
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, December 12, 2012 

2:00 – 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Alon McCormick (chair), Thomas Brothen, Lee-Ann Breuch, Emily Combs, Janine 

Grebin, Robert McMaster, Nic McPhee, Thomas Michaels, Kristen Nelson, Tim Olson, 
Jane Phillips, Leslie Schiff, Elaine Tarone, Cathrine Wambach, Susan Wick, William 
Ziegler 

 
Absent: Barbara Brandt, Megan Chock, John Cwodzinski, Charlene Ellingson, Henning 

Schroeder 
 
Guests: Assistant Vice Provost Suzanne Bardouche (Office of Undergraduate Education), Bob 

Rubinyi (Office of the Provost) 
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes: (1) definition of a credit hour; (2) update on e-education; (3) subcommittee reports] 
 
 
1. Definition of a Credit Hour 
 
 Professor McCormick convened the meeting at 2:00 and turned to Assistant Vice Provost 
Bardouche to discuss a change in the University policy defining a credit hour. 
 
 Ms. Bardouche provided copies of a track-changed version of the policy Instructional Time per 
Course Credit.  She recalled that the Committee discussed instructional time per credit in September and 
urged more consultation with Provost Hanson, consideration of the applicable federal regulations, and 
consultation with the Office of the General Counsel.  Those things have occurred.  The discussion is 
about the credit hour for courses delivered by non-traditional methods; the proposed changes to the policy 
would bring it into alignment with federal requirements.  If the Committee endorses these changes, they 
will be forwarded in the policy process and eventually included in the University's policy library 
[http://policy.umn.edu/].  There is a need to get this policy adopted because at present the University 
definition of a credit hour as written is not in compliance with federal regulations; this version does so 
and the Office of the General Counsel has signed off on it. 
 
 In response to a question, Ms. Bardouche noted that there are two companion policies.  This one 
is about instructional time; the other one is about expected academic work per credit, and it is the latter 
that covers such things as internships.  As for online courses, the University must rely on the expertise of 
department and college curriculum committees to review and ask questions about workload and 
expectations before specific courses are approved.  Presumably there will be consistency within colleges, 
at least, on workload and expectations in online courses, although there could be differences across 
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colleges.  But there will also be central curriculum review, which should lend some consistency across a 
campus. 
 
 Committee members discussed the language of the policy and the proposed change.  Ms. 
VanVoorhis explained that the federal regulations do not require contact time per se; the federal concern 
is with ensuring that what is being offered is truly a course.  Dr. Rubinyi said that the Department of 
Education provides considerable leeway in defining a course and it does want clear institutional policies 
governing credits and time required.  Ms. VanVoorhis added that the federal regulations are intended to 
ensure that an instructor is really teaching a course and that it is legitimate, and institutions have to have a 
policy that covers online courses and that ensures students are being given grades for courses that 
progress to a degree. 
 
 There is no perfect policy language, Dr. McMaster observed.  This version provides help to 
instructors trying to figure out instructional time.  The Committee can revisit the policy in a year or two 
and see how it's working with new technologies.   
 
 The Committee voted unanimously to approve the changes to the policy language. 
 
2. Update on E-Education 
 
 Professor McCormick turned to Vice Provost McMaster and Dr. Rubinyi for an update on e-
education. 
 
 Dr. McMaster explained that Dr. Rubinyi joined the meeting because he is now in his (Dr. 
McMaster's) office, in the newly-named Office of E-Learning.  The office will not be exclusively focused 
only on undergraduate education—it will work also with graduate and professional education—but many 
of the efforts will be directed at undergraduate education.   
 

The provost has a strong interest in e-education, Dr. McMaster reported, and wants to be sure the 
University is thinking strategically about it.  There have been a number of task force reports over the last 
decade; she believes it is time to move beyond them to action.  She has asked for the rudiments of a 
strategic plan quickly, and there are a number of offices at the University that have an interest in e-
education. 

 
Dr. Rubinyi noted that there have been many articles recently in the news media about e-

education and MOOCs have captured much attention.  His message is that e-learning includes a wide 
spectrum, from technology enhanced classroom learning to blended classes to "traditional" online courses 
to MOOCs.  The University of Minnesota right now has the most active-learning classrooms (supporting 
blended learning approaches) in the country. 

 
The reason to care about e-education is because it can improve learning outcomes (research 

suggests that the most effective learning comes from blended courses), it can provide an alternative for 
bottleneck courses, and it can provide more flexibility to students and instructors.  Dr. Rubinyi noted that 
the University (all campuses) had about 1400 online sections during 2011-12 with unique online 
enrollment of about 18,000 students and the participation rates continue to increase.     

 
There are two components to what the University is doing, Dr. Rubinyi explained.  First, the 

Office of Information Technology (OIT) is doing an inventory of the tools available and where there are 
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gaps and what common tool set OIT can support.  OIT takes the position (and the Provost’s Office 
agrees) that the academic side of the house has to make the strategic decisions on eLearning priorities; 
they should not be driven by technology.  For the second component, the provost and Vice Provost 
McMaster are committed to developing a strategic vision that identifies priorities; the University has had 
several reports about e-education; as the Vice Provost indicated, it is time to move forward with 
producing a plan.  On the operational level, there are efforts already underway to bring together disparate 
units (Center for Teaching and Learning, OIT, the libraries, academic support in the colleges) to help 
provide more seamless support for e-education so that people do not have to go to multiple offices for 
help.  Dr. Rubinyi also explained the work that Professor Cramer is doing, as faculty liaison for the 
provost's office, to jump-start the process through solicitation of proposals through an RFP process.  As 
part of the new Office of eLearning, many of the programs already on the books will continue to be 
offered (including Quality Matters, Learn (Mostly) Online, the Digital Campus, Clear Path development 
process, myU portal, Minnesota Learning Commons, iSEEK, and distance education regulatory 
compliance). 

 
The next steps are to get the strategic plan in place and achieve better coordination to provide 

seamless support to the faculty, Dr. Rubinyi said; the focus will be on undergraduate education to enhance 
courses and continued support for provide graduate and professional e-education. 

 
With respect to MOOCs, Dr. Rubinyi reported that Professor Cramer put out a call for 

expressions of interest in offering a MOOC and there are about a dozen faculty members very interested 
in doing so.  They are looking at ways to help—and have their eyes open and have clear objectives.  They 
also want to be able to re-purpose the contents of MOOCs to regular courses.  Dr. McMaster added that 
he would like to see at least one online course in every cell of the matrix of liberal-education theme and 
core courses. 

 
Professor Brothen recalled that there has been discussion about saving a lot of money with online 

sections.  He went on to comment that one issue, that has been around for a long time, is the ownership of 
online course materials.  What are faculty rights?  People need to know that.  Dr. Rubinyi said that 
Governor Pawlenty and others had pushed the idea of online learning for cost savings but, he pointed out, 
he had not mentioned that as one of the reasons to offer online education; the money is simply spent 
differently.  He agreed that addressing intellectual-property questions is critical. 

 
Professor Wambach observed that there are problems with Moodle and that there is need for a 

more stable system if the University is going to offer courses with 100,000 students.  Committee 
members discussed issues around Moodle; Dr. Rubinyi agreed that it is a critical point and suggested that 
the Committee communicate directly with OIT about problems it perceives.  OIT has indicated that the 
University itself does not have the capacity to offer MOOCs, so it will be necessary to work with a third 
party.   

 
Ms. Phillips asked what the gain for the University is by offering MOOCs.  Besides putting the 

University's name out there, does it want to educate the world?  Dr. Rubinyi said MOOCs can serve a 
dual purpose, getting recognition for faculty members and expanding the national and international 
reputation of the University.  They also see the initial MOOCs as a pilot, getting the University "in the 
game," and allowing research that can help regular course offerings.  He agreed the University should not 
begin offering MOOCs purely because of a bandwagon effect. 
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Ms. Combs cautioned against imposing fees on students or building MOOCs on the backs of 
students.  Dr. Rubinyi pointed out that only three major University units impose fees for e-education 
(Crookston, UNITE, and the College of Continuing Education).   CCE has always had fees for its 
offerings, Ms. VanVoorhis observed; the Crookston fees have been approved, but there are also college 
fees. 

 
Professor Breuch asked about offering MOOCs on a not-for-credit basis abut also about the 

possibility of changing an existing course into a MOOC and allowing University students (but not others) 
to obtain credit for it.  They could be either for credit or not, Dr. Rubinyi said.  In the longer term, there 
are critical questions to be answered concerning credits awarded for a MOOC.  Ms. VanVoorhis said that 
it is likely there will be cases when a student takes a non-credit MOOC and then wants credit for it 
because he or she learned the material, and requests credit by examination; institutions must be prepared 
to deal with that situation and the registrars are gathering information.  Vice Provost McMaster said he 
believed this Committee should address the question of examinations for credit in the course of MOOCs.  
(Ms. Bardouche pointed out that current University policy requires that one be a University student before 
he or she will be permitted to earn credits by examination, so there will not be hundreds or thousands of 
MOOC students seeking credit by examination from the University.) 

 
Ms. Grebin asked if e-education offerings would add sections or replace courses.  Dr. Rubinyi 

said that is always the question:  Will online education replace the four-year undergraduate experience 
and will the University move entirely online?  The answer is "absolutely not" because there is an 
enormous value to on-campus education beyond the courses a student takes.  The question is how to use 
technology to enhance teaching and learning.  Some classes may see changes in the mode of delivery but 
one will never see the majority of them delivered online.  Ms. Grebin said that she knows students for 
whom e-education does not fit and they will do all they can to avoid online courses.  Dr. McMaster 
reiterated Dr. Rubinyi's point:  There is no intent to replace courses taught on campus.  The Twin Cities 
had 38,000 applications from students who wanted to come to campus to study, and he surmised that 
situation will obtain for decades.  Committee members discussed experiences with students and online 
courses; most of the discussion recalled students who did not like them. 

 
Professor Michaels commented that flexibility is what leads students to take online courses.  He 

also suggested that if more classes become online offerings, and there are more active-learning classes, 
there will be a different demand on classrooms than at present.  This could also be a strategy for moving 
into a summer semester, professional Master's programs, and expansion of the College in the Schools 
program, he added.  There will be big ripple effects from expanded online learning, he predicted. 

 
Professor Nelson asked if the University might move some key courses permanently online and 

offer no option.  Professor Schiff said there are students who love online courses and students who hate 
them; there are also faculty differences in how they like to teach and there will always be some for whom 
face-to-face teaching is the only way.  She said she could not imagine the University would become a 
place where a program is delivered in only one way.  Professor Breuch outlined the difficulties with 
offering writing-intensive courses online and said there are huge implications for such courses.  

 
Dr. McMaster observed that traditionally, technology had been physical; now it is digital.  There 

are many new technologies, which is why he prefers "blended" courses:  One can find the right 
technology for a particular course.  "Online" courses are not just one thing, and some technologies will be 
effective in some courses and other technologies will be a waste of time.  Dr. Rubinyi added that the 
questions for faculty members are "what are the learning objectives?" and "what are you trying to get 
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across?"  When those answers are known, then one can identify the most effective way to deliver the 
instruction. 

 
Professor Wambach said that in terms of the location of personnel, she would argue in favor of 

having a technology expert in one's own building rather than having some central group of staff to answer 
questions.  Having a local expert is a huge boost for faculty in helping with problems.   

 
Professor McCormick thanked Dr. Rubinyi for joining the meeting. 

 
3. Subcommittee Reports 
 
 Professor Michaels reported that Professor Schaber, chair of the Classroom Advisory 
Subcommittee, invited Committee members to join her in their learning space and to a review of their 
active-learning curriculum.   
 
 Professor Wambach reported that they are working on questions about grades that faculty in 
departments might take up.   It was agreed that the right starting place for initiating the discussions is with 
the appropriate associate deans in the colleges.  Professor Wick said the discussion should be tied to 
program assessment; learning outcomes should be the first thing the faculty think about—what are they 
grading on if they have not thought about that? 
 
 Professor McCormick inquired what peer institutions do with respect to myedu.com postings.  
Ms. VanVoorhis said the private institutions do not have to respond to requests; public institutions, if 
asked, must provide grading data.  Not many institutions post the data publicly themselves.  The 
University can do whatever the Committee indicates would be desirable.   
 
 Professors Tarone and Breuch reported on their participation on a larger group to discuss learning 
outcomes for graduate education.  The process is only at the beginning.  It was agreed that the Committee 
should talk with Vice Provost Schroeder about the need to bring any proposed outcomes to the Faculty 
Senate for action (as occurred with the undergraduate student learning outcomes).   
 
 Ms. Phillips reported that there would be a meeting with students to discuss changing the student-
release questions in such a way that releasing the data would not violate the Minnesota Data Practices 
Act. 
 
 Professor Nelson reported that she will bring agenda items from the Public Engagement Council 
to this Committee as they arise. 
 
 Professor McCormick thanked everyone for their work and adjourned the meeting at 4:00. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
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