
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, April 9, 2003 

1:00 – 3:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Martin Sampson (chair), Wilbert Ahern, (George Green for) Victor Bloomfield, 

Vernon Cardwell, Shawn Curley, Scott Ferguson, Gretchen Haas, Frank Kulacki, 
Marsha Odom, Kim Pinske, Mary Ellen Shaw, Mary Sue Simmons, Craig Swan 

 
Absent: Dale Branton, Carol Miller, Karen Seashore, Douglas Wangensteen 
 
Guests: none 
 
[In these minutes: (1) graduation rate data; (2) data on grade distributions for the University; (3) policy 
on continuous registration/leave of absence requirements; (4) letter on undergraduate education in a 
time of budget cuts; (5) requiring students to remain on campus during breaks] 
 
 
1. Graduation Data 
 
 Professor Sampson convened the meeting at 1:05 and turned to Vice Provost Swan to lead a 
discussion of graduation rates.  
 
 Dr. Swan distributed a handout containing six graphs and a table.  The first three graphs 
tracked the four-, five-, and six-year graduation rates for the Crookston, Morris, and Twin Cities 
campuses for entering cohorts from 1982 to 1998.  The Crookston graph had short lines because it 
only became a four-year institution in the mid-1990s.  The Morris campus lines trended upwards to the 
mid-1990s and then dropped slightly.  The Twin Cities campus lines showed a steady increase in 
graduation rate at all three levels.   
 

Dr. Swan recalled that the administration is committed to bringing to the Board of Regents 
graduation rate goals and expected dates that they will be achieved.  For the Twin Cities, the goal is a 
four-year graduation rate of 50%; the other two campuses are still formulating the appropriate goals.  
The Morris campus four-year rate peaked at about 45% for the 1993 cohort and then dropped slightly; 
the six-year graduation rate for the 1993 cohort peaked at nearly 70% and then also dropped slightly; 
Dr. Swan commented that Morris had apparently reached a plateau earlier and is now showing some 
variability.  The recent drop in rates is being examined by the Morris campus.  The Twin Cities 
campus four-year graduation rate for the 1982 cohort was about 10%; by the 1998 cohort, that rate had 
increased to about 30%.  Increases of similar magnitude occurred in the five- and six-year graduation 
rates for the Twin Cities; the six-year rate for the 1996 cohort was about 55%.  Morris, Dean Green 
observed, has trouble on a much higher plane than the Twin Cities. 

 

                                                 
* 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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The second set of graphs presented the four-, five-, and six-year graduation rates for each of 
the freshman-admitting colleges on the Twin Cities campus.  Some of the graphs represent only small 
numbers, Dr. Swan cautioned, because some units only recently began to admit freshmen.  The 
graduation numbers count students no matter what college they graduated from and are attributed to 
the college where they began.   

 
The one table of data contained graduation and retention rates for transfer students for the 

Twin Cities campus as a whole.  These are more difficult to track, Dr. Swan said, because students 
enter the University at different times in their academic careers.  There is, as a result, no good 
definition of a "cohort" for transfer students.   

 
 Professor Sampson referred to the graphs of graduation rate of Twin Cities colleges and noted 
that General College has a five-year graduation rate of about 30%, which is about the same as the most 
recent four-year graduation rate for the Twin Cities campus as a whole.  Does it make sense to include 
General College students in the Twin Cities data?  General College students are not the ones the 
University bets on to graduate in four years and General College's activities are designed to allow 
students to receive the education they need to transfer to other colleges.  In many ways it is like a five-
year program; is it reasonable to count those students in the Twin Cities four-year rate?  What is the 
Twin Cities graduation rate not counting General College? 
 
 Dr. Swan said the Twin Cities rate sans General College can be calculated.  Different people 
have different views about including General College data.  It would be awkward to count General 
College in the five-year rate but not the four-year rate; that could lead to arguments that other colleges 
or units should only be counted in certain rates.  There is another argument:  Any student admitted to 
any college on the Twin Cities campus should be counted.  Different Big Ten schools have special 
admissions programs; it just happens that the Twin Cities focuses those students in a particular 
college.  Such programs are more diffused at other Big Ten schools but the students in them are 
counted in the graduation data for the institutions.  The University must include all freshman-
admitting colleges if it is to report honestly on the Twin Cities campus. 
 
 Professor Sampson agreed but said it is anomalous if, to take an imaginary example, the 
astrophysics program takes five years but its students are counted in the four-year graduation rate.  The 
University is not aiming for a 100% graduation rate, Dr. Green observed, so there is room to keep all 
of the data in the report for the purposes of consistency.  The more programs there are in the mix, the 
more the University will be satisfied with a number less than 100%.  Most majors that take more than 
four years also take more than four years on other campuses, he added, so that is not the source of 
differences between Minnesota and other schools.  Dr. Swan concurred; he noted that engineering 
degrees are typically 128 credits, but one can take 16 credits per semester and finish in four years, and 
IT graduation rates compare favorably to the campus as a whole.  The University must be careful 
about defining programs narrowly or it could be accused of manipulating the data. 
 
 Dr. Shaw added that General College programs are not defined in a way that they take more 
time; all of a student's credits count toward a degree.  General College should not be removed from the 
Twin Cities rates and General College should be charged to improve its graduation rate. 
 
 What about part-time students, Dr. Green asked?  The University had used different data for 
different reports.  Under quarters, freshman graduation cohorts were defined by the number of students 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     3 
April 9, 2003 
 
 

 

who came to the University with 0-39 quarter credits regardless of whether they were full-time or part-
time.  For other reports (e.g., the federal government, the NCAA, etc.), the freshman cohort was 
defined as "first-time, full-time" students, regardless of the number of college credits a high school 
student might have at the time of matriculation.  Several years ago the University decided to use one 
definition for all reports, the "first-time, full-time" definition, which allows for the most direct 
comparison with other institutions.  Dr. Swan quipped that given the number of students who enter the 
University with PSEO credits, the University might have one of the highest three-year graduation rates 
in the country! 
 
 It is important to look at the rates in individual colleges, Professor Cardwell said.  They should 
be an indicator, if a college is far below the norm of the campus, that a college needs to make an effort 
with students in its programs.  EVERY program should be working to achieve higher graduation rates, 
he said.  All of this information is shared with the colleges and is part of the compact discussions, Dr. 
Swan said. 
 
 One additional piece of information the Committee should see, Dr. Swan said, is the number 
of credits students have at graduation by college and major, although he did not have a recent report 
for this meeting.  There are large variations in these data because some students with double or triple 
majors may have 180 credits so it may appear that something is wrong in a major.  On a related matter, 
it appears there may be a bill to restrict state grant eligibility to 120 credits; the state, short of money, 
is trying to identify a way to save.  The 120-credit limit was the rule in the past but it was increased to 
150 credits; now there is an effort afoot to pull the limit back.  Woe to the student who changes 
majors, Dr. Green remarked.  Or who chooses the Institute of Technology, Dr. Shaw added.  
 
 With respect to the college data, Professor Ahern commented, General College may have a 
low rate but over 13 years it has made the most dramatic improvements.  That reflects the fact that 
General College has taken the issue very seriously, Dr. Swan said. 
 
2. Grade Reports 
 
 Dr. Swan turned next to tables of data on grades awarded.  He pointed out that the Committee 
had a grading subcommittee in 1998 that recommended, and the Senate approved, provision of an 
annual report to the Senate on grades.  The report called for reporting the average grade awarded by 
campus, college, designator, and course level, as well as the number of grades and percentage of the 
grades awarded that were A's.  The intent of the subcommittee was that sharing information about 
average grades could spark discussion among faculty about appropriate grading behavior.  There was a 
Harvard report recently that suggested the same strategy; Minnesota adopted it several years ahead of 
Harvard but Harvard, of course, got the publicity. 
 
 What purpose do the reports serve for the governance system and the administration, Professor 
Kulacki asked?  They will not have much impact on individual faculty members.  That will not be true 
if the dean says to the department head that grades in a department are out of line, there is grade 
inflation, and the faculty need to look at them, Dr. Green responded.  Local anomalies, say within a 
given department or a program within a department, generally cannot be corrected when faculty 
members have tenure, Professor Kulacki maintained. 
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 There are two strategies involved, Professor Cardwell said.  He was not concerned about 
higher grades in low-enrollment courses.  For high enrollment courses, with grades that are either 
disproportionately high OR low, administrators need to address the problem.  If instructors do not 
respond, then there need to be questions about their grading procedures and policies.  It is an 
opportunity to look at how instructors decide grades and an opportunity to educate the faculty. 
 
 Professor Kulacki nonetheless wondered what the Committee could do to use the data 
constructively.  This may be a case where the perfect is the enemy of the very good, Dr. Green said; 
the Committee should not give up on circulating the data if 80% of those who are out of line look at 
their own behavior as a result.  Professor Ahern suggested that the Committee could contemplate 
asking units to explain the grading patterns, as better administrators will do in any event, and confine 
the request to those that are significantly different.  Asking the question would lead a department to 
confront the issue.  Professor Cardwell agreed.  He said that in his college those departments with 
grades that were considered to be out of line to make a report to the college curriculum committee.  
That creates an awareness beyond the department that there are anomalies. 
 
  Professor Sampson observed that some faculty think that departments taking student course 
evaluations seriously leads inevitably to grade inflation because student ratings are all the departments 
look at.  If the University does not collect grade distribution data, it is not in a position to send credible 
signals to faculty that the university also values grading standards.  Doing so is important reassurance 
to faculty who are not inflating grades and who are outstandingly effective teachers. 
 

Addressing her question to those who teach courses, Dr. Simmons asked if a grade measures 
how much a student learned or how well the instructor taught?  Most would see it as a mark of student 
performance, Dr. Green replied, but most faculty are also concerned about a lot of low grades in a 
class, a lot of withdrawals, and a lot of students who drop out.  Those will be taken as a signal of 
discontent.  Some may take pride in the withdrawals ("it is a tough syllabus, 25% leave, and students 
are doing real work") but most do not. 

 
Many faculty take seriously the question of how much a student learned during the semester, 

Professor Sampson said.  If they discover that many students learned a great deal, they will defend a 
high percentage of high grades--but that is not where one typically finds a high percentage of high 
grades.   

 
Professor Kulacki said that peer evaluation of teaching should be used.  If there are a lot of 

dropouts and low grades, the instructor should be evaluated.  There should be peer evaluation before 
anyone jumps to conclusions.   
 
 As required by policy, the data will be presented to the Senate for information. 
 
3. Continuous Registration 
 
 The Committee returned to the issue of continuous registration and approved (10-1 with no 
abstentions) the following motion for the docket of the Twin Cities Campus Assembly (this is a Twin 
Cities policy only) to change existing policy concerning continuous registration and leaves of absence. 
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4.  Re-admission:  Undergraduates are expected to maintain continuous registration. 
Undergraduates who have not been granted a "leave of absence" (see #12) and who do not 
register for two consecutive semesters a semester (in day school or University College, but 
excluding summer session) shall be placed on "Inactive" status. Following one semester of 
non-registration, a student Students shall be sent information regarding both the meaning of 
Inactive status and the University's Leave of Absence policy at matriculation. Students on 
Inactive status will need to contact their college office or the appropriate University College 
office (for students not wishing to remain active in their current program and not decided 
about an alternative) for approval to regain Active status before registering for another term. 
 
Students in good academic standing at the time they became Inactive should routinely be 
allowed to return to Active status.  
 
12. Leave of Absence (LOA):  All colleges shall have a leave of absence policy for students 
who plan to leave school for more than two a semesters. Students who follow the policy and 
whose leave is approved in accord with college policy need not apply for re-admission when 
they return. Colleges may condition re-admission on availability of space in a program, and if 
so, must caution the student that re-admission will be conditioned upon availability of space.  
 
All students shall be informed, when they request a leave, whether they will be held to old or 
new program requirements upon their return. If the leave of absence is for more than two 
academic years (i.e., four semesters), the student must follow new program requirements. 
 
COMMENT: 
 
The Council of Undergraduate Deans recommended to the Committee on Educational Policy 
that the leave of absence policy be amended so that any time a student intends not to enroll for 
a semester he or she should obtain a leave of absence if he or she contemplates returning to the 
University later. The current policy allows students to leave ("stop out") for one semester and 
return without consequence the next semester. This change would require a student to obtain a 
leave of absence if leaving for even one semester. 
 
The Committee agreed with the Council that the change would help students think more 
carefully about "stopping out" of school. It would also set in place a mechanism by which 
students will be notified that they need to obtain a leave of absence (if, for example, they have 
not done so but have not enrolled, they will receive a letter indicating they should seek a leave 
of absence). 
 
A major reason for the change is to create the expectation that the University expects 
continuous registration, expects them to enroll for four years, graduate, and leave. By allowing 
students to "drop in" and "drop out" without talking to a college advisor, the University 
implicitly encourages students to prolong their undergraduate education. 
 
Students would learn about this policy during orientation, would receive a yearly reminder the 
University sends via email, and there would be a posting on the web during registration. The 
Office of the Registrar will work the colleges on the timing of the notification to students that 
they have been placed on inactive status; that notice would come sometime after the second 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     6 
April 9, 2003 
 
 

 

week of the term. Students who do not register at the end of the assigned queue and have not 
requested a leave of absence will be sent a reminder that they should register, that help is 
available, and if they do not register by the start of classes next semesters that they will be 
placed on inactive status. 
 
Finally, the new policy would simplify the processing of financial aid because the University 
would have more definite knowledge about students who would and would not need aid. 

 
4. Letter on Undergraduate Education 
 
 The Committee next took up a draft letter Professor Sampson had prepared concerning 
possible harm to undergraduate education because of budget cuts.  The letter, the text of which 
follows, was approved by the Committee. 
 
 Professor Odom (as did several other Committee members) endorsed the letter and then went 
on to raise a related point.  They have a tenure-track position that has been in place for over 30 years, 
she said, but they have been told that it may not be filled because of lack of funding and the campus 
will use adjuncts.  They are barely able to meet their teaching commitments with the full-time faculty 
they have now, she said, and she was concerned that they would have fewer and fewer tenured/tenure-
track faculty in the future.  Is there any sense this is happening across the University?  Dr. Green said 
that in CLA, for example, the budget for adjunct instruction is being reduced and more faculty are 
teaching high-enrollment courses.  Professor Odom said she is seeing an increased size of class 
sections but was uncertain that they would be able to keep tenured/tenure-track faculty positions when 
they come open.  Professor Ahern said he did not see any shift to more adjunct teaching at the Morris 
campus; if anything, they have seen a decline in teaching by non-tenured faculty. 
 
 Dr. Swan noted that there is a Senate policy limiting the number of non-tenured/tenure-track 
faculty in each unit unless the unit obtains an exception from the Executive Vice President and 
Provost.   
 
 Dr. Simmons also supported sending the letter and recalled that there was also an initiative to 
provide more support for undergraduate advising.  With the emphasis on increasing the four-year 
graduation rate and on continuous registration, the funds that were added for advising should also be 
retained, she said. 
 
 The letter to the President read as follows: 
 

Dear President Bruininks: 
 

This letter is a unanimous statement of concern from the Senate Committee on 
Educational Policy. 

 
Our committee has noted that impressive progress has occurred in the University's 

teaching mission during the past five years.  It is evident to all that under your watch, the 
Provost and Provost's office were a significant part of that accomplishment.  We do not want 
the current fiscal circumstances that confront the University to undo this progress. 
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We worry that budget stresses that lie ahead may unintentionally do exactly that 
through a quiet undermining of what has been achieved.  

 
Many of the steps accomplished in recent years required a modest shift of faculty 

effort and/or of University funds.  First year seminars, for example, are faculty taught because 
departments have been willing to assign faculty to these low enrollment classes.  Writing-
intensive courses benefit students with comments on first drafts because faculty have time and 
incentive to work with students on writing in conjunction with teaching the subject matter of 
the course.  Renovations have made attractive learning spaces out of classrooms that suffered 
years of "deferred" maintenance.  Incorporation of contemporary electronic instructional 
technology in many of these rooms has enriched student learning and facilitated distance 
education. Significant improvements in undergraduate advising have occurred and are crucial 
to enhanced student learning and satisfaction.  All of these illustrative examples required 
budget decisions.  

       
Our concern is that even though no one advocates calling for reduction in the quality 

of the University's teaching, tighter budgets could savage the concept of first year seminars; 
push enrollments in writing intensive classes to levels that preclude sufficient feedback to 
students; stymie the program to complete the renovation of central classroom space; reduce 
advising support for students; and mean that funds are not  available to replace electronic 
teaching equipment as it reaches the end of its expected life.   Such developments would 
create the irony of students paying more tuition for educational programs that in fact are 
deteriorating.   

 
We ask your help in warding off quiet and we believe unintended processes of these 

kinds.   
 

Sincerely yours, 
 

Martin Sampson, Chair 
Senate Committee on Educational Policy 

 
5. Students on Campus Over Breaks 
 
 The Committee has been asked whether a unit may require a student to be on campus over a 
break.  Committee members raised a host of questions, none of which were answerable because no 
additional information was available. 
 
-- Does the student have clinical duties?  If so, it is not unreasonable to require a student to stay. 
 
-- B-based faculty use breaks for a variety of academic activities; that may not be the case here. 
 
-- One needs to know if there is an educational purpose to the requirement, because if not the 

question is not germane to this Committee. 
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-- If the person is a TA, on the payroll, there are technically no breaks during the 9-month 
academic year (although that does not mean the unit has the right to keep someone on campus 
after class-related tasks have been completed). 

 
 Dr. Green said it was not possible to jump to conclusions about the possible answer to the 
question.  It was agreed this issue should be brought back to the Committee when more information is 
available. 
 
6. Length of Break Between Semesters 
 
 In response to the all-faculty email transmitting governance information, including a possible 
discussion about shortening the break between semesters, the Committee had received a considerable 
number of email messages arguing either in favor of or opposed to such a change.  
 
 Mr. Ferguson made a point about the issue.  Many students think the break is too long, he said, 
and to shorten it would allow a true MAY session (that is, in May, not partially in June).   
 
 Professor Sampson said the Committee would not take up calendar reconfiguration this year; 
the issue would have to be put over until next year. 
 
 Professor Sampson then adjourned the meeting at 2:30. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
 


