
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, January 22, 2003 

1:00 – 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Martin Sampson (chair), Wilbert Ahern, Victor Bloomfield, Dale Branton, Shawn 

Curley, Scott Ferguson, Steve Fitzgerald, Frank Kulacki, Marsha Odom, Kim Pinske, 
Mary Ellen Shaw, Mary Sue Simmons, Craig Swan, Douglas Wangensteen 

 
Absent: Vernon Cardwell, Gretchen Haas, Sheryl Lazarus, Carol Miller, Karen Seashore 
 
Guests: Laura Koch (Office of the Executive Vice President and Provost) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) award committees; (2) freshman seminars; (3) student academic 
workload/contact hours; (4) grades on the web; (5) the Pawlenty Commission report] 
 
 
1. Award Committees 
 
 Professor Sampson convened the meeting at 1:05 and distributed a list of prospective 
members of the committees to nominate the winners of the Morse-Alumni and Graduate/Professional 
teaching awards.  The lists were unanimously approved. 
 
2. Freshman Seminars 
  
 Professor Sampson now welcomed Associate Vice Provost Laura Koch to discuss the 
freshman seminars. 
 
 Dr. Koch provided a brief overview of the history of the freshman seminars and then offered 
some observations about them. 
 

-- Each year evaluations are sent to faculty and students in the seminars in order to 
identify any issues that must be dealt with.  There appear not to be; the evaluations are 
generally very positive.   

 
-- The seminars generally fill up, although colleges are asked if they want to offer a 

seminar with fewer than seven students. 
 

-- The seminars are funded in two ways:  through the line items to colleges, given in 
return for a commitment to offer the seminars, and through ad hoc funding (colleges 
can receive $2000 per credit through a competitive process).   

 

                                                 
* 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 represents the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate or Assembly, the Administration, or 
the Board of Regents. 
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-- There is a disparity in who takes the seminars.  Those on the top end of the AAR (the 
University's computation of high-school GPA and class rank) are more likely to take 
them. 

 
-- The seminars are of three different types:  faculty-taught, Residential College, and 

transitional (assisting students in dealing with college life).  Students in the 
Residential College seminars have the highest retention rates, but that could be 
because of other Residential College activities. 

 
-- All faculty who taught a seminar were surveyed about whether the seminar affected 

their teaching.  The response rate was very low but it would be valuable information--
do faculty learn something in the seminars so there is a broader impact on teaching? 

 
 Dr. Koch distributed a handout with a number of pages of data about student characteristics 
and retention data.  She noted that for all students who entered in Fall, 1998, 65.6% returned for their 
fourth year.  Of those who took freshman seminars, 75.9% enrolled their fourth year compared to 64% 
for those who did not take the seminars.  (The retention data cover students who change colleges.)  It 
is difficult to say the higher retention rate is due to the seminars, however, because of the difference in 
the students who take them.  She has looked at data for prior years; students in the upper two quartiles 
of the AAR scores had higher retention rates; for those in the lower two quartiles, students who took 
the seminars either did no better than average or actually had a lower retention rate.  She said she is 
trying to obtain additional data to learn if there are other things the University can do to use the 
seminars to enhance retention rates.  She said there may be other ways to look at the seminars and 
welcomed suggestions from Committee members. 
 
 One question to be asked is whether the seminars improved student interest in post-graduate 
education, Professor Kulacki suggested.  That will come in the future, Dr. Koch said; the seminars 
have only been offered since 1999 (1998 was a pilot year), so there would have been no impact yet on 
students' choices about continuing their education beyond the baccalaureate degree.   
 
 Are there comparable data from peer institutions that offer such seminars?  They have the 
data, Dr. Koch said; all show a difference in retention rates.  Few, however, offer seminars like those 
at Minnesota; a number offer an "introduction to the university" sort of seminar.  The research 
suggests, however, that students who take an "introduction to the university" seminar have a better 
retention rate than those who take a faculty-taught, content-based seminar.  Some faculty-taught 
seminars do incorporate the "introduction to the university" elements such as time management, use of 
the libraries, and so on.  The transitional seminars here tend to be introductory; Dr. Koch said she does 
not know who teaches them; Residential College seminars are more content-based as well as providing 
introductory elements. 
 
 Professor Sampson inquired if the numbers were large enough to break them down by 
Residential College, faculty-taught, and transitional and by the ACT scores of the students enrolled to 
see if retention rates varied among peers by ACT score.  Dr. Koch said they have done such analysis; 
the higher the ACT score, the more likely a student is to take a seminar; the higher the ACT score, the 
better a student does in the seminars while those with lower ACT scores do not do as well.   
 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     3 
January 22, 2003 
 
 

 

 Professor Sampson said he is a big fan of the seminars; he has taught them for four years and 
it took the first three years to learn how to teach them.  They have been helpful in his teaching, he said.  
Some of the seminars are offered by faculty who have never taught first-year students, Dr. Koch said; 
for them the seminars can be an awakening.   
 
 Are there pressures in the University not to offer as many seminars, Professor Sampson asked?  
Dr. Swan said he could envision such pressures developing in the future.  There were new funds for 
colleges to offer the seminars:  departments were compensated with additional faculty lines.  As the 
University budget faces severe difficulties, deans may look in a lot of places for money, and ANY 
small-enrollment class looks expensive.  Some deans may not recall that they received the additional 
funds to offer the seminars.  The maximum enrollment in the seminars has been held at 15, but that 
perhaps could be allowed to vary a little; 16 is not that different from 15.  But they should not go up to 
35 students.  In his view, Dr. Swan said, in the seminars every student should have the opportunity to 
speak at every class meeting.  Some argue that enrollment drops as students switch out of a seminar 
and the number goes from 15 to 12, Dr. Koch said, so colleges want to increase the limit to 
compensate for withdrawals. 
 
 For many students the freshman seminar is a unique experience that is very valuable and has 
an impact on forming new peer groups, Professor Sampson said.  Are institutional policies sufficiently 
supportive?  The POLICIES are in place, Dr. Koch said; the budget will drive a lot of what will 
happen.  The University can offer freshman seminars to about 35% of freshmen, or perhaps a few 
more.  This is a financial issue, not a policy issue. 
 
 CLA is experimenting with another introductory course, introduction to the liberal arts, Dr. 
Swan reported.  Different learning opportunities are attractive to different students.  If those 
opportunities are described clearly enough, students will self-select into what fits them best.  
Introduction to Liberal Arts will be slightly larger classes and contain more content, but they will not 
be like the faculty-taught content-based freshman seminars.  The College of Biological Sciences is 
also offering a one-credit seminar.  The colleges are experimenting with a range of complimentary 
approaches to freshman offering, Dr. Swan said. 
 
 Dr. Swan also reported that Dr. Koch is working on expanding learning communities (e.g., 
living-learning communities in residence halls, such as biology house and Spanish house, that focus on 
a common interest).  Freshman seminars are a form of learning community; Dr. Koch is working with 
the colleges to expand them beyond the seminars and residence halls to develop a set of shared 
learning experiences.  There is ample evidence that student satisfaction with their academic experience 
is a major factor in their satisfaction with the University and their drive to complete their education. 
 
 Would the budget issues be different if the seminars were coupled with meeting writing-
intensive or other requirements, Professor Sampson asked?  Many are, Dr. Koch said.  There were 
small seminars years ago; is there any danger the seminars will be dropped, Professor Wangensteen 
asked?  CLA Honors still offers small courses for honors students, Dr. Swan pointed out; Professor 
Ahern said that Morris has required freshman seminars since the conversion to semesters.  Scale is the 
issue, Dr. Swan replied; Morris has done interesting things that a small liberal arts college can do. 
 
 Professor Sampson thanked Dr. Koch for joining the meeting.  He said he hoped that the 
seminars would not get broadsided because of budget cuts, and suggested that the Academy of 
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Distinguished Teachers should be asked to weigh in on how important the seminars are in the larger 
scheme of the undergraduate curriculum. 
 
3. Course Workload 
 
 [The current version of the Standards for the Semester Conversion contain the following two 
sections (reproduced here only in pertinent part): 
 

SECTION 4A: The Senate affirms the standard (first adopted by the University Senate on 
February 16, 1922, and reaffirmed subsequently) that one semester credit is to represent, for 
the average University of Minnesota undergraduate student, three hours of academic work per 
week (including lectures, laboratories, recitations, discussion groups, field work, study, and so 
on), averaged over the term, in order to complete the work of the course. Enrollment for 15 
credits in a semester would thus require approximately 45 hours of work per week, on 
average, over the course of the semester. All grades for academic work are based on the 
quality of the work submitted, not on hours of effort. It is expected that the academic work 
required of graduate and professional students will exceed three hours per credit per week or 
45 hours per semester. 

 
SECTION 5A: The hours of contact time for a course shall equal at least the number of 
credits for the course times the number of weeks the course is offered.  In the majority of 
cases, this would mean the number of contact hours per week would equal the number of 
credits for the course, but the contact hours need not be spread out evenly by week. 
 
A contact hour is defined for these purposes as formal instruction by an individual appointed 
for that purpose by the department or faculty member, including faculty members, graduate 
teaching assistants, teaching specialists, or, in unusual instances, advanced undergraduates. 
This standard applies to all enrollment periods. The student workload statement (required in 
the preceding section) must justify fewer total contact hours than the number of credits for the 
course times the number of weeks the course is offered; contact hours of all types equal to or 
in excess of at least one hour per week per credit, on average, need not be justified. College 
and campus curriculum committees and other approving bodies (e.g., the Council on Liberal 
Education) must consider the contact hours in reaching a decision on whether to approve a 
proposed semester course; such bodies should normally reject course proposals which have 
fewer contact hours than the number of credits times the number of weeks the course is 
offered, barring significant evidence that reduced instructional contact hours are appropriate. 

 
Explicitly exempted from this standard are research seminars, studio courses, clinical 
experiences, correspondence courses and independent study, directed study or readings or 
field work, directed research, internships and practicums, honors thesis credits, and other 
experiences faculty offer to students outside the normal laboratory or classroom setting (many 
of which include activities beyond the physical boundaries of the campuses). Included in the 
standard are interactive video classes (which in practice should be no different from in-class 
instruction) and one-way transmission of instruction from the instructor to the students (it is 
assumed that other avenues of two-way interaction are used in this instance, such as email and 
the telephone).] 
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 Professor Sampson drew the attention of Committee members to Sections 4A and 5A of the 
semester conversion standards.  The question is whether 4A should or was intended to supersede 5A; 
should 5A be deleted or is there a reason to keep it, he asked? 
 

Professor Ahern said there are good reasons to define a credit by student work:  the University 
long had such a standard and it is general in higher education; across the University, there is a 
correlation between contact hours and credits (as required in 5A) but there is appropriate variation.  
The expectation of student work seems to be clearer standard and it should replace the contact 
hour/credit ratio.  The question of web-assisted classes has not been carefully examined in the 
University, he said, and the transition to hybrid courses is too new; they can be dealt with by the 
existing policy but new policy may be required in the future.  It seems that in technology-enhanced 
learning, the on-line time required is an add-on, not replacement:  As both faculty and students spend 
more time on-line, either other out-of-class work or time in class should be reduced.  The correlation 
between contact hours and credits obstructs this. 
 
 The past discussions of this subject documented that in some departments, four-credit courses 
met three times per week, Dean Bloomfield recalled, and there was no evidence that much additional 
outside work was required of students.  4A contains an explicit demand to justify the amount of work 
in a course and it logically supersedes 5A, he said. 
 
 Professor Curley, however, said he did not see the two provisions as inconsistent.  5A is a 
policy for contact hours; 4A is a policy for total hours of academic work students can expect.  There is 
no good reason to remove one or the other. 
 
 Dr. Swan said he thought 5A was more prescriptive than needed.  It does not establish a norm, 
what is expected, and require justification of variation; it says "this is it."  This is a harder line that 
what is appropriate with changes in educational technology or the legitimately different ways an 
instructor might set up a course.  He said it is a good idea to have an anchor, so that the situation does 
not drift over the years, but there needs to be appropriate flexibility.   
 
 Professor Ahern suggested that 5A be deleted, in part for the reasons already mentioned.  In 
addition, he asked, what is a credit?  It is a measure of student work, on a transcript, intended to 
provide a common understanding.  5A is a prescription for how faculty should do things that is not 
useful; there are other ways to address workload issues. 
  

Mr. Fitzgerald reported that his office had done an analysis of the number of fall semester 
2000 courses that had less than, or greater than, a 1:1 ratio between credits and contact hours.  There 
were about 900 sections, out of about 14,000, that varied from the nominal 1:1 ratio.  About one-third 
had contact hours higher than credits; the other two-thirds had contact hours less than credits.  The 
results of the analysis were referred to colleges so that curriculum committees could verify the 
appropriate number of credits.  
 
 Professor Kulacki said the discussion could be superseded by the question of the financing of 
the University.  The institution could be in trouble down the road and it should keep normative 
statements in place.  It is not clear what support the University will receive from the legislature; it may 
not be the time to tinker with these policies until the next biennial budget is known.  Professor Odom 
agreed and said it would be too drastic to remove 5A; she said she hoped it could be made more 
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flexible.  Professor Ahern, arguing against his own position, agreed that removing 5A would be fairly 
visible and could contentious if brought to the Senate.  If one added the word "normally" to the first 
line, that would be less controversial. 
 
 The problem with 5A is that it is like TV ratings, Professor Sampson said.  There are no 
questions about whether one gets anything out of the TV station one has on, just whether or not it is 
on.  The question for classes is whether the student is learning because the faculty member is grading 
long papers, directing them to web activities, and so on.   
 
 After brief additional discussion, the Committee voted against deleting 5A and voted 
unanimously in favor of inserting the word "normally" in the first sentence of 5A, as follows:  
"SECTION 5A:  The hours of contact time for a course normally shall equal at least the number of 
credits for the course times the number of weeks the course is offered." 
 
4. Grades on the Web 
 
 It was noted that one faculty member inquired whether SCEP or the Senate ever discussed 
grades on the web; it seems "fraught with problems" and should be the subject of consultation.  Dr. 
Swan noted that there had been no discussion of the "bubble sheets" and that the Committee had 
discussed grades on the web at its last meeting.  He agreed with Professor Ahern's view that the 
Committee had seen it as a procedural matter, not something to be taken to the Senate.  The system 
can be set up to accommodate concerns expressed at the last meeting, but at the same time he said he 
does not want to change policy with procedural changes.   
 
 Professor Odom said she wanted grade changes to be signed by department heads.  That will 
not change, Dr. Swan replied; there was concern that there would be no prior review of grades before 
they are submitted.  Units, however, can set up a procedure for such review if they wish.  There will 
also be reports for department heads after the fact that they can check.   
 
 Professor Sampson suggested that this item be brought back to the Committee at its next 
meeting. 
 
5. The Pawlenty Commission Report 
 
 Professor Sampson drew the attention of Committee members to the executive summary of the 
Pawlenty Commission report on University excellence.  The summary of findings, he said, confirms 
much of what the University is doing; it is a very positive report.  Professor Ahern said that several of 
the finalists for the University presidency spoke about impressed they were with the report; he also 
reminded the Committee that it focuses on the Twin Cities campus. 
 
 The report also confirms the importance of the undergraduate program, Professor Sampson 
pointed out.  He urged that Committee members make themselves familiar with the recommendations.  
The catch in the recommendations, however, is graduation rates.  The Commission recommended that 
the University be in the top ten public campuses in the quality of its undergraduate programs, 
"especially as measured by graduation rate."  The Commission recommends that the University take 
aggressive steps to achieve a four-year graduation rate of 50%; the current rate is in 27.3% for the 
1997 freshman cohort, Dr. Swan reported.  The datum for the next cohort should be available soon and 
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should be a little higher, he said--and pointed out that the four-year graduation rate 15 years ago was 
less than 10%.  The University has made SIGNIFICANT progress since the 8.3% rate in 1986 but it 
needs to go farther.  The 50% rate would be a "stretch goal," Dr. Swan said, but he is comfortable with 
it if so understood.  The University of California at Berkeley only has a 45.7% four-year graduation 
rate.  The six-year graduation rates are higher, but Minnesota is about 20 percentage points below the 
average in that category as well. 
 

Here are the four-year graduation rates at the other institutions identified in a table from the 
Commission report: 
 
Virginia  83.0 U Washington 39.7 
U of North Carolina 69.4 Iowa  37.3 
Michigan  65.4 Missouri 36.4 
Illinois   57.4 Texas  36.4 
Florida   49.1 Mich State 34.3 
Penn State  48.2 Texas A&M 31.5 
UC San Diego  46.6 Purdue  31.2 
UC Berkeley  45.7 Ohio State 29.1 
Indiana   45.1 Arizona  29.0 
UCLA   43.8 MINNESOTA 27.3 
Wisconsin  41.0 Iowa State 27.0 
    Nebraska 21.1 
 
 
 Professor Kulacki said he was disappointed the focus is on four-year graduation rates.  Other 
schools on the list have significant graduate/professional commitments.  It would have been better to 
focus on the five-year graduation rate.  In IT, juniors and seniors are often working 10 hours per week 
or more, which compromises their study time, so many take a fifth year.  He wondered if that same 
thing may not be true in CLA and CBS.  Use of the four-year rate harkens to a time when parents 
supported students.  Dr. Shaw agreed and said the 5-year and 6-year rates should be celebrated. 
 
 Dr. Swan said he saw virtue in keeping the goal of a 50% four-year graduation rate; otherwise 
things can slip again.  He said he also believed it is feasible to work up to 10 hours per week and still 
graduate in four years.  There is, in fact, evidence that working up to 10 hours correlates with 
improved academic performance.  A 40-hour workweek makes graduation in four years impossible.  
Even if one looks at five-year and six-year graduation rates, on a school-to-school comparison the 
University still has a much lower graduation rate.  If the University were to get to a four-year rate of 
50%, with appropriate variations across campus(es), the five-year and six-year rates would be in the 
70-75% range, which is where the University should strive to be. 
 
 Professor Kulacki said that places like Virginia and Michigan are more research-intensive 
universities; they have the most restrictive admissions standards in the country and cannot be 
compared to the University of Minnesota.  Dr. Swan recalled that he co-authored a report earlier that 
looked at the various factors used to justify Minnesota's low graduation rate; the report concluded that 
none of the factors adequately explained the data for the University.  The progress that has been made 
in recent years justifies the view that the University had become lax.  There has been a change in 
thinking on campus about higher expectations of students.   
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 Mr. Ferguson agreed that the four-year graduation rate goal should be used.  He asked, 
however, what the University should do about achieving it, especially in light of the fact that tuition 
may be going up.   
 
 Professor Curley said he agreed that the four-year graduation rate was an important metric, but 
also with Professor Kulacki that it is not the only metric.  The bigger issue, no matter what metric is 
used, is that the University is under-performing.  The question is what additional actions the 
University should take.  Professor Kulacki said he was not sure educational policies would address the 
issue; administrative incentives and disincentives might do more.  The Committee has already taken 
up the right policy issues. 
 
 Some of the current graduation rate data also reflect students who started several years ago 
under a different regime, Dr. Swan said, and are the children of parents who attended when the 
standards were looser.  This takes a long time to change.  The University has to be consistent in its 
expectations and parents are an important group with which the University must work.  In terms of 
other issues, it is difficult to believe there will not be another large tuition increase, given the state 
budget situation; the University must think about the pressure that will exist on students to work.  As 
tuition increases, the University must do all it can to provide maximum financial aid.  Second, the 
campus has made major strides in course access.  If that erodes, the University cannot blame students 
if they cannot get the courses they need to graduate. 
 
 No single educational policy will be a silver bullet, Professor Sampson agreed, but there are 
considerations germane for the Committee to address (e.g., course access, threats to the quality of 
undergraduate education).  Dr. Swan suggested that the Committee may wish to hear from Dr. Ellinger 
about the graduation planner.  It is a tool with interesting implications. 
 
 Professor Sampson adjourned the meeting at 3:00. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
 


