
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Assembly Committee on Educational Policy 

Wednesday, November 28, 2001 
1:00 – 3:00 

N202 Mondale Hall 
 
 
Present: Wilbert Ahern (chair), Vernon Cardwell, Patricia Cavanaugh, Shawn Curley, Scott 

Ferguson, Steve Fitzgerald, Christina Frazier, Gretchen Haas, Gordon Hirsch, Frank 
Kulacki, Geri Malandra, (George Green for) Christine Maziar, Carol Miller, Kathleen 
Newell, Marsha Odom (was to be present but the teleconference equipment was 
unavailable), Martin Sampson, Karen Seashore, Mary Ellen Shaw, Mary Sue 
Simmons, Craig Swan 

 
Absent: none 
 
Guests: Tina Faulkner (Office of the Registrar) 
 
Other: Cathy Gillaspy (Office of the Board of Regents) 
 
[In these minutes: (1) mid-term reports for students at risk of receiving a D, F, or N; (2) classroom 
advisory subcommittee appointments; (3) 13-credit minimum enrollment rule; (4) restrictions on use 
of the W (withdrawal); (5) accountability reports; (6) subcommittee on civic learning; (7) classroom 
technology upgrades] 
 
 Professor Ahern convened the meeting at 1:00, reviewed the items that would be taken up, 
reported that the House and Governor had finally appointed members to the Commission on 
University Excellence, and noted that the resolution on classroom upgrades had been passed by the 
Senate Committee on Finance and Planning as well as the Senate Consultative Committee.  He also 
welcomed Professor Cardwell, a new member of the Committee. 
 
1. Retention Issues:  Mid-term Reports 
 
 Professor Ahern recalled that at the last meeting, the Committee had agreed generally with the 
idea that there should be mid-term alerts for students in 1-XXX classes who were at risk of receiving a 
grade of D, F, or N.  One member of the Faculty Consultative Committee responded to his report on 
this matter by saying that this was just one more instance of mollycoddling students and that faculty  
are in effect being asked to change their teaching (i.e., so there is some work required in the course in 
the first six weeks in order to give the instructor an indication of how students are doing in the course).  
Is that bad, Professor Miller asked incredulously?  Others on FCC agreed that some would be 
obligated to change their courses but that it would be good to provide students early information in 
order to help them learn. 
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 Is it expected there will be any changes in the number of W's students take once they begin to 
receive these mid-term notices, Professor Curley inquired?  Is there a concern about it?  Can this be 
tracked?  To the last point, Dr. Swan said the number of W's can be tracked.  With respect to the 
number, evidence from other institutions is mixed and anecdotal; there could be some increase, but 
one hopes it would be small. 
 
 To whom is the mid-term report made, Professor Ahern asked?  To the Office of the Registrar, 
which will collate them and provide them to the student and the advisor, Dr. Swan said; advisors will 
be provided the information so they will also know if a student is in trouble in more than one course.  
He affirmed that these mid-term reports will not be a part of the student's permanent record. 
 
 Will there be any place on a form for comments, Professor Hirsch asked?  That is an 
implementation issue, Dr. Swan commented; an electronic system will probably only allow names, but 
perhaps it will be possible to figure out a way for instructors to share information with advisors. 
 
 The Committee voted unanimously in favor of the proposal; it will review by email the exact 
language of the motion that will go to the Senate. 
 
2. Nominees to the Classroom Advisory Subcommittee 
 
 Professor Ahern recessed the Senate Committee on Educational Policy; Professor Newell 
convened the Assembly Committee on Educational Policy and asked for a vote to approve the 
nominations of Professors Ken Heller and James Perry to the Classroom Advisory Subcommittee.  
They were approved unanimously.  Professor Newell adjourned the Assembly Committee on 
Educational Policy. 
 
3. Retention Issues:  13-Credit Minimum Enrollment 
 
 Professor Ahern now turned the discussion to the proposal to require of students a 13-credit 
minimum enrollment unless they were granted an exception by the college dean.  The question that 
arose at the last discussion was why the requirement was for 13 rather than 12 credits.  Most on the 
Committee appeared supportive of the proposal, but wanted to be sure that students seeking an 
exception would not be tied down in red tape so those who could not take 13 credits would not be 
obstructed.   
 

Professor Ahern also reported that the Committee on Finance and Planning is considering an 
alternative proposal, one that would call for a flat tuition rate once a student enrolls for the 7th, 8th, or 
9th credit, depending on how one structured the rule.  Under this proposal, for example, if the flat rate 
were to be effective for the 7th credit, a student could register for 7 or 12 or 15 or 20 (or any number in 
between) credits but the tuition charge would be the same.  On this point, Professor Miller urged that it 
would be important to set an ANNUAL flat rate, which would give students more flexibility over a 
year.  Dr. Swan noted that current policy provides that a student may not register for MORE than 20 
credits without the approval of an academic advisor. 

 
 Professor Ahern also noted that there has been a communication from MSA about the 13-
credit minimum.  Ms. Frazier reported that the student representatives to the Board of Regents do not 
favor this proposal.   
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 For what reasons, Professor Seashore asked?  Students prefer no constraints at all on their free 
choice; if that is the reason they oppose it, that is one objection.  If, however, they have specific 
reasons, those reasons should be discussed.  Ms. Frazier said they prefer to see more done at the level 
of the advisor, and mid-semester reports, and that a 13-credit minimum should be a last resort.  It 
would be useful to obtain the language of the MSA report for distribution to the Committee, Professor 
Ahern said. 
 
 Dr. Shaw reported that General College is modeling a system that would allow students to 
register part-time for sufficient reasons, to provide continued access, and also to have students 
establish a 30-credit intention for a year, with flexibility on how the intent is achieved.  This might 
include 12 credits per semester plus summer work.  The proposal also includes tuition banding, so that 
any credits taken in excess of 24 would be half-price (as is now University tuition policy), and no 
tuition for the 30th and additional credits.  They would use an exception process through advisors with 
oversight by the dean's office.  The goal is that all students would aim at taking 30 credits and would 
think longer-term about their college career--to make the rule student-friendly, but with teeth. 
 
 There is a need for some flexibility, Professor Cardwell said; some programs include 
internships and international experiences that are not offered just during the Intersession.  Some 
students may choose to obtain partial credit for these experiences.  The Committee must be careful not 
to discourage positive activities in the guise of pushing students to finish in four years.  There should 
be a mechanism for students who plan for an internship or international study to switch to a lower rate.  
Dr. Swan pointed out that one of the acceptable reasons for an exception proposed by the President 
and Provost included special academic opportunities, which would include internships and 
international study.   
 
 Professor Seashore said there were two opposing principles at work, both of which are 
attractive.  First, providing ways for good, serious students to make their way through the University, 
and second, only a simple set of principles will work or the University will be back where it was 12 
years ago with no coordination between colleges.  There is need for a limited set of clear principles 
and the basic structure should be driven fiscally.  The more exceptions there are, the more complicated 
the system will be--and the more unfair it will be, because some will be able to avail themselves of the 
exceptions and some will not (or will not know of them).  There needs to be a way to accomplish the 
goals within the system without requiring so much advisor involvement. 
 
 Dean Green inquired if there are any data to show if the half-price tuition policy has modified 
any behavior.  Dr. Swan said the question is difficult to answer because the half-price tuition policy 
came into effect with the change to semesters; there was a drop in the average number of credits taken 
by students--but there was not as much of a drop at Minnesota as there was at other institutions that 
changed to semesters.   There was also the emphasis on taking 15 credits, Dean Green recalled.  Dr. 
Swan agreed, concluding that there were thus two factors that affected the outcome, making it hard to 
separate them out.  Credit loads have increased this year, he said; IMG is an incentive for colleges and 
advisors to keep credit loads up. 
 
 Dean Green observed that there has been a perception among faculty that advisors promote 
taking less than 15 credits as the norm.  If that is true, to put the responsibility for exceptions in the 
hands of advisors will mean more flexibility; that is likely why the proposal from the administration 
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put responsibility for granting exceptions in the hands of the dean's office.  If advisors are too 
sympathetic to students, nothing will happen. 
 
 Professor Ahern pointed out that there is a proposal from the Executive Vice President and 
Provost for a 13-credit minimum enrollment.  The Committee can give advice on it but take no action, 
it could take action on it, it could take action on an alternative.  Presumably the Committee on Finance 
and Planning will look to this Committee for the educational ramifications of a flat tuition policy.  
What does the Committee wish to do, he asked? 
 
 Professor Newell said that she has encountered pre-professional students who were TOLD to 
take fewer than 15 credits so their grades would be better and they would stand a better chance of 
getting into professional school.  At the same time, professional schools need to know if a student can 
take a heavy load and want advisors on board on this issue. 
 
 Professor Sampson said it could be that advisors are swamped with students who say they 
cannot take five courses; it may be pushing too far to use tuition policy to increase average credit 
loads.  One way to do so would be to offer more 4-credit courses so students could take 16 credits and 
four courses, which would help those who work part-time.  He added that linking credits to seat time is 
not realistic; courses with a heavy reading load should be permitted to require more credits than the 
number of class hours per week. 
 
 The conversation suggests the choice is difficult, Professor Seashore observed.  The 
Committee is looking at a simple solution to a complicated problem.  She said she did not favor a 
simple solution and was surprised the Provost had not done any research with students; the idea that a 
dramatic decision such as this would be made without good data is troubling.  There should be a 
market-based study. 
 
 Dr. Swan reported that schools with higher graduation rates ten to have term tuition (including 
some public institutions).  Professor Seashore responded that those institutions are elite schools, very 
different from Minnesota, and she rejected a comparison with those schools.  Dr. Swan demurred; the 
institutions have student demographics very similar to those of students at the University.  Those are 
the things one can measure, Professor Seashore said; the fact that a student came to Minnesota rather 
than going to a small college already marks him or her as different from those students.  She proposed 
that the administration conduct a serious study using projective market techniques to find out what 
students would do when faced with various alternatives. 
 
 Professor Miller said there are a lot of factors bound up in this issue, including faculty 
workload, and there is a need for much more information before any punitive action is taken.   
 
 Professor Hirsch said he was glad the Finance and Planning Committee is looking at a 
different tuition structure to provide an incentive to take more credits; his preference is that the per-
credit tuition level be set low, at six credits.  A changed tuition structure would be his preference, but 
the 13-credit minimum enrollment proposal is also reasonable.   
 
 In terms of advisors, Professor Hirsch said, he said he doubted they would want to get into the 
business of receiving explanations and granting exceptions to a 13-credit rule.  That would also lead to 
inconsistencies across advisors.  He said they would likely not welcome this role.  In terms of the 
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proposal from Professor Seashore, while one cannot argue against the usefulness of market studies, the 
issue is so complicated it will be difficult to get hard data.  His impression is that the University has 
disadvantaged students by allowing or encouraging them to take fewer credits than they should and 
that the University has far too many students who work too much and take fewer credits than they 
should--and this is a matter of choice rather than necessity in many cases, he added.  The University 
must address this problem and must alert students to the true cost to them of taking too long to 
graduate--and to the cost to the institution.  The best way to communicate the institutional cost is to 
say that students who must work many hours per week, or who have substantial family obligations, 
and the like, may be part time up to six credits but that after that students are full time and will pay full 
tuition in order to support the institutional costs of providing an education. 
 
 Ms. Frazier said, apropos Professor Seashore's proposal, that there already is a great deal of 
expression of student views, through student government organizations, and that there is no need to 
put additional funds into a market study when students are passionate about the issue.  There is a 
difference between how students react to alternatives and how they FEEL about a proposal.  One may 
not want a study but the results from such a study cannot be compared to the expression of views by 
student groups. 
 
 Professor Kulacki said he believed a study would be flawed by the nature of the study itself; it 
would be better to have qualitative anecdotal information.  He said he believed students stretch out 
their education by working as much as they do. 
 
 Professor Seashore insisted that the University does not KNOW how students would react to a 
change in the financial incentive.  The information from other institutions would not be dispositive.  
Some part-time students might say "then I'll take eight years."   
 
 The proposal before the Committee is the 13-credit minimum rule, Professor Ahern reminded 
his colleagues.  The problem with that, Professor Seashore said, is that there would be so many 
exceptions the University would end up with a very difficult system.   
 
 An urban university cannot hoodwink or cajole students into a residential campus model, 
Professor Kulacki said.  Dr. Swan said one must be cautious about such statements; 20 years ago 60% 
of undergraduates on the Twin Cities campus identified themselves as commuters and 40% as 
residential; today those proportions are reversed. 
 
 Professor Sampson said he would not object to a study; the goal is to promote outcomes that 
accelerate degree completion while preserving equity in the administration of a policy across colleges.  
Another possibility would be to create two categories of students, those who take a full load and those 
who do not.  Completion data could be calculated for the first group; the second category would 
accommodate those people who want to work while in college.   
 

Professor Ahern wondered if it would be possible to break out the data this way; his 
impression, he said, is that most students start full time and then move to part-time as they get farther 
along.  Dr. Swan affirmed that Professor Ahern's impression is correct.  He expressed doubt that the 
University could get much mileage out of Professor Sampson's proposal. 
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Dr. Swan went on to say that if there are a lot of exceptions granted with a 13-credit rule, the 
University should not bother with the rule unless it were not bureaucratic.  In his view, however, the 
rule would be a clear way for the institution to send a message; at the same time, he is also hearing in 
this discussion that such a rule by itself would not accomplish what is needed and that there is interest 
in financial incentives as well. 
 
 There are many programs at the University that require students to be full time, Professor 
Newell commented.  When one talks with students who are in trouble at mid-term, one learns that it is 
often because they are working too much.  Asked if they could cut back on their work, most say that 
they could, but they do not want to incur large loans.  There are programs in which a student MUST 
go full time or they must drop back a year.  Perhaps the University should consider two tracks, regular 
and not.   
 
 Professor Seashore withdrew her motion calling for a study, given the lack of consensus 
among Committee members. 
 
 Professor Ahern said he believed something should be done but agreed that it is a complicated 
issue.  The financial incentive is not part of the proposal from the Executive Vice President and 
Provost; the financial incentive is very different, and says that the University does not care what 
students do as long as they pay.  Setting a credit expectation is more educationally-driven, he 
maintained.  The Committee should also look at what MSA suggests be done short of the 13-credit 
rule. 
 
 Dean Green said his view of the MSA objections is that if the Committee accepts them, it 
accepts student preferences and behaviors as they are, while he has the sense that the faculty and the 
administration want a change and do not accept student preferences and behaviors.  If that is true, then 
what actions should be taken to shift preferences so that those who now prefer to work a lot and go to 
school part-time will change their behavior to become full-time students?  MSA will only vote in favor 
of the current student preference mix, which the Committee should not accept because the University 
wants to modify those preferences. 
 
 Mr. Ferguson said that if tuition is to be the incentive, it must be promoted so that students 
know about it.  Students work because they want to avoid loans, so perhaps only take a few classes per 
year; they suffer during their undergraduate years so they have the money to pay for graduate school. 
 
 Professor Curley opined that financial incentives will be more powerful than policy; they 
would also be cleaner and avoid involving advisors (who would be put on the spot when requested to 
approve exceptions, which would be unfair to them).  He said he would prefer that the Committee not 
take a position on the 13-credit rule until it can see what comes from the Finance and Planning 
Committee.  A flat tuition rate does have educational implications, he agreed, but would favor it and 
not a 13-credit rule if flat tuition were to go forward; if not, he would be willing to consider a 13-credit 
rule. 
 
 Ms. Cavanaugh said that it is important, with the 13-credit rule, to make allowances for 
students; some will take 13 credits but others may (be forced to) drop out.  Is this being proposed 
because people care about the University or because they care about students?  Advisors develop 
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relationships with students and may care for them; must they make a choice between their students and 
the University? 
 
 Advisors have sincere and personal commitments to their students, Dr. Swan agreed, but too 
often the University lets students drift; it can help them by setting expectations because graduation is 
critical for a student's future.  The policy implies that students are behaving badly, Ms. Cavanaugh 
maintained.  Or that the institution is not communicating expectations as it should, Dr. Swan replied; 
the current situation is not working in a way that is best for students.  He said he would prefer to avoid 
getting into language of blame.  There are students who will insist on working a lot, Ms. Cavanaugh 
said, and who will go elsewhere if they cannot do so at the University.  The proposal allows part-time 
students, Dr. Swan observed. 
 
 Professor Cardwell said there are four areas that influence student success.  First is economics 
(which is confounded with financial aid packages and loans versus grants).  While the Committee does 
not have all the information it needs, it is probable that the financial incentive will be the most 
powerful.  Second is social:  the pressure to complete the degree.  The third is whether University 
curricula or course offerings allow students to complete a degree in four years; a lot of programs have 
a four-year program on paper but in reality required courses are offered at the same time and there are 
problems even with good advising.  The fourth area is student academic achievement; some take light 
loads in order to get better grades.  Those four factors are not equally important, he said, and there is a 
need for models that students could look at with a rationale for each.  His own view, he said, is that it 
is wishful thinking on the part of students who take a light load in order to improve their academic 
performance; students who take a heavier load manage their time better and perform better.  Work, 
however, is a financial issue; how does the University know what a student can handle?  Are there 
models being developed?   
 
 Professor Ahern said he found it helpful to identify those factors.  He noted that the Swan-
Rinehart study of graduation and retention concluded that those factors do not explain what happens at 
the University (that is, because it is an urban campus, etc.).  So perhaps the University is not clear in 
its expectations.  That is part of the answer, Dr. Swan agreed.   
 
 Professor Miller observed again that this is a complicated issue and that there are a couple of 
ways to address it broadly.  The Committee can endorse a system that is heavy on coercion (a 13-
credit rule) or on incentive (flat rate tuition).  Dean Green suggested that students might see a flat 
tuition rate as coercive.  But parents would understand it, Professor Cardwell rejoined.  The 
Committee is not ready to make the decision that Professor Curley identified, Professor Miller 
continued, and it needs more information about other models, such as the one from Finance and 
Planning.   
 
 Ms. Frazier said that students' view of the 13-credit rule is that if there is not clear advising, 
students will sign up for any class they can, in order to meet the rule, which may EXTEND their time 
at the University because they will not have the right classes.  She agreed that the number of 4-credit 
courses should be increased and that credits should not be linked to time in class. 
 
 The University has not really pushed financial incentives thoroughly and systematically (that 
is, the half-price tuition for the 13th and subsequent credits) with students, Dr. Shaw said.  Students 
need to see the advantage of lower tuition.  She said she would be uncomfortable with a single flat 
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tuition rate that would not allow reasonable access to education; students have good reasons for taking 
fewer credits and the option should not just be 6 credits or full time.  The University should be more 
sophisticated about this issue and perhaps use some of both proposals. 
 
 Professor Ahern noted that this discussion would continue. 
 
4. Retention Issues:  Withdrawing from a Course 
 
 Dr. Swan recalled for the Committee that the graduation/retention report contained two 
proposals concerning the W (withdrawal).  One was that when a student drops a course during weeks 
3-8 during a semester, instructor approval be required.  This proposal was strongly supported by 
faculty, who are in the best position to advise a student on recovery strategies in the course and shows 
that faculty are committed to student success.  The second proposal was a limit on the number of W's a 
student may have during his or her undergraduate career.  A number of schools have such a limit; it 
leads students to think seriously before they withdraw from a course, because when they use the W 
early it restricts their use later. 
 
 At present, Professor Ahern noted, students may withdraw during weeks 3-8 of the semester 
without talking to anyone.   
 

This is an idealistic proposal that could give faculty members the opportunity to encourage a 
student to stay in a course, Professor Hirsch said.  Dr. Swan agreed; the faculty member could advise a 
student what is needed to be successful in the course.   

 
Dr. Shaw said that the faculty in her college do not want to be the decision-makers but they do 

want to be consulted.  They want to sign off on a withdrawal, and talk to the student about it, but they 
do not want the burden on the faculty to decide whether or not to let a student withdraw; putting the 
authority with the faculty could lead to an uneven application of the rule.  They also believe that 
advisors should be consulted in the process; for one thing, a withdrawal could have an impact on 
financial aid.  Finally, if the student truly has a crisis and must withdraw from school, it would be an 
undue burden to make him or her go to each faculty member to obtain permission to withdraw; such a 
process could be delayed, leading to F's rather than W's on the transcript.  Students can request a leave 
of absence, Dr. Faulkner noted. 

 
Professor Sampson noted that this proposal connects neatly with the six-week mid-term alert. 
 
Professor Curley agreed that the faculty should not have to approve a withdrawal but there 

should be a faculty signature signifying consultation with the student.  If the second proposal is 
adopted, a limit on the total number of W's, he would want the student to have both faculty and 
advisor signatures because there will be an implication that did not exist before (obtaining a W would 
not be significant if a student can take an unlimited number of them). 

 
If an advisor is to assist a student, Professor Cardwell said, the advisor must know if a student 

is proposing to drop a course.  For example, there might be consequences in terms of the sequence of 
courses the student is taking. 
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Dean Green said he agreed that the process of dropping a course should be less private than it 
has been and should include discussions with the faculty member and the advisor.  That is an occasion 
for intervention; he said that he talks with students and turns the discussion into an opportunity for 
counseling that is often fruitful for the student.  Presumably advisors do the same.  If there is to be a 
limit on the number of W's there will need to be a petitioning mechanism to accommodate life 
circumstances (for example, he said he knew of cases where a recovered alcoholic had W's due to the 
alcoholism, which is not the same as casually taking W's).   

 
One difficulty for students could be having timely conversations, Professor Ahern said; the 

University would have make a commitment to make the process work and that faculty would be in 
their offices to talk to the students.   

 
This would mean eliminating the ability of students to use the web to take a W, Dr. Faulkner 

pointed out.  Students would then need to get a form somewhere; that form could not simply be 
available anywhere because the Office of the Registrar would not know who signed the form.  Those 
are implementation issues, Dr. Swan said; use of the form could be controlled and perhaps the process 
could be electronic. 

 
Dr. Simmons said she was glad to hear Dean Green's comments.  She has spent a lot of time as 

an advisor and knows there are many competent students who will not talk to faculty.  At the same 
time, surveys indicate people make it through the University because of human contact with faculty 
and advisors.  While she is not a fan of bureaucracy, it would be helpful if policy would require 
students to talk to faculty.  She also told the Committee she has seen a lot of transcripts for people 
returning as adult students who are embarrassed by their earlier college performance; she said she has 
been surprised that more people do not negotiate for an I rather than take an F in a course.  Earlier 
intervention in many of those cases would have helped. 

 
Professor Hirsch said he supported the proposal but had two concerns.  One is 

implementation: will students have to traipse all over campus with a piece of paper?  Second, this 
proposal assumes all faculty are nice people; some students drop courses because they do not like the 
faculty member or the instruction being offered, which would make a face-to-face meeting between 
student and professor more problematic.  Learning that could be instructive for faculty, Dr. Shaw 
commented.  That is where the advisor comes in, Professor Cardwell said; if a faculty member 
routinely causes problems for students, the advisor can carry that message to the chair/head or the dean 
because some intervention is needed. 

 
In response to a request from Professor Ahern for a motion, Dr. Shaw moved that the 

Committee support the proposal that a student must consult with the faculty member and the advisor 
before obtaining a W during weeks 3-8 of a semester and that there be a separate process for students 
who have an emergency and who must leave school.  Dean Green suggested that those responsible for 
implementation should consider the implications of a paper system versus an electronic system. 
 
5. Accountability Reports 
 
 Professor Ahern next inquired of Dr. Swan the status of the University's responses to the 
legislative accountability riders.  Dr. Swan said that an outline of the responses to two of the riders 
should be ready in early December (one calls for the University and MnSCU to write a joint report 
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with a strong metropolitan focus but also considering the state as a whole, the other calls for 
identifying the top five undergraduate programs).   
 
 Professor Ahern said the Committee should see the reports before they go to the Board of 
Regents.   
 
 How much flexibility does the University have in establishing the criteria for determining the 
top five programs, Professor Seashore asked?  Complete, Dr. Swan said, but it will probably use the 
traditional planning criteria of centrality, quality, demand, etc. 
 
6. Subcommittee on Civic Learning 
 
 Professor Sampson reported that the Subcommittee on Civic Learning will soon have its 
second meeting.  They will try to collect as much information as they can about curricular activities 
that look like civic learning and are wrestling with what civic engagement should mean. 
 
7. Classroom Technology Upgrades 
 
 Professor Ahern noted that the Committee on Finance and Planning and the Faculty 
Consultative Committee had both endorsed a resolution calling for greater funding for the classroom 
technology upgrade initiative.  He said he would like the Committee to do so as well; that could be 
accomplished electronically, he said. 
 
 Professor Ahern adjourned the meeting at 3:00 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


