
 Minutes* 
 
 Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
 Wednesday, November 8, 1995 
 1:00 - 3:00 
 Room 626 Campus Club 
 
 
Present: Laura Koch (chair), Anita Cholewa, Elayne Donahue, Gayle Graham Yates, Thomas 

Johnson, Jeffrey Larsen, Judith Martin, Glenn Merkel, Ryan Nilsen, Helen Phin, Mark 
Schuller, William Van Essendelft 

 
Regrets: Avram Bar-Cohen, Paul Cleary, Robert Johnson 
 
Absent: Megan Gunnar, Darwin Hendel 
 
Guests: Senior Vice President E. F. Infante, Sam Lewis (Registrar), Provost W. Phillips Shively, 

Dr. Peter Zetterberg (Academic Affairs) 
 
[In these minutes:  semester conversion standards; the academic core/signature profile/favored 
departments] 
 
 
 Professor Koch convened the meeting at 1:00 and reminded her colleagues that draft policies are to 
be ready for discussion at the November 15 meeting of the Committee.  One Committee member urged 
that the policies be in finished form. 
 
1.   Semester Conversion Standards  
 
 Professor Koch then noted that the Semester Conversion Standards (hereinafter SCS) document 
had been substantially revised for the Senate docket; she reviewed its contents and solicited comments.  
The discussions of the issues it raises, she said, could continue through Winter Quarter, but conclusions 
must be reached by early spring.  Provost Shively complimented Professor Koch on the document. 
 
 Discussion touched upon a number of points. 
 
-- Some faculty like the 14-week semester and a longer class hour; it would have fewer classes but 

more clock time.  The document needs to be clarified so that it makes clear the 14-week semester 
does not necessarily require a reduction in instructional time.  [For example:  a 15-week course 
meeting three days a week at 50 minutes per session would meet a total of 2250 minutes.  A 14-
week course meeting three days per week for 55 minutes would meet a total of 2310 minutes; if the 
course were 60 minutes long, it would meet 2520 minutes in a 14-week semester.] 

 
 Mr. Lewis reported, in response to a question, that the classroom schedule could accommodate 

classes of increased length, especially if the instructional day were lengthened.  Fifty-five- or sixty-
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minute classes could certainly be accommodated; any proposal for a seventy-minute class hour 
would require reducing the number of class periods in a day. 

 
 One of the science departments observes that fewer classes and a 14-week semester would be rough 

for introductory science courses, which dole out materials in small amounts; a longer class hour 
would force the introduction of more concepts in a single class session. 

 
-- One faculty member argues that the final exam period in a (preferably 14-week) semester system 

should be TWO weeks and the exams should be three hours, because there is 50% more material in 
each course.  That would suggest, it was said, that exams for 5-credit courses should be longer than 
those for 3-credit courses. 

 
 The document should not argue that a 14-week semester devalues education; it need not, and 

outside work is part of the education a student receives.  Even if class periods were kept at 50 
minutes, there could be an increase in the outside work required of students. 

 
-- There has been a question about whether a traditional examination period is needed in a semester 

system; with 14 or 15 weeks, faculty have more opportunity to test students, and could use the last 
one or two days for a final exam, or a 1-hour exam plus a written assignment.  This is inloading 
exams, exclaimed one Committee member--and it is also, at present, prohibited by Senate policy. 

 
-- One Committee member insisted that there needed to be a greater effort to define the impact of the 

State Fair on the St. Paul campus.  Maybe the administration has the answers; SCEP should hear 
them. 

 
 Perhaps the Committee should ask the Finance and Planning Committee to pursue this issue with 

Assistant Vice President Tschida, Dr. Zetterberg said; he could provide some evaluation of the 
parking and traffic issues.  Everyone has an opinion, based on their own experience, but there is 
more that could be learned if the situation were studied.  One Committee member observed that the 
question will never really be answered until classes are held during the Fair; before that, it will all 
be assumptions.  Another Committee member exclaimed that perhaps the last quarter calendar 
should be adjusted so classes begin during the Fair!  [Subsequent to the meeting, Professor Koch 
and Professor Morrison, chair of the Finance and Planning Committee, agreed that it would be 
wisest for SCEP to talk directly with Mr. Tschida, so he has been scheduled to join the Committee 
on November 29.] 

 
 It may also be that this decision need not be made by next spring, it was said.  Degree and liberal 

education requirements would not be affected by semesters of 75 or 72 or 70 days.  The impact of 
the Fair could be studied next August, when it is in session.  It would be possible to collect data in 
order to give the Committee a better educated position, even though it could not answer the 
question with certainty. 

 
-- The discussion should not be limited to weeks and minutes and hours and days, said one 

Committee member.  It is becoming apparent that departments have different needs; information 
should be gathered about those varying pedagogical needs, even though eventually a compromise 
decision will have to be made.   
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 It is the charge of the Committee to set the framework, said another Committee member; then each 

department and college can respond.  In terms of teaching, some departments want longer blocks of 
time, some do not.  What would the Committee do with any information it gathered?  It is likely 
that even within departments there would be different responses, depending on the instructor.  It is 
a waste of time, it was said in response, to talk about minutes and hours without knowing the needs 
of departments.  The Committee might get useful information if questions were put to departments, 
it was said; how the Committee would use the information remains unclear, said another. 

 
-- The several calendars were included as examples, Professor Koch pointed out.  The January term 

(J-term) was included as one option because a number of schools use the break for intensive study, 
travel/study programs, and other study options.   

 
 Some prefer the J-term because it extends the spring semester later, allowing more field work in 

disciplines that study outdoors.   
 
 The problem at a university such as this one is what one does with graduate and professional study 

during a J-term.  Some institutions do a May term; that permits agriculture courses to extend into 
the spring while still provide the opportunity for study/travel or more concentrated study.  It also 
allows the school year to end early for students who must maximize their employment. 

 
 A May term would permit faculty to participate or not, and students to attend or not; it would be 

optional, like summer terms.  This was a popular option in the early 1970s, but was required of 
students; if it were optional, and the University discovered that only one-quarter of the students 
participated, it would be expensive to heat and run all the University's buildings.  It might be 
possible to use only certain buildings, and those with offices in them would have to be open 
anyway. 

 
 Graduation requirements would remain 120 credits, and a student could earn three or four credits 

during a J-term or May term that would count toward the degree.  These calendars have usually 
been called 4-1-4 schedules, which assumes a four-credit module; they could also be 5-1-5 
schedules.  The inclusion of a short term would also be less of a problem for Law and Medicine, 
for example, if it were in the spring. 

 
-- The establishment of a standard credit module could hinge on how year-long sequences are treated, 

it was said.  IT has indicated it prefers the four-credit module; the general division of opinion on 
this issue appears to be between the sciences and engineering, on the one hand, and the social 
sciences and humanities on other.  It is assumed that there would be flexibility, with identification 
of the three-credit module as standard but deviation allowed.  It may be that a unit that offers 
predominantly four-credit courses would also offer two-credit reading or topics courses to balance 
against the four-credit courses. 

 
 There have been arguments made in favor of requiring 40 courses and the three-credit module on 

the grounds that if that requirement is not established, breadth will be sacrificed.  There is the 
unwarranted assumption that breadth will not built into courses; that could be encouraged, through 
such devices as team teaching, guest lectures, and different readings.  Offering breadth within 
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courses would also be more integrated than seeking it through forty different courses. 
 
 The problem is that if there are no minimum course requirements, in the worst case a student could 

take all five-credit courses and graduate with 24 courses. 
 
 Another problem is that on the Twin Cities campus, the way to encourage students to get out of 

their niches is by taking other courses.  Moreover, there is no incentive to team teach or use an 
interdisciplinary approach to subjects.  One can be sympathetic to the idea of team teaching and so 
on, but the reality of the world is different. 

 
 There is no necessary relationship between the credit module and the minimum number of courses; 

if a three-credit module is required, there is no need for a minimum; if the credit module is to be 
flexible, 40 is not the right number of courses. The number will have to be less than 40; the 
Committee must deal with the realities that students face. 

 
 How is breadth to be ensured if the 40-course minimum is dropped?  There must be some standard, 

perhaps a range, but if students take too many five-credit courses, they graduate with too few 
courses.   

 
 It would be helpful to see illustrations in order to make informed decisions; CLA and IT students 

are in different worlds.  In addition, CLA advisors let students take fewer than 15 credits, so 
students will not graduate in four years, although they may not realize that.   

 
 What is a course?  Is a one-hour lab for which one registers separately a course?  If a student does 

independent study for one credit, is that a course?  These issues need to be decided if there is to be 
a minimum course requirement.  If a number is stipulated, given liberal education and major 
requirements, the 120 credits for a degree will be driven much higher. 

 
 It is hollow to say anything about a standard three-credit module if at the same time departments 

may offer 1-2-4-5 credit courses; it means nothing.  Most faculty have created a one-credit readings 
course for a student who is short one credit for a degree; it happens a lot.  It would be better for the 
Committee to legislate breadth through the liberal education and elective requirements. 

 
 There is still the concern about double-dipping in liberal education courses;  the provost is on 

record as opposing them.  The provost, Dr. Shively pointed out, is not only not the dictator of the 
Arts and Sciences, he is also not the dictator of the Council on Liberal Education.  How this issue 
will go is unclear; it is a gray area, and he has suggested that the Council look closely at double-
dipping to learn if it perverts student programs or course choices. 

 
 It was noted that a recent study from Florida documents "degree creep":  there are a number of 

program areas that require more than 120 credits for a degree.  The average number of credits 
earned by Twin Cities campus students when they graduate is 210, Dr. Zetterberg reported.  Is that 
by their own choice?  It means they spend, on average, two additional quarters at the University, 
paying tuition and living expenses and being subsidized by the state.  Double-majors account for 
only a small percentage of the average. 
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 A lot of this may be due to the fact that students do not receive good advising, and they wander 
around taking whatever fits their schedules.  One never sees this in private institutions; neither the 
student nor the institution can afford it.   

 
-- If electives are to be 10% of the courses, and liberal education requirements another 33%, that 

totals 43%.  One Committee member volunteered to take a look at major requirements to see if they 
could fit in the remainder.  This will vary enormously by department, it was noted. 

 
2.   Discussion with Senior Vice President E. F. Infante 
 
 Professor Koch next welcomed Senior Vice President Infante to the meeting to discuss the ideas of 
a signature profile, the academic core, and favored departments. 
 
 Dr. Infante distributed several handouts to the Committee:  trends in higher education identified by 
the National Association of State Universities and Land Grant Colleges; a list of the strategic investments 
made by the University over the last several years; and the two-year financial plan. 
 
 He told the Committee that he has spent a lot of time in the last two or three years trying to restate 
and increase consciousness about what the University is about.  Several relevant points arose during that 
process. 
 
-- The role of the University in Minnesota higher education:  the University is only one part of higher 

education in Minnesota.  There is a large private system, centered on undergraduate education, and 
especially liberal education, with post-baccalaureate education offered in selective fields at the 
Masters level.  The State University System emphasizes undergraduate education, with limited 
concentration in technical areas at the Masters level.  There is the University, especially the Twin 
Cities campus, that besides instruction has been the component that offers post-baccalaureate 
professional and graduate programs and research. 

 
-- Of the six strategic areas of U2000, three speak about aspects of the institution and three are 

academic.  One, the University is the only public institution in Minnesota offering law and 
medicine and granting doctorates.  Two, it is a research university that seeks to remain one of the 
select institutions in the country and the world.  Three, as a land-grant institution, it will be 
balanced, having good undergraduate programs along with graduate and professional programs. 

 
-- What is the core?  The University has an inherent core, in the Arts and Sciences, but two other 

cores as well:  the professional schools and the land-grant core, which is primarily outreach.  It is 
difficult at a place like Minnesota to identify a core, unlike at a place like Stanford, because of 
Minnesota's complex set of obligations.   

 
-- In addition, the University has leadership responsibilities in higher education in the state and serves 

as a balance wheel; at some points, it should pass activities on to other sectors.  It has been 
involved with the community colleges; in the future, it may withdraw from what happens in a lot of 
areas. 

 
-- There is no doubt that parts of the University are in a highly competitive world; they attract funds 
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and people because they are first rate.  One argument he has made, because he believes it, is that it 
is impossible for large institutions like Minnesota and Wisconsin to cover the entire domain of 
knowledge, including all subfields.  Institutions have to select a number of areas because they 
haven't the funds to do it all and make contributions to the fields.  It is hard to imagine the 
University without a Law School, for example, but they will have areas of specialization and some 
areas they may not cover.  The same is true for Physics.  In certain areas institutions will decide 
they want to be major players; in others, not.   

 
 When an institution tries for broad coverage, as Minnesota and most land-grant schools do, there 

will be areas where they emphasize quality in order to distinguish themselves. 
 
 What are those fields?  There are different ways to look at the question.  The NRC rankings are 

one, but they only include about half of grad programs, all but two of which are in Arts, Sciences, 
and Engineering.  There are also popular rankings, such as the one by U.S. News and World 
Report, which must be taken with a grain of salt.  There are also rankings within fields. 

 
 There are fields at the University that must be recognized as distinguished; Chemical Engineering 

and Material Science is one example.  There are others equally distinguished.  There are groupings 
of outstanding departments within engineering and social sciences; the rankings are lower in math 
and the physical sciences, and the biological sciences are not where they should be.  In the case of 
the latter, the President has charged the provosts to consider the biological sciences--rankings are a 
matter of perception, and the President is convinced, he said, that the biological sciences have not 
done well by their organization at the University. 

 
 The professional schools are very distinguished programs when compared with their peers; the 

University is among the top five in agriculture and natural resources, for example.  If one examined 
strategic investments over the last five years, one would find three components:  sustaining 
activities that are acknowledged to be excellent, facilitating units that desperately need to have 
changes made (e.g., the Medical School), and building excellence where the University believes it 
should exist.   

 
-- The "trends" document supposes that higher education is entering a period of increased hardship.  

Institutions have choices.  They can drift downward; there will be countervailing forces with 
respect to cost, quality, and access.  If one accepts the premise that there will be fewer dollars, 
institutions with ambition must increase the levels of collaboration and rely on others to provide 
necessities.  What is striking about the NRC rankings is that by department, the private institutions 
are playing hard--they are investing narrowly, in the belief that the rich will get richer and the poor, 
poorer.  There is a divergence between publics and privates because the private institutions are 
becoming more specialized (e.g., MIT, Cal Tech, Chicago, Princeton and they have a particular 
shape.  (For example, four years ago Princeton had the most distinguished program in paleontology 
on the country; it was dropped.) 

 
 The University must do the same, Dr. Infante said.  That is why a signature is important.  The 

provosts and chancellors must demand, in planning, to know where to invest and dis-invest.  To 
look at the three provostal areas and three coordinate campuses is to compare apples and oranges, 
however; how does one compare Chemical Engineering, Law, and Morris?  All are highly 
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regarded.  The University does not have the freedom of the private institutions to drop programs, 
because of its obligations, but the state has established a lot of other institutions and the University 
should not duplicate what others can do better. 

 
 Strategic investments imply strategic planning, said one Committee member; who is doing that?  It 
comes from the colleges, Dr. Infante said; it must.  Most ideas come from the colleges and departments or 
subgroups of departments.  It is easy to plan and dream; it is difficult to implement the plans.  There was a 
lot of planning for a residential college; nothing happened until someone did it.  One overall investment 
the University has made in the last four or five years has been in undergraduate education--but it is 
difficult to see class sizes drop. 
 
 One Committee member inquired about the level of state involvement in making decisions.  It 
always has been involved, Dr. Infante told the Committee; there are categories in the budget, the state 
specials, where the state targets expenditures.  The University's budget is spent at the direction of the 
Board of Regents.  It has always been involved in spending decisions. 
 
 One difficulty with the state, he said, is that it does not pay overhead for activities; for every dollar 
spent on research, someone pays 35 to 40 cents.  The University continues the activities because they are 
seen as important.  The University sought a grant from HECB for a center for sexual misbehavior because 
the state believes it important. 
 
 How are strategic investments decided on, asked another Committee member?  One unit is 
supported, another is not; some decisions affect the education of students.  The decisions are made 
through program planning; in some areas, it has been felt best to make no strategic investments.  There is 
a lot of financial data available; the Committee should review the data prepared by Mr. Berg.  (Dr. Infante 
said he will consistently refuse funds for any program whose cost per student is more than 120% of its 
peers.)  The process is bottom-up, from departments and colleges to the campuses and provosts, then the 
President decides on the basis of recommendations from a large number of people. 
 
 There is no list of favored departments which will benefit from investments, and a conclusion that 
other departments would not benefit from investment?  Dr. Infante said there is no unit that would not 
benefit from investment.  But there is probably a feeling that certain investments will have a higher 
payoff.  For example, the two areas the Duluth campus wants to invest in, even if through reallocation, is 
water (with Lake Superior nearby and a distinguished geology department) and Native American Studies. 
The campus had strength in the areas and felt it could build on them.  As a result of this choice, majors in 
the languages were reduced to minors.   
 
 Is there a difference between the academic core and the notion of favored departments?  The core is 
the part of the apple one throws away, Dr. Infante joked--one must be careful in the use of terms.  Some 
would say the core is Arts, Sciences, and Engineering, and it is difficult to conceive of a university 
without distinguished programs in AS&E.  The way the University conceives itself, it is hard to say what 
is NOT core in the professional programs.  Some outside would argue the core IS the professional 
programs, but one cannot have those without AS&E.  There may be a difference in terminology between 
those inside and outside the institution; outsiders would cite the unique professional programs in 
Agriculture, Law, Medicine, and not stress arts and sciences because those are also offered by other parts 
of the system.   



Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
November 8, 1995 
 

 8

 
 Is the signature dependent on what one considers the academic core, asked one Committee 
member?  No, Dr. Infante said.  The signature speaks to the character of the institution.  Some have an 
athletic signature, which has nothing to do with its academic program.  The signature is what one thinks 
of when one thinks of the institution. 
 
 One consistently reads that the University is a metropolitan, land-grant institution, which 
distinguishes it from other institutions, and that there is a range of things the state expects the University 
to do.  What do other large public urban research institutions do?  Is there any sense of what is unique to 
the University? 
 
 When the University started U2000, the administration looked for institutions to use as 
benchmarks, and selected Washington, UCLA, Wisconsin, and Michigan, the latter because the Big Ten 
is envious of it and because it has to a certain extent privatized itself.  The programs and philosophies of 
the institutions were looked at, as was how they do things, in order to establish benchmarks.  There are 
differences, however--Michigan is not land-grant; Minnesota is a combination of Michigan, Michigan 
State, and Wayne State.  Putting them all together, does one get a signature? 
 
 There is an argument, observed one Committee member, that a place as large and diverse as 
Minnesota cannot have a signature.  By necessity, Dr. Infante said, it must have multiple signatures.  His 
view is that it is necessary to focus, but a land-grant institution must have many signatures, not one. 
 
 He has pointed out the different missions, said one Committee member, such as outreach and 
professional education and AS&E.  But given groups like this Committee, and the colleges, who are 
suspicious of his office because the next cut may be them, how can he help people better understand and 
carry out the several missions and carry out their jobs in dire times--what they do, and what the units do, 
and help them make sense of who they are and what their tasks are?   
 
 A governance committee looks over the entire University, Dr. Infante said; signatures are found in 
departments or colleges or across colleges.  His sense is that the University has an open planning process; 
there are two ways faculty and students can look at the process:  from an institutional viewpoint and a 
department or college viewpoint.  The latter is narrower.  In an increasingly competitive world, 
departments must compete for undergraduate and graduate students, faculty, and funds.  Efforts that have 
a payoff will be supported; those that do not will not be.  An increasing problem will be critical mass--in 
some cases, there needs to be a critical mass of something.  To start a new field without making a large 
investment (e.g., in library resources) is unreasonable.  The University has a distinguished library, but in 
some cases there is a mismatch between the library and the faculty.  And to start some labs is out of the 
question. 
 
 Dr. Infante took issue with an assertion that his statements implied support for applied rather than 
basic programs.  Despite the talk of applied programs, he pointed out, NSF support has not been going to 
them.   
 
 The provosts and chancellors are to look at other mechanisms in place and a process to develop 
signatures?  Dr. Infante said the signature is an after-effect, as is true with Chemical Engineering.  The 
provosts and chancellors will be asked where they stand and where they want to go.  This is a critical 
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effort in the Medical School, where choices must be made and some programs sustained while others 
contract. 
 
 Professor Koch thanked Dr. Infante for joining the meeting, and adjourned it at 3:15. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


