
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, April 30, 2008 

1:30 – 3:30 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), LeAnn Alstadt, (George Green for) Gail Dubrow, April 

Knutson, James Leger, Richard McCormick, Robert McMaster, Claudia Neuhauser, 
Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Paul Siliciano, Molly Tolzmann, Joel Weinsheimer 

 
Absent: William Bart, John Kieffer, Emily Ronning, Donna Spannaus-Martin, Douglas 

Wangensteen, David Zeller 
 
Guests: Professor Paul Ruden (Chair, ROTC Subcommittee); Susan VanVoorhis, Tina Falkner 

(Office of the Registrar) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) report from the ROTC subcommittee; (2) mid-term alerts; (3) policy review] 
 
 
1. Report from the ROTC Subcommittee 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 1:30 and welcomed Professor Ruden, chair of 
the ROTC Subcommittee to provide the annual report from the subcommittee. 
 
 Professor Ruden said the three ROTC units continue to do well; the joint commissioning will 
take place in May and the speaker will be the Army Chief of Staff, General Casey, the highest military 
officer to have spoken at a University of Minnesota commissioning.  The Navy and Marines will 
commission 11 new ensigns/lieutenants, the Army 19 lieutenants, and the Air Force 9 lieutenants.  The 
students are doing well, with GPAs all over 3.00, and have received many scholarships.  There are in 
the programs 75 midshipmen in the Navy (17 at St. Thomas), 116 Army cadets, and 47 students in the 
Air Force program.  The ROTC students are active in events (Habitat for Humanity, Toys for Tots) 
and provide the color guard at a number of events.  Last year the Army ROTC program was voted the 
number one program in the country, an outstanding accomplishment since the competition included 
essentially military schools and some very large ROTC programs elsewhere.   
 
 The ROTC subcommittee consists of five regular faculty from different colleges; the ex 
officio members are the three commanding officers, one student from each of the programs, and Vice 
Provost McMaster.  They have two meetings per year with the commanding officers and review the 
files of officers nominated to be instructors in the Minnesota program.  Dean Green asked if the 
subcommittee sees a surplus of nominees or if it is one name for one position.  The latter, Professor 
Ruden said, and they have had very few nominated who were not qualified.  If that is found to be the 
case, the service nominates another candidate.  (The University standard is that a senior officer must 
have an advanced degree and a junior officer must either have an advanced degree or be admissible to 
a University of Minnesota graduate program; many junior officers seek advanced degrees during their 
tour of duty at the University.) 

                                                 
* These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of 

Minnesota Senate; none of the comments, conclusions, or actions reported in these minutes represents the views 
of, nor are they binding on, the Senate, the Administration, or the Board of Regents. 
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 Professor Ruden reported that he attended the annual meeting of the naval ROTC programs 
and attended briefings on what is happening across the country.  There is a high priority on increasing 
diversity and training in languages.  There was also discussion of the recently-implemented new 
selection criteria for NROTC scholarships, a change universities may not like because only 25% of the 
decision will be based on the academic record. 
 
 Both the Army and the Navy Marine Corps option programs are growing. 
 
 Ms. Phillips asked if there are significant numbers of dropouts from the programs.   There are, 
Professor Ruden said, but said he did not know how the numbers compared with general retention 
rates on the campus.  While it is not a large fraction of the students, it is not a negligible number (a 
number who drop out do so because of medical issues).  Some resign; which students can do without 
penalty during the first year.  Some students just do not do well in the program, but students receive a 
lot of attention so the problems are usually detected early.  Dean Green asked if the students need a 
higher GPA to stay in school, or higher to stay on scholarship; they do to retain the scholarship, 
Professor Ruden reported.   
 
 Professor Wambach asked about the number of women in the programs.  Professor Ruden said 
it is about 25% in the Navy and about 20% across all the services.  The programs are pretty much on 
track in meeting their objectives; in the Minnesota programs they lack Asians/Pacific Islanders.   
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Professor Ruden for his report. 
 
2. Mid-Term Alerts 
 
 Professor Wambach turned next to Ms. VanVoorhis and Dr. Falkner to discuss the data on 
mid-term alerts, copies of which were distributed to Committee members. 
 
 Dr. Falkner began by noting that the Senate policy requires instructors in 1-XXX courses to 
submit mid-term alerts to students at risk of a D, F, or N.  The policy does not require that they use the 
University system; some have their own system.  But in some courses, the alerts are not provided.  
Vice Provost McMaster noted that alerts are not required for students who may receive a C in a 
course; Dr. Falkner said he is correct but they have the data so they presented it.  A C is supposedly 
the average grade, Dr. McMaster observed, so it is not clear why a student would receive an alert for 
it. 
 
 The data provided to the Committee indicated the final grade for students who had received a 
mid-term alert.  The data were broken down by students who had a C at the time of the mid-term alert, 
those who had a D, those who had an F, and those who had an "unsatisfactory."   The total number of 
mid-term alerts included in the data was about 4400; highlights of the data included the following. 
 
Of the students who had a C at the time of the alert, 8.36% received a final grade of D, 7.33% received 
an F/N, and 5.7% withdrew.  Slightly over 30% received an A or a B. 
 
Of the students who had a D at the time of the alert, 42.37% received a C, 14.87% received a D, 
11.48% received an F/N, and 11.21% withdrew.  13% received a B and 1.87% received an A. 
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Of the students who had an F on the mid-term alert, 19.03% received a final grade of C, 15.11% 
received a D, 29.24% received an F/N, and 27.08% withdrew.  5.44% received a B and 1.59% 
received an A. 
 
Of the students who had an unsatisfactory mid-term alert, 13.03% received a D as the final grade, 
16.49% received an F/N, and 16.89% withdrew.  For this group, about half received a C, B, or A. 
 
 Ms. Phillips suggested, as a control group, surveying the large courses and determining which 
ones did not provide the mid-term alerts and pull the data for the grades of students in those courses as 
well.  Professor Wambach said that she and colleagues had conducted a study where some students 
who were failing received early alerts and others, chosen at random, did not and there were no 
significant differences in the numbers of students who eventually passed the course.  They also 
checked, when General College existed, to see if alerts led to an increase in contact with advisors; they 
did.  CLA found the same thing.  The contact could have been student-initiated or advisor-initiated, 
although it is the advisors who are supposed to take action when a student has received an alert. 
 
 When the decision was made to send mid-term alerts to students, Dr. McMaster recalled, the 
thought was that they would be better for students and that not as many would fail.  One can question 
whether that has turned out to be the case, and one could check the number of Ds and Fs before the 
system was put in place.  If the alert leads to advisor contact, that is ideal.  The idea in the graduation-
and-retention committee, however, was that the alert would be better for students; the data suggested 
that retention is helped by contact and feedback from advisors.  Ms. Phillips cautioned that so much 
has changed since 2001 (when the alerts began) that one could not legitimately compare grade 
distributions.  Her own college, for example, has made a lot of changes during the intervening years. 
 
 Professor Neuhauser asked if the alert is predictive.  Dr. Falkner said she believes it is but said 
it is difficult to tell.  Since it is not mandatory that instructors use the University system, one does not 
know for sure which students received alerts by what system.  She said she was not sure how useful 
the data were.  It may be that some students received an alert that they were receiving a D and went on 
to obtain a B in a course because that was the only course they were having trouble in, Professor 
Wambach said.   
 
 Professor Wambach reported that her department sends midterm grades to all students, who 
like receiving them.  She wondered if it would be worth it for instructors to send alerts to all freshmen; 
the ones receiving As and Bs would appreciate hearing it.  That depends on when the grading events 
occur, Dean Green said; if there are a lot of small events, the students and instructor know, but many 
do not know until after they take a mid-term and receive a rude awakening.  The shock is greatest in 
students' first fall term:  they did well in high school and they suddenly learn they are not doing well in 
college.  There is another small set of students who do not come to class and for whom advisor contact 
has little chance to improve the situation; often there are non-academic reasons that are hard to turn 
around (such as money or responsibility for children).   
 
 One reason to ask that all undergraduate students receive a midterm alert for a low grade is so 
that someone (probably advisors) contacts students, Professor Wambach said.  Is it worth it?  Would it 
be a huge imposition?  They only achieve about 30% participation in the current system, Dr. Falkner 
said (which does not include other systems that instructors or academic units may use).   



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     4 
Wednesday, April 30, 2008 
 
 

 

 
 Vice Provost McMaster asked what the window is for sending the alerts.  They start the 4th 
week of classes and go through the 8th week, Dr. Falkner said.  The Committee wanted students to 
have the information so that they could withdraw without needing permission.  The Committee had a 
robust discussion about classes that do not provide any performance information until the 7th week and 
there were questions about whether that is an appropriate way to teach a freshman course.  There is a 
two-word answer to that question, Professor Weinsheimer said.  He believes there should be grades in 
the third week and thereafter and said he would like to hear why an instructor cannot give an exam or 
paper before late in the term.  To do so is irresponsible.  Dr. Knutson agreed with Professor 
Weinsheimer and said alerts are professors talking to students; many take the initiative to offer 
frequent exams and assignments because students need feedback.  She follows up with students, she 
said.  That is the way it should be, Professor Weinsheimer said; that is more likely in smaller classes 
than large, impersonal ones, Dean Green responded.  Even in large classes, one can offer a first-week 
quiz and tell students to see the instructor if they have a problem, Professor Ng said.  She suggested it 
is important to collect communications with students to see how effective they are; people do catch on 
and try to save students in trouble.  Documenting communications also allows the instructors and 
University to respond to questions about communicating with students.  
 
 Dr. Falkner said they are considering changing the alerts so they can be made earlier.  That 
would also provide information to advisors, Professor Wambach said, because instructors don't know 
if a student is receiving an F in three classes.  Professor Neuhauser asked if there is a way the 
computer system can monitor mid-term grades so that advisors know.  There could be a mandate for 
mid-term grades, Dr. McMaster commented, although it isn't clear how far one would get with such a 
requirement.   
 
 There is some evidence, for classes providing mid-term alerts, that students have the 
opportunity to improve their grade, Professor Wambach said, but they do not know what role the alerts 
play.  In some cases, the grade gets worse after the alert, but in general the data are heartening.  Even 
with an F at the mid-term alert, about 40% of students pass the course.  And there is evidence from GC 
and CLA that the alerts do promote contact with advisors.  What can be done to increase participation? 
 
 Dean Green said it should be possible to identify large 1-XXX courses with a high percentage 
of freshmen and mobilize an effort to have mid-term alerts sent in those classes.  The results could 
provide useful information.  Dr. McMaster agreed it would be useful to have a listing of classes ranked 
by size and percentage of students enrolled who are freshmen.  Another way to increase compliance 
would be to require that instructors check into the system even if they have no students with D/F/N 
grades, which would provide information on which classes are not complying with the policy.  Dr. 
Falkner said that would be part of the new system.  Dr. McMaster's office should also inform 
department heads about faculty who are not submitting alerts.  (Dr. Falkner noted that the policy does 
not require use of the University system; faculty may be providing their own alerts.)  There is a reason 
to use the University system, Dean Green said, because it provides information about a student who is 
in trouble in multiple courses, even if the central system supplements a more personal or departmental 
system.  Dr. Falkner said she hoped the new system would eliminate the need for alternative systems.  
Ms. VanVoorhis reported that it is not certain when the new system would be implemented; they have 
a grant and are looking at the options.   
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 The Committee concluded, after discussion, that doing an interim system was not worth the 
effort.  Dr. McMaster concluded, however, that it is still possible to gather data about large courses 
and to send memos to instructors, with copies to chairs and heads, about the importance of mid-term 
alerts in their courses.   
 
 Dr. Falkner pointed out that the system is available to everyone—all classes at all levels—and 
that instructors can send messages to A students as well as those in academic trouble.  Dean Green did 
not agree that the administration should chase after instructors to let them know they can send 
messages to students doing well because such messages will not make a difference in whether or not 
those students survive at the University.  The effort should be concentrated where intervention is 
needed.  Professor Weinsheimer observed that in large classes it is often the TAs who are doing the 
grading and they also need to be reminded.   
 
 Professor Weinsheimer commented on another phenomenon he has observed.  He teaches 
large classes and has observed that absenteeism increases significantly during the last weeks of the 
semester.  He has asked students where they are going and has been told they have appointments with 
their advisors.  There seems to be a conflict here, he said, and doesn't know if this is a preventable 
problem.  Dr. McMaster said he has heard the same from those who teach film classes; Ms. Phillips 
said she hears it in CBS as well.  The problem is that advisors work during the day, which is when 
students have classes.  They are NOT in classes all day, Dean Green exclaimed; they should be able to 
fit in advisor appointments around their classes.  Or it may be they have a job and will give up class 
time rather than work time. 
 
 Professor Wambach summarized.  They can collect data but are not sure when the new system 
will be in place.  They can identify large freshmen classes and emphasize with instructors the need for 
mid-term alerts.  They can also let faculty know that the alerts can be used for students who are doing 
well and that any class at any level can use the alert system.  
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Ms. VanVoorhis and Dr. Falkner for the information. 
 
3. Policy Review 
 
 The Committee next turned to the policy recommendations on exams & study days and on 
class scheduling from the subcommittee reworking them.  A number of points were made: 
 
--  The standard scheduling rules for centrally-scheduled classrooms needs to be modified to 
acknowledge the needs of things like film classes, labs, performing arts, and so on.  The policy should 
require that all classes must start at a regular time and that departments should pay attention to the 
time they end. 
 
--  Even in departmentally-scheduled classrooms, students have scheduling problems if departments 
can start classes at any time; they should also follow the standard schedule. 
 
--  The computer system does not prevent students from scheduling back-to-back classes where the 
end/start time is less than 15 minutes (on the same campus) or less than 30 minutes (on Minneapolis 
versus St. Paul).  The policy should make it clear that students can be penalized if they consistently 
leave a class early or show up late; the policy should give instructors the authority to impose penalties.  
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(One of the student members of the Committee reported having back-to-back courses in Folwell and 
the HHH Institute, but she needs to courses for her major and they are not offered at any other time, so 
there will be cases where a student cannot avoid the problem.)  Information along this line should be 
provided to students at orientation and Welcome Week, and cautionary language should also appear on 
the web page when students register for courses.  Freshmen may not know where buildings are and 
this may be more of a problem on this far-flung campus than it is at other universities. 
 
 Professor Wambach adjourned the meeting at 3:30. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
  
University of Minnesota 
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