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The University Student Senate Ad Hoc Committee On Participation 

On May 19, 1994 the University Student Senate created the Ad Hoc Committee on Student 

Participation. The Committee was formed to deal with the issues of poor attendance and 

participation by Student Senators at University Senate, Student Senate, and Senate Committee 

meetings. The Committee met to discuss what it perceived as the stumbling blocks to increased 

participation and what could be done to reduce or remove these hindrances. 

The Committee's Charge 

At the Committee's first meeting, it stated that its charge would be to increase participation and 

attendance by Student Senators at Senate meetings. To accomplish this, the Committee agreed 

to draft and forward a report to the Student Senate at its first meeting of the 1994-95 academic 

year. The report would include recommended action, an action plan, and recommended 

resolutions in an effort to increase involvement in Student Senate. In addition, the Committee 

has drafted a number of Resolutions outside of this report. 

The Historical Perspective 

The general consensus of the Committee was that student government at the University of 

Minnesota has become stagnant. Whereas student government once had an opinion on nearly 

every facet of work and life at the University, and actively pursued these issues, today's student 

governments are much less likely to become actively involved in the issues affecting them. 

The Problem 

At the May 19, 1994 Senate meeting, 42% of the Student Senate positions were left unfilled and 

only seventeen of the forty-five appointed Senators attended the meeting. The faculty, on the 

other hand, had successfully filled 99% of their Senate seats and 73% of their Senators attended 

the meeting, or nearly twice the percentage of students. Rather than simply an isolated case, a 

review of the attendance figures going back to the 1982-83 academic year indicate that student 

attendance at Senate meetings during spring quarter is rarely above 50%. 

Even during fall and winter quarters, student attendance at Senate meetings is unlikely to exceed 

75% of the appointed seats. Somewhere along the line, Student Senators are not being made 



aware of the importance of their position. Not only does each Student Senator represent their 

own views, but they are responsible for representing approximately one thousand others as well. 

Every time a Student Senator fails to attend a meeting, one thousand voices go unheard. 

The Committee felt that low attendance and participation were due to both a lack of substantive 

issues coming up for discussion at Student Senate meetings, and a lack of quality leaders 

accepting positions of leadership and responsibility within the Student Senate structure. Simply 

put, many Senators do not attend Senate meetings because they do not believe anything will get 

done. 

The flow of information from Administration to students is not sufficient for the Student Senate 

Consultative Committee to set an effective and timely agenda for Student Senate meetings. This 

results in students often being unable to contribute fully to the decision making process. Finally, 

there has been a breakdown of communication between the Senate Office, the student 

assemblies, and the students who are campaigning for, and being elected to, Senate seats. The 

level of communication between campus assemblies, college boards, and the Student Senate is 

such that no amount of coordinated action may take place due to a complete lack of knowledge 

concerning what is happening in peripheral student assemblies. 

The Solutions 

The remainder of this report is comprised of what the Committee believes to be workable 

solutions to the problems presented above. These solutions include open forums for senatorial 

candidates, a restructured Student Senate orientation, the creation and distribution of a Student 

Senate Handbook, a more stringent enforcement of the Senate attendance policy, greater 

communication between the Clerk of the Senate and Student Senators, and increased 

correspondence between the Committee on Committees and the Student Senate Consultative 

Committee with other Student Senators. 

In addition to the solutions contained in this report, the Committee will make a number of 

other recommendations to the Student Senate in an effort to further institutionalize those steps 

necessary to create and expand on a truly participative and active Student Senate. 

It should be noted that the suggestions contained herein and others made by this Committee 

are presented in an effort to create an atmosphere conducive to student participation in the 

University governance structure. While it is the duty of the Senate to ensure that this atmosphere 



is prevalent, the onus of responsibility is with the Student Senators themselves to become active 

participants in guiding the evolution of the University Senate. 

Open Forums 

Open Forums are to be held by the University Student Senate prior to the deadline by which 

prospective Senate candidates must file with the All Campus Elections Commission (on the Twin 

Cities Campus) or with similar commissions on coordinate campuses. These forums will provide 

interested parties with information regarding the roles and responsibilities of Student Senators. 

The Student Senate will attempt to make these forums as accessible as possible to all students. 

These forums should be designed to inform prospective senatorial candidates about both the 

senatorial process as well as what is expected of each Student Senator. 

The forums will be voluntary, allowing those students who wish to participate, the opportunity to 

do so, without hindering the candidacy of students who may not be able to attend. To facilitate 

accessibility for all prospective candidates, forums should be held at a variety of locations, 

including the Minneapolis, St. Paul, Crookston, Duluth, and Morris Campuses during both 

daytime and evening hours. Furthermore, forums should be accessible to all eligible candidates, 

including those which may require disability accommodation, interpretation, or other 

accommodations. 

Open forums should include speeches, discussion, and question and answer sessions moderated 

by current and former Student Senators, Faculty Senators, and the Senate Clerk. This will provide 

prospective candidates with an opportunity to learn more about the role of the Student Senate 

and how it relates to the Faculty Senate and other University governance bodies. 

Orientation 

The Committee on Committees will be responsible for organizing an orientation every spring 

for incoming Student Senators. First and foremost, Senators must receive adequate notification 

from either the Senate Clerk or the Committee on Committees, of the date and time set for 

orientation. Due to the amount of information which needs to be relayed to all incoming 

Student Senators concerning their roles, responsibilities, and duties as Senators, orientation will 

be mandatory. Those Senators unable to attend the orientation session should communicate 

this to the Senate Clerk. The Committee on Committees will be responsible for properly 

notifying Senators of the date, time and location of the orientation session. 



Pertinent documentation, such as the University Senate Constitution, Bylaws, and Handbook (see 

resolution on the Student Senate Handbook Committee) should be provided to all Senators at 

the orientation, with copies of each mailed to those not in attendance. The Senate Handbook 

will provide a brief summary of the Senate attendance policy, a brief history of the Student 

Senate, its function, its relation to the Faculty Senate and other University Governance structures, 

and other information as appropriate. 

Orientation will include a discussion of Senate Committees, allowing both novice and veteran 

Senators to learn more about the Senate's eighteen Committees and their structures. Committee 

appointments should be handled as soon as possible after the orientation to allow all Student 

Senators the opportunity to become involved in the Committee of their choice. 

All Senators should be made aware of their responsibilities, including time commitment and a 

review of the attendance policy, during the orientation session. While it may seem repetitious to 

repeat these items on several occasions, it is vital to the efficient and effective operation of the 

Student Senate that all Senators are aware of responsibilities of their position. 

Orientation should also include an overview of the Senate governance structure, including the 

roles of both Faculty and Student Senate, a brief history of governance at the University, 

examples of issues under the jurisdiction of the Student Senate, and a description of the 

capabilities of the Student Senate. 

In the past, Student Senators have not had a united voice. This lack of a mission has hindered 

any progress by past Student Senate bodies. In an effort to avoid this situation in the future, 

Student Senators will brainstorm for issues and problems which are important to them and their 

constituents. Once these issues have been identified, they can than be directed to the Senate 

Committee which is best prepared to deal with them. Issues brought up at the initial 

brainstorming session will be addressed by the Student Senate Consultative Committee 

throughout the year and will help to formulate the Student Senate's Agenda. 

Finally, both the Committee on Committees and the Student Senate Consultative Committee 

must continually bear in mind what the Student Senate hopes to accomplish and the goals 

which it will set at orientation. Failure to do this will create a barrier to the expedient and 

successful resolution of the issues important to the Student Senate. 



Committee Assignments 

Once the Committee on Committees has appointed Student Senators to appropriate Senate 

Committees, it is the Committee's responsibility to inform all Senators of these appointments in 

writing. The Committee on Committees will also write to Student Senators who have not been 

appointed to a Senate Committee informing them of the fact and requesting that they submit 

any information necessary for the Committee on Committees to make such an appointment. 

Finally, the Committee on Committees will send to all Student Senators a list of Senate 

Committees, the names of the Student members of such Committees, and the addresses, 

telephone numbers, and e-mail addresses of those students. 

Reconfirmation 

Immediately following the orientation and Committee appointment, the Senate Clerk will send 

all Student Senators a letter confirming his or her Senate membership and Committee 

appointment. This letter will serve as an extra reminder to the Senator of his or her first Senate 

meeting of fall quarter. Prior to the first meeting of the new Senate, all Student Senators will be 

reminded of the meeting by the Senate Clerk via e-mail, U.S .. mail, or telephone. 

Senate Meetings 

One of the main reasons that Student Senators are not fulfilling their duties as Senators is the 

lack of substantive issues which come before the Student Senate. By increasing discussion and 

action on these 'important' issues, Student Senators will feel more compelled to attend Senate 

meetings. The problem is not that there are not important issues, but that these issues are not 

being channeled the Student Senate Consultative Committee to the Student Senate and on to 

other appropriate Committees. Establishing a list of goals and priorities early in each Senate 

term and increasing the communication between the Student Senate Consultative Committee, 

the Committee on Committees, and Student Senators will help to alleviate this problem. 

Furthermore, there must be increased communication between the Faculty Consultative 

Committee and the Student Senate Consultative Committee to ensure that both Committees are 

aware of what action is being taken in the other. 

As per the University Senate Constitution, Senators which fail to attend two meetings, sending no 

proxy and not informing the Senate Clerk of their impending absence prior to the meeting, are 

to be removed from the Senate. After the first such absence, the Senate Clerk will notify the 



Senator that he or she is in jeopardy of losing their Senate seat. The Senate Clerk will also 

inform the College Board or other constituent unit represented by the Senator of his or her 

unexcused absence and recommend to that constituent unit that they take whatever action they 

feel is appropriate. The Senate Clerk will continue to mail all Senators an 'extra' reminder of 

upcoming Senate meetings. 

Second Unexcused Absence 

After a Student Senator has had a second unexcused absence, the individual will be removed 

from the Senate by the Senate Clerk. This should be followed immediately by letters to the said 

Senator, the Committee on Committees, and the Student Senate Consultative Committee, 

informing them of action taken by the Senate Clerk. The Senate Clerk and Student Senate 

Consultative Committee should also inform the constituent unit of the Senator that they are 

responsible for appointing a replacement Senator as soon as possible. 

New or replacement Senators, regardless of when they assume their Senatorial duties, will need 

to be acclimated to the University Senate. This will be accomplished by the creation of an 

informal Senate Welcoming Committee to be charged with providing new Senators with a 

Senate Handbook, Senate Constitution, and Senate Bylaws, and for keeping new Senators abreast 

of recent developments in the Student Senate. It is imperative that all new Senators be provided 

with these tools so that they may properly fulfill their obligations as Student Senators. 

Conclusion 

Unless the above recommendations are adopted by the Student Senate, the legacy of poor 

attendance and participation will continue. Therefore, it is imperative that the Student Senate 

take immediate action to avoid further institutionalizing its own apathy. Adopting this Report 

will pave the way for better informed Student Senate candidates, increased participation by 

Student Senators in the University governance structure, a smoother transition for new and 

replacement Senators, and increased opportunity for a new, more participative Student Senate. 


