
Minutes∗ 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
April 27, 1989 

 
 
Present: John Clark (chair), John Clausen, Jean Congdon, Roland Guyotte, Robert Jones, Robert 

Kvavik, Marvin Mattson, Timothy Mazzoni, Gary Nelsestuen, Aron Pilhofer, Shelley 
 Thomas 

 
Guests: Senior Vice President Shirley Clark, Gayle Grika (Footnote), Elizabeth Grundner 

(Scheduling), President Nils Hasselmo, Sam Lewis (Registrar) 
 
 
1.    Report of the Chair 
 
 Professor Clark distributed a draft annual report for the Committee and draft minutes from the 
previous meeting.  It was agreed that if Committee members had comments on the draft, they should 
telephone the Consultative Committee office by next week; it was also agreed to put over consideration of 
the minutes until later. 
 
 Committee members discussed at some length how they wished to proceed in the discussion with 
the President and Vice President about a change to semesters.  They concluded that they would ask the 
President if a moratorium on consideration of the change would be acceptable, although Assistant Vice 
President Kvavik warned the Committee that a vote for a moratorium would be a vote to kill the proposal 
because it could best be implemented in the context of other changes. 
 
 Professor Clark was asked if there had been any progress on the integration of CEE and Day 
School records and registration; he reported that as far as he knew CEE was moving ahead on its own 
system but one that would be compatible with what the University might choose to do.   
 
2.    Discussion of a Change to Semesters 
 
 President Hasselmo and Vice President Clark joined the meeting to discuss the possibility of a 
change to the semester system.  The President began by acknowledging that a change to semesters is an 
issue that has been on the agenda for some time and that it was probably time to fish or cut bait. He said 
he has been through the question before, and he has talked recently with his central administrative 
colleagues about it.  
 
 Personally, he told the Committee, he could amass arguments on both sides of the issue and he 
came to the meeting with an open mind.  To be successful, he said, the change would need solid support 
from students and faculty; their views will have a critical impact on his decision, to the extent that the 
decision rests with him.  He asked the Committee to give him a sense of where it stood.   
 
 Vice President Clark recalled that faculty opinion has consistently been split and that the students 
have tended to be opposed to it; there has been, she pointed out, no mandate for change.  The President 
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added that if there is a roughly even split in terms of the pros and cons of a change, weight would remain 
on the side of no change.  He also noted that some adjustments could be made even with a quarter system, 
such as starting the academic year earlier.   
 
 Professor Clark commented that the history of the issue has perhaps colored the treatment it has 
received; SCEP received it from the Consultative Committee with a request to consider it as part of a 
package and with a request that it be considered immediately rather than be accompanied by a rehash of 
the entire debate.  In the middle of SCEP's consideration, attention was diverted by other events at the 
University and the issue was put aside in deference to the appointment of a new president.  Several 
questions remained:  What does the new president think?  Has not the University already decided this 
issue?  Who should vote on a decision (students, in opposition, swing the vote since the faculty are split)?  
Does the University have the money to make the change even if it wanted to? 
 
 One Committee member concluded that while the abstract arguments would tilt the argument in 
favor of changing to the semester, in the context of this University's troubled history a cost/benefit 
analysis would suggest that this is not where resources should be expended; other problems are more 
important and in that light the abstract argument is less persuasive.  Another Committee member said that 
the faculty would agree it is time to fish or cut bait; it is an annoyance to continually have the issue open 
for debate.  If no change is to be made, however, the decision should not be defended on grounds of 
inertia but rather because it is believed that the quarter system is a good educational system for Minnesota 
at this time. 
 
 Dr. Kvavik pointed out that some members of the Committee wished to have more information 
before making a judgment and that no one has argued the benefits of the quarter but that the burden of 
proof, for no good reason, has fallen on the advocates of change to semesters.  Vice President Benjamin, 
he argued, saw the advantages of the semester system and said the change should be made within the 
context of other changes in advising, the curriculum, and so on.  To make the change separate from those 
other considerations would be too costly and no one would advocate doing so; along with the other 
changes, the pay-offs would be a better education. 
 
 It was suggested that a lack of support from students should be seen as exactly that--a lack of 
support rather than opposition to semesters.  Students are unconvinced that quarters are so bad, and they 
do have questions about demographics, effects on the graduation rate, how the change would affect access 
to restricted classes.  Students, however, could be persuaded that the educational benefits of a semester 
warrant their support.  Other issues of concern to students noted were the impact on their education during 
the change, the desire to have a free spring break (rather than one which occurs in the middle of a 
semester, and thus during which academic responsibilities remain), and a reluctance to have to sit in 
poorly-taught but required courses for 14 weeks rather than 10. 
 
 President Hasselmo inquired if opinions depended on views about an interrupted fall quarter; 
Professor Clark replied that the Committee had not talked about it because they had assumed that a 
semester would end before the holidays. 
 
 As far as impact on students in the midst of their education is concerned, the President noted, 
there would need to be a long lead time, perhaps three years, so that most undergraduates would have a 
chance to complete their degrees; there would also need to be an information campaign for students and 
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faculty if the change were made.  Mr. Lewis commented that in counting credits, the colleges would set 
up systems so that students were not disadvantaged and that his office would assist in the transfer.   
 
 Professor Clark commented that with so many changes being considered there is probably unease 
about how much can be done at once; is there to be a major revolution and is this asking too much?  The 
President agreed that it would be fair to assume there will be changes in undergraduate education, such as 
the single point of entry and changes in the curriculum and, he hoped, others such as in how courses are 
taught.  The matter of the change to the semester, however, must be made first in order that the others can 
be made in the context of the choice that is made.  Asked how damaging a delay in the decision would be, 
the President said it should be decided soon, within a matter of months.  The new Vice Provost for the 
Arts, Sciences, and Engineering will have a number of decisions to make which will depend in part on 
whether the University is on quarters or semesters; planning cannot go forward until the question is 
answered.  The latest the decision can be made is early or middle Fall.   
 
 Asked if there would be a moratorium if the decision were made not to change, the President said 
he thought it would be laid to rest for at least the next six years or so.  A decision either way will tie our 
hands to a considerable extent, he added. 
 
 One Committee member said that while he preferred semesters, either system was compatible 
with the plans of his college and he did not feel strongly either way.  Another reported that his college had 
no interest in the change.  More important, it was said, was advising, teaching, honors, and the general 
quality of instruction; the motivation of the faculty to do a good job in teaching is more important than 
quarters or semesters.  The money which would be required for the change could be better devoted to 
improving instruction.  Dr. Kvavik reported that at Berkeley the change-over costs were not that high; the 
principal cost is in faculty time to modify their courses.  For 3-quarter courses it doesn't matter very 
much; the change comes in the non-connected one-quarter courses.  Mr. Lewis said that for his office the 
cost would be lost opportunity costs--other projects would not receive attention during the change.   
 
 President Hasselmo asked Ms. Grundner if there would be a problem with classrooms if a change 
were made; she said that they could make the classrooms work for semesters and there would not be a 
problem.  If anything, there might be slightly better classroom utilization.   
 
 A question arose about the views of the deans; Professor Clark reported that the Committee had 
solicited their views and found them split, for varying reasons.  The President noted that the University 
already has a mixed system, to a certain extent, with Law and Medicine on semesters, but that any further 
mixing would likely be impossible.  Vice President Clark observed that several suggestions had been 
made about graduate students favoring semesters and graduate education working better on semesters; 
with 5-XXX courses enrolling both graduates and undergraduates a different system for the two groups 
would be very difficult.  Permitting different colleges to adopt different systems would also severely 
inhibit the ability of students to take courses from several colleges--which the University wants to 
encourage, not hinder.   
 
 The President asked what the views of the state universities and community colleges are about a 
change by the University; Dr. Kvavik reported that they have said they will follow the lead of the 
University. 
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 It was suggested to the President that views on the desirability of change to semesters not been 
seen as a litmus test of faculty willingness to make other changes; many faculty see the need for changes 
which would improve undergraduate education but this one is not considered pivotal.  The President 
concurred that the semester/quarter question is neutral with respect to the other changes needed.  The 
President also acknowledged that if he had seen this change as critical he would have made the argument 
for it.  Asked if he and the Vice President for Academic Affairs would exercise strong leadership in 
support of a vote by SCEP in favor of the change, the President responded that he wished to speak also 
with the Senate Consultative Committee to be sure that students and faculty would buy into the switch.   
 
 The President reiterated his view that a decision has to be made by next Fall.  He said he would 
like to receive a recommendation from SCEP which he could carry to the Consultative Committee; the 
recommendation should include a sense of the issues which it considered.  He noted that given the 
number of issues which must be addressed in the near future there is some merit to the proposition that "if 
it ain't broke, don't fix it," but he added that he did not want to see the decision made from inertia. 
 
 Vice President Clark said she appreciated the need for closure, too, and observed that there will 
be a new Vice Provost in September; with the Enrollment Management Committee working on the single 
point of entry, a possible task force on liberal education requirements when the Vice Provost is appointed, 
the wait to see what funds the legislature will provide for the improvement of undergraduate education, 
Fall Quarter becomes a good time to consider the impact of semesters on the quality of instruction.  Taken 
alone, without additional funds and separate from other plans, there is good reason to delay, but the issue 
should not remain a scimitar hanging over plans which must be made.   
 
 The President and Vice President left the meeting and Committee members deliberated over 
whether to vote now or to hold consideration until later.  It was agreed that a vote now would be 
appropriate; it was moved and seconded that SCEP favor a change to the semester system; the motion 
failed on a 3-7 vote.   
 
 The Committee adjourned at 3:00. 
 
     -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


