
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, March 11, 2009 

2:00 – 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

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

Evans, April Knutson, James Leger, Kristen Nelson, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Donna 
Spannaus-Martin, Elaine Tarone, Molly Tolzmann, Michael Wade 

 
Absent: Joseph Bartolotta, Norman Chervany, Shawn Friedland, Robert McMaster, Paul 

Siliciano, Erin Sperling 
 
Guests: Ronald Huesman, Linda Lorenz (Office of Institutional Research); Mark Nelson 

(McNamara Athletic Center); Tina Falkner (Academic Support Resources) 
 
Other: John Kellogg (Office of Institutional Research) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) National Survey of Student Engagement and Voluntary System of 
Accountability; (2) exception for men's basketball; (3) Sundays and the final examination schedule; 
(4) policy revisions; (5) Graduate School issues] 
 
 
1. NSSE and VSA 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 2:00 and welcomed Dr. Huesman and Ms. 
Lorenz to lead a discussion of the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE) and the Voluntary 
System of Accountability (VSA).   
 
 Dr. Huesman began by explaining that the University is new to NSSE (which has existed since 
1998); it began participating in spring 2008 and is one of the last major universities to participate.  
Institutions generally find the results very useful.  He distributed copies of a set of slides and reviewed 
them with the Committee.  (NSSE invited 1.4 million first-year and senior students at 769 institutions 
in the US and Canada were invited to participate in the 2008 survey; 478,079 responded.  The NSSE 
survey instrument has been designed and tested for validity and reliability, is stable over time, and the 
self-reported data have high credibility.) 
 
 The University (Twin Cities) conducts several surveys to obtain information about the 
experiences and attitudes of its students.  Part of the effort in 2008 was administering the NSSE to 
seniors (~2500) and freshmen (~2500) during the second semester of the year (for response rates of 
37% and 42%, respectively).  Dr. Huesman said their report would focus on five benchmark scores of 
effective educational practice from NSSE.  Dr. Huesman noted a student-progress-and-development 
flow model for undergraduate students that helps look at students in longitudinal perspective.  
Students come to an educational institution with a set of aspirations, values, goals, and background 
characteristics that are affected by, and affect, social engagement, academic engagement, and the 

                                                 
* 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. 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     2 
Wednesday, March 11, 2009 
 
 

 

institutional environment (majors, programs, etc.).  The result is a set of outcomes—student 
satisfaction, retention and graduation, student academic performance (GPA), skill acquisition, etc.  
Data about students are collected from a multitude of sources and combined for research purposes.  
(The results for the Twin Cities are available at http://www.irr.umn.edu/surveyreports/nsse/ ) 
 
 NSSE is an "annual snapshot of student participation in programs and activities that 
institutions provide for their learning and personal development.  The results provide an estimate of 
how undergraduates spend their time and what they gain from attending college.  NSSE items 
represent empirically-confirmed 'good practices'; they reflect behaviors associated with desired 
outcomes of college.  'The time and energy students devote to educationally-purposeful activities is the 
single best predictor of their learning and personal development.'"  The results for the Twin Cities can 
be benchmarked with other participation schools (such as the AAU), which share de-identified data. 
 
 NSSE has "created five clusters or benchmarks of effective educational practice (student 
behaviors and institutional features).  The Benchmarks are made of up groups of items on the survey" 
and are (1) level of academic challenge, (2) active and collaborative learning, (3) student-faculty 
interactions, (4) enriching educational experiences, and (5) supportive campus environment."  Dr. 
Huesman reviewed the rationale behind each of the clusters and how they are related to the academic 
and personal development of students. 
 
 On three of the benchmarks, Twin Cities freshmen on average rated the University higher on 
engagement variables than did their peers at other AAU institutions (academic challenge, 
active/collaborative learning, and student-faculty interaction).  On one, enriching educational 
experiences, they rated lower than peers, and on one (supportive campus environment) they were at 
the AAU average.  Dr. Huesman said that they are preparing results for individual colleges in those 
cases where they have enough respondents to provide statistically meaningful data.   
 
 The results for seniors were different.  The Twin Cities campus ranked below the AAU 
average on four of the five engagement benchmarks; seniors only rated the University higher on 
"academic challenge."  Dean Green asked if they had compared the responses of transfer students 
across AAU institutions.  Dr. Huesman said there are proxies (35% of the senior respondents were 
transfer students) and they can examine subgroups to learn more. 
 
 Dr. Huesman next reviewed the percent of freshman rating their overall undergraduate 
experience as good or excellent.  Among all NSSE participants (which is tilted to private liberal-arts 
colleges), 86% said their experience was good or excellent.  Among the 24 AAU public institutions, 
90% did so.  At the Twin Cities campus, 89% did so.  For seniors, the corresponding numbers were 
86% (all NSSE participants), 89% (24 public AAU members), and 83% (Twin Cities campus).   
 
 The percent of freshmen who indicated they would probably or definitely attend their 
undergraduate college again was the same at Minnesota and for AAU public institutions, 89%.  For 
seniors on the same question, 87% of seniors at AAU public institutions said they would, while only 
82% of seniors at Minnesota-Twin Cities said they would.  Dr. Huesman reported, however, that there 
are significant differences in the responses of students who came to the campus as freshmen (87%) 
and transfer students (75%).   
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 Dr. Huesman outlined the next steps in working with the NSSE data, including dissemination, 
disaggregation into college data, combining the data with other databases, and longitudinal and 
multivariate analyses.  Committee members discussed the amount of variation in students' responses to 
the benchmark questions.  Dr. Huesman indicated that the next steps would include an attempt to 
understand why some students are more engaged and satisfied than others. 
 
 There is a new instrument that has been developed by the University of California system that 
has replaced NSSE on those campuses, the Student Experience in the Research University (SERU), 
which is NSSE-like and focuses on student experiences at research universities and that provides more 
in-depth look at academic and social engagement issues.  The California schools have invited a few 
other AAU schools to begin using it as well, including Minnesota.  The SERU will be administered on 
the Twin Cities campus in March. 
 
 Ms. Phillips wondered, given the relatively low response rates of the students to the NSSE 
surveys (37% and 42%), if the results are not skewed.  Are not more engaged students more likely to 
respond to the survey?  Dr. Huesman said they have analyzed the differences between the responders 
and non-responders and while they cannot answer all the questions, they can control for some 
demographic differences.  They also know that students with higher GPAs respond to surveys at a 
higher rate than others.  The results of the NSSE survey are a piece of information, not the be-all and 
end-all. 
 

Ms. Lorenz next explained the VSA, the Voluntary System of Accountability developed 
jointly by the National Association of State Universities and Land-Grant Colleges and the American 
Association of State Colleges and Universities (the smaller public institutions) in response to the work 
of the Spellings Commission and pressure for more accountability among higher education 
institutions.  It is a tool for prospective students and their parents to compare campuses so that they are 
looking at apples and apples.  She reviewed the kinds of information that is available. 
 
 Professor Leger asked if the information can be trusted.  It can, Ms. Lorenz said, because it 
comes from a common data set the institutions all provide to rating organizations such as US News as 
well as from federal (IPEDS) data.  The institutions are quite comfortable with the information on the 
VSA because they are confident about the data.  The system itself does not allow someone to make 
comparisons among institutions but it is a feature that may be added.   
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Dr. Huesman and Ms. Lorenz for joining the meeting and 
providing their report. 
 
2. Exception for Men's Basketball 
 
 Committee members were provided with a message from Professor Tim Johnson, chair of the 
Faculty Academic Oversight Committee for Intercollegiate Athletics (FAOCIA), requesting on behalf 
of FAOCIA (by a 3-2 vote) that this Committee approve an exception to the policy barring events on 
Study Day or Finals Week in order that the men's basketball team can play a game on Study Day, 
December 20, 2009.   The message noted that the Big Ten Conference season has been moved up a 
week, to between Christmas and New Year's, so that the number of dates available for non-conference 
games is reduced.  The athletic department thus wishes to schedule a game on Study Day.  The game 
will be scheduled at 1:00 in the afternoon and there would be a mandatory study hall that evening.  
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The message noted that the APR (the new scoring system used by the NCAA to measure academic 
performance of intercollegiate athletic teams) had increased dramatically since Coach Smith arrived at 
the University.  Last year all four seniors graduated and both seniors this year are on track to graduate. 
 
 The discussion began before Mr. Nelson, Director of the McNamara Academic Center for 
Student-Athletes, arrived.  Dean Green asked if the game is already scheduled against a specified 
opponent.  Is it possible that the athletic department could find some other non-conference opponent to 
play in the weeks leading up to Study Day?   
 
 Ms. Alstadt asked if anyone had talked to the basketball players.  She said she could imagine 
that for some a game on Study Day would not be a problem but that for others it would. 
 
 Dr. Knutson asked why the FAOCIA vote was 3-2 and what the arguments were.  Mr. Nelson 
joined the meeting at this time and said that discussion centered on the fact that men's basketball, of all 
the sports, is the one that has been most at risk academically.  There was concern about the message to 
the campus community if a waiver is granted for Study Day and that there would be an event on 
campus that would also draw other students to attend (i.e., those who had tickets).   Coach Tubby 
Smith is trying to avoid scheduling games over the Christmas period so that the players can go home 
(a number of whom will not have been home since graduating from high school).  FAOCIA was 
provided information about the academic performance of the team, which is improved greatly since 
Coach Smith arrived; the team was at risk of losing financial aid, under NCAA rules, but next year 
may have a perfect academic score.   
 

Professor Wade asked if the students had changed majors and how many there are.  Mr. 
Nelson said there are 15 and they are in majors spread across the colleges. 

 
Dean Green asked if there are any alternative dates available for a non-conference game.  Is 

Study Day the only date left?  His reaction is that the Committee should not approve this request 
unless it is absolutely necessary and that doing so would be a lousy precedent that will come back to 
the Committee again in the future.  He also expressed skepticism that the players would be in any 
shape to study that evening after playing a game in the afternoon.  Mr. Nelson said he did not know 
the schedule; one alternative would be to push the game to December 23 or 24, something the coach is 
trying to avoid so students can go home.  The women's basketball team has a game scheduled for 
December 23rd and it would be possible to stagger the games so both men and women could play the 
same day.  The women's coaches, however, did vote to move a game scheduled for December 24 to 
December 6.   

 
What happens if the game cannot be played?  There is lost revenue, Dean Green pointed out.  

Mr. Nelson informed the Committee that the Big Ten mandates a minimum number of games; this 
year the team will exceed the minimum by three games but next year will not.  He said this game on 
December 20 would be one of those required to make the Conference minimum.  Professor Wambach 
said the Committee should see the non-conference calendar; Dean Green urged that the Committee 
simply say "no" and ask the athletic department to find another date.  Mr. Nelson said that scheduling 
is still taking place; Dean Green said that the department could return to the Committee later if it really 
gets desperate.   He asked how often a request for an exception has been made; it has been only once 
or twice in 20+ years.  It was also noted that this is not as much of a problem for other schools because 
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most start earlier, so have more non-school days available in the middle of December to schedule 
games. 

 
Professor Nelson said that as newcomer to the Committee she would like to hear why Study 

Day is so sacred.  Ms. Alstadt commented that if there are any distractions on Study Day, students 
tend not to study.  It is "sacred" because there is often a whole week of tests and this is the only break 
students get.  Dean Green recalled that students have argued strongly at this Committee to add a 
second Study Day and certainly not to squeeze Study Day out.  Fall semester is restricted because of 
the late start (after Labor Day), and this fall is the worst because Labor Day falls late.  If there is an 
infringement on Study Day this year, there is no chance for students to make up the time.  The 
Committee could say that this is the worst possible year to ask for this exception, but in his view it is a 
bad principle to violate Study Day ANY year.  So this is not an exercise of parental authority on the 
part of the University, Professor Nelson concluded, but something that students mobilized for and 
want.  Ms. Alstadt agreed.  It is a stressful period, she said, and it helps students to know that is one 
day they do not have a test.   

 
Ms. Tolzmann said she originally thought the rationale for the exception was acceptable, but 

then realized that holding the game would also affect band members and cheerleaders, students who 
don't have the academic support provided to the athletes.  There are also the 2000 students who have 
tickets to the game, Dean Green added.  And if they have paid for tickets, they will go to the game, 
Ms. Evans commented.  There are also the students who will need to work during the game at the 
concessions stands and at local establishments, Ms. Phillips said. 

 
How many voting members are there on FAOCIA, Professor Wade asked?  [There are 9.]  So 

the vote could have been 5-3 or 6-3 against the proposal, he pointed out.  He said he would like to see 
the FAOCIA record of the arguments or reasons for and against the proposal.   

 
As for the views of the basketball players, Mr. Nelson said he did not know but speculated 

that they would not object.  Their lives are so structured that this would simply be another game.  But 
some might like to be home an additional day, Dean Green said.   

 
Dean Green asked how long it would take to find an alternative date.  If the athletic 

department knows of the Committee's reluctance, could they do a timely review of the schedule within 
a month?  This is a really bad precedent and the Committee should be reluctant to approve the 
exception.  The students on the Committee feel the same way, he noted. 

 
The Committee voted 10-0 with one abstention to deny the request for the exception. 
 
Ms. Phillips expressed thanks to Coach Smith and all the academic staff for doing 

such a good job on academic issues; Committee members nodded their assent to the statement. 
 
 Professor Wambach asked Mr. Nelson if, as long as he was at the meeting, he had any updates 
from the McNamara Academic Center.  Mr. Nelson first thanked the Committee for getting the 
exception request on the agenda so quickly.  He said that Coach Smith has been very supportive of the 
activities of the McNamara Academic Center, as all of the other coaches as well.  The scholar-athlete 
banquet was held recently; there were 565 athletes (out of a total of about 750) who have GPAs above 
3.0 and graduation rates have the potential to be at an all-time high.   
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 One item that came from the task force on student-athlete performance, the Kane-Leo report, 
was a recommendation to reach out for former student-athletes who had a significant number of credits 
but who had not graduated.  Over the last two years they have sought out (from a list that goes back 10 
years) student-athletes who had 100 or more credits but who had not graduated.  More than 50 will 
finally graduate.  Dean Green said that was great and those individuals should be ambassadors to those 
whose record might be a little shaky.  In addition, Mr. Nelson reported, they have had two football 
players from the 1960s come back and work on their degrees.  The department budgeted $65,000 per 
year for returning student-athletes; they have already spent $145,000 this year and there are more 
coming back.  But that is a good way to spend money, he said, because those who return serve as good 
role models. 
 
 Dean Green asked if there are any teams at risk under the APR rules.  Mr. Nelson said that 
football is but that they are seeking a waiver from the potential loss of financial aid. With the coaching 
change, a number of students left the program, which is a usual occurrence but it affects the APR 
number for the team. 
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Mr. Nelson for attending the meeting on short notice. 
 
3. Sundays and Final Examinations/Study 
 
 Ms. Phillips inquired why there are no final examinations on Sundays.  Dr. Falkner said it was 
in the policy she inherited and that rule was instituted "way before my time."  The calendar rules say 
fall semester cannot run later than December 23 and finals cannot be on Sunday. 
 
 Ms. Phillips suggested the Committee may want to revisit that provision.  On some calendars 
it could be more useful for students to have a Saturday off rather than the Sunday.  This seems a rather 
Christian provision for a state university; if it were Jewish there would not be finals on Saturday, if 
Muslim none on Friday.   
 
4. Policy Revision 
 
 Professor Wambach reported that the President's Policy Committee reviewed and approved 
the educational policies with only a few editorial suggestions.  The only step left in the process is 
action by the Faculty Senate. 
 
5. Graduate School Issues 
 
 The Committee held an off-the-record discussion of the recent decision about the future of the 
Graduate School.  Professor Wambach reported that she is on the implementation committee chaired 
by Dean Crouch and said she would will keep an eye on Graduate School policies that may need to 
come through this Committee if there is no Graduate School structure in the future.  The Committee 
discussion touched on several topics: 
 
-- the role of governance and the nature of consultation 
--  concern about interdisciplinary programs 
-- the future of the Center for Teaching and Learning and Graduate School course numbers 
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-- budget and staffing for Graduate School functions (and the lack of understanding of Graduate 
School functions) 

-- the decentralization of the electronic graduate admissions process to colleges. 
 

Professor Wambach encouraged people with questions or concerns to appear at the open 
forums being held by the implementation task force, or to send comments/questions to 
gradcmte@umn.edu. 

 
Professor Wambach adjourned the meeting at 4:00. 

 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


