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Student Support Task Force Executive Summary 

Mission of the Student Support Task Force (SSTF) 

The mission of the SSTF, as specified by Provost Sullivan in his charge letter to the committee, 
was to examine approaches in undergraduate education that articulate high expectations and 
standards for all enrolled students, while providing integrated academic support that improves 
student outcomes (e.g., retention, learning, timely graduation, satisfaction) and enhances the total 
student experience.  The result should be the timely graduation of bright, curious, motivated 
students who will be analytical, possess strong communication skills, and become leaders in a 
global society, consistent with the University’s goal to become one of the top three public 
research universities in the world.  (Appendix 1) 

Context and Guiding Principles for the Task Force  

The most recent data indicate that about 32% of entering freshmen at the University of 
Minnesota persist to earn a baccalaureate degree within 4 years, and 60% do so within 6 years.  
Although these statistics represent substantial improvement from where we began 10 years ago, 
our performance remains unacceptably low and uneven.  For example, we continue to rank last 
among the 34 top-ranked public research universities in 4-year, 5-year, and 6-year graduation 
rates.1  In addition, within our own institution, students of color graduate at substantially lower 
rates than the institutional average.  Based on senior exit surveys, students who persist and earn 
their degrees appear to be reasonably satisfied with their experiences at the University, but we 
have little data about the experiences of students we do not retain and graduate.  Furthermore, 
because we are only now developing an outcomes-driven, data-guided approach to education and 
student success, we have little more than anecdotes on which to examine the value that students 
gain from their experiences at the University. 

Based on our personal experiences together with our discussions with University leaders, faculty, 
staff, students, and alumni, it is clear that the University has a reputation as being a cold and 
uncaring place in which it is generally difficult for students, faculty, or staff to develop a sense of 
community.  Many of us may be connected to our individual units, but feel disconnected from 
the University as a whole, as well as its overarching mission.  We will never be in a position to 
provide an “extraordinary education for our students that enables them to learn, grow, and 
develop in ways that do not occur at other institutions”2 if we continue business as usual. 

                                                
1 The latest data available on the University’s website is 1992 – 2000 rates; 
http://www.academic.umn.edu/accountability/reports/graduation_rates_tc.html. 
2 See guidelines for Deans’ Review of Task Force Recommendations.   
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At the beginning of our work, we established the following foundational principles to guide us, 
and we strongly believe that they must also guide the University’s educational mission:  

− Put our students first.    In developing strategies to promote student success, 
considerations of cost, impact on faculty, staff, or administrative structures, etc., must be 
secondary to whether a strategy is important for supporting and improving student success. 
The recommendations in this report are those we consider to be essential for developing 
and practicing an approach to undergraduate education that focuses on objectives and 
outcomes while retaining the University’s responsibility to challenge students.3  Such 
approaches are commonly referred to as “student- or learner-centered.”4 

− Embrace the critical value and importance of diversity to guide policies and strategies 
that promote student success at the University.  It is essential to attract and retain a 
student body that reflects the changing demographics of the Twin Cities metropolitan area 
and the State of Minnesota, including growing immigrant and refugee populations, students 
of color, students with diverse religious and ethnic heritages, and students with disabilities.5 
Diversity benefits everyone.6  

− Provide an education that is, itself, based on research and scholarship.  We cannot base 
our educational approaches and strategies on anecdotes, but instead on what is known from 
research about student learning and success in general, as well as University data regarding 
the success of our own students.  The University of Minnesota must place itself at the 
forefront of scholarship in this critical research arena.7 

 

                                                
3 An article that highlights the outstanding medical services provided by the University of Minnesota’s Cystic 
Fibrosis Clinic was important in helping us frame this principle.  (“The Bell Curve” by Atul Gawande in The New 
Yorker, 2004.) 
4 See http://www.adt.umn.edu/rfaculty.html#student for a statement from Lou Pignolet (Chemistry) about his 
student-centered teaching practices; also http://www.colorado.edu/sacs/stu-affairs/centered/concept.html for a 
statement from the University of Colorado that provides their definition of a “student-centered culture.” 
5 Mills-Novoa, A., & Poch R. Position Paper: “Undergraduate enrollment at the crossroads: A strategy reconsidered” 
(August 2004.) 
6 Blimling, G.S. (2001). Diversity makes you smarter. Journal of College Student Development, 42, 517-519; Gurin, 
P., Dey, E. Hurtado, S., Gurin, G. (2002). Diversity and higher education: Theory and impact on educational 
outcomes. Harvard Educational Review, 72, 330-366; Milem, J. F., & Hakuta, K. (2000). The benefits of racial and 
ethnic diversity in higher education. Washington, DC: American Council on Education; Smith, D. G., & Schonfeld, 
N. B. (2000). The benefits of diversity: What the research tells us. About Campus, 5(5), 16-23. 
7 Some of our faculty have developed national leadership in certain areas of the scholarship of teaching.  For 
example, see: Johnson, D.W., Johnson, R.T., and Smith, K.A. 1998. Active learning: Cooperation in the college 
classroom (Second Edition). Edina, MN: Interaction Book Company; Wambach, C., & Brothen, T. (2005). 
Counseling psychology and the General College: An implementation of the Minnesota point of view. In J. L. 
Higbee, D. B. Lundell, & D. R. Arendale (Eds.), The General College vision: Integrating intellectual growth, 
multicultural perspectives, and student development (pp. 61-82). However, we need a more coherent, intentional, 
and focused effort in order to leverage this leadership for maximal impact on our students and the University. 
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Recognize that student success is a shared responsibility of the University community.  
Because learning occurs wherever students are, whether inside or outside of the classroom, 
all University employees, as well as the students themselves, share responsibility for 
student success. 

 

In addition to the above principles, the Task Force committed itself to consult extensively 
with University stakeholders in order to develop the recommendations that were most 
imperative for improving student success.  The Student Support Task Force solicited advice 
and perspectives of faculty, staff, students, and alumni through town hall meetings, focus groups, 
interviews of individuals at our weekly meetings, attendance at regularly scheduled meetings of 
stakeholder groups, informal meetings, and email.  As a result, we obtained input from more than 
250 individuals representing different stakeholders on the Twin Cities campus (see Appendix 2).  
A summary of these discussions, together with formal correspondence to the SSTF, and feedback 
received during the public comment period is provided in Appendices 3, 4 and 5 respectively.   

 

Deliverables8 and Student Support Task Force Recommendations 

Recommendations regarding providing appropriate support to students at all levels of 
achievement  

Recommendation 1:  Establish campus-wide learning and student success outcomes and 
coordinate undergraduate student support programs and resources to achieve these 
outcomes. 
Recommendation 2:  Develop a department, program, or institute in which faculty and 
staff research focuses on the scholarship of college student success, including pedagogy 
and student development. 

Recommendations regarding models of academic and career advising that ensure improved 
retention and graduation rates and better student outcomes 

Recommendation 3:  Invest in and strengthen academic advising and career services 
across the campus. 

Recommendation 4:  Develop a campus-wide communications plan that intentionally and 
consistently conveys the University’s goals, expectations, and resources for undergraduate 
student success. 

Recommendations regarding enhancing the role of faculty as student mentors 
Recommendation 5:  Require all undergraduate students, by the time they graduate, to 
complete a mentored scholarly, creative, professional, or research experience. 

Recommendation 6: Develop programs for all new faculty and instructional staff that 
focus on outcomes-based learning and pedagogy, high expectations for students, and 
mentorship. 

                                                
8 Specified by Provost Sullivan in charge letter to the Task Force.  See Appendix 1. 




