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Scudder, Circuit Judge. 

42 F.4th 734 

f A ls Seventh Circuit.
United States Court O ppea ' 

. 
kB CAGE Plaintiff-Appellant,

Patnc • ' 

v. 

. . HARPER et al Defendants-Appellees .
Ttftany , •• 

No. 21-2447 

I 

Argued April 7, 2022

I 

Decided August 1, 2022

In May 20 l 7 Chicago State University fired its General Counsel, Patrick Cage. Litigation followed, with Cage alleging that 

the decision violated both the Illinois Ethics Act and the First Amendment by reflecting retaliation for his having blown the 

whistle on a potential conflict of interest that arose when the Board of Trustees began its search for a new University president. 

Cage likewise contended that the University violated his due process rights by shorting him two months of severance pay. The 

district court entered summary judgment for the University defendants. Seeing no errors in that decision, we affirm. 

I 

A 

Patrick Cage served as the University's General Counsel from November 2009 until May 2017. Upon joining the University, he 

negotiated the terms and conditions of his employment in an offer letter, which he signed upon accepting the position. Everyone 

agrees that the signed offer letter constitutes Cage's employment agreement with the University. 

The events that led to this litigation began in January 2017, when Illinois Governor Bruce Rauner appointed four new members 

to the University's Board. Paul Vallas was one of the new members. A month later Cage learned from media reports that Vallas 

had an interest in serving as the University's next president, a position that became available after the previous president resigned 

in September 2016. Cage believed that this news, if true, would present a conflict of interest under the Board's Bylaws: Vallas 

could not serve on the Board while seeking employment with the University. Cage knew that no steps had yet been taken to 

address the potential conflict. 

Cage sought to raise his concern by requesting a meeting with the Board's Chairman, Dr. Marshall Hatch. The two met for 

lunch in February 2017. Cage says he discussed the potential conflict with Dr. Hatch. For his part, however, Dr. Hatch has no 

recollection of any such discussion. 

In March 2017 the Board began searching for an interim president. One potential *737 candidate the Board contacted was Dr. 

Rachel Lindsey. During a Board meeting on March 27, the Board agreed to select a new interim president at its next meeting on 

April 7. According to the meeting minutes, the Board discussed whether it could consider Vallas for the position given that he 

was a sitting Board member. The discussion concluded with the Board members believing they could consider Vallas so long 

as he resigned from the Board. Vallas left the Board the following week. 

On the evening of April 6---the day before the meeting at which the Board planned to decide on an interim president-Cage 

sent a letter to each member renewing his concern that Vallas had violated the University's Bylaws by simultaneously serving 

on the Board and seeking employment with the University. The April 7 meeting ended with the Board selecting Dr. Lindsey 

as its interim president. 

Six weeks later, on May 22, Dr. Lindsey fired Cage, concluding he was no tonger the right person for the position. In doing 

so, the University offered Cage a severance package, including pay equivalent to 44 weeks (just over l O months) at his current 

salary. Cage refused the offer, believing that his employment agreement afforded him a full year of severance pay. 
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