaped, not after they are made. 

Disciplinary decisions should follow clear policies and due process at the campus level. Regents should 

provide oversight, not micromanage the classroom.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Elected officials, including regents, have a responsibility to ensure that cost does not put college out of 

reach. I grew up in rural Southeast Nebraska, and I was able to attend college because I earned a 

full-ride scholarship, so I understand how affordability shapes a student’s future. I would treat tuition 

as the last lever to pull and address administrative bloat before asking students to pay more or 

reducing faculty, staff and classroom resources. Regents should use their relationships and public 

platforms to build support and attract investment in the University, not impose ideological agendas or 



turn our campuses into political battlegrounds. I would also advocate for stable state investment and 

strong federal student aid.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Higher education is one of Nebraska’s most important workplaces because the University’s strength 

rests on the people who teach, conduct research and support students. Faculty and staff are being 

asked to do more with fewer resources, making it harder to recruit and retain outstanding people. In 

conversations with dozens of faculty and staff groups, it is clear that trust and workplace culture at 

UNL have deteriorated significantly. The incoming chancellor must make restoring that trust and 

building a culture of excellence, community and success a top priority. As a regent, I would support a 

multi-year workforce strategy focused on stability, competitive compensation, clear communication 

and meaningful shared governance, while holding leadership accountable for measurable progress.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure plays an important role in protecting academic freedom, and I support retaining the University’s 

current tenure policies. It allows faculty to pursue research, explore ideas and challenge students 

without fear of political or external pressure. It also helps Nebraska recruit and retain outstanding 

scholars in a competitive national market. Tenure carries high expectations for teaching, research and 

service; it does not eliminate accountability. Weakening it would undermine both academic freedom 

and our ability to attract the talent that drives innovation, medical advancement and academic 

excellence.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

State and federal research funding is essential to Nebraska’s economy and NU’s national standing. It 

supports work ranging from agriculture and medicine to NSRI’s national-security research and helps us 

recruit top faculty, build facilities and leverage additional grants. I would work with state and federal 

partners to protect investments such as the Nebraska Tobacco Settlement Biomedical Research Fund, 

support the people and infrastructure that make NU competitive for federal and private grants, and 

insist on strong safeguards for research integrity. I would also defend basic research that serves the 

public good. Rebuilding NU’s research position, including a pathway back to AAU membership, should 

be part of our long-term plan.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

The teaching mission is the University’s foundation and should be the top priority when budgets are 

set. I support a student- and faculty-first framework in which direct instruction is the last place we 

look for reductions, and educators have the tools and support they need to succeed. I would advocate 

at the Capitol for stable, predictable appropriations and with federal partners for Pell Grants and other 

aid that keeps college within reach. Industry partnerships and philanthropy can strengthen teaching, 

but they should complement, not replace, public investment.  



Jeremy Hosein, Board of Regents, Dist. 1 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The University of Nebraska faces significant challenges: constrained state funding, rising tuition costs, 

and declining public confidence in higher education. Addressing these issues requires experienced, 

collaborative leadership. 

 

As a former NU Student Regent, policy professional, and the only candidate who attended both the 

University of Nebraska–Lincoln and the University of Nebraska Medical Center, and with family members 

who graduated from UNL, UNO, and UNMC, I have experienced firsthand the University's transformative 

impact on students, families, and communities across our state. I understand the essential role the 

University of Nebraska plays in educating the next generation of leaders, professionals, innovators, and 

public servants because it shaped my own life. 

 

As Regent, I will be public-facing with a focus on restoring public trust, strengthening academic 

excellence, ensuring long-term financial sustainability, and keeping a University of Nebraska education 

accessible and affordable for future generations.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom is foundational to the mission of every great university. I support the 

long-established principles in constitutional law that identified the four essential freedoms of a 

university: to determine who may teach, who may learn, what should be taught, and how it will be 

taught. 

 

As Justice Frankfurter articulated, universities exist to pursue truth through free inquiry. They fulfill 

their highest purpose when scholars and students are free to follow evidence wherever it leads, 

without political, ideological, or special-interest interference.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Faculty should lead decisions involving curriculum, academic standards, and professional development 

because they possess the disciplinary expertise and academic responsibility necessary to ensure 

educational quality. 

 

The Board of Regents establishes system policy, budgetary oversight, and strategic direction. By its own 

bylaws, it should not dictate curricula or interfere with academic decision-making. Effective 

governance depends on respecting the distinct roles of faculty, administration, and the Board.  

 

 



4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I intend to be an Academic Regent whose first priority is education. 

 

We must carefully balance investments across the University while ensuring that our academic mission 

remains at the center of every major decision. Nebraska should aspire to attract world-class faculty, 

produce more Rhodes, Fulbright, and Truman Scholars, and become a destination for outstanding 

students from across the country. 

 

I would encourage philanthropic partners to invest more directly in academics by creating what I call 

an "NIL for Academics"—a campaign to expand endowed professorships, scholarships, and research 

opportunities that attract exceptional faculty and students. 

 

We also need to remove unnecessary barriers to earning a degree. I would grow our enrollment by 

accepting more community college transfer credits, attract more nontraditional students by 

recognizing relevant workforce and military experience for academic credit when appropriate, and 

expanding flexible degree pathways for working parents, veterans, adult learners, and career changers. 

These students strengthen both our University and Nebraska's workforce. We must meet students where 

they are. 

 

At the same time, the University must adapt to meet modern challenges. We should reduce 

unnecessary administrative layers, streamline operations, and direct more resources toward teaching, 

advising, student success, and research. I would make a strong case that each dollar should have a 

nexus to advance the University's core educational mission.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Buildings do not teach, just like hospitals do not heal. The University succeeds because of its people. 

Faculty and staff are the institution's greatest asset, and they deserve leadership who value their 

expertise and include them in shaping the University's future. 

 

I remain close to many of my faculty mentors. I understand the challenges educators face. Having 

worked in medicine, I recognize how excessive administrative burdens can distract professionals from 

their core mission. Universities should be no different. 

 

As Regent, I will advocate for radical transparency, clear institutional priorities, and meaningful faculty 

participation in major system decisions—from technology modernization to structural change. Faculty 

should not simply be informed of change. They should help lead it. 

 

I will maintain regular communication with faculty across the system and foster genuine two-way 

dialogue. There should be no surprises. Lasting institutional success depends on a shared vision built on 

trust, transparency, and collaboration. 

 



Selecting university leadership is one of the Board of Regents' most important responsibilities, and 

faculty should play an outsized role in that process. Faculty understand the institution's academic 

mission, culture, and long-term needs better than anyone. Frequent leadership turnover is disruptive, 

slows progress, and can leave important priorities unfulfilled. We must improve our process for 

identifying and selecting leaders who are committed to Nebraska, capable of building consensus, and 

prepared to implement stable, visionary leadership for the University.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Without tenure, we cannot attract and retain excellent faculty or meaningfully reward academic 

excellence. I am in favor of broadening and strengthening opportunities for promotion and tenure by 

supporting faculty whose work directly addresses Nebraska's most pressing challenges. Whether 

expanding access to health care, addressing shortages of physicians and attorneys in rural communities, 

advancing agriculture, or strengthening economic development, the University should demonstrate its 

value by solving real problems that improve the lives of Nebraskans. 

 

As Nebraska's land-grant university, we should combine academic excellence with practical impact.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Research funding is essential to the University's mission. It drives innovation, improves health and 

agriculture, strengthens Nebraska's economy, and prepares students to solve tomorrow's challenges. As 

a working physician who spent years in academia, I benefit from translational research every day. 

 

As Regent, I will be an active advocate for the University. My experience in state and federal 

government has given me longstanding relationships with Nebraska's congressional delegation, state 

elected officials, and policymakers. I will use those relationships to advocate aggressively for research 

investments that benefit Nebraska and elevate the University's national reputation. I have worked 

through both the congressional appropriations process and the Nebraska Unicameral, and I understand 

how funding decisions are made.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

The teaching mission is the University's highest priority. Every funding decision should ultimately 

support student learning, educational quality, and affordability. 

 

As Regent, I will work closely with faculty, university leadership, state policymakers, and Nebraska's 

congressional delegation to secure stable, long-term investments that strengthen instruction, expand 

student support services, modernize classrooms and laboratories, and keep tuition affordable. 

 

The University of Nebraska's future depends upon maintaining excellence in teaching while preparing 

graduates to meet the workforce needs of Nebraska and compete in a rapidly changing global economy.  

 

 



Suzanne Shore, Board of Regents, Dist. 4 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The issues Nebraskans raise most consistently are college affordability, the return on investment a 

degree provides, and whether our university system adequately prepares students for a rapidly evolving 

economy. Too many students who enroll do not complete their degrees — that is a cost problem, a 

completion problem, and a value problem. 

 

If elected, I will advocate for a clear strategic plan tied to our mission, and align spending with it, not 

the other way around. On affordability, I’ll pursue the specific steps outlined below. But cost must be 

considered in context — if a Nebraska degree holds real value, it's an investment, not just an expense. 

 

I will expect the university to partner with employers, nonprofits, and public agencies to align 

academic programs with workforce needs, without compromising academic integrity. Our students want 

to see that their degree leads to opportunity in their workplace and in their community. 

 

I will defend a strong liberal arts core that builds critical thinking, clear communication, and civic 

responsibility. I will support faculty authority over grading standards and academic rigor, and I will not 

permit enrollment targets to erode either. 

 

My approach to board governance is mission-centered: evidence-based rather than ideological, focused 

on clear priorities, and respectful of faculty's role in shaping curriculum and sustaining the rigor that 

gives a Nebraska degree its value.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom protects the independence faculty need to teach, research, and speak based on 

evidence and expertise — even on hard or contested topics — without fear of retaliation. Real learning 

happens when students are challenged and pushed to think critically, not shielded from difficult ideas. 

 

That freedom comes with a paired obligation: we must defend the space for rigorous inquiry, and we 

must ensure that inquiry serves students and the public through discernment, intellectual honesty, and 

a willingness to keep learning ourselves  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Shared governance requires that the operational authority be distributed between faculty, 

administration and the Board of Regents. 

 

Faculty take the lead on academic matters because they have the expertise to set curriculum, 

academic standards, degree requirements, scholarship and faculty appointments. That includes what is 

taught and how faculty grow professionally. The board’s role is different; it provides strategic 

leadership, fiduciary oversight and public accountability. 

 



These responsibilities are frequently intertwined, which means we must work as a team — a reality 

that couldn’t be more relevant as we face significant budget pressures. That requires a credible 

process of decision-making built on trust and communication, and relationships that prioritize 

competency, good faith, and decisions grounded in appropriate input and evidence. 

 

On “School discipline” - I am reading that as a student conduct policy. At the University of South 

Dakota, managing the student conduct process was one of my core responsibilities, a task no faculty 

member ever voiced an interest in. I believe every interaction with a student is an educational 

moment, and I see real room for shared responsibility with faculty. I would enjoy a conversation with 

faculty members about how they see their role in that process. 

 

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The Board of Regents has a mandate to keep our universities accessible and affordable to every 

Nebraska student. My priority is a first-rate education that leads to greater opportunities for our 

graduates and helps them build the life they want — without a debt burden that limits their future. 

 

The board needs a clear strategic plan aligned with our mission to educate students, and then it needs 

to lead with that in mind. We must keep the costs down, but we also have to ensure that the degrees 

our students earn give them a real opportunity to thrive, however they define that. 

 

If elected, I will scrutinize the budget and align spending with our mission. I will push to keep increases 

in tuition, fees and housing limited and predictable. I will also support tying academics to work-study 

and internships, so students build relevant skills while paying their way through school.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The higher education workplace matters enormously. When faculty and staff are not given the regard 

and influence their role in the university's mission demands, burnout grows, morale drops, and the 

value of the degrees we award is put at risk. 

 

I hear constant frustration: hiring and wage freezes, growing reliance on contingent faculty, role 

consolidations, and policies dictating what can be taught and which students are welcome in our 

classrooms. Trust in the administration, board, legislature, and executive branch is low. Leadership 

often feels disconnected from the realities of the classroom and lab, investments get made without full 

regard for academic mission, and faculty contributions go under-recognized. I understand why. 

 

Rebuilding that trust starts with consistent, substantive communication from the board. I will engage 

faculty and staff, prioritize co-developing policies that affect teaching, research, and student learning, 

and appropriately defend faculty and academic freedom to the public and elected officials. As the 

board sets strategy, budget, and policy, I will keep the academic mission central and commit to 

transparency — including showing how faculty input shaped decisions. 

 



As budgets tighten further, I will push to protect faculty and staff, especially those at the lower end of 

the salary range, rather than shielding higher-level administrators at their expense.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure matters. It protects faculty pursuing rigorous, sometimes controversial work from political 

pressure or arbitrary dismissal, and it's a key tool for recruiting and retaining strong scholars. 

Weakening it risks losing talented faculty and the bold, independent scholarship that builds a 

university's reputation. I would resist efforts to erode tenure protections and defend it as a core 

academic value. 

 

The value of universities is being questioned, as is how we make decisions. Fairly or not, tenure 

decisions are part of the scrutiny, as are many decisions made by the board. We all have an opportunity 

to rebuild trust by setting clear performance expectations, standards and procedures, and then being 

transparent in the decisions that follow. Process and communication are essential. 

 

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Research funding stability matters enormously — for recruiting and keeping strong faculty, for 

Nebraska's competitiveness, and for the discoveries that drive our economy. I want to be honest about 

what a Regent can do: we don't set NIH or NSF budgets, and we don't appropriate state dollars directly 

— the Legislature does. What we can do is prioritize research funding in the university's biennial budget 

request, testify before the Appropriations Committee to make that case directly, and make sure 

indirect cost recovery gets reinvested in labs, equipment, and faculty support rather than diverted 

elsewhere. I'd also back competitive start-up and retention packages that keep grant-winning faculty 

here, and support the university's advocacy on federal fights like the recent NIH indirect-cost-rate 

dispute. My commitment is to use every real lever the Board has — not promise ones it doesn't.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Funding for public universities is under real strain, in Nebraska and nationally. State funding for our 

university’s operating budget has fallen significantly over the past two decades and has plummeted 

since 2023. Federally, the Pell Grant — the backbone of aid for lower-income students — has been flat 

for four straight years despite a funding gap. As Regent, I'd use the tools we actually have: setting 

tuition responsibly, prioritizing instructional funding and need-based aid in our budget request, and 

testifying before the Legislature. 

 

But I don't think line-item advocacy alone reverses a national trend. We're in a broader cycle of eroding 

public trust in institutions, including universities, which makes legislators and citizens less willing to 

invest. Rebuilding that trust and proving the value we provide — through consistent communication, 

real relationships with lawmakers year-round, and transparency about how every dollar is spent — is, to 

me, the most realistic path back to increased and sustained investment.  

 

 



Justin Solomon, Board of Regents, Dist. 4 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The problems can be put into two buckets. The first bucket is affordability and trust: the University 

keeps solving its financial pressures on the backs of the people it depends on — students and families 

through tuition, faculty and staff through cuts, and stagnant pay. State support hasn't kept pace with 

the rising cost of educating students, tuition has climbed several years running, UNL has cut its budget 

every year since 2020, and morale has followed suit. At the same time, public confidence in higher 

education as a path to economic mobility is eroding — and that's dangerous, because that promise of 

mobility is the whole reason a state builds a university in the first place. The second bucket is the 

political attacks on the tentpoles of higher education itself — academic freedom, research, and tenure. 

From legislative attempts to end tenure to the fights over research funding, when those tentpoles are 

under threat, the institution's ability to do its core work is on the line. 

 

If elected, I'd start by refusing to accept that tuition hikes and program cuts are the only tools 

available. I run a large, government-funded organization, and in my world you don't get to raise prices 

on the people who rely on you or cut their services — you find another way. I'd push for a zero-based 

review of administrative spending and redirect those dollars to the classroom and to competitive pay. 

I'd make shared governance non-negotiable so cuts of this magnitude never again happen without 

genuine faculty consultation. I'd defend academic freedom, research, and tenure against political 

interference. Rebuilding public trust is the only way that actually works — by making the University 

demonstrably better at delivering opportunity, and by being a visible champion for reinvestment with 

the Legislature and my constituents.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom is what delineates an institution from being one that simply indoctrinates the next 

generation versus one that educates the next generation. It’s the very foundation of scholarship. It’s 

the freedom of faculty and students to teach, speak, demonstrate, and organize without fear of 

retaliation. It's the thing that makes universities special. Scholarship requires asking the hard, and 

sometimes unpopular questions and following evidence where it leads. Students and faculty have to be 

empowered to express themselves and have their ideas challenged. 

 

One of the things I valued most in my own college experience was being surrounded by people who saw 

the world differently than I did — that friction is how we test and sharpen our preconceived notions, 

and it's a huge part of how universities help young people grow. Especially in Nebraska, where we’re 

statistically likely to be pretty similar to our neighbors. When people feel they have to self-censor to 

stay safe — whatever direction the pressure comes from — we lose that, and then we're failing at one 

of the most important things higher education does. My own work defending science and research has 

come through my service to Nebraska Cures, and I believe academic freedom is ultimately protected by 

real structures — strong tenure, faculty-led due process, and a firm line keeping political agendas out 

of what gets taught and studied — not just by good intentions. The Regents play an outsized role in 

ensuring those structures remain protected and in place.  

 



3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

On academic matters, the primary responsibility belongs to the faculty. They have the expertise, 

they're closest to the students and the disciplines, and the long tradition of shared governance exists 

precisely because those decisions shouldn't be dictated by administrators, regents, or politicians. The 

Board of Regents has a real and important role of fiduciary oversight, strategic direction, and 

stewardship of public resources. However, that role is to set the conditions for excellent teaching and 

research, not to micromanage a syllabus or the direction of a lab. 

 

Student discipline is somewhat different, in my opinion. Student conduct matters are properly handled 

by administration with clear due process, while faculty should own questions of academic integrity. But 

the principle underneath all of it is the same one I'll bring to every decision — the people doing the 

work should have a real, structured voice in the decisions that shape it. Too many of the University's 

recent problems trace directly back to that voice being cut out.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The price of a public education is set by legislators and Regents, and what I believe is missing from the 

current Board, and what I intend to change, is owning everything downstream of that: the operational 

strategy the Board controls but rarely uses well. That's where my background matters most. I've spent 

my career running a large organization under real financial constraints, finding efficiencies so we don't 

reflexively pass costs onto the people we serve. That's the discipline I'd bring to how NU actually 

operates, so we aren't forced to raise tuition year after year or slash budgets and programs. Purdue’s 

performance over the last decade-plus is proof that a university can hold the line on tuition while still 

doing right by faculty and staff on pay. On the legislative side, the job is reinvestment — state support 

simply hasn't kept pace with the rising cost of educating students, and that gap is a major driver of 

rising tuition. Regents need to be selling the vision of why the University is worth investment to 

lawmakers and the public. 

 

Affordability isn't abstract to me. I got to UNL with the help of a Pell Grant and a Regents scholarship. 

Need-based aid is the reason someone like me could be a first-generation college graduate. So I'd fight 

to protect and grow need-based aid at the state level, and push back hard against federal proposals to 

cut Pell, which would hit exactly the students who most need the door held open. And I wouldn't talk 

only about the four-year campuses: strong, affordable community colleges and seamless transfer 

pathways are essential for the many Nebraskans whose route runs through a two-year institution first. 

We need Regents who will push University leadership to break down those barriers between pathways 

and make sure every entrance is as wide as possible.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

It's essential, and it matters precisely because of who it serves. The University of Nebraska employs 

about 16,000 people, and it educates nearly 50,000 students who depend on them. The faculty and 

staff aren't a cost line; they are the University, and every one of those students is taught, advised, and 



supported by them. I say this as someone who runs a large organization for a living: in today's economy, 

you lose good people fast when your culture and your pay don't keep pace with your competitors. It 

doesn't matter how strong your mission is, talented people have options, and they'll take them. So 

when we let the University become a bad place to work, we don't just lose our best faculty and staff to 

the institutions that treat them better; we shortchange students they're here to serve and leave our 

state worse off as a result. 

 

How I'd address it comes straight from how I lead in my career. In my own organization, I work hard to 

make sure people feel heard — that they have a real voice in the decisions that affect them — because 

that's what keeps good people and gets the best out of them. The University should be no different. 

That means competitive pay, including for the professional and support staff whose wages haven't kept 

pace with inflation; genuine shared governance so faculty and staff actually shape decisions rather 

than just absorb them; and the kind of respect that shows up in process, not just in press releases. You 

don't build a great university by asking the people who do the work to keep doing more with less. You 

build it by proving they're valued and heard, and that starts at the top of any organization, including 

the University of Nebraska.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is critically important, for two reasons. First, it's the structural guarantee of academic freedom 

— a professor who can be fired for reaching an inconvenient conclusion isn't free to do honest teaching 

or research, and a university without that protection isn't really a research university. Second, it's a 

competitive necessity. The best scholars have choices, and tenure is the bare minimum standard in 

recruiting and keeping them. Eliminating it — as LB 1064 tried to do — wouldn't make Nebraska leaner; 

it would tie both our hands behind our backs and hand our best faculty to the states that still offer it. 

 

I'd also like to see us broaden what tenure recognizes. As it stands, our dedicated teaching faculty — 

professors of practice and lecturers — generally aren't eligible for tenure. At UNL the tenure track runs 

through research-oriented lines, while faculty who focus on the classroom are placed on non-tenure, 

specialized tracks. But excellent teaching is every bit as central to our mission as research, and the 

professors who pour themselves into undergraduate education deserve a real path to the security and 

standing that tenure provides. I’d support the Board examining ways to make additional tenure tracks a 

reality.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Research funding is the lifeblood of a modern university, and Nebraska has more at stake than most. 

UNMC and UNL are research-intensive institutions whose work drives cures, jobs, and the state's 

economy. That funding is under threat on two fronts. Federally, we've seen proposed caps on 

indirect-cost recovery, proposed cuts to the federal research awards through organizations like NIH and 

NSF, and grant slowdowns that have already left researchers in limbo. At the state level, we've watched 

repeated attempts to sweep money out of the Health Care Cash Fund that supports biomedical 

research at UNMC, including proposals this year and last to strip millions from that research to help 

patch the state budget. 

 



A regent can't set federal policy, but a regent isn't powerless. I'd make protecting research funding a 

core part of the Board's advocacy — working with our congressional delegation to defend indirect-cost 

recovery, which pays for the labs, compliance, and infrastructure that make the research possible. Just 

as important, I'd work directly with state lawmakers to protect existing streams like the Health Care 

Cash Fund and to identify new ones — because if we want NU to stay competitive for the federal dollars 

that remain, the state has to be a real partner in funding research, not one more source of threat to it. 

The economic case is overwhelming, and the Board should be making it loudly.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

The teaching mission is the most important aspect of the university — and it is often overlooked, 

because research gets the headlines, research helps grow budgets, and that’s how most administrators 

drive up their compensation. State appropriations are, at their core, what funds the teaching mission. 

When state support doesn't keep pace with the cost of instruction, the teaching mission is what gets 

squeezed, and students pay the difference through tuition. Federal dollars matter here too. Pell Grants 

and student aid are what keep the teaching mission accessible to working-class students, which is why 

proposed federal cuts to Pell alarm me, especially as someone who needed that program to make my 

way through school. 

 

If elected, I'd protect the teaching mission on three fronts. At the state level, I'd make the case for 

reinvestment and treat instruction as the priority it should be. Federally, I'd defend Pell and student aid 

as fiercely as I'd defend research funding. And on the Board, I'd hold the line against the reflex to 

balance every budget on tuition — because a teaching mission that prices out the students it's meant to 

serve isn't much of a mission at all.  

 

 



Caitlin Knutson, State Legislature, Dist. 2 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Funding, retaining staff and programs, attracting students, and keeping tuition affordable are the most 

pertinent issues in my opinion. Legislators must get the budget balanced, so the state can be a reliable 

source of funding.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom protects critical thinking and encourages growth and learning. It protects 

discussions, allows research on controversial topics and teaching materials, and accepts scientific 

findings based on their methodology, not popular whim or opinion.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Professors are the content area experts. Department chairs and deans are there to help with operations 

and discipline.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The state needs to be a steady, reliable source of funds. It is in all of our interests for 2- and 4- year 

institutions to flourish. I decided to run in part because I am tired of watching funding become a 

political football. I also support need based aid and state aid grants to assist people attending.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I am a Nebraska native who has enjoyed living in areas with colleges/universities (Lincoln, Omaha, and 

Hastings). Higher education is an economic boon and contributes to the culture and identity of our 

communities. I would love to see this workforce expand, rather than contract.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is very important. It provides job security and academic freedom protections.  

 

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Academic research expands our knowledge and understanding, and is an economic driver. I do not 

support cutting research and development as a method to balance the budget, and would protect these 

funds.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to state and federal funding is very important. I oppose dipping into funds set aside for specific 

purposes as a means to balance our budget. I also support pausing the income tax cuts, so we do not 

further increase our deficit.  

 

 



Cindy Maxwell-Ostdiek, State Legislature, Dist. 4 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Nebraska’s higher education institutions are among our state’s greatest assets and are one of the best 

areas we can invest in. My top concerns regarding higher education are the affordability for students, 

threats to academic freedom, and inconsistent funding. As a state senator, the most important action I 

can take is supporting consistent, adequate funding for our colleges so that departments can stay open 

and tuition can be reduced over time. It is also important that we take actions to capture federal 

funding to supplement our investments. Regarding academic freedom, we must stand up against 

attempts to threaten or silence voices in our actions legislatively and publicly.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom is the ability for students to learn about topics without a person in power censoring 

their curriculum. Especially in the modern age where we see so many attacks on academic freedom 

from federal and state actors, we must stand up to protect our teachers and students.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

I think these decisions should be left to the university and college board and administrators in 

accordance with best practices and applicable laws. I do not believe the Legislature should be involved 

in setting the specific curriculum or disciplinary policies for higher education institutions and would 

approach these conversations very cautiously. The leadership and staff of these institutions are closer 

to these issues and better know the needs of the students. I think the Legislature should play a role in 

the professional development of faculty and staff as we have a vested interest in ensuring we are 

meeting the needs of tomorrow’s educational workforce.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Many elected officials, from the Governor, to the Legislature, to local bodies, share in this 

responsibility. If I am elected to the Legislature, I would be supportive of increased state aid to public 

universities and colleges in hopes of keeping departments open and tuition costs lower. Of course, in 

order to do this, we must resolve Nebraska’s structural and self imposed deficit. My opponent, who is 

chair of the Revenue committee, has supported repeated cuts to state revenue streams, making 

securing this funding harder for all institutions.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

We want our institutions to be attractive places to work. When we do this, we attract more educators 

into our state and keep the best ones here educating our kids. Many faculty and staff in our university 



system are overburdened with a high workload or underpaid as compared to peer states from my 

understanding. The state must do what we can to provide adequate funding so universities can offer 

competitive pay and benefits. We must also work to attract more employees so that we can drive down 

individual workloads and save by retaining quality educators and other staff. I welcome a conversation 

on what else should be done from the Legislature to make our colleges the best they can be.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is an important benefit that allows for more innovation, better job security, and protects 

professors’ academic freedom. I support tenure for our higher education institutions.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

This is a very important issue and a priority of mine as well. Without state and federal funding, 

research efforts get cut. These efforts have made our economy more efficient, Nebraskans safer, our 

food healthier and more abundant, etc. This research is one of the best investments we can make in 

the long term growth and flourishing of our state.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

It is also very important. Without steady and adequate funding, tuition costs go up or departments 

must be closed. While knocking doors in my district, I’ve had many conversations with voters who have 

made it clear that investments in higher education are investments they support and I will work to 

ensure our budget reflects the needs of our colleges.  

 

 



Patrick Leahy, State Legislature, Dist. 6 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Affordability is a perennial concern as we want our higher education institutions to be open for all 

Nebraskans who want to pursue further learning. We must ensure we are fulfilling our duty as a 

Legislature to provide adequate funding to reduce tuition costs, further research, and keep needed 

departments open. I am also concerned about the increased attempts by politicians to try to influence 

what gets taught in our classrooms. Academic independence is an important principle and anything to 

undermine that threatens the integrity of our institutions.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom is the ideal that teachers and students should be free to learn and explore topics 

without fear that a politician or other person in power will censor, bias, or otherwise influence their 

ability to do so. It is not the job of the government to tell people how or what to think. It is our job to 

ensure the next generation receives an education which prepares them for the modern world while 

teaching everyone how to think critically, creatively, and how to be a lifelong learner.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Concerning higher education, there are bodies in place from the Board of Regents for the University 

system, to the community college boards, to others. I do not think the Legislature should be involved 

with setting statewide curriculum standards. Generally, I do not believe the Legislature should play a 

role in discipline policies, but there may be instances where certain practices should be prohibited and 

the Legislature could set limits. The Legislature does have a role in supporting professional 

development opportunities, especially through funding, research opportunities, etc. in order to ensure 

our state maintains a competitive, first-rate educational workforce.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The Legislature has a role and keen interest in making higher education more affordable for all 

students. I support increases in the level of state aid to higher education institutions so that we can 

reduce tuition costs. The legislature must also be working on core economic issues that will address the 

very real barriers families face in trying to save for college, such as childcare, housing, and other 

necessities. The state, school districts, higher education institutions, and the business/nonprofit 

community must continue to find ways to partner together because, 1) our kids deserve it and 2) the 

return on investment for our state is immense. This is not an expense. It is an investment.  

 

 



5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

We want to attract the best educators. I would welcome feedback from your organization and others 

currently working in higher education on what should be prioritized to improve, as I have never been 

an educator. While I knock on doors in the district, I hear concerns from educators at all levels, 

especially around too many administrative burdens, being demeaned by some fringe public officials, 

and a sense that leadership is not listening to them. I welcome a conversation with your members on 

what they want to see improved and how I can work in my role as a state representative to make that a 

reality. And if I cannot, I will have the courage to candid with them and tell them why and ask what 

else we may try to do instead.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is important for various reasons. Again, it goes back to needing to attract and retain the best 

educators in our state. Offering job security is an important benefit, especially when competing with 

so many other states. Tenure also allows longer-term and more cutting-edge research to be done that 

has the potential for truly innovative benefits. It is important that professors continue to meet the high 

standards because we know how important it is to educate our kids, but I think tenure helps to raise 

these standards, not lower them. It’s part of what makes being an educator a profession, not just a 

job.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

It is critical. This research has a tremendous impact on Nebraska’s ability to grow its economy. Even 

more important, in many instances, it has saved lives. Recent cuts have been penny-wise, dollar-foolish 

in my opinion and I will work with you and other stakeholders and members of the appropriations 

committee to ensure our funding is adequate, even making up for loss of federal sources when we can.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Both state and federal funding are critical to closing gaps in higher education budgets that tuition and 

fees alone cannot, and really should not, cover. This funding is critical because all Nebraskans deserve 

to have access to a great education and the return on investment for all of us is clear. I will nearly 

always be on the side of working to ensure our state captures as many federal dollars as possible in all 

areas, especially higher education, as I see it as getting our citizens tax dollars back to them.  

 

 



Nate Ostdiek, State Legislature, Dist. 6 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

1. Funding for our University system: We've seen the lowest share of state funding for NU in it's history, 

and flatlining budget increases are effectively cuts in this environment. Furthermore, in the federal 

environment, while research funding has stabilized compared to early 2025, a sense of uncertainty 

persists that could negatively impact UNMC and others conducting research important to our state and 

their fields. Prioritizing funding for NU and the State College system is important for maintaining 

departmental strength and keeping tuition affordable, especially compared to surrounding states. 

Long-term, the goal will be to keep graduates in state to grow the state. I want to be an advocate, 

using my research background to help justify funding with other state lawmakers. 

2. Educational freedom: We've seen from the current Governor and elements of the legislature 

interfere with education and push ideological agendas or retaliate against specific departments and 

programs within the University system. I have experience pushing back against ideologically motivated 

targeting of student programs, and want to put the same energy into pushing back and redirecting the 

conversation toward more important topics. 

3. Protecting the Tenure System: Recent attempts to roll back tenure have been startling, especially in 

light of the political climate, and represent an attempt to purge Professors from our state. Tenure is 

key to having academic freedom and should be maintained in Nebraska.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

It means there should be no outside political interference in what is allowed to be taught or 

researched. Academics, scholars, and educational institutions should be free to pursue their ideas, 

research, and teaching as they see fit.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Those decisions should remain with the Universities, and particularly among faculty. I think 

self-governance is very important to ensure ownership of the academic process. Overzealous 

restructuring efforts without sufficient faculty input can lead to worse outcomes than those that are 

collaborative and led by the educators. I want to commit to working alongside AAUP and its 

membership in guiding educational policy in Nebraska.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

We have an obligation to ensure that tuition remains affordable at our Colleges/Universities and 

recognize the positive effect that it can have on the rest of the state. I will prioritize stabilizing 

funding for our universities and colleges because they are guaranteed drivers of economic growth as 

well as contributing to a higher quality of life. I believe there is a much stronger return on state dollars 



invested in education than on other, less reliable means of economic development and tax-incentive 

policy that the state has embraced. Strong human infrastructure.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I think it is incredibly important because it is how we foster the growth of new ideas and talent right 

here in the state, and everyone has a role to play in that, from faculty and staff to, of course, the 

students themselves. As a Graduate Assistant myself, I know the importance of TA and GA positions for 

research, teaching, and development. Having this additional support, alongside the rest of the 

workplace, is critical for the full benefits of the higher education ecosystem to take hold.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Incredibly important because it means job security, it means Nebraska is a competitive place to be an 

academic at, and it means freedom to teach and research where it leads, not subject to the political 

pressures of the moment.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Very important, I hope to use my existing connections to continue to seek out federal partnerships, 

elevating the work being done, and stay informed about what research is occurring at our universities 

to be an advocate for it. I would like to see expanded state research efforts, particularly as federal 

funding has become less reliable than it once was.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Likewise, I want to be an advocate in all ways that I can to coordinate effective hearing testimonies to 

ensure that funding remains consistent and robust.  

 

 



Cindy Johnson, State Legislature, Dist. 10 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Higher education in Nebraska is facing a crisis on two fronts. We continue to see a budget crunch with 

the University of Nebraska system, coupled with an increasingly politically motivated Board of Regents. 

As a former adjunct instructor at both UNL and UNO, I know that our students and faculty benefit from 

academic freedom that insulates instruction and curriculum from political influence. The budget crisis 

continues to eliminate programs and require students to pay more and more at the same time. We 

must do better for our students - and in the Legislature, I’ll defend tenure rules and ensure robust 

appropriations from the Legislature make their way to the University to better instruction, research 

programming, and affordability.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom, to me, means the ability to instruct and facilitate discussions that challenge 

established theories and opinions without fear of retribution. I want to make sure that students and 

faculty can challenge their minds and put forth new, innovative, and trailblazing theories and concepts 

without fear of retribution. The same protections should apply to students who participate in these 

discussions.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

These decisions are best made by those who instruct. I believe that the University should empower 

department chairs and college deans to develop robust and rigorous curriculum and find the right 

opportunities for professional development. Faculty should have a voice in these matters, not just 

administrators.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The Legislature’s role in funding Opportunity Scholarships for higher education, in addition to providing 

support for the Nebraska Promise, makes complete sense. I want to make sure that, as an elected 

official, I am doing everything in my power to make and keep Nebraska higher education affordable 

and accessible, and that as few barriers to entry as possible stand between students and a world-class 

education.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Having worked for the University, I know that higher education’s role as a workplace is crucial to our 

state’s success. I want Nebraska’s higher education institutions to attract world-class talent and 

scholars, and we are only able to do that when we provide world-class wages, benefits, and tenure.  



 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is both crucial for retaining existing instructors and recruiting new scholars. I don’t support any 

measures that would water down or weaken tenure in Nebraska, and I think tenure increases the 

quality of education received at Nebraska’s universities and colleges. I’m firm in my stance that tenure 

should remain strong in Nebraska.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

State and federal investments in academic research net massive returns on investment. We should not 

perform research for a strict financial benefit, but in the time of budget cuts, these returns certainly 

help to keep investments robust. As an elected official, I’ll be vigilant in my advocacy with federal and 

other state officials to ensure Nebraska remains high on the list of investments into academic research. 

Furthermore, as federal support wavers and fluctuates under this current administration, I believe that 

the state should consider making additional investments to compensate for lost revenue due to federal 

policy shifts.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

The University system’s core mission is to educate, either directly or through pioneering research. I will 

do everything in my power to protect this core mission and ensure that the University’s teaching 

mission stays at the top of mind in factoring appropriations. I want to also advocate and work with the 

Board of Regents to prevent further cuts to academic programming.  

 

 



Christy Knorr, State Legislature, Dist. 12 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Affordability and accessibility. I would work to address barriers. I plan to share my own personal story 

of how education changed the trajectory of my life.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

The ability to be able to pursue the area of educations that is important and meaningful to you.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Those decisions should be made by the board, faculty, staff and students. There should be a 

collaborative approach.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Elected officials should help make policies that addresses these issues. I will have discussions on ways 

we can make this happen. I do not plan to make any decisions or votes without discussions with the folx 

involved.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Very important. Higher education contributes to the betterment of our communities.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is important. Nebraska needs to be able to retain the talent here. I do believe we need to 

modernize tenure that looks at contributions by faculty and not just research.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Funding for research is always important and a priority. I will support funding for research.  

 

 



8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to funding is very important to support the teaching mission. I will make sure to stay in touch 

with out federal delegation to make sure Nebraska always has the opportunities and resources we 

deserve and need.  

 

 



Chris Anderson, State Legislature, Dist. 20 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The most pressing issue facing Nebraska's higher education system right now is financial sustainability. 

The University of Nebraska system has absorbed repeated rounds of cuts in recent years — tens of 

millions of dollars in reductions, hiring freezes, and consecutive tuition increases — driven by state 

revenue shortfalls and rising costs. I believe the state needs a more disciplined, predictable approach 

to funding higher education, similar to what I've advocated for K-12: broad-based tax competitiveness 

paired with efficient, accountable spending, rather than a cycle of budget surprises that forces 

universities to make reactive cuts to programs and staff. 

 

On the question of faculty tenure, I want to be direct because I know this is a central concern for your 

organization: I don't support tenure as a personnel model for public university faculty, and I'll explain 

why rather than avoid the issue. My view comes from my experience in the private sector, where job 

security is earned and maintained through ongoing performance, not granted as a permanent status 

after an initial review period. I don't think that principle should stop at the university gates. I recognize 

AAUP's position is that tenure protects academic freedom and enables faculty to pursue difficult or 

controversial research without fear of retaliation, and I take that concern seriously — protecting 

genuine academic freedom and inquiry matters to me too. But I believe that protection can and should 

be achieved through strong, clearly defined employment agreements, due-process protections against 

politically motivated termination, and merit-based review, rather than through indefinite tenure. I 

think accountability and academic freedom aren't mutually exclusive, and I'd want any change in this 

area to be done thoughtfully, with faculty input, rather than abruptly. 

 

When elected, I will approach these issues by pushing for stable, predictable state funding for our 

public universities so they can plan and retain quality faculty and programs, while supporting reforms 

that bring more performance accountability to the system — including revisiting how we structure 

long-term faculty employment protections. Of note, I will also consult the Nebraska State Conference 

of the American Association of University Professors face-to-face in order to lead in the Legislature 

with honor and informed by your equities underscored by meaningful, personal dialogue.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

To me, academic freedom means the ability of faculty and students to pursue research, ask hard 

questions, and teach rigorously within their area of expertise without fear of political retaliation or 

being punished for reaching an unpopular or inconvenient conclusion. That principle matters to me — a 

university that only tolerates comfortable ideas isn't actually educating anyone. I want Nebraska's 

faculty to be able to pursue serious scholarship, including work that challenges conventional wisdom, 

without political interference from the state. 

 

Where I differ from how the term is sometimes used is that I don't think academic freedom requires 

permanent, indefinite job protection to function. I see academic freedom as a principle about the 

freedom to inquire, publish, and teach honestly — not a guarantee of employment regardless of 

performance. I think those two things get conflated sometimes, and I'd push back on that. Strong 

due-process protections against being fired for the content of your research or your politics, clear 



standards for review, and real academic autonomy from partisan meddling — those are the things I 

believe actually protect academic freedom. A permanent employment status isn't, in my view, the only 

or best way to secure it. 

 

I'd also say academic freedom cuts both ways: it should protect a professor's ability to research and 

teach rigorously, and it should also mean students are exposed to real intellectual rigor and a range of 

perspectives, not a single ideological viewpoint presented as settled fact. A university that's genuinely 

committed to academic freedom should be a place where difficult ideas are debated openly, not 

avoided.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

I believe these decisions work best when they're made by the people closest to the classroom and the 

students — with appropriate oversight to keep things fair and accountable. Curriculum and professional 

development are areas where faculty and educators bring expertise I respect and want to rely on; they 

know their subject matter and their students in ways a distant legislature simply can't. My hope is for a 

system where local boards and institutional leadership set the broader goals and standards, while 

trusting teachers and faculty with real say in how they actually get there. 

 

Discipline is a bit different, since it touches on safety, consistency, and fairness for everyone involved. I 

think that's best handled through clear, transparent policies set at the local level, developed with input 

from educators, administrators, and the community, so families know what to expect and educators 

have consistent backing when they need to act. 

 

Across all of these areas, my underlying belief is the same one I've shared throughout this 

questionnaire: decisions are usually better when they're made by the people who know the students 

and the subject matter best, with the state playing a supporting role — setting reasonable guardrails 

and providing resources — rather than dictating specifics from the top down.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I think elected officials have a real role to play here, but it is a targeted one; not a blank check. 

Nebraska already has a solid foundation — programs like Nebraska Promise, which provides free 

University of Nebraska tuition for students from families earning $65,000 or less, and career 

scholarships that help students pursue community college and technical training in high-demand fields. 

These are the kinds of programs I want to protect and strengthen: aid that goes to students who 

genuinely need it and that is tied to real workforce outcomes, rather than a universal subsidy that 

spreads limited dollars thin across everyone regardless of need--Nebraskans and specifically, the 

residents of LD20 are feeling the "pain at the pump" while butter and groceries skyrocket--therefore, 

we need fiscal discipline now more than ever at the state level in order to provide some much-needed 

relief. 

 

If elected, I'd focus on a few things. First, making sure these existing need-based and career-aligned 

programs are fully and predictably funded, so eligible students and their families can count on them 



rather than see them shrink during budget years. Second, I'd push to make it easier for students to 

actually access and understand this aid — simplifying the FAFSA and application process and improving 

outreach in high schools so that students who qualify for programs like Nebraska Promise or the 

Opportunity Grant actually claim them. Third, I want to keep community colleges and technical/career 

pathways front and center in this conversation, since a two-year credential or trade certification is 

often the fastest, most affordable route to a stable career, and it directly addresses workforce needs 

here in Nebraska. 

 

What I'd be cautious about is a universal free-tuition program that isn't means-tested. I think Nebraska's 

dollars go further, and reach the students who need them most, when aid is targeted rather than 

blanket. Affordability also has to be paired with fiscal discipline at the university level itself — 

controlling administrative costs and tuition growth — rather than treating state subsidies as the only 

lever.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Higher education is a major employer in Nebraska and an important one — it employs thousands of 

faculty, researchers, and staff, and it's often one of the largest employers in the communities where 

our campuses sit, from Lincoln and Omaha to Kearney and beyond. Beyond the jobs directly on campus, 

a strong university system helps retain talent in Nebraska more broadly, since research funding, 

graduate programs, and specialized faculty expertise are part of what keeps skilled people and their 

families here instead of leaving for other states. 

 

I also recognize that this workplace has been under real strain. UNL and UNMC faculty and staff went 

without salary increases in the last budget cycle due to systemwide fiscal challenges, and university 

leadership has been direct that this makes it harder to recruit and retain strong faculty. I take that 

seriously. A university can't deliver a quality education, or compete for talented researchers and 

instructors, if the people doing that work don't have some measure of financial stability and 

predictability. 

 

When elected, my approach will be the same one I've described for higher education funding generally: 

push for more stable, predictable state appropriations so the university isn't forced into abrupt salary 

freezes or reactive cuts every time the state budget tightens. I think that kind of stability does more 

for faculty and staff, as employees, than any single policy change. Where I'd continue to differ from 

AAUP's approach is on the specific tools used to secure that stability and fairness — for example, I favor 

performance-based accountability over tenure as I described earlier — but on the underlying goal, that 

Nebraska's public universities should be a workplace that can attract and keep excellent people, I think 

we agree.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

See above.  

 

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Research funding matters a great deal to me, both for what it produces and for what it's worth to 

Nebraska's economy directly. A recent study found the University of Nebraska system generates $6.4 

billion in annual economic impact for the state, and a meaningful share of that comes from research — 

biomedical work at UNMC, agricultural research that directly supports our farmers and ranchers, 

engineering and technology work that feeds our workforce pipeline. This isn't abstract academic 

spending; it's an economic driver, and I think of it that way. 

 

The last couple of years have shown how exposed that research base is to disruption. Federal funding 

changes, including a proposed cap on research overhead reimbursement, threatened to force NU to 

absorb tens of millions of dollars in costs, and researchers across the system saw grants paused or 

delayed, disrupting work from biomedical labs in Omaha to agricultural research stations in the 

Panhandle. I was glad to see NU successfully push back through the courts, and I think that fight was 

worth having. 

 

I also think it's worth noting that when it became clear how much research funding was at risk, our own 

Legislature actually reversed a planned budget cut to the university and approved a modest increase 

instead, specifically because of the federal funding losses. This does not have to be a partisan issue — 

protecting Nebraska's research capacity is something lawmakers across the spectrum should recognize 

as being in the state's economic interest. 

 

When elected, I will support the state continuing to act as a stabilizing partner when federal research 

funding is volatile, rather than letting research capacity erode simply because national priorities shift 

year-to-year. I would also want the state to be a vocal advocate, through our Congressional delegation, 

for policies that provide research funding predictability. Nebraska's universities, faculty, and students 

are the ones who bear the consequences of that uncertainty.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to stable state and federal funding matters just as much for the teaching mission as it does for 

research, maybe more, as this is the core function students and families are actually paying for and 

upon which they rely. Nebraska's public universities are already operating with real strain: UNL's own 

budget office has been direct that its current revenue isn't enough to cover operating expenses, due to 

a mix of declining state appropriations, tuition revenue coming in below projections, and rising costs 

for things like health care, insurance, and utilities that have nothing to do with the classroom but eat 

into the same budget. When that gap opens up, the instructional side of the university, class sizes, 

course availability, faculty support, is often what absorbs the pressure. 

 

I think state funding for the teaching mission needs to be treated as a distinct priority from research 

funding, not folded into the same conversation, because the two serve different purposes; yet both 

matter. Research funding drives economic impact and innovation; teaching funding is what determines 

whether a Nebraska student can actually get the courses, class sizes, and instructional quality they 

need to graduate on time and enter the workforce prepared. 

 



When elected, I will advocate for predictable, multi-year state appropriations for the university system 

rather than the kind of last-minute funding swings we've seen recently, so campuses can plan their 

course offerings and staffing with some confidence rather than making abrupt cuts mid-year. 

Predictability and deliberate planning in budget measures is a fundamental trait at successful 

corporations in which I have participated and led over my career---at the federal level and in the 

private sector. I would also want the state to keep a close eye on cost drivers outside the university's 

control such as insurance and utility costs, since those pressures shouldn't be allowed to quietly crowd 

out classroom investment. Moreover, on the federal side, I would engage our Congressional delegation, 

so they advocate for stable federal student aid and instructional support funding, since disruptions 

there land just as hard on students as disruptions to research grants do.  

 

 



John Fredrickson, State Legislature, Dist. 20 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Continuing to ensure university system and state and community colleges have adequate funding. 

Academic freedom and the ability for universities to not be policed by the government for political 

reasons. I have a strong record of advocating for and fighting for higher education in our state and look 

forward to continuing to do so in future years should I be reelected.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

To me it means ensuring that higher education systems and professors have the freedom to engage in 

robust academic discussion and topics without fear of retribution or punishment for doing so.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

The experts - faculty, higher ed systems  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

This is essential for not only the public good but also for economic security for our state. I will continue 

to advocate for appropriate funding, scholarship opportunities, and other collaborative approaches 

with higher education systems and other stakeholders to ensure this goal is being met.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Very high - and also acknowledge that there are various paths to success for students. Will continue to 

collaborate with higher education systems, business chambers, and others.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Very - need to ensure we are able to recruit to talent and retain that talent once here. The higher the 

talent of our higher ed workforce, the more attractive these programs become.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Very. I will do as I have done - bring legislation, vote for legislation that supports, and vote against 

legislation that strips necessary funding.  

 



8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Very - see above.  

 

 



Jana Hughes, State Legislature, Dist. 24 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

I think the biggest issue higher education faces is the declining amount of students/children. This also 

affects our K-12 schools. We will have to right size with the decrease in numbers. I think also higher 

education can be flexible in looking at helping non-traditional students. Maybe people that didn't finish 

a degree or folks that just never went on to college upon graduation from high school. 

 

The other big issue facing higher education is funding. Funding is a problem for all our state agencies. I 

would like to see some additional revenue sources for the state. More than likely on the lines of 

broadening our sales tax base.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom to me would be the ability to discuss/study/publish any topic(s) without fear of 

reprimand or retaliation. This can be on the side of students and/or faculty.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

The leadership at the University. President, chancellor, deans, etc.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I think Nebraska does a pretty good job of this with the opportunities and scholarships available. The 

role the legislature plays is providing funding for the universities and colleges and therefore by helping 

support universities it in turn helps Nebraska students who want to attend such institutions.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I believe higher education sector is a great workplace for Nebraskans. They provide good jobs for 

people. However - using the argument that funding should be kept in some area just because it 

provides jobs does not make sense to me. Anytime tax money is used we have to be prudent with those 

dollars and make sure it is being used in the most efficient way.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

I don't know if I can say "how" important it is. I think it can help provide academic freedom - however it 

should not "protect" someone who is not fulfilling their job requirements.  

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

I think academic research is very important. I would like to think that universities provide unbiased 

research (unlike research done by a specific industry). I am saddened to hear about the federal cuts 

that have been made. I do support any state funding toward this area - however I also have to make 

sure that again - if we are using tax dollars from hardworking Nebraskans we need to make sure we are 

spending them wisely.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

I do support state and federal funding to teaching. My realm is only state and I do support our state to 

provide for high quality education. The kids are literally our future and they deserve the best 

education that we can provide.  

 

 



Janet Bock, State Legislature, Dist. 30 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

I am concerned that funding for higher education keeps being cut as well as majors. I would oppose 

further cuts to academics and look at the possibility of the athletics departments budget be 

evaluated/shared as well as explore how other states are addressing funding.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom means students are able to choose the major in which they wish to be educated, 

the facility they wish to attend, and have professors available to teach the curriculum required for 

their career path.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

I am uncertain, but would hope it would be the Chancellor and Faculty of each facility.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Legislators should make sure that Nebraska is a welcoming atmosphere for all who want to be educated 

here. Cost effective education, housing, and a stable program is needed. I feel that education in and of 

itself is being dismantled at a Federal level. It is up to the State of Nebraska to guard access to the the 

education needed to continue to be a successful society.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The higher education sector as a workplace is extremely important. Job security, a safe environment, 

continued benefits to name a few are important. Making sure the budget supports these and other 

issues is imperative.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is extremely important. Time and dedication to colleges and universities by educators should be 

acknowledged.  

 

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

I strongly support academic research. My career in healthcare as a Bryan College of Nursing and a UNMC 

CON alum has depended on accurate, evidence based research. I would stress to colleagues that the 

constant protection of research to promote progress in my field of expertise as well as in other realms 

of education needs to be guarded. Progress depends on it.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to state and federal funding is key to maintaining the teaching mission. Again, constant 

reminders to the Legislative Body about the importance of education is key to maintaining a united 

vote to support funding for education at all levels.  

 

 



Mark Schoenrock, State Legislature, Dist. 32 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Funding and freedom of speech. I will stand strong for both issues.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

First amendment rights. Freedom of speech is an integral element for higher education.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Education professionals, elected school boards and parents.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The Nebraska Legislature and Governor play an integral role in ensuring essential funding and necessary 

resources are available to ensure a first rate education for our rising generation and to keep them in 

Nebraska. As a Nebraska alumnus, that is very important to me and I will stand strong to ensure that is 

there for our rising generation.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

This is very important. I will stand strong to ensure we have all the resources necessary to recruit and 

retain a top quality education work force.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is important to achieve the objective of recruiting and retaining a top quality education 

workforce. If Nebraska did not have tenure, that would put us at a significant disadvantage competing 

with other institutions for top quality talent.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

State and federal funding is essential to support top quality academic research. I will stand strong to 

support that.  

 



8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

State and federal funding is essential to support the teaching mission. I will stand strong to support 

that.  

 

 



Shay Smith, State Legislature, Dist. 32 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The State’s support of educational institutions continues to dwindle or fall behind our counterparts, 

and the University’s tactics of cutting budgets and raising tuition has left students, faculty and staff 

feeling dissatisfied or lost. I want to address these by ensuring the Legislature properly supports higher 

education and advocates to protect the core academic instructional mission. Budget cuts to academic 

programs are a last resort, not a starting point. Lastly, I want to ensure that all Nebraska’s kids, both 

urban and rural, have the opportunity to seek higher education at an affordable price.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom is, at its core, the free and fair exchange of ideas without fear of retribution. I 

believe that students and faculty should be held to reasonable standards of civil discourse and respect, 

but the content of coursework and in-course discussions should not be policed by the legislature. We 

need to protect freedom of speech and the ability for students to study the subject they choose and 

use their voice.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

I think the best suited decision makers for these matters would be those actively involved in instruction 

and research. It makes more sense for a department head to approve curriculum than it does for a 

program analyst at Varner Hall. I want to empower faculty and principles of shared governance by 

empowering those who do the work to make decisions on curriculum, professional development, and 

school discipline.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

We can play a crucial role by allocating appropriate state funding to affordability and access programs, 

like the Nebraska Promise and Opportunity Scholarships. We need to clear a path for more Nebraskans 

and those out of state to choose Nebraska as their place to receive an education, and I’d want to work 

with you and other stakeholders to prioritize proven measures to increase accessibility and 

affordability.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

I know that the University system and the State College system both employ a massive workforce 

between faculty, staff, and administrators. I view the higher education sector’s role as a workplace as 

crucial. The higher education sector should embrace and develop new, innovative benefits and 



workforce policies that grow our University. Being a good employer goes a long way in improving the 

output of the University and other higher education institutions in the state.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

I believe tenure is the reason that higher education has succeeded thus far. I support tenure and the 

principles of a free and fair exchange of ideas. We can use tenure to continue to recruit scholars to 

educate and research under NU and the state colleges - and make that promise that political, 

corporate, or social pressures will not stop the path of progress in academia in Nebraska.  

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

I’ve worked on projects in my community that obtained state funding to cross the finish line. I know 

the role and the value of grants and proper resources from the government, and I think that academic 

research is a no-brainer for our state to continue to prioritize and invest in. As a member of the 

Legislature, I’ll vote to continue research funding that is academically necessary and beneficial and 

keep it at the top of my mind as we evaluate appropriate allocations of funding.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

I believe that state and federal funding for the teaching mission of the University and State Colleges is 

crucial. As an elected official, I will work to ensure that the University and State Colleges have enough 

resources to keep teaching and instruction alive and robust in Nebraska, without restrictions or cuts 

due to a continual cycle of cutting spending and raising tuition.  

 

 



Janell Anderson Ehrke, State Legislature, Dist. 38 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Higher education plays a vital role in keeping Nebraska's young people, strengthening our workforce, 

and supporting rural communities. I believe we must focus on keeping higher education affordable, 

expanding career and technical education, strengthening partnerships between colleges and Nebraska 

employers, and ensuring graduates have opportunities to build their careers here at home. If elected, I 

will support policies that improve workforce development, reduce unnecessary barriers to education, 

encourage innovation, and ensure our higher education institutions remain responsive to the needs of 

students, businesses, and communities across Nebraska. 

 

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom means creating an environment where students and faculty can explore ideas, ask 

questions, conduct research, and engage in respectful discussion without fear of censorship or 

retaliation. At the same time, it should be grounded in intellectual honesty, viewpoint diversity, and a 

commitment to preparing students with the knowledge and critical thinking skills they need to 

succeed. 

 

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Academic decisions should primarily be made by those closest to education faculty, academic leaders, 

and governing boards with appropriate oversight and accountability. Legislators should set broad policy 

and ensure responsible stewardship of taxpayer dollars, while respecting the expertise of educators 

and the mission of Nebraska's higher education institutions. 

 

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Elected officials have a responsibility to make higher education more affordable by supporting 

responsible state investment, expanding scholarships and workforce training opportunities, and 

strengthening partnerships between colleges and Nebraska employers. If elected, I will work to reduce 

financial barriers, promote career and technical education, and encourage programs that prepare 

students for high demand careers while keeping Nebraska's talented graduates in our state. 

 

 

 



5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Higher education is one of Nebraska's most important employers and economic drivers. Colleges and 

universities attract talented professionals, conduct valuable research, and prepare the workforce our 

businesses and communities depend on. If elected, I will support policies that strengthen our higher 

education institutions, promote workforce development, and help recruit and retain talented faculty 

and staff while ensuring responsible stewardship of taxpayer resources. Securing additional revenue to 

avoid budget cuts will be very important. 

 

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure plays an important role in protecting academic freedom, supporting high-quality teaching and 

research, and helping Nebraska attract and retain outstanding faculty. At the same time, it should be 

accompanied by clear expectations for excellence, accountability, and service to students and the 

institution. 

 

 

7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

State and federal research funding is essential to advancing innovation, strengthening Nebraska's 

economy, improving agriculture and healthcare, and creating opportunities for students and businesses. 

If elected, I will support efforts to keep Nebraska competitive for research funding, encourage 

public-private partnerships, and ensure taxpayer dollars are invested responsibly to deliver meaningful 

results for our state. 

 

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to state and federal funding is critical to supporting quality instruction, keeping higher 

education affordable, and preparing Nebraska's future workforce. If elected, I will advocate for 

responsible investments that strengthen teaching, improve student outcomes, and ensure our colleges 

and universities have the resources they need while maintaining accountability to taxpayers. 

 

 

 



Rick Beard, Governor 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

Housing, affordability, realistic career paths, and degrees that ensure viable pathways to employment. 

-Higher wages for students who work 

-Incentivize the community to rent to students at lower than market rates 

-In the wake of AI job loss, promote new career options and available education with local, regional, 

and national companies.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Access to education that fits your life. Without access to education there is no academic freedom.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

A board of students, staff, and community members. Without the students voices heard, the very core 

of what funds and uses the school isn't represented.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

By never turning away federal funds for students and schools. My implementation of our state grown 

and state sold medical cannabis program will generate $400-500 million in new revenue for the state. 

This will provide money for federal programs that require matching funds.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

The higher education sector sets the evolution of our culture and society. As the people that guide our 

youth into careers and adulthood, these people hold a great responsibility to our community. 

I will make sure our higher education sector has what they need to accomplish their goals. By 

correcting Nebraska's blatant mismanagement of funds and reversing tax breaks for corporations and 

the rich, along with a new and budding business for the state that makes a lot of money, we can match 

federal funds and fuel what is needed by our educators.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure is very important because it allows the educator to teach in an effective manner, utilizing their 

form and abilities, while being protected from challenging accepted norms and the status quo.  

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

It appears it always comes back to money, federal money and matching those funds. 

None of the other gubernatorial candidates have a plan that creates a half a billion annually in new 

revenue for the state. The concept of state grown and state sold medical cannabis creates 12,000 new 

state jobs with benefits and provides the state with a billion dollars in NEW revenue every 2 years. This 

money will go directly to match federal funds for our disabled, for healthcare, and for education.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Access to money makes teaching possible. Without it, we'd all be standing in a field, which is where it 

probably all started in the first place. We are going to grow fields of industrial hemp and birth a new 

green business era in Nebraska. While we farm hemp outdoors, we will be growing the billions of 

dollars of medical cannabis indoors in sterile and controlled environments. When it is state grown and 

state sold, Nebraska makes all the profit, not just the taxes. It keeps out big corporations, bad players, 

and cartel that don't contribute to fixing our issues. It is ironic that weed can be the solution to this 

crucial issue facing the teaching community.  

 

 

 



Macey Budke, US House, Dist. NE-3 

 

1. In your view, what are the most pertinent higher education issues that should be addressed 

in Nebraska? How will you address them, if elected? 

 

The biggest concerns are affordability, rural access, workforce shortages, broadband, and keeping 

graduates in Nebraska. I would focus on long-term workforce stability, stronger rural education access, 

and policies that connect higher education to the needs of Nebraska communities.  

 

2. What does the idea of academic freedom mean to you? 

 

Academic freedom means faculty and students should be able to teach, research, question, and debate 

ideas without political interference or retaliation, while still meeting professional and academic 

standards.  

 

3. Who do you think should make decisions about academic matters such as curriculum, 

professional development, and school discipline?   

 

Curriculum, professional development, and discipline should primarily be shaped by qualified faculty, 

administrators, and institutional professionals through shared governance, with appropriate student 

and community input- not dictated by politicians.  

 

4.  What role should elected officials play in making college education more accessible and 

affordable for all Nebraska students who want to attend 2- or 4- year institutions? How will 

you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Elected officials should help remove financial and geographic barriers for students seeking two- or 

four-year education. I would support stronger need-based aid, affordable community-college pathways, 

dual credit, and better access for rural and first-generation students.  

 

5.  In your view, how important is the higher education sector as a workplace – and why? How 

will you address this issue, if elected? 

 

Nebraska’s colleges and universities are major employers and central to the state’s workforce, 

research, healthcare, and local economies. I would support fair working conditions, professional 

development, stable staffing, and policies that help institutions retain qualified employees.  

 

6.  In your view, how important is tenure at Nebraska’s colleges and universities – and why? 

 

Tenure protects academic independence, supports long-term research, and helps Nebraska institutions 

recruit and retain experienced faculty. It should remain tied to clear professional standards, 

accountability, and due process.  

 

 



7.  In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support academic 

research endeavors? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Public research funding strengthens agriculture, healthcare, education, technology, and rural economic 

development. I would support reliable, merit-based investment and oppose political interference that 

weakens Nebraska’s research capacity.  

 

8.    In your view, how important is access to state and federal funding to support the 

teaching mission? How will you ensure that it remains robust, if elected? 

 

Strong teaching depends on qualified faculty, manageable workloads, student support, and reliable 

institutional funding. I would support federal investment that strengthens instruction while respecting 

institutional expertise and local decision-making.  

 

 



Appendix 1 

List of candidate contact information compiled from publicly available information including 

campaign websites 

Completed the survey 

*As of August 2026, committed to attending September 19 state conference  

 

Candidate name Election District/region Contact information or mode of contact 

Jim Pillen Governor statewide Info@JimPillen.com 

Lynne Walz Governor statewide press@lynnewalz.com 

Rick Beard Governor statewide ​epzins@gmail.com 

Brent Comstock* Board of Regents District 1 - Lincoln campaign@comstockforregent.com 

Jeremy Hosein* Board of Regents District 1 - Lincoln info@drhoseinforregent.com 

Elizabeth Butler Board of Regents District 2 - Omaha voteelizabethbutler@gmail.com 

Jill Wolfe Board of Regents District 2 - Omaha used web form 

Susanne Shore Board of Regents District 4 - Omaha campaign@shoreforregent.com 

Justin Solomon* Board of Regents District 4 - Omaha info@solomonforregent.com 

Pete Ricketts US Senate statewide press@ricketts.senate.gov 

Cindy Burbank US Senate statewide none listed publicly that was readily found 

Dan Osborn US Senate statewide info@osbornforsenate.com 

Mike Marvin US Senate statewide none listed publicly that was readily found 

Mike Flood US House of Reps District 1 none listed publicly that was readily found 

Chris Backemeyer US House of Reps District 1 campaign@backnebraska.com 

Nik Sandman US House of Reps District 1 nik.sandman@gmail.com 

Austin Ahlman US House of Reps District 1 press@ahlmanfornebraska.com 

Denise Powell US House of Reps District 2 press@deniseforcongress.org 

Brinker Harding US House of Reps District 2 press@brinkerharding.com 

Eric Michael Foreman US House of Reps District 2 contact@foremantakebackourhouse.com 

Adrian Smith  US House of Reps District 3 committee@joinadrian.com 

Becky Lynn Stille  US House of Reps District 3 info@beckystille2026.com 

David J. Else  US House of Reps District 3 none listed publicly that was readily found 

Macey Budke*  US House of Reps District 3 budkeforcongress@gmail.com 

Mark Cohen  US House of Reps District 3 info@markfornebraska.org 

    

Caitlin Knutson Unicameral 2 info@knutsonforlegislature.com 

Dean Helmick Unicameral 2 dean@helmickforlegislature.com 

R. Brad von Gillern  Unicameral 4 rbvongillern@gmail.com 



Cindy Maxwell-Ostdiek Unicameral 4 cindy@cindyfornebraska.com 

Patrick Leahy Unicameral 6 patrick@leahyfornebraska.com 

Nate Ostdiek Unicameral 6 nate@natefornebraska.com 

Josh Livingston Unicameral 8 info@livingstonfornebraska.com 

Erin Feichtinger Unicameral 8 erin@erinfornebraska.com 

Cindy Johnson Unicameral 10 cindy@cindyjohnsonforne.com 

Rebecca Rens Unicameral 10 rensforne@gmail.com 

Merv Riepe Unicameral 12 Used unicameral contact info 

Christy Knorr* Unicameral 12 info@christyknorr4ne.com 

Bill Bowes Unicameral 14 bowesforlegislature2026@gmail.com 

SuAnn Witt Unicameral 14 used web form 

Cindy Chatt Unicameral 16 chattfornebraska@gmail.com 

Ted Japp Unicameral 16 tedjappforlegislature@gmail.com 

Jess Goldoni Unicameral 18 join@jessgoldoni.com 

Taylor Royal Unicameral 18 taylor@royalforlegislature.com 

John Fredrickson  Unicameral 20 hello@johnfornebraska.com 

Chris Anderson Unicameral 20 andersonfornebraska@gmail.com 

Dawson Brunswick Unicameral 22 Dawson@brunswickforlegislature.com 

Jana Hughes  Unicameral 24 janahughes89@gmail.com  

Dan Winter Unicameral 24 none listed publicly that was readily found 

George Dungan III  Unicameral 26 used web form 

Tobias Howard Unicameral 26 howard4nebraska@gmail.com 

Patty Pansing Brooks Unicameral 28 used web form 

Colby Woodson Unicameral 28 none listed publicly that was readily found 

Cally Ideus Unicameral 30 Cally@IdeusforNebraska.com 

Janet Bock* Unicameral 30 janet_bock@aol.com 

Mark Schoenrock Unicameral 32 mark@schoenrockforlegislature.com 

Shay Smith Unicameral 32 shay@shayfornebraska.com  

Loren Lippincott  Unicameral 34 used web form 

Ben Blodgett Unicameral 34 Benfor34@yahoo.com 

Rick Holdcroft Unicameral 36 used web form 

Darin Tompkins Unicameral 36 used web form 

Tim Anderson Unicameral 38 used web form 

Janell Anderson Ehrke Unicameral 38 janell@grownebraska.org  



Barry DeKay Unicameral 40 none listed publicly that was readily found 

Michael Jacobson Unicameral 42 

mike@senatormikejacobs.com and Unicam 

contact info 

Shaylee Scranton Unicameral 42 used web form 

Teresa Ibach Unicameral 44 Used unicameral contact info 

Danielle Conrad Unicameral 46 conradforlegislature@gmail.com 

Brian Hardin Unicameral 48 used web form 

Jessica Landers Unicameral 48 info@jessicalanders.com 
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