
 Minutes* 
 
 Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
 Wednesday, October 13, 1993 
 2:30 - 4:30 
 Room 625 Campus Club 
 
 
Present: Kenneth Heller (chair), Craig Bursch, Anita Cholewa, Thomas Clayton, Megan Gunnar, 

Robert Johnson, Manuel Kaplan, Carla Phillips, William Van Essendelft, Gayle Graham 
Yates 

 
Absent: Daniel Boler, James Cotter, Sue Donaldson, Darwin Hendel 
 
Guests: None 
 
Others: None 
 
[In these minutes:  Questions for the President about the strategic plan] 
 
 
 Professor Heller convened the meeting at 2:30 and reported that the primary task at hand was the 
development of questions for the President at the October 21 Faculty Forum. 
 
 He noted that the plan consists two pieces.  First, there are the five major directions proposed--
which are almost a definition of a good university.  Second, there is a list of details describing why the 
University does not now work and the remedies that will be needed that will cost money.  It is these 
details with which the administration is not yet ready to come to grips.  What is missing is the interface 
between the vision and the details.  The faculty have been asked to buy the vision without knowing the 
details, which might be acceptable if one can identify the mechanism by which the details will be filled in. 
 
 The President should be asked that question, responded one Committee member--how will the 
University get from the vision to the details?  Another Committee member agreed that the faculty could 
accept an empty box if it is provided a detailed description of the process that will be used to fill it--rather 
than just a hand-waving assurance about the process.  The question is HOW MUCH detail the faculty will 
need to feel comfortable. 
 
 The alternative question, said another Committee member, is "what is important in the process that 
we want to know about?"  This is similar to the Clinton health plan, it was observed--the major points are 
outlined and "the devil's in the details."  The goals set out in the second strategic planning newsletter 
focus mostly on the research university, not on a UC.  There is no UC, responded another Committee 
member--it is a detail, although a big one.  The administration is claiming not to have anything called 
University College and says the emphasis should be on how to make the research university better--UC 
would be a mechanism by which that would be accomplished. 
 
                                                 
 *These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate or Twin Cities Campus Assembly; none of the comments, conclusions, or actions reported in these minutes 
reflect the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate or Assembly, the Administration, or the Board of Regents. 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
October 13, 1993 
 

  2

 One Committee member related that she has constantly returned to the question, what would she 
change in the way she teaches if she were at Michigan?  More work would be required of students and 
academic standards in the classroom would be higher.  But if expectations are raised here, what will that 
do to students?  Many cannot spend hours in the library, for example.  If the University WERE to raise 
expectations, what must it do to meet student needs?  (One assumes that students at Minnesota are as 
intelligent as students at Michigan.)  Another Committee member said it was his gut level sense that if 
expectations were raised, students would meet them. 
 
 Another Committee member inquired why the faculty have been so slipshod as to relax standards?  
It would not cost to raise them; students would fail unless they adjusted.  Moreover, the University has 
structured itself so that students CANNOT meet expectations. 
 
 There is grade inflation, contended another Committee member--students receive grades that are 
not comparable with other institutions.  There are mixtures of students in classes--with and without 
preparation--so faculty must pitch their teaching lower than they would prefer.   
 
 This is a commuter university, one Committee member reminded the meeting; students are at 
home, not near the library, and some work 40 hours per week while attending school full-time.  The 
University cannot simply crank up expectations.   
 
 There should be higher entrance requirements, all students should live on or near campus, and the 
University must import students from outside Minnesota, argued one Committee member.  Another 
observed, in response, that the legislature would not provide funds for that institution.  True, it was said, 
but the possibilities should at least be raised. 
 
 What would happen, inquired one Committee member, if the University were to cut its non-
resident tuition rates so that they were only twice the resident rate in order to make itself more attractive 
to non-residents?  BRIEF cited the U.S. News and World Report article suggesting the University is 
relatively inexpensive; what was not reported was that the University's posted tuition is lower but that 
with discounts and student aid, Harvard is cheaper than Minnesota.  The University offers NO subsidies 
to non-residents.  This point, it was urged, should be called to the attention of the administration. 
 
 How to attract students here is one problem; how to serve them once they are here is another, 
suggested one member of the Committee.  In addition to low standards and grade inflation, there is also 
the perception that faculty do not care about undergraduates.  Whether true or not, it is a PROBLEM.  
There are also a number of faculty who refuse to teach undergraduates, who maintain that their teaching is 
all done at the graduate level.  And some faculty are crummy teachers.  This lack of attention to 
undergraduates is a problem that people on the outside are seeing--correctly or not--that even if faculty 
are great researchers but not good teachers, students are being done a disservice. 
 
 Part of this, said another, is the problem of numbers:  there are too few faculty for the number of 
undergraduates the University is trying to educate and the faculty CANNOT do a good job.  The faculty 
here are NOT worse teachers than elsewhere.  And from everything one can tell, the great researchers 
could be the excellent teachers.  The question is how to create a faculty-student ratio appropriate for a 
research university--without going under financially. 
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 Much at the University is rumor-driven, observed one Committee member; student and faculty 
perceptions are in opposition, but do they have any basis in reality?  Perhaps data should be gathered and 
publicized:  is it true that most researchers do not teach undergraduates?  He didn't know of any who did 
not and suggested that if anything, the teaching here may be slightly better than elsewhere.  In addition, it 
was added, researchers must spend more and more time writing grants--the squeeze may be in the hours 
needed for that. 
 
 Could the changes be curriculum-driven? inquired one Committee member.  Courses could be 
devised and admissions standards set; once admitted, there would be certain expectations about papers 
and reading--there could be an in-house college.  This is a question about an honors division, said another 
Committee member. 
 
 One Committee member related that he had finally agreed to provide information for the Course 
Information Booklet--and concluded the effect on enrollment was beneficial because in describing the 
work and the general distribution of grades, some people may have selected themselves out and the level 
of performance went up.  One can be willing to expect the best, offered another Committee member, but 
one must admit students will avoid courses that require papers. 
 
 The discussion is about moving the entire University to where it should be for all, not just some, of 
the students.  What is to be done with those who cannot make it?  Give them "D"s, said one Committee 
member.  But is that fair, asked another?  Or realistic?  There are students at the University, who for a 
number of reasons might be unable to meet these kinds of demands--they work, they must pay for their 
education--and the state does NOT want a university that only educates a small percentage of students. 
 
 One is struck in these conversations by how strong the desire for high quality is but how it is 
combined with a concern about two tiers.  The administration may have proposed the two tiers so that it 
could retain the high quality and the resources without losing legislative support.  The alternative is 
simply to raise standards and send other students elsewhere; the University cannot have its cake and eat it, 
too. 
 
 The idea that the University must educate everyone who comes here is not what the people of the 
state expect of the University.  There is nothing wrong with saying a student may not come if not 
prepared, and people want students to be prepared.  That may be correct, said another Committee 
member, but it is not the analysis of the administration.  It need not be the high end only, it was said, but 
the University could "lop off the bottom" and not teach classes to the unprepared. 
 
 If faculty could steel themselves, it was said, the University could admit the same number of 
students and fail some of them--but the faculty cannot take the pain.  In the 1950s, pointed out one 
Committee member, there was a 3-quarter composition course that sorted people out; now there is a one-
quarter course in which everyone gets an "A" or a "B"--and everyone knows they are gifts to the students, 
considering the work that faculty members see later.  Minnesota was once described as a blue-collar 
university and the description was dead right; no matter how much one hypothesizes about a high quality 
university, it is not likely to happen without tiers. 
 
 If the University simply increases standards, potentially good students will not be able to meet 
them, it was argued--faculty should walk through the life of a student who has to work, has family 
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obligations, who tries to spend time in the library and write papers--one cannot do it unless one is willing 
to forego sleep.  IF the University is to increase standards--which one hopes it will--then it must also 
develop mechanisms to help students.  The University could sell such a plan to the state.  It would only 
resemble Michigan in terms of its standards, and not two-tiered, but students who could not make it 
would be moved elsewhere. 
 
 Initially the two parts of the University were attractive, said one Committee member, but then it 
became apparent that the research university would be seen as "good" and UC stigmatized as the poor 
part--instead of being seen as a mechanism to serve different students in different ways.  That would have 
permitted the University to admit it was not serving some students well and to divide itself into one unit 
that could accommodate students with different lives or interests and another that served the highly-
prepared students.  Those two organizations would separate the two functions so the University could 
work better.  Another Committee member concurred, contending one must be skeptical about how the 
two parts would be adopted without one having a second-class status.  This reminds one of "separate but 
equal" with its inevitable connotations. 
 
 One can inquire, if the University were to serve only the high end of the student body and not 
others, where would the others go?  Metro State?  Is it better or worse than what UC would be?  It IS 
inevitable that UC would be seen as second class by some--but a lot of the people in the Twin Cities 
wouldn't care.  A lot would come if UC were set up because it is the University of Minnesota and not 
some other school.  If it were the same degree, added another Committee member, that is almost certainly 
correct.  Even if not, it was rejoined. 
 
 One Committee member expressed discomfort with the process.  One hears from students, it was 
said, about small things that irritate them.  Why not tinker around the edges and see if things can be 
fixed?  This is the fourth time in 20 years one has seen a large institutional effort to change undergraduate 
education--and it isn't clear anything is better.  But would that improve the student body and the 
classroom, asked one Committee member?  The faculty could improve the classrooms without an 
administrative fiat, it was responded.  But can the University require faculty to raise standards in their 
classes?  That raises academic freedom issues.  Perhaps not, it was said, but it could encourage them to do 
so and to say that it is acceptable to give "C"s. 
 
 Much of this is economic, pointed out another Committee member--once faculty start giving "D"s 
and "F"s, they start to lose majors and students.  It boils down to student credit hours.  The standards 
needn't be raised THAT much, it was said.  It is easier to lower standards than to raise them, maintained 
one Committee member, and what has happened is a response to student feedback--they are happier if 
standards are lower.  That, it was added, assumes students are not informed consumers; they would argue 
the opposite if they were. 
 
 One can be cynical, but there a significant portion of the student body wants a degree, not an 
education--and from an economic point of view it is the degree that they need.  There would be screams if 
standards were raised so that people could not get degrees.  One Committee member recalled that IT 
students tease CLA students about what they'll do with their degrees; CLA students, in turn, tease IT 
students about the last time they were required to write a paper.  The question is, do those degree 
programs that prepare people for jobs in some sense make the University a vocational school? 
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 At this point Professor Heller asked that Committee members divide themselves into small groups 
to identify one or two questions they felt should be asked of the President.  After about 45 minutes, the 
Committee met again as a group, discussed the questions, and concluded it wished to ask these: 
 
-- While SCEP wholeheartedly supports the proposed educational goals of the strategic plan, at the 

same time we are concerned about the methods or mechanisms by which the concept is transformed 
into a working plan.  How will you ensure that faculty, students, and staff are an integral part of the 
decision-making process that transforms the vision into a working set of details?  

  
-- Many faculty members are concerned about the need to raise academic standards within the 

University without limiting opportunities for non-traditional students capable of University work.  
Others are concerned about how to raise admissions standards while maintaining access for under-
prepared students who could be capable of University work once they received the needed 
preparation.  How does U2000 propose to deal with these issues?  

  
-- We believe the educational value students receive is affected by the educational environment and 

want to be sure the plan addresses these problems.  These environmental problems could be fixed 
within the current University structure if they were given high priority and a can-do attitude.  How 
will the goals of U2000 address the following examples of problems which need fixing? 

  
 --  Ensuring that uniformly high academic standards be set across all departments of the 

University.  
 --    Increasing diversity of both students and faculty.  
 --    Devising mechanisms that allow all students to spend more quality time on campus by 

having more and better parking access, study space, better libraries, discussion venues, 
residential "colleges". . .  

 --    Centralizing and coordinating related functions such as--  
  1.  admissions, financial aid, registration.  
  2.  advising, tutoring, student hiring  
  3.  all student hiring as part of a total financial aid package  
 --    Implementing a lower faculty-student ratio in all disciplines. 
 
-- There is an undercurrent of cynicism among faculty and staff that is best met head-on.  Many of us 

are asking the question, the University has talked about improving undergraduate education, the 
research institution, and support services for years.  How is this plan different? 

 
-- Currently CEE serves 6000+ FTEs comprised of students in pursuit of degree programs and 

professional and vocational coursework offered by the existing colleges.  Will CEE be the structure 
which will serve those students displaced from the research institution by higher standards or a 
need to attend on a part-time basis? 

 
 The meeting was adjourned at 4:30. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


