
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, January 23, 2008 

1:30 – 3:30 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), LeAnn Alstadt, William Bart, (George Green for) Gail 

Dubrow, John Kieffer, April Knutson, James Leger, Richard McCormick, Robert 
McMaster, Claudia Neuhauser, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Paul Siliciano, Donna 
Spannaus-Martin, Molly Tolzmann, Douglas Wangensteen, Joel Weinsheimer 

 
Absent: Emily Ronning, David Zeller 
 
Guests: Lynell Williams (SMART program); Susan VanVoorhis (Office of the Registrar); 

Lynn Holleran (Office of the President), Katherine Himes (Office of the Provost) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) SMART program; (2) NCAA recertification; (3) old business (student-rating-
of-teaching form, Fs bracketed by Ns, possible cap on the tuition band] 
 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting and welcomed back Professor Weinsheimer, who 
has been on leave, and Dean and Vice Provost Robert McMaster, attending his first meeting of the 
Committee in his new position. 
 
1. SMART Program 
 
 Professor Wambach then welcomed Lynell Williams to the meeting to discuss the SMART 
Learning Commons.  
 
 Ms. Williams distributed copies of a set of slides and explained the SMART Learning 
Commons. The elements include developing independent learners, fostering collaboration, and a 
commitment to excellence. They help students think about how they learn (metacognition)—most 
have no idea how they learn best—and provide a place of "cognitive safety" where they can make 
mistakes in a non-judgmental setting. SMART fosters collaboration across campuses and colleges and 
seeks out ways to connect with existing support programs and to provide students with interaction 
with people different from them. In terms of excellence, they help students understand what it means 
to excel and to develop tools for a lifetime. The program has strong support, both financial and 
philosophical, from the central administration. 
 
 The SMART Learning Commons provides one-on-one learning support, academic training 
workshops (mostly tied to specific courses), and Peer-Assisted Learning (a collaborative learning 
model in a course, where an undergraduate student models how to approach course materials and 
integrate them with applications outside the class, and helps students learn how to learn).  The staff 
consists mostly of undergraduate students, with a few graduate students. 
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 The PAL program involves peer facilitation of cooperative learning experiences, modeling of 
effective behaviors, integration of content-specific study strategies, and emphasis on transferable 
skills. The benefits include active engagement with peers and course materials, collaboration with the 
instructor, and alignment with the course syllabus (the peer facilitators attend class once per week and 
work with the faculty member).  
 
 In the PAL pilot semester , fall of 2006, they had over 160 students and 12 peer facilitators 
involved; participation was required for orientation to a CFANS major and strongly encouraged but 
optional for some SEAM communities.  Ms. Williams presented data on the results for Animal 
Science students in introductory chemistry courses:  Participants achieved higher grades in 2006 and 
2007 than did students who took the course in 2005 without the SMART PAL program.  Analysis of 
the results suggested that they helped middle-performing students move up but did not significantly 
change the rate of Ds, Fs, and Ws.  The data from the program has led the math department to ask for 
SMART support for its classes. This is the pilot year for PAL support in Math 1031 and 1051, where it 
is structured as a fully integrated component of the course.  
 
 The SMART program also works with advisors to provide meaningful individual contact, 
early direction and intervention, accurate representation, and recruitment.  
 
 Professor Weinsheimer asked if the learning and academic skills center still exists (it does) 
and whether the SMART program duplicates it.  Ms. Williams said it does not because it still provides 
credit classes, which SMART does not, but they are an excellent partner on space and staff, and not-
for-credit programs.  
 
 How do they choose which courses to work with, Professor Weinsheimer asked, and does 
their participation require the consent of the department and instructor?   They started with high-
enrollment, high-risk classes, Ms. Williams said, and they work with the department chairs and 
faculty.  They have limited their PAL program to math and chemistry so far, but they are going to 
work with some CLA classes as well.  Originally they provided support to CFANS students taking 
chemistry but this year all students in Chem 1011/1015, 1021, 2301, and 2302 and were contacted 
directly and invited to participate.  They do work with the instructors. They did not work with the 
Department of Chemistry initially since the first contact there was through CFANS support, but they 
have been invited in by the math department.  
 
 Some units are touchy about how their courses are taught, Professor Leger observed, and some 
departments might be sensitive to SMART involvement. Ms. Williams agreed. What do they do to 
market to students, Professor Leger then asked?  Some may need it but not know about it. Ms. 
Williams described the various ways they try to reach students. 
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Ms. Williams for her presentation. 
 
2. NCAA Recertification 
 
 Professor Wambach turned next to Lynn Holleran (Office of the Chief of Staff) and Katherine 
Himes (Office of the Provost) to provide an update on the NCAA recertification process. 
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 Ms. Holleran began by explaining that the NCAA has had a certification process since 1993, a 
process that parallels accreditation.  This is the second time the University has gone through it (it is on 
a ten-year cycle); last time the process began in 1999 and ended in 2001 while this time it began in 
2007 and will end in 2009.  The University's position is now very different:  in the last certification 
process it had two separate athletic departments and was in the middle of a major academic scandal in 
men's basketball.  Now there is one department and there is no scandal. 
 
 Last summer the President charged a steering committee with oversight of the process, chaired 
by Associate Vice President Gail Klatt, the University Auditor.  The committee has student (including 
student-athlete), faculty, staff, and alumni members; the process takes about 18 months.  The oversight 
committee has three subcommittees (academic integrity, chaired by Provost Sullivan, governance and 
rules compliance, chaired by Associate General Counsel William Donohue, and equity and student-
athlete well-being, chaired by Vice President Rusty Barceló); the focus of the discussion at this 
meeting is on academic integrity and alignment of the program with the institutional mission. 
 
 The recertification process is an opportunity to examine intercollegiate athletics, to celebrate 
what is done well and to identify areas where improvements can be made.  It is also an opportunity for 
outsiders to engage with the programs and learn more about them. 
 
 Ms. Holleran reviewed the timeline of the recertification process, which will be completed in 
spring, 2009.  The University develops a self-study report by May 1, the NCAA reviews it, the 
institution has an opportunity to respond to the analysis, there is then a peer-review-team visit that 
leads to a report, that report is reviewed by the institution, and all the materials are then provided to 
the NCAA review body, which issues a final decision.  The peer-review visit will take place in 
October for approximately three or four days.  She said that they intend to have a draft self-study 
report later in the semester that should be reviewed by this Committee. 
 
 Dr. Himes reported that the PEL (President's Emerging Leader) group is also looking at the 
process and working with the three subcommittees.  Ms. Holleran added that it was thought to be 
beneficial to have the PEL group look at the process, which, although like accreditation, takes longer 
and the NCAA asks for more specific information; the PEL group will compare the athletic self-study 
process and compare it with similar processes in order to determine if it might be useful for other 
units.   
 
 One of the elements of the recertification process is a report on what the institution has done 
since the last certification, Dr. Himes explained.  One concern is the graduation rate of African-
American athletes, which was an issue raised in 1999 during the previous NCAA certification cycle.   
They will be addressing that issue; the Committee discussed the need for coordination between the 
student-athlete academic support office (the McNamara Academic Center for Student-Athletes) and 
the Office of Admissions when academically-"at-risk" student-athletes are being considered for 
admission. 
 
 Dr. Knutson said she believes the Department of Athletics does a good job of working with 
instructors.  She has been contacted about student-athletes in her classes and is provided a chance to 
rank them and comment on their participation, all by email.  It is very easy.  They also let instructors 
know when the athletes must be out of town.   
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 Professor McCormick observed that the graduation rate of student-athletes is higher than that 
of the general student body.  Professor Wambach said, however, that nationally, institutions with a low 
graduation rate see student-athletes graduate at a higher rate than the institutional average—but when 
the institutional graduation rate is high, student-athletes tend to graduate at a rate lower than the 
institutional average.  Minnesota falls in the category of having a lower general graduation rate, so 
student-athletes graduate at a higher-than-average rate.  In part they do better because they have 
consistent support for four years, which most students do not have.  Ms. Holleran said this issue will 
be included in the review of the McNamara Center, a unit that most Division I institutions have for 
student-athletes.  On average at Division I schools, she added, student-athletes graduate at a higher 
rate than the general student body.   
 

Professor Weinsheimer said he believed the majority of Division I student-athletes succeed is 
because they must learn time-management skills they need to excel in their sport.  It may be that the 
athletes in the non-revenue sports are raising the graduation rate and the rate in the revenue sports is 
lower, which would be a serious problem if it is true.  He said he was glad to hear that the process will 
include a look at admissions; it may be that the University is admitting people it ought not to admit, 
which would be a failure of integrity on the part of the institution.  The NCAA tries to get at that issue, 
Professor Wambach said, and was critical of the University in its investigation of the basketball 
scandal because it did not have control over the processes that led to the scandal. 

 
Professor Leger asked how the McNamara Center is supported.  Ms. Holleran said that 

athletics provides some of the funding; the office reports through the Vice Provost for Undergraduate 
Education to the Provost—an arrangement that is quite different from that at other institutions.  The 
Provost also provides significant funding for the office, Professor McCormick observed. 

 
Professor Wambach recalled that the "Clayton Committee," appointed after the basketball 

scandal, recommended the formation of two athletic committees.  The Faculty Advisory Committee on 
Intercollegiate Athletics was intended to be a strong firewall on academic issues, while the Advisory 
Committee on Athletics deals with non-academic issues.   

 
The incentives to be certified are powerful, Dean Green commented, so institutions will make 

the data look as good as possible—this is not an occasion when people will reflect deeply on the 
relationship between student-athletes and the institution.  Even in the non-revenue sports the time 
demands are much greater than on an athlete at a Division III institution, and at a cost to the student, 
although some of that cost is offset by the support provided.  The certification is not the time to raise 
questions, but he said he hoped that between certifications there can be an examination of the time 
commitment and a reining-in of the hours student-athletes are expected to spend on athletics.  Those 
demands cost them in other parts of their lives.  Dean Green acknowledged that the student-athletes 
are often not the "victims" but are instead willing participants.  Professor Wambach said this is an 
example of the complexity of athletics; she added that no one institution can go it alone in trying to 
make changes.  There are national discussions taking place about the time commitments required of 
athletes. 

 
Professor Bart agreed that if one wanted to consider the impact of being a varsity athlete, the 

hours per week committed should be considered.  Time on task is related to achievement, and if 
students spent more time athletics, they will spend less on academics.  But they are still graduating at a 
rate higher than the rest of the student body, Professor Wambach noted. 
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Professor Wambach thanked Ms. Holleran and Dr. Himes for their presentation. 

 
3. Old Business 
 
 Professor Wambach turned to several items of old business. 
 
-- She has been working with the students on the student-rating-of-teaching forms about their 
questions (the student-release questions).  She has not gotten a response from the Student Senate about 
abbreviating the list and changing the scale so has convened an ad hoc group to make revisions and 
create a more limited set of questions.   The timeline is to have the new forms ready by spring 
semester—there will be student-release questions and the forms will be done, she assured the 
Committee.  The idea was that the Student Senate would propose questions and SCEP would approve 
them, but the policy does not say that; the Senate action says that this Committee has final authority.  
The Student Senate had the fall semester to deal with the questions and decided they wanted no 
changes, but that was not an acceptable answer given what students indicated in the pilot use of the 
forms last year.   
 

Professor McCormick said that if the issue is to be opened up again, Professor Wambach 
could mention that if the release questions were about the course and not the instructor the University 
could require them to be open.   Few instructors currently release them because they are similar to 
questions used  personnel decisions.  Other institutions do make them known, Professor Weinsheimer 
pointed out, and this one could as well if it had the will.  Students were not enthusiastic about the 
Illinois system, which provides the names of the top-ranked instructors without releasing scores.  
Professor Wambach said the Illinois system would be valuable to students but would not have the 
detail the Student Senate thinks students want.  After struggling with this for over six months, they 
will identify six questions that are not redundant and use them now—and  try to engage the Student 
Senate in this process.   
 
 Only about 10% of faculty agree to release the student-release-question results.  The problem 
is deeper than simply a failure of faculty to check the right box, Professor Wambach said.  Faculty 
must agree to release them before they know the results, so it is risky.  If someone has taught a course 
for 10 years and knows the results, he or she will likely release them.  But if someone is offering a 
new course, or making big changes in an existing course, or if the teacher is a graduate student looking 
for a job, releasing the numbers could be a problem.  The information could also present a problem for 
P&A instructional staff:  1 of 5 instructors may receive a statistically-insignificant lower score than the 
other 4, but the students will flock to the 4 anyway, which can create a negative self-fulfilling 
prophecy on the basis of a trivial difference in scores.   
 
 Dr. Knutson expressed concern about going around the Student Senate, but Mss. Alstadt and 
Tolzmann said the Student Senate had been unresponsive, which had been frustrating.  Professor 
Wambach said it was her goal to act on the feedback from the pilot, which made it clear there were too 
many questions, too many were redundant, and the scaling was wrong.   
 
 They also need to identify where on the form the instructions will be and not simply rely on 
student proctors.   
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 David Langley in the Center for Teaching and Learning is developing a set of optional 
questions that instructors can use, but there is need to decide on a reasonable process for using them.  
They will probably have to be online in order to avoid the time and expense of producing many 
different specialized paper forms. 
 
 Dean Green said he would be grateful if Professor Wambach spared the Committee any 
further discussion of the issue.  

 
-- The Committee discussed the potential problem of Fs bracketed by a subsequent N.  Ms. 
VanVoorhis provided data on the question.  Since fall, 1999, on all campuses, there have been 22,842 
bracketed F grades.  Of those, an N has been used to bracket an F 22 times.  These 22 grades involved 
16 students.  Professor Wambach concluded this is not a significant problem.  But even with the 16 
students, does the Committee want to adopt a policy ensuring that it never happens?  If doing so 
entails only rewriting one line of computer code, that would be easy. 
 
 Ms. VanVoorhis reported that all brackets are manual.  So in each case, they would have to go 
back and look at the previous grade.  So they would look at 22,000 to catch 22, Dean Green observed.  
When people in graduate admissions and elsewhere look at transcripts, they'll catch the bracketed F, 
Ms. Phillips commented—and to first flunk a course, and then receive an N in it, is not going to look 
good in any event. 
 
 Professor Wambach asked if it would be a good idea to prohibit awarding a W when a student 
has been accused of cheating, which is also the current CLA policy.  Ms. VanVoorhis said the decision 
was up to the Committee and her office would work to figure out a way to enforce it.  The faculty are 
very individualistic on this point, Dean Green said; there are no department decisions, although one 
might ask a colleague what he or she has done.  There is no corporate practice.  Some faculty may tell 
a student to take a W and leave the course, Ms. Phillips observed.  There is a continuum, Professor 
Leger said, from minor violations, where an instructor does not want to assign an F, to a major 
violation.  Guidelines would be a good idea but the Committee should not REQUIRE a specific action 
when cheating has occurred.   (A point of clarification after the meeting:  The CLA policy is about 
students attempting to evade a grade as a result of an academic integrity issue.  It is not about 
establishing a policy that states when a grade of F should be assigned for incidents of academic 
misconduct.) 
 
 Professor Weinsheimer commented that the number of Fs in his classes is very small and there 
are only a miniscule number of Fs given because someone cheated.  There is a larger group of students 
who register for a course but fail to complete it; his conscience, he said, doesn't allow him to give 
them an F.  Dean Green pointed out that he can give them an I, but it will convert automatically to an 
F after one year.   
 
 Ms. Alstadt said that a student may have wasted three year in a major if the instructor can give 
an F for cheating for a major-required course and the student is barred from retaking the course.  She 
said it is fairer to leave the matter up to the instructor; she said she would trust the faculty would talk 
with the student.  Professor Wambach recalled that Professor Neuhauser had argued that the 
immutable F was too harsh a penalty and that instructors need options. 
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 Professor Wambach concluded that the data do not suggest that students are using bracketing 
in large numbers to change their GPAs.  The Committee did not disagree.  Dean Green added that the 
Committee should also agree it would not ask Ms. VanVoorhis's office to engage in a labor-intensive 
process in order to treat an F followed by an N differently from other bracketed grades.   
 
-- Another issue that had been raised earlier was whether students enroll for over 20 credits in 
order to shop for courses, intending to drop one or more of the courses.  Ms. VanVoorhis and John 
Kellogg (from Institutional Research) provided data for the Committee to consider. 
 
 From fall, 2002, to spring, 2007, there were 915 students who registered for more than 20 
credits and took no I or W for the courses (including students who registered for 31, 32, and 33 credits 
(one each)).  There were 358 students who registered for more than 20 credits during that same period 
who DID take Is or Ws (and in a number of cases cancelled all of their courses).  Ms. VanVoorhis 
emphasized that these data were for ALL courses at the University for all five years; she concluded, 
given the numbers, that she is satisfied with the existing policies.  The percentage of students with Is 
and Ws (of those who enroll for more than 20 credits) is higher than the percentage for students who 
enroll for the more usual 15 or 16 credits, she added, so one might hazard a guess that students who 
register for more than 20 credits do get an I or W more often than other students. 
 
 So about 350 students, out of thousands, enrolled for more than 20 credits and then cancelled 
or took incompletes, Professor Wambach observed.  She concluded the Committee had done its "due 
diligence" and that this is not a big problem that requires attention to the tuition band, although it can 
encourage advisors to work with students who are taking more than 20 credits.  The Committee 
agreed. 
 
 Professor Wambach adjourned the meeting at 3:30. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
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