
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Assembly Committee on Educational Policy 

Wednesday, March 6, 2002 
1:00 – 3:00 

238A Morrill Hall 
 
 
Present: Wilbert Ahern (chair), Shawn Curley, Scott Ferguson, Steve Fitzgerald, Christina 

Frazier, Gretchen Haas, Frank Kulacki, John LaBau, Geri Malandra, (Naomi Scheman 
for) Christine Maziar, Carol Miller, Marsha Odom, Martin Sampson, Mary Ellen 
Shaw, Mary Sue Simmons, Craig Swan 

 
Absent: Patricia Cavanaugh, Kathleen Newell, Karen Seashore 
 
Guests: Dan Kelly (Minnesota Student Association)  
 
[In these minutes:  (1) change the grading policy by limiting course withdrawals; (2) Senate statement 
on graduation rates; (3) 13-credit rule on the Twin Cities campus] 
 
 
 Professor Ahern convened the meeting at 1:05 and first read a letter from one of the recipients 
of the graduate/professional teaching award expressing appreciation.  He reported that he had reached 
all of the candidates by the Monday after the last Committee meeting to notify them they had received 
the award. 
 
1. Changes to Withdrawal Policy 
 
 The main theme of today's meeting is retention and graduation rate issues, Professor Ahern 
said, and the first item is a proposal to change the University grading policy with respect to 
withdrawals from courses.  He circulated copies; it provided for two changes:   
 
-- the signature of the instructor and the college advisor would be required for any student to 

withdraw from a course during the third through eighth week of classes, but this signature 
would signal consultation, not permission (the instructor would not be able to veto a 
withdrawal), and 

 
-- a student would be permitted to withdraw from courses (during the third to eighth week of 

classes) no more than three times without college scholastic committee permission (under 
current policy, any withdrawal after the eighth week requires scholastic committee 
permission; there was not proposal to change that requirement). 

 
Other materials were also provided to the Committee, including an email from Mr. Dajani, 

Chair of the Student Senate Consultative Committee, expressing the opposition of that committee to 
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the proposed changes in the policy on W's.  His message read in pertinent part as follows: 
 

"The most important outcome of our discussions was that the coordinate campuses 
should be given the pleasure of determining their own withdrawal policies, with respect to 
timing and number of them.  Each representative felt that the uniqueness of his/her campus 
demanded this courtesy. 

 
"Secondly, SSCC tended to agree with the larger assemblies' feelings, that 1)  There is 

no sound basis on which to judge the appropriate number of withdrawals, thus the system 
should remain status quo, at least until some research can be provided to illustrate any 
potential benefit to any restrictions. 

 
"2)  Requiring students to "visit" their professor(s) or advisor(s) prior to withdrawing 

from a class (from 4-8 weeks), is not a good idea.  Some of the rationale is as follows: 
 

"a)  It is a violation of their rights as independent adults.  Each student has a unique 
situation, which they are most fit to determine. 

 
"b)  Regarding the rationale that a meeting with the prof/adv might avert a poor, 

unsound decision based on one exam, for many classes, no tests have been given, no grades 
assigned, by the 3rd week of classes, and thus this reasoning held less merit that it at first 
appeared to hold. 

 
"c)  Many students, especially in larger colleges, have multiple advisors...this is an 

untenable situation, that a student might have to run around trying to get appt with 3 adv, to 
simply withdraw from a class. 

 
"d)  Once again with respect to advisors, to see such an adv in the larger colleges takes 

weeks sometimes, turning the whole process into a headache of migraine proportions. 
 

"e)  there was a fear that "consultation" of fac/adv would turn into "permission," 
further down the line. 

 
"Finally, I must be fair and indicate that Crookston's student assembly was in 

agreement with SCEP and CUD's proposed W policy changes.  The full text of that message is 
in the hands of the student reps to your committee." 

 
 Dr. Swan distributed data on W's for the Twin Cities campus.  The more W's a student has 
(whether measured in credits of W or number of W's), the less likely it is the student will graduate, and 
there is nearly a linear (negative) relationship between the cumulative number of W's and graduation, 
as follows: 
 
Students with    Percentage  Percentage Did 
    Graduated Not Graduate 
 
O credits of W   54.2  45.8 
1-4 credits of W   56.6  43.4 
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5-8 credits of W   44.1  55.9 
9-12 credits of W  34.7  65.3 
13+ credits of W  23.3  76.7 
 
The data are for W's obtained after the second week of classes and do not include students who cancel 
completely for a term.  A similar relationship exists when one makes the same tally with the 
NUMBER of W's (rather than CREDITS of W).  The more W's a student has, the less likely he or she 
is to graduate. 
 
 These results are consistent with national numbers, Dr. Swan reported.  The major conclusion 
of one national study is that continuous and full-time registration puts students in the best position to 
graduate.  If students delay or drop out for periods, they are less likely not to graduate (the problem is 
DWI:  the more drops, withdrawals, or incompletes a student has, the less likely he or she is to 
graduate).  These data do not argue for a particular policy change but they argue for something.  
 
 Over the next hour and 45 minutes Committee members offered a number of comments and 
views. 
 
-- Dr. Shaw said she was not sure that just because there were lower graduation rates for students 
with more W's that a policy change would have any effect; students who were unable to take another 
W would simply leave school.  Dr. Swan agreed that prohibiting an additional W should include other 
intervention with the student, and there is always the possibility of appeal in exceptional 
circumstances. 
 
-- Professor Sampson said it will be difficult to get the message to the faculty that the signature 
for the withdrawal is not to grant permission but to signal the student talked to the instructor.  Faculty 
will wonder why they are wasting time in the discussion or will wrongly convince a student to stay in 
the class.  This may not be a sensible proposal. 
 
-- Students are concerned that a W can reflect a difficult relationship with an instructor, 
Professor Ahern said, and to require consultation could be counterproductive or it would simply not 
happen.  The language could be revised to require consultation only with the advisor (and he later 
agreed with Dr. Swan that the intent was the COLLEGE advisor).  Or have a statement on a form that 
it is a good idea to talk to an instructor, allowing the student to check if he or she has or provide an 
explanation of why not, Dr. Scheman suggested. 
 
-- Mr. Ferguson noted he had three advisors (hence Professor Ahern's suggestion of the college 
advisor) and noted that it can take time to get an appointment with an advisor; a student might not get 
into see the advisor in time to meet the eighth-week deadline.  It took him two weeks to get in to see 
his college advisor last time he needed an appointment.  There would be a need for give-and-take, Dr. 
Swan commented; a student could not decide at 11:55 p.m. at the end of the eighth week, but a college 
would have to make a good-faith effort to be sure advisors were available as needed.  (The peak 
demand on advisors probably comes when the tuition refund begins to drop, Ms. VanVoorhis 
speculated.) 
 
-- This policy would apply to degree-seeking students, not, for example, part-time adult students 
in the College of Continuing Education, Dr. Swan said.   
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-- Dr. Simmons said she supported the views expressed by Mr. Dajani about students as 
independent adults who are fit to determine their own situation and take responsibility for the 
decisions.  Dr. Swan rejoined that there are areas where the University considers students adults who 
can make decisions but other areas where it does not; if students were allowed to make all their own 
decisions, there would be no liberal education or major requirements because it would be assumed 
each student could make the best educational choices for himself or herself.   
 
-- The policy change(s) would apply to all students enrolled in programs that lead to a bachelor's 
degree, but not to graduate or professional students. 
 
-- If the objective is to try to achieve more continuous enrollment and a higher graduation rate, 
why not put that message on the form and on the screen when a student registers or withdraws from a 
course, Professor Odom asked?  The best practices say students should talk with their advisors and 
faculty; there could be a flashing message to them to do so and to caution them that withdrawal could 
jeopardize their chance of graduation.  Professor Ahern said he could not understand why the 
University would not do that irrespective of any policy change the Committee might approve.  Ms. 
VanVoorhis said that a message could be added. 
 
-- Requiring a faculty signature is problematic, Professor Miller said, because if the faculty 
member encourages a student to stay in the class, the faculty member will be under pressure to see that 
the student succeeds.  There is not enough advising support, she said, to let students know that taking a 
W will deter graduation. 
 
-- Professor Sampson noted that there policy change envisions three time periods with respect to 
the W: 
  
 --the first two weeks of class, when a student has an unencumbered right to withdraw; 

--the third through eighth week, when a student has an encumbered right to withdraw (after  
obtaining the signature indicating consultation with advisor and instructor); and 

 --after the eighth week, when withdrawal is difficult (it requires college scholastic committee  
approval) 

 
Why is the second period allowed, he asked?  That means a student's program can be unsettled through 
the eighth week of classes.  It is not as if a student could decide in the eighth week to take a different 
course.  This is not a good thing to encourage.  He suggested changing the W rule in a different way:  
allow students the unencumbered right to withdraw, perhaps through the third week, and provide no 
intermediate option--after the third week, scholastic committee approval would be required.  Students 
would be barred from withdrawing from a course except for a serious emergency.  (Alternatively, the 
student could withdraw without transcript record the first two weeks (as is presently the case), with 
signature or with a W (or both) the second two weeks, and only with college permission after the 
fourth week.) 
 
 Many students do not know enough about their performance in a class to make a decision that 
early, Dr. Shaw said.  By the eighth week, in most classes most students have a good idea about 
whether they will be able to complete them.  It is unlikely there will be a change in instructional 
methods so that students can know earlier in a course. 
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 Professor Kulacki agreed with Professor Sampson's proposal; the earlier the barrier to 
changing, the more of an impact it will have on students.  The W has been a tremendous tool by which 
to manipulate the schedule, he said. 
 
-- There is value in requiring the students have an advisor signature, Dr. Shaw said, especially if 
there is a limit on the number or credits of W.  Students need to be reminded how a withdrawal will 
affect them or how it can throw a program off by up to a year.  Canceling in panic can lead to bad 
things, and students need to realize that. 
 
-- Students would need to talk with an advisor at some point about the financial aid implications 
of dropping a course, Ms. VanVoorhis pointed out. 
 
-- It will be interesting to learn about the impact of the mid-term alerts for students who are in 
difficulty in 1-XXX courses, Ms. Frazier said, and perhaps in the future the University will wish to 
expand the alerts to other course levels. 
 
 There were four options before the Committee at this point, Professor Ahern summarized: 
 
1. Take no action now and see the effect of the mid-term alerts. 
 
2. Require (only) the advisor's signature. 
 
3. Require a signature from the advisor and the instructor. 
 
4. Change the W to the fourth week, which could render the requirement for a signature moot. 
  
 Dr. Swan asked if both the signature(s) and the overall limit were required.  His view is that 
the overall limit, without imposing a signature requirement, would be the best option, but there is 
doubt that the PeopleSoft system could be adapted to implement the policy (that is, barring a student 
from registering once he or she had reached the policy limit on number or credits of W).  Several 
Committee members expressed concern about this system limitation, wondering if it did not make 
useless the proposal for an overall limit, but Ms. VanVoorhis eventually said the policy could be 
implemented by hand, in college offices if necessary. 
 
-- Dr. Shaw reported that there was "a lot of distress" among the advisors in the advising 
network about an overall limit on the number of W's, although some supported it.  The suggestion 
from the advisors was that the Committee should revisit the credit-completion rule.  The policy could 
require that all students complete 26 credits in a year or they will be on academic probation and must 
make up the credits in the summer.   
 
 One problem is that financial aid cannot be carried over to the summer, Ms. Frazier said.  
Students can, however, enroll and not receive financial aid.   
 
 When the Twin Cities colleges used credit completion or GPA, Dr. Swan reported, they used 
different practices, which were later eliminated by Assembly adoption of the uniform undergraduate 
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policies.  Any such policy adopted now, he said in response to a query from Dr. Scheman, would 
apply to full-time students, not part-time. 
 
 Dr. Swan said the Swan-Rinehart committee considered a variant of this idea.  The biggest 
concern is that a student would enroll for 10 credits in fall semester and assure an advisor that the 
balance would be made up later in the year.  What if the student does not complete the required 
number of credits but is a very good student, he asked?  He expressed doubt the University would 
want to enforce a policy against such a student. 
  
 The proposal would create a tremendous amount of work for advisors, Ms. Haas said, and 
expressed support for Professor Sampson's alternative. 
 
-- Professor Miller said she did not understand the pedagogical value of the current policy 
provision that does not allow a student to obtain a W during the third week of classes or later only 
because the student is failing the course (that is, there must be some other extenuating circumstance). 
 
 Professor Curley again summarized. 
 

-- The argument for requiring an instructor signature is that the instructor has 
information the student needs (about how well he or she is doing and what will be required to 
complete the course successfully); against that there are several arguments (they do NOT have 
the information during weeks 3-8, it could be difficult to talk to the instructor, there is a fuzzy 
line between consultation and permission).  There seem to be more cons than pros, he 
concluded. 

 
-- The argument for an advisor signing is not the same as that for the instructor.  The 
advisor will also have information the student needs about the program, although there is a 
feasibility issue in terms of a student being able to see an advisor as needed. 

 
-- In terms of the limit, apart from the question of technical capability, this is something 
that should be approved.  Students would likely not favor a fourth-week cutoff for W's and 
might see that option as more restrictive. 
 
-- The proposal to adopt a credit-completion rule requires more thought and evidence 
that it would be feasible. 

 
-- Mr. Ferguson said students agree there is a graduation rate problem but not on the means 
proposed to address it; the students want more advising, communication, and the problem of varying 
workload per credit addressed. 
 
 The Committee next agreed to divide the policy into three parts:  requiring advisor signature, 
requiring instructor signature, and setting an overall limit on the use of the W.   
 
 The Committee voted 11-2 to remove the instructor as someone from whom a signature would 
be required.  The motion as amended (to require advisor signature for a W) failed 2-7 with 2 
abstentions. 
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 The Committee next  voted 9-1 with one abstention to change the proposal on limiting W's 
from a maximum of three to a maximum of 12 credits. 
 The discussion continued. 
 
-- What happens when a student uses up the W credits allowed, and is not sick, but is perhaps 
taking more than he or she can handle, Dr. Shaw asked?  An overall limit would force students to take 
an F when they could cancel late in the term.  This is punitive rather than helpful, she said.  Professor 
Odom agreed; the entire discussion of setting a limit on the W's does not address the problem and 
creates a lot of hassle for students without getting at the problem in the first place. 
 
 Professor Sampson agreed there would be difficulties if a student had a serious problem but 
did not meet the emergency clause.  Perhaps the number of W's allowed should be raised, giving 
students more latitude. 
 
-- Dr. Swan said he found the data about W's compelling and fundamentally disagreed with Dr. 
Shaw.  He said he did NOT believe it is in the student's long-term best interest to be able to freely 
withdraw from classes; the cumulative impact--which will not be evident to the student at the time--is 
that they will be less likely to graduate.  He said he was taken with Mr. Ferguson's comment at an 
earlier meeting:  students would see a three-W rule as granting them "three mulligans."  An upper limit 
forces students to reflect on what they are doing; they know that each action will have an effect and 
that they must think carefully about what they do.  There is also the safety valve of college scholastic 
committee approval, he concluded. 
 
 Mr. Ferguson alluded to the possibility of freshmen who enroll for too many courses.  He 
agreed that there might be an overall benefit but doubted there would be a benefit to the individual if a 
limit were adopted.  Dr. Shaw said she agreed that too many W's hurts progress to a degree but said 
that putting a limit on the number does not get at the reason students take a W. 
 
 Mr. Kelly said that he had gone through the college scholastic committee to obtain a W; the 
committee pressed him on why the one class and not others.  Mr. Kelly said that if that is the position 
taken by scholastic committees, students who want a W in a course could be pressured to withdraw 
completely. 
 
 Professor Curley said he agreed with Dr. Swan, and noted that the data demonstrate that fewer 
than 10% of students take more 13 or more credits of W.   
 
 Mr. LaBau said that 12 credits gives students quite a bit of leeway, if it is made known to 
them that they only have 12 credits of W permitted.  The limit would make students manage their use 
of the W and the numbers would come down.  
 
 The motion to approve a limit on the number of W credits an undergraduate may take was 
defeated on a voice vote. 
 
 Professor Ahern noted that Professor Sampson raised the possibility of otherwise revising the 
rules governing the W and that Dr. Shaw had suggested use of a credit-completion rule.  What ran 
through the discussion was that there is much to be done on resource allocation critical to helping 
students succeed.   
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2. Graduation Rate Senate Statement 
 
 Two other related items remain, he said.  First, a Senate statement calling for each campus to 
set expectations so that students would graduate in four to five years; he said he would like to have the 
reactions of the vice chancellors for academic affairs at Morris and Crookston before taking action on 
a policy.   
 

Second, there is the proposal for a 13-credit rule, which is a matter for the Assembly 
Committee on Educational Policy.  There is a question whether any action on a 13-credit rule is 
needed, given that the Assembly adopted a policy in 1999 calling on the administration to adopt 
policies to encourage timely graduation.   
 
3. 13-Credit Rule (Twin Cities) 
 

Professor Ahern adjourned the Senate Committee on Educational Policy.  Professor Sampson, 
in Professor Newell's absence, convened the Assembly Committee on Educational Policy. 

 
What about the 1999 policy, Ms. Frazier asked?  Professor Ahern, as a visitor to the meeting, 

said that it tells the administration to do things.  The administration has done a number of things 
effectively to implement the policy.  The question is whether there are certain policy issues (such as a 
13-credit rule) that should be voted on even if they also can be seen as part of the 1999 policy. 

 
There are no instructions in the policy about how to carry it out, Professor Kulacki said.  One 

question is whether the President has the authority to adopt a 13-credit rule, Professor Curley said.  Dr. 
Shaw said a 13-credit rule is a big enough change, and affects students so much, that it should be 
voted on.  There is also the matter of precedent; presumably the administration could have adopted a 
revised W policy as a way of implementing the 1999 policy.   

 
The President and Provost, in their initial letter proposing the 13-credit rule, said that colleges 

have the authority to adopt such a rule, Dr. Swan pointed out.  Some programs already have such a 
rule.  The matter was referred to this Committee in order to have wide consultation.   

 
 Dr. Simmons said she was always worried about a policy allowing for exceptions.  The 
President and Provost's letter explicitly referred to exceptions, Dr. Swan reminded the Committee.  Dr. 
Simmons suggested that the Berkeley model (a copy of the Berkeley rules were distributed to the  
Committee) were more humane, she said.   
 
 If this Committee adopts a statement, Professor Ahern said, it will be up to the Twin Cities 
Campus Assembly Steering Committee to decide whether to put it on the Assembly docket. 
 
 It was agreed that Drs. Shaw and Simmons would draft a statement on a 13-credit rule, which 
would be circulated by email for editing and vote, before the Steering Committee meeting on March 
14. 
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 [NOTE:  Drs. Shaw and Simmons drafted a statement; in the course of email deliberations, the 
Committee voted 8-3 that the statement should be tendered as advice to the Council of Undergraduate 
Deans, rather than as proposed Assembly policy.] 
  
 Professor Sampson adjourned the meeting at 3:00. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


