
Minutes• 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, April 12, 2000 

1:00 – 3:00 
238 Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Judith Martin (chair), Wilbert Ahern, Leanne Baylor, Steve Fitzgerald, Darwin Hendel, 

Gordon Hirsch, Karen Seashore Louis, (Ed Schiappa for) Christine Maziar, Kathleen 
Newell, Marsha Odom, Riv-Ellen Prell, Tina Rovick, Richard Skaggs, Suzanne Bates, 
Thomas Soulen, Steven Sperber, Craig Swan, Rachel Sullivan 

 
Regrets: Emily Hoover, Rita Snider 
 
Absent: Charles Henderson 
 
Guests: Associate Dean Ann Waltner (CLA); John Kellogg (Institutional Research and 

Reporting) 
 
[In these minutes:  CLA junior seminars and transfer students; student academic integrity report change; 
grading data for the Senate; exams during the term not held at regular class time; issues pending before 
the Committee] 
 
 
1. Junior Seminars 
 
 Professor Martin convened the meeting at 1:10 and welcomed Associate Dean Ann Waltner to 
talk about the junior seminar program in the College of Liberal Arts.  The Committee heard about the 
freshman seminars, she recalled, and talked about using junior seminars for transfer students. 
 
 Dr. Waltner distributed copies of a brochure containing information about the junior seminars 
offered during spring semester 2000.  She related that at enrollment time she is concerned both about 
courses that are over-enrolled and courses that do not fill up, and "topics" courses often do not fill up 
because when students plan their schedules they rarely leave open a slot for a "topics" course.  These are 
regular courses but appropriate for non-majors and include an introduction to the University and to the 
libraries. 
 
 Several issues were raised in the ensuing discussion. 
 
-- Has there been any follow-up with students who took the seminars to find out if it is valuable to 

have a junior-level equivalent to the freshman seminar?  No, but it would be useful to do so. 
 
-- The Committee was worried that while much attention has been given to enriching the freshman 

experience, many students come to the University as transfers; what is being done for them?  Is 
this more of an issue for CLA than for IT or Biological Sciences? 

                                                 
• 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 
represent the views of, nor are they binding on, the Senate or Assembly, the Administration, or the Board of 
Regents. 
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-- Has there been any conversation with instructors about the seminars comparing them to regular 

courses?  Not systematically, but the fact that these courses are in a brochure labeling them as 
junior seminars does not transform the curriculum.  She does talk with the instructors to be sure 
there is a library instruction component to the class, Dr. Waltner said; these kinds of courses are 
among the favorite of instructors because the topics are what are on the instructors' minds.  Using 
them as junior seminars is a mechanism to increase enrollments in the courses and to allow 
faculty to teach more of them.  Promoting them to non-majors, said one Committee member, 
could change the dynamics of the classroom and make the classes more exciting. 

 
-- Is the increased enrollment in the courses additions to schedules or simply changes?  Dr. Waltner 

said she did not know.  Some of the courses in the spring were cancelled due to low enrollment; 
they do not have a transformative effect on the curriculum.  But there are also not as many 
transfer students in the spring.  Fall is different; there are 1200 transfer students and they all 
register through advisors.  The advisors have the roster of these seminars available. 

 
-- This is a good idea and one hopes it works well.  Transfer students are often needier than 

freshmen students; it would be useful to institutionalize the experience so that transfer students 
receive a welcome and introduction to the University.  Such students, however, can also be more 
focused on getting through.   

 
-- It appears that IT and CBS do not have anything in place oriented specifically to transfer students. 
 

Professor Martin thanked Dr. Waltner for joining the meeting and asked that any information 
compiled about the seminars be forwarded to SCEP. 

 
2. Student Academic Integrity Report 
 
 Professor Martin next referred to an email sent to Committee members from Professor Sperber, 
who had expressed support for the position taken by Professor Rabinowitz at the meeting of the Senate 
Consultative Committee.  Professor Rabinowitz and others had opposed requiring students to sign a 
statement saying they would report anyone they saw cheating on an exam.  Professor Martin reported that 
the Special Senate Committee on Student Academic Integrity had decided, after a considerable series of 
email exchanges, to withdraw that proposal and instead only ask students to sign a statement that they had 
not cheated on the exam.  Separate from this affirmation would be a statement urging students who 
observed any cheating to report it to the instructor or the proposed Office of Academic Integrity.   
 
 Committee members expressed satisfaction with this change. 
 
3. Grading Data for the Senate 
 
 Professor Martin now welcomed John Kellogg from Institutional Research and Reporting to 
provide the latest draft of a report to the Senate on grades.  Mr. Kellogg distributed copies of the report 
and briefly described its construction; the data presented were for fall semester 1999.  Once the 
PeopleSoft historical record is complete, the same reports can be run for any previous term.  (It was noted 
that some of the data originally compiled by the ad hoc SCEP subcommittee on grading is already 
available on the Web, by college, at http://www.evpp.umn.edu/evpp/histgpa/histgpa.htm.) 
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 There were a number of points clarified during the discussion. 
 
-- The data are only for undergraduates. 
 
-- The data are by designator "owned" by a college or unit; the data reflect the grades awarded to 

students in courses regardless of their college of registration. 
 
-- The data are by CLASSES, not student:  data are for 1-XXX classes, which may include students 

at any level (although data by level could be provided). 
 
-- The cells with fewer than 10 students are suppressed, in order to protect student privacy, although 

the numbers are included in the totals.   
 
-- The data includes College of Continuing Education/University College students unless they are 

specifically registered in a graduate or professional program. 
 
--  The %A grades is a percentage of ALL grades (including pluses and minuses) A,B,C,D,F,S,P,N.  

The GPA, however, is based only on A-F grades. 
 
-- There are no comparative data available from the Big Ten or other peer schools. 
 
 It was agreed that the data, which will be distributed at the Senate meeting, should also be 
provided to department chairs.  There was also discussion about making the information available on a 
Web site, but how that might be accomplished, and under what circumstances, was left open to further 
discussion. 
 
 It was noted that one cannot know if there has been "grade inflation" from this report, which only 
covers one term.  Professor Martin recalled, however, that the grading subcommittee had news reports, 
articles, and other information from around the country indicating the likely existence of grade inflation, 
and the issue has certainly been part of the national conversation. 
 
 There are caveats that need to be attached to these data, it was said.  There was a huge change in 
what was reported in Fall, 1999, and what was reported in previous fall terms because of the change to 
semesters.  In looking at grades over time, moreover, one can identify huge changes within units, both up 
and down.  These grades represent one slice in time and could be idiosyncratic; in order that these data are 
really useful there will have to be a longer time series.  Interpretation of THIS report, alone, is 
problematic.  On the hand, said another Committee member, to attach a lot of caveats suggests there is 
something to be worried about; it does not appear from the data that that is true.  Professor Martin said the 
report will be put in the context of the grading subcommittee report.   
 
 The presentation should be forward-looking, said another Committee member.  It is now possible 
for the University to examine these data in a systematic way.  One should be very cautious about 
comparing grades from the quarter and the semester calendars. 
 
 Professor Martin thanked Mr. Kellogg for working so hard with his colleagues to develop a report 
that was useful and readable. 
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4. In-term Exams Not During Regular Class Time 
 
 Professor Martin turned next to Professor Soulen, who distributed a handout addressing the issue 
of classes that schedule exams during the term that are not at the regular time of the class.  When exams 
are scheduled at other times, a number of students find themselves with conflicts between their other 
classes and the exam.  Professor Soulen said that while this issue has been prompted by the specific 
conflict between students who take Biology and Chemistry courses (Chemistry schedules exams at times 
different from the courses), he wanted the discussion focused on the matter more generally. 
 
 Professor Soulen's handout read as follows: 
 

The advent of semesters has exacerbated some already difficult scheduling problems.  Having 
only two terms per year has necessitated offering more and/or larger sections, especially in 
repeated, large enrollment courses.  Such changes have made suitable classrooms--often not 
easily located previously--even more difficult to find.  Another consequence is that administering 
examinations is more difficult in classes that are now large enough that most seats are filled. 

 
A tempting technique that could alleviate problems associated with midterm exams is to schedule 
those exams outside of regular class time, at times when suitable rooms are likely to be available.  
Although this mechanism alleviates problems for units that employ it, such a practice impacts the 
University negatively in a variety of ways and should not be permitted. 

 
RATIONALE 

 
STUDENTS' SCHEDULES.  Under semesters, students already can have less flexibility in 
scheduling required classes.  They should not have to take on the added problem of having to 
avoid conflicts generated by scheduling yet another block of time for midterm exams.  We have a 
responsibility to facilitate students' progress toward their degrees; establishing unnecessary 
roadblocks does not do so. 

 
SPACE AVAILABILITY (GENERAL).  With classroom space already at a premium, no unit 
should be permitted to tie up ANY rooms for an entire semester simply for the sake of 
administering two or three midterm exams. 
 
SPACE AVAILABILITY (LATE AFTERNOON) AND STUDENTS' SCHEDULES.  To 
alleviate problems resulting from overcrowding the schedule at more "popular" times, 
units were directed to schedule more classes in mid to late afternoon.  Despite that directive, those 
hours still tend to be used less for classes generally and therefore are the most likely ones units 
might wish to use as "midterm times".  However, since such hours are critical in many laboratory 
classes and also often work well for Freshman and other seminars, using this time slot can not be 
viewed as a way to try to make out-of-class time midterms feasible. 

 
FAIRNESS.  Classes in a number of units are large enough to be able to benefit from scheduling 
exams outside of regular class time (there is the bonus of extra lecture time, in addition to helping 
with administering exams).  Without enough rooms to go around (sprinkled throughout hours of 
the day and days of the week), no units should be privileged while other are not.  
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 Professor Martin reported that in the specific case of Chemistry, IT Associate Dean Peter 
Hudleston has explained why IT courses do what they do and said that because he is now aware of the 
problem he will watch it.  It is also his position that responsibility for making accommodations for 
students who encounter a conflict rests with Chemistry. 
 
 The Committee discussed this issue for some time, both with respect to the specifics of the 
Biology-Chemistry problem as well as more generally.  It was agreed that the Committee would adopt an 
Interpretation of the POLICY ON CLASSES, SCHEDULES, AND FINAL EXAMINATIONS--For 
Semesters that had been adopted by the Senate.  [That policy provides that " b) Examinations during the 
term (e.g., mid-terms) shall be given only during the regular class sessions, and may not be held at times 
other than the regularly scheduled class period, subject to the following conditions:  Exceptions may be 
made by instructors only for the purpose of giving make-up exams; Any examinations outside of regular 
class time during the term must be approved by the dean of the college; Any examinations to be held 
outside of regular class time must be listed in the published class schedule;  Accommodation must be 
provided to any student who encounters an academic conflict, such as between an examination scheduled 
outside of regular class time and the regular class period of another course, or if two exams are scheduled 
to be held simultaneously outside of regular class time."] 
 
 One option would be to prohibit exams offered during the term from being given at any time 
other than regular class time.  This, however, would have an effect on Crookston, it was reported, which 
in some cases gives exams in the evening when there are no conflicts with other classes.   
 
 Another option is to make it clear that the responsibility for accommodating the student with the 
conflict is the responsibility of the department holding the exam outside of the regular class time and that 
the class has priority over the exam. 
 

There was discussion about the extent to which students are and should be responsible for their 
own educational plans and for knowing about such conflicts.  If SCEP is too prescriptive students will 
lose responsibility for their own education, it was said.  On the other hand, it was said, students have a 
right to expect that the University will deal with structural problems that prevent learning and not require 
individual negotiations to address them.  This is a structural problem because a number of students are 
affected. 
 

There was also recognition that many other large classes offer exams in smaller rooms than are 
desirable by varying the content of the exam itself. 
 
 Committee members drew a distinction between (1) exams offered at times different from the 
class and (2) field trips.  In the case of field trips, it was noted, many are offered on Saturdays. 
 
 It was agreed that any Interpretation adopted by the Committee should be circulated to the 
Council of Undergraduate Deans before being presented to the Senate for information. 
 
5. Issues Pending 
 
 Professor Martin drew the attention of Committee members to a one-page list of the issues that 
are still pending before it, noting that some are more important than others and some are simply on the list 
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to serve as reminder that the Committee occasionally tracks them.  Committee members offered the 
following observations and comments. 
 
-- Changes in class sizes with the change to semesters is important and data should be presented to 

the Committee. 
 
-- Peer review of instruction is related to post-tenure review.  Professor Martin wrote earlier in the 

year to Dr. Bruininks reminding him of the Senate policy and asking that it be implemented more 
evenly across colleges and units.  Most units would say that they do peer review of instruction; 
the question is whether the University wants to move to an evaluation system that would be more 
time-consuming?  Concerns about peer review are that it be developmental, not summative, and 
that it not create a lot of make-work.  The Center for Teaching and Learning Services is ready to 
help departments in this regard. 

 
-- Publication of the data on student evaluation of instruction is not where it should be; the 

administration thought it would be farther along than it is.  Senate policy provides that the data 
may be disclosed when the instructor has authorized it; few instructors have signed the 
authorization.  The data will be put on the web when possible.  It was noted that the data to be 
made public are from the 10 additional questions authorized by the Senate concerning the 
learning structure of a class, not the evaluative questions; the difference needs to be clarified for 
faculty.   

 
-- Grading forms will remain as they are, for now; Dr. Swan cautioned patience.  It is hoped that in 

the future it will be possible to enter grades via the Web, but there have not been the needed funds 
to do so.  At present efforts are being directed to financial aid and student records, which is more 
important.  Changing the grading forms, however, is part of the plans. 

 
 To the extent grades become web-based, faculty could make them available anywhere and 

anytime, so students would always know what of their work has been graded.  It would be a 
student's responsibility to check the web to be sure that the grades for course work appear. 

 
-- It is increasingly the case that the value of baccalaureate education is connected to what students 

do immediately after graduating.  The Committee should discuss this connection between the 
baccalaureate and employment.   

 
-- The Committee has monitored distance education closely in the past but less so this year.  One 

big issue is whether the Committee should think about things differently from how others are 
thinking about them, or if IT should say anything about implementation.  Does the Committee 
have anything useful to say?  

 
The Committee should not address the topic in detail until the University decides it will invest in 
distance education; right now there is no money for it.  Distance education is very expensive.  It 
would be premature to talk about the subject except at a modest level.   
 
That it is very expensive does not mean distance education is not being offered--or that the 
Committee should not talk about it.  Some distance education is seen as a way to CUT costs.  It is 
not clear that there are any POLICY matters before the Committee, however.  
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The Committee knows that other institutions are doing more than the University, but it is not 
clear that those efforts are good or bad, either. 
 
It is important that there be items about distance education before the Committee.  One question 
is if it involves course delivery or the delivery of an entire program.  There are questions of what 
quality standards should apply.  People do not even know what is going on their own campuses--
and there is more being done all the time.  There are also intellectual property questions that 
remain unanswered. 
 
The Committee should receive an update on the Distributed Learning Workshop, about which it 
heard earlier in the year.  Professors Skaggs and Green were asked to look at the materials 
distributed by the DLW representatives to try to assess the perspective of the University on its 
activities. 
 
Distance education is not a "one size fits all" enterprise.  Some units or campuses could find it 
more advantageous than others.   

 
 Professor Martin thanked everyone for coming and adjourned the meeting at 2:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


