Cornell Courage

December 5, 2025
Dear President Kotlikoff and members of the Board of Trustees:

We write to you as members of Cornell Courage, a recently organized alumni organization to
stand in opposition to Cornell’s $60 million agreement (Settlement) with the Trump
administration. While we are aware of the pressures that you faced because of the government
withholding hundreds of millions of dollars in research grants and the financial drain in
defending federal lawsuits and investigations, nothing justified Cornell giving in to government
extortion. The university must now take the following steps to protect Cornell’s values,
principles and standing among the most highly respected universities in the nation.

The Settlement requires Cornell to turn over student personal data to the government
including race and performance on standardized tests without a subpoena or court order but
simply upon government demand. (Par. 9). Most disturbing is that the Settlement fails to
mandate that Cornell provide any notice to students whose information will be disclosed to the
government. The absence of any notice requirement flies in the face of the protections
afforded to all students by the Family Education and Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA). Cornell
must, therefore, abide by the terms and intent of FERPA without exception. No students have
been consulted or agreed to have their private information disclosed to the federal
government or, as the Settlement authorizes, then disseminated among any federal agencies
at the sole discretion of the government. Mindful of President Trump's history of attacks on
individuals exercising their constitutional right of free speech, immigrants, and foreign students
who are in the United States legally, we cannot ignore the high risk that the Trump
administration will use this information in ways inconsistent with Cornell’s values. We insist that
Cornell inform us of the specific steps that Cornell will take to guarantee the anonymity of any
student information disclosed to the government.

We insist that disclosure of student data to the government not take place prior to Cornell
providing written notice to any student whose personal information has been demanded. The
written notification must be given at least 10 business days prior to the university turning over
the demanded data and must inform the student of the specific information that Cornell
intends to turn over to the government and the form in which it will be produced. The notice
must include a clear statement that the student has a right to immediately consult with an
attorney and to take legal action to block disclosure of personal data.

We insist further that Cornell publicly disclose the details on how the investment of $30
million to the College of Agriculture and Life Sciences and College of Veterinary Medicine (Par.
13) was determined, how it will be allocated, who has the power to make decisions on its
utilization, and whether it is subject to any advance notice to and/or approval of the federal
government.
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We further insist that Cornell disclose the basis for agreeing to pay an additional $30
million to the federal government (Par. 14). What did Cornell do wrong to justify this exorbitant
payment? How was that figure calculated, was it rationally tied to the amount of any potential
penalties Cornell faced for alleged violations of law? We ask that Cornell identify those alleged
violations by statute and regulation, and the identity of the department, agency or other entity,
public or private, that is intended to receive payment in the amount of $30 million.

We insist that Cornell disclose specific details of the litigation and investigations that the
government has promised to withdraw (Par. 11.c.) This disclosure should specify the federal
laws and regulations that Cornell is alleged to have violated, the date when each lawsuit
commenced and the venue where filed. We also insist that details of future threatened federal
lawsuits be disclosed if Cornell had refused to settle with the government. We insist that
Cornell provide public notice when the government has withdrawn the lawsuits as the
Settlement requires.

We insist that Cornell identify and make public any “campus climate” surveys it has
conducted in the past ten years related to alleged discrimination against minorities, including
but not limited to Jewish students, and the purpose of the “campus climate” surveys required
under Par. 15.

We further insist that references in the Settlement to DEI and other policies that the Trump
administration opposes ideologically as well as Cornell’s commitment to comply with the
Department of Justice’s “Guidance for Recipients of Federal Funding Regarding Unlawful
Discrimination “(Par. 6) not result in Cornell rejecting or abandoning its historic mission of
supporting diversity in its student body, its educational offerings, the protection of the
constitutional right of free expression for students and faculty, and academic freedom.

We ask that you accept this letter in the spirit of opening a meaningful dialogue with you
concerning the Settlement that jeopardizes Cornell’s independence, free from government
control. We would like to meet with you at a mutually convenient time to have a meaningful
and productive discussion. We would love nothing more than to come back to Ithaca to sit
down and address these important issues with you on campus.

Signed by Cornell Courage Steering Committee Members
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