
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, October 10, 2001 

1:30 – 3:30 
N202 Morrill Hall 

(Part II) 
 
Present: Wilbert Ahern (chair), Patricia Cavanaugh, Shawn Curley, Christina Frazier, Frank 

Kulacki, Geri Malandra, Christine Maziar, Kathleen Newell, Marsha Odom (by 
teleconference), Martin Sampson, Karen Seashore, Mary Sue Simmons, Craig Swan 

 
Absent: Scott Ferguson, Steve Fitzgerald, Gretchen Haas, Gordon Hirsch, Carol Miller, Mary 

Ellen Shaw 
 
Guests: Provost David Carl, Mr. Jay Hesley (University Center at Rochester); Associate Dean 

Gerald Rinehart (Carlson School of Management) 
 
[In these minutes: (2) syllabus policy, civic learning, accountability riders, evaluation of teaching; (3) 
improving graduation rates; Part I will follow in the next week or so] 
 
 
2. Committee Business 
 
-- SYLLABUS POLICY   Professor Ahern next reported that he had been informed that two 
members of the Senate Consultative Committee had reacted negatively to the proposed policy on 
syllabi--on the grounds that if the policy only required a syllabus, with no further elaboration, then it 
was empty:  someone could meet the technical requirement of the policy by handing out to a class a 
piece of paper with the word "syllabus" on it and nothing more.  He said he would take the policy to 
the Senate Consultative Committee on November 1; if there are questions, they can be brought back to 
this Committee in time to be addressed so the policy can be put on the docket of the December Senate 
meeting. 
 
 Professor Curley asked if there is any more content in the policy; Professor Ahern said the 
substance is in the Classroom Expectations Guidelines, which include recommended syllabus 
contents.  He added that the Committee and the Senate cannot prevent an abuse of a policy.  Dr. 
Maziar reported that the Graduate School Executive Committee had discussed the draft SCEP policy 
and endorsed the effort. 
 
-- CIVIC LEARNING SUBCOMMITTEE   Appointment of the civic learning subcommittee is 
nearly complete; Professors Sampson (from this Committee) and Professor Boyte (the Humphrey 
Institute) will co-chair it.  He said he hoped the subcommittee would begin meeting soon. 
 
-- ACCOUNTABILITY RIDERS   The Committee will be asked in December to react to drafts 
in response to two of the legislative riders:  the ones asking for identification of the high-priority 
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undergraduate programs and for post-secondary coordination, especially in metropolitan higher 
education.   
 
 Dr. Maziar reported that the "Commission on Excellence" called for in another of the riders 
does not yet have all its members so has not yet begun its work.  If and when it does issue a report, this 
Committee will be asked to comment on it. 
 
-- TEACHING EVALUATION   The Committee earlier expressed an interest in knowing about 
the status of peer evaluation of instruction; other issues of concern related to teaching evaluation have 
arisen among the student and faculty members of the Senate Consultative Committee (SCC).  One of 
those issues is about the use of the information gathered and the unevenness of use across units; 
students expressed concern that the information is not being used at all.  SCC asked for a joint 
Educational Policy/Faculty Affairs subcommittee; Professor Hendel has agreed to serve as chair and 
Professor Rabinowitz from SCC has agreed to serve as a member.   
 
 Professor Ahern said he would suggest that the subcommittee take up peer evaluation and that 
student evaluations be considered as one part of peer evaluation.  The subcommittee should explore 
how the evaluation results are used as well as investigate better and best practices. 
 
 The subcommittee should also evaluate the implementation of policy, Professor Seashore 
suggested.  The subcommittee will have a huge job if it is to obtain accurate information; it will have 
to conduct interviews and surveys on a sensitive topic (that involves deviation from expectations and 
significant differences of opinion among faculty and deans on how the policy should be implemented). 
 
 Professor Kulacki agreed and urged that the Committee make this a high priority; the 
Committee should let the faculty and students know it is serious about the matter, even if the work 
takes two years.  The tone in the state, he said, is to call the University to task on this issue.  Professors 
Goldstein and Ahern should develop a plan that will lead to a clear picture of teaching at the 
University.  He suggested that some colleges could be looked at, as case studies. 
 
 The selection of and charge to the subcommittee will be important, Professor Ahern agreed, as 
will the resources provided to support its work.  It will require staff support and assistance from 
departments and deans.   
 
 Another issue the subcommittee should take up is the comments women instructors receive on 
evaluations; some are inappropriate.  Professor Sampson said that in his experience the problem is 
often with "large males and female teaching assistants"; if the subcommittee could address the 
problem it would be a helpful contribution. 
 
3. Improving Graduation Rates 
 
 Professor Ahern next welcomed Associate Dean Gerald Rinehart to discuss "Improving Our 
Graduation Rates:  The Report of the Graduation and Retention Subcommittee of the Council of 
Undergraduate Deans."  [The report can be found at http://www.evpp.umn.edu/evpp/gradrate/]  The 
report, a very good one, Professor Ahern said, deals with the Twin Cities campus; Morris and Duluth 
also have groups working the same issue.   
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 Dr. Rinehart said that one general issue for discussion is whether or not the University's low 
graduation rate is a problem.  As the subcommittee worked on the subject, it learned that there is not 
uniformity of view.  His own view is that it is the University's biggest problem, tied to a number of 
other issues, but some do not agree. 
 
 On the Twin Cities campus, Dr. Swan reported, the graduation rate for undergraduates after 
six years is about 50%.  It is at the bottom of the Big Ten, Professor Ahern added, and 50th of 50 
among major research universities.   
 

Dr. Maziar commented that when she was considering taking a position at the University, she 
was almost dissuaded because she thought the low graduation rate was the hallmark of programs in 
disarray.  Dr. Rinehart said that that is not true, but they do hear about it from parents of students 
coming to the Carlson School of Management; CSOM graduation rates are acceptable but the issue 
affects the identity of the entire University.  One would think that improving the graduation rate would 
help in the legislature, Professor Sampson said; the statistic is an embarrassment nationally. 
 
 Professor Kulacki said that in IT, by the sophomore year students are holding part-time jobs, 
which leads them to take courses out of order and lose ground.  How to deal with the student who 
works is part of the problem.  The evidence on working students is mixed, Dr. Swan responded; some 
believe students work because the University is in an urban area and so on--which is a way to talk 
one's self into the status quo.  Family incomes appear to be same as for students who do a lot better in 
terms of graduation rate.  There is evidence that students work a lot; the question is if the University 
has academic policies that facilitate or encourage students in ways that is not in their best interest.  
There is a belief that parents do not support students as well as in other states; Dr. Swan said he did 
not know if there is evidence to support that belief. Dr. Swan said he believed that all of the arguments 
made do not explain very well the situation at the University. 
 
 In addition, Professor Ahern observed, students start out full-time but then become part-time; 
the change is not clearly tied to economic circumstances.  It must be something in the water, he joked.   
 
 Dr. Rinehart asked why students work more.  If the University is less attractive, that makes the 
working world more attractive.  This Committee might consider how to make the University more 
concerned about and more supportive of students.  The issues it deals with get at the heart of the 
question "does the University care about me as a student, even get in my face about it?"   
  
 The Committee considered a seven-page list of issues raised by the retention/graduation 
subcommittee report.  Four of the 29 issues listed were proposed to come to the Committee for 
consideration: 
 
-- Dean's approval for less than full time registration (under discussion but no action taken) 
-- Midterm grade reports--at minimum require midterm notification in 1-xxx courses for students 

whose work is below C- with email notification to students and advisors (under discussion, 
will be reviewed by SCEP) 

-- Require faculty approval for students to withdraw during weeks 3-8 of semester.  Currently 
students can withdraw during this period without any approval.  Withdrawals after 8th week 
require approval of collegiate scholastic standing committee.  (Under discussion with SCEP.) 
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-- Consider overall limit on number of withdrawals a student can use during his/her 
undergraduate career.  If approved, limit would likely be 3 or 4.  (Discuss with SCEP.) 

 
 Dr. Swan noted that the last one would require a change in Senate policy.  The requirement of 
mid-term grades would need broad support.  He said that some of the recommendations have been 
acted on; the list is intended to generate discussion and new ideas.  One new idea that has emerged 
recently is not charging tuition for credits after the 12th; that would require a change in rates and create 
a VERY strong incentive for students to carry a full load.  At present, with the 13th and subsequent 
credits half price, students who take advantage of the opportunity do pay 11-12% less than students 
who do not.  This would increase the savings considerably.  The incentive could also be structured so 
that once students complete their degree they must pay the full cost of instruction, Dr. Maziar added.   
 
 Another possibility that has been suggested is that colleges be given the authority to graduate 
students, rather than asking them to apply to graduate:  students who have completed all the credits 
necessary for a degree would be informed that they have graduated. 
 
 Ms. Frazier commented that the proposals would be of help but they do not address the need 
for positive reinforcement all four years.  The freshman year is more structured; as students get farther 
along, there is less structure.  It would help students if there were more positive experiences all four 
years.  Dr. Maziar pointed out that for juniors and seniors in degree programs classes are usually 
smaller and many programs have a capstone project.  The University puts more money into upper 
division education.  The assumption is that they become part of the community as upper division 
students but are not as integrated when they are freshmen, Professor Ahern said.   
 
 Freshmen live on campus, Ms. Frazier commented, while juniors and seniors tend not to and 
lose their connection to the campus.  In that respect the University is making progress, Dr. Swan said; 
far fewer students consider themselves commuters than was the case 20 years ago.   
 
 To what extent are students connected to a program, in a department culture, by their junior or 
senior year, Professor Curley asked?  Dr. Rinehart said students must declare a major when they reach 
60 credits; that is a new policy, from two years ago, Dr. Swan added.   
 
 The junior year is emerging as an important year, Dr. Rinehart said; satisfaction declines as 
students are on campus longer.  There is a sense that when students declare a major it may not be their 
first choice or they are not sure about the choice.  It may be necessary to "reinvent" the University for 
juniors.   
 
 It could also be that departments are not offering the courses students (juniors) need, but the 
students don't complain so no one knows, Professor Sampson said.  He went on to comment that he 
was troubled by one element of the conversion to semesters:  in the College of Liberal Arts faculty 
were encouraged to offer 3-credit courses, students were expected to enroll for five courses, and there 
was an expected relationship between the number of credits and seat time.  There are, however, many 
distinguished institutions at which it is acceptable for students to register for four courses, at four 
credits each.  Perhaps a quiet move to 4-credit courses is in order so that students take 16 credits.  
They would then only need to show up for four courses.  A related issue is that a lab in the sciences 
counts as a credit hour while studying documents in a library does not.   
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 Dr. Maziar observed that the University is not anomalous in being a major research university 
on the semester system; how do other schools structure their courses?  The ones with which she is 
familiar, she said, have predominantly 3-credit courses.  Yale and Harvard have 4-credit courses, with 
students expected to take four courses per term, Professor Sampson said. 
 
 Professor Newell related a story about how she had to push hard on administrative offices to 
get help a student needed.  Students get fed up with this kind of resistance, she said.  Ms. Frazier 
agreed emphatically.  In those cases, Dr. Swan said, he hoped people would bring the matter to his 
attention--his office can find out if someone was having an off day or if there is a system problem that 
needs to be solved. He agreed that there are too many cases when students do not get the help they 
need from University staff. 
 
 That same issue existed in the 1960s, Professor Kulacki said, when he was a student here.  It is 
necessary to inculcate in the staff that the reason they are employed is to serve students and, 
secondarily, faculty, and to encourage adult behavior in students to take the curriculum seriously.   
 
 Professor Ahern recalled serving on a committee a long time ago to identify bottlenecks to 
graduation; one question is how retention has changed over the last 20 years or so.  It was much worse 
before, Dr. Swan said; there have been recent improvements in retention and graduation but if the 
University does not make a continued effort, the improvements could stall. 
 
 Professor Kulacki said the Committee would have to look at the curriculum more closely in 
order to recommend policy.  He emphasized that limiting the number of withdrawals is important.   
 
 Professor Ahern asked about the status of the four recommendations; Dr. Swan said that he 
and Dr. Rinehart would draft language for formal consideration by the Committee.   
 
 Dr. Swan then reviewed the status of the remainder of the 29 recommendations.   
 
 Professor Ahern noted that any statements or policies will speak to four very different campus 
situations.  Some of the policies could be system-wide; others might applicable only to the Twin Cities 
campus and should be taken up by the Assembly Committee on Educational Policy.   
 
 Dr. Maziar said she was uncomfortable with the language of retention; it sets the bar too low.  
The goal is to help students graduate and be successful; students do not want to be "retained."  The 
language is OK for Committee discussion, she said, but the talk at the University should be about 
student success.  
 
 Professor Kulacki said he had minimal policy expectations and that the campuses should do 
what they need to.  For the Twin Cities campus, there needs to be a hard look at what goes on in the 
larger colleges, which make or break the University's reputation.   
 
 Professor Odom reported that she will be at a conference next week focusing on accountability 
and retention.  The emphasis will be on developing more ownership of retention efforts by the 
academic units.  One can spend time on orientation, learning communities, and so on, but if there is no 
tie to academic content, one is missing the boat.  She promised to provide the Committee with 
information.  
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 Professor Ahern adjourned the meeting at 3:35. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


