
Minutes* 
 

Senate Research Committee 
Monday, April 13, 2009 

2:15 - 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Linda Bearinger, (chair pro tem), Paula Chesley, Jerry Cohen, James Cotter, Donald 

Dengel, Genevieve Escure, Tom Hayes, Michelle Lamere, Jennifer Linde, Mark Paller, 
Federico Ponce de Leon, Karen Williams, Jean Witson, Lynn Zentner 

 
Absent: Dan Dahlberg, Melissa Anderson, Peter Argenta, Arlene Carney, Tricia Conway, Leslie 

Delserone, Robin Dittman, Frances Lawrenz, Timothy Mulcahy, Steven Ruggles, George 
Trachte, Andrew Van de Ven 

 
Guests: Geoff Hart (President, Council of Graduate Students [COGS]), Mandy Stahre (COGS 

Health Sciences Policy and Review Council chair), Pamela Weisenhorn (COGS 
Biological Sciences Policy and Review Council Chair)  

 
Other: Associate Vice President Pamela Webb (Sponsored Projects Administration) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) conflict-of-interest matters; (2) graduate students, research, and the Graduate 
School] 
 
 
1. Conflict-of-Interest Matters 
 
 Professor Bearinger convened the meeting at 2:15, explained that Professor Dahlberg was out of 
the country, and turned to Ms. Zentner for a discussion of conflict of interest. 
 
 Ms. Zentner began by saying that she had expected to be further along on the standards governing 
relationships with industry, and there is a group looking at them, but they are not ready for review by 
faculty governance groups at this time. 
 
 Today she said she wished to report on the external review of the University's conflict-of-interest 
(hereinafter COI) programs, the recommendations they received, and changes the University might wish 
to make to its COI infrastructure.  There has been a COI program since the mid-1990s, when the Board of 
Regents adopted a policy dealing with individual COI, and there have been committees to review 
conflicts.  In 2005 the Board passed a policy concerning institutional COI. 
 
 One question is how to address the REPA (Report of External Professional Activities) process.  
The forms are filled out online and reviewed in the departments; depending on the responses an individual 
makes, the form may be referred to one of the COI committees for review.  About 150 of the forms come 
to the committees each year for review, either to the Academic Health Center committee or the Provost's 
committee, depending on where the individual holds his or her appointment.  The committees consist of 
18-20 people, mostly faculty, and voting is limited primarily to the faculty members.  Once a REPA has 
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been reviewed by the executive committee, a decision is made whether to refer it to the full committee; if 
there is a COI, almost all are referred to the appropriate committee, which is the final authority.  The 
individuals involved are invited to the discussion and to help identify how to manage the conflict.  The 
committee then decides on a plan, which is provided to the dean and which stays in place as long as the 
conflict continues to exist.   
 
 One thing that needs shoring up is the monitoring of the conflict-management plans.  Once 
implemented, the University does not have a well developed system to monitor  faculty and staff  
compliance with management plans.  A database has been developed to facilitate this process and that 
effort will continue to move forward. 
 
 COI works the same way at the institutional level (e.g., a senior officer's spouse might have a 
company that does business with the University and the potential COI must be managed).   
 
 Most of the individual COI matters come from the Academic Health Center.   
 
 They have three experienced COI committee chairs:  Professor Dan Feeney chairs the 
institutional COI committee, Professor Robert Cipolle chairs the AHC committee, and Professor Art 
Erdman chairs the Provost's committee.  The COI structure was part of the Office of the Vice President 
for Research until recently; since last September it is part of the Compliance Office, which she directs; 
with the transition, it was thought to be a good time to evaluate the process. 
 
 They brought in two external reviewers last November, individuals nationally recognized for their 
work in conflicts of interest.  They were provided information about the University’s Conflict of Interest  
program, its infrastructure and policies and procedures  and were given questions the University wished 
them to think about during their visit to the campus.  They were also provided de-identified COI 
management plans.  The reviewers met with a number of people around the University, including the COI 
committees, and then wrote a report.  They complimented the University for having had a solid program 
in place for a number of years. 
 
 The question now is what to do with the recommendations, Ms. Zentner said.  She has reviewed 
them with the President's executive team and with those most involved in COI as well as with the Board 
of Regents Audit Committee.  The President has called for creating a senior leadership advisory team to 
consider the recommendations (which has been done); it has met twice and addressed most of the major 
issues.   
 
 A question asked by the reviewers is whether the University is consistently capturing and 
identifying all the COI matters it should be capturing.  If not, how might those gaps most effectively be 
addressed?  It is on this question that the senior leadership group focused its discussion.  The idea is to 
centralize the approach to COI.  Under current policies, some COI decisions can be made at the college 
level without referral (for example, if someone receives royalties through the University from another 
academic institution or if a financial interest  is related to teaching rather than research).  The concern is 
whether there is slippage because people do not look at the policies on a regular basis or have a consistent 
understanding of conflicts of interest.  Should all COI matters be referred centrally to ensure that the 
review and management of them is consistently performed.  Most who have looked at the issue see value 
to centralizing the review, but she said she did not know what the cost would be. 
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 In recent years, approximately 150 REPAs are referred to the Conflict of Interest program 
annually.  Reviewing the potential COIs is a resource-intensive activity.  Should those numbers increase, 
her office would need additional resources.  Local review would remain vital because it ensures the 
accuracy of what is reported on the REPA.  The deans, associate deans and department chairs are in a 
better position to evaluate the accuracy of the information reported on a REPA than those staffing the 
Conflict of Interest Program. 
 

Another issue she would welcome advice on, Ms. Zentner said, is shoring up COI training. 
Although COI training is conducted periodically, they have not developed an institutional approach other 
than the component that is part of  the Responsible Conduct of Research training.  There is no training 
that is rolled out at specified intervals; she has talked with Human Resources about developing training 
modules, both online and in-person, and likely would rely on a "train the trainer" approach.  She said she 
believes it is important to provide in-person training because that is when real dialogue occurs—but 
online training is efficient, so she would prefer a blended approach.  One suggestion has been to include 
COI training with review of the Code of Conduct; she said she is lukewarm to that idea because the 
sessions can get too long or lead to watering down one side or the other.  She asked for Committee 
members' views on training, acknowledging that a lot of training is already required of faculty and staff 
and this would be an added element. 
 
 Professor Cohen asked Ms. Zentner if she had any idea what such training would cost, including 
the faculty and P&A salary time of those who participate.  That is a real cost because training takes 
faculty time.  The training that is already required probably costs several million dollars.  Ms. Zentner 
said she would not want to duplicate any training that is already in place.  Professor Cohen said was not 
opposed to training, but when one talks about it, one must multiply the number of individuals 
participating times the number of hours required in order to obtain its cost.  No one disagrees with the 
idea of training, but if the University spends $25 million on training to save itself from one or two cases 
of litigation over five years, those better be pretty big cases to make the investment worthwhile.  Ms. 
Zentner noted that there was a case that cost the University $31 million and led to an “exceptional status” 
designation by NIH which meant that the University was under NIH oversight for several years..  
Training is critical to avoid those situations, but she wants to determine what would be most effective.  If 
training is not required, the University is at risk.  Professor Cohen suggested training those who answered 
the REPA questions suggesting a potential COI, or divide the faculty and staff into those who need COI 
training and those who do not.  Ms. Zentner said that was a helpful suggestion.  Target the training and 
minimize the amount of time required, Professor Cohen added. 
 
 Professor Hays asked if people who answer "yes" to REPA questions about COI contact the COI 
office and ask if they are proceeding appropriately.  Very few, Ms. Zentner said; referrals more often are 
received from the colleges, departments and units rather than from individuals.  She added that, in 
addition to the REPA,  the University annually requires approximately 240 senior officials to complete 
and submit a financial disclosure statement in an effort to identify institutional COIs.  The conflict of 
interest area is complicated and she would like to raise awareness about COI and when it can arise in 
teaching and outreach as well as in our research initiatives.  Once it is understood what people need to 
think about, those who have conflicts are in a position to work more effectively with the Conflict of 
Interest Program to manage the conflict. The problem is when they do not know where the risk lies. 
 
 Were there a number of REPA forms that had "yes" answers about potential COI but that were 
not referred for review, Professor Bearinger asked?  Approximately 9,000 REPAs are completed 
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annually.  Approximately 150 are referred to the conflict of interest program annually for review.  It is not 
possible to determine whether conflicts existed in matters that were not referred.  Ms. Zentner said that 
she recently reviewed 46 that had been referred and all but 5 required further review by the appropriate  
Executive Conflict Review Committee and possibly by the full committees.  Who refers them, Professor 
Bearinger asked?  Deans or their designee, Dr. Paller said.  Do they need to be more alert to issues, 
Professor Bearinger then inquired?  She recalled the statements of Moira Keane, who directs the human-
subjects protection program:  THEY decide if a project receives a waiver, not those proposing it.  It may 
be that people are making decisions about COI that they should not be, or they should be making them in 
a more informed fashion.  Ms. Zentner said that is why we need to develop an effective training program, 
perhaps starting with the deans, the associate deans for research, and department chairs, again using a 
"train the trainer" approach.    
 

Professor Bearinger said it is difficult to think about in-person training reaching all of the right 
faculty; it could be hit or miss.  Ms. Zentner said it would perhaps work best if added to existing 
meetings, such as department faculty meetings, and take some amount of time to do the training.  The 
focus would be to raise awareness, not make everyone an expert on COI.  Professor Cohen said that 
participation in a meeting is a good idea because immediate feedback is very helpful (although faculty do 
not always attend department faculty meetings).  He said the faculty do not want a proliferation of offices 
that each decide there must be mandated training. 

 
Ms. Witson said that if the point is training about COI, one way to deal with the issue is to make 

the REPA questions more detailed so that if the answer to one or more of them is "yes," training won't be 
required because answering the question will indicate any need for addressing a COI.  Then all that would 
be needed is training for people to do triage on those REPAs with "yes" answers.  Dr. Paller agreed.  Ms. 
Zentner said the REPA is being revised and asked for volunteers to provide feedback; Dr. Paller 
suggested the entire Committee review the draft; the Committee concurred. 

 
Professor Cohen inquired whether the multiple COI committees serve the University's needs.  Is it 

a redundant structure?  Would one committee work better?  One can also ask if it serves the University 
well to have, for example, the AHC review its own COIs.  Ms. Zentner noted that the chairs sit on all the 
committees and wondered if just one committee would be more consistent.  They divided the work into 
three committees for practical reasons—no one committee could handle all the work.  It is a public-
perception issue, Professor Cohen said:  if a group of people all with the same background (e.g., the 
Academic Health Center committee) is deciding on COI, questions can be asked.   

 
Professor Bearinger thanked Ms. Zentner for her report.   

 
2. Graduate Students, Research, and the Graduate School 
 
 Professor Bearinger now welcomed Geoff Hart, President of the Council of Graduate Students 
(COGS), Mandy Stahre (COGS Health Sciences Policy and Review Council), and Pamela Weisenhorn 
(COGS Biological Sciences Policy and Review Council) to the meeting to discuss the views of graduate 
students about the proposed changes in Graduate Education.  She noted that the Committee has had two 
discussions of the subject at previous meetings and had concluded it also wished to hear from graduate 
students.  She reminded everyone that this Committee considers issues related to research so has focused 
on the impact the proposed changes in the Graduate School would have on research. 
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 Ms. Stahre began by noting that two of them come from the biological sciences and one from the 
Academic Health Center, so they have a bias in their views; they do not know what graduate students in 
the social sciences and the humanities might think about the proposed changes because the funding for 
graduate students differs across fields.   
 
 Professor Hays asked if the members of the Council of Graduate Students have discussed the 
proposals in general.  Mr. Hart said they have; it has been a topic at their executive committee, their 
general assembly, in discussions with Dean Dubrow, and with the Graduate and Professional Student 
Assembly (GAPSA).  They also have two student representatives on Dean Crouch's committee.  COGS 
sent a letter to the Board of Regents about the policies that were not followed by the President and 
Provost, but were told that the Board felt no action was required as this was an administrative decision.  
They have heard the views of other students, although not specifically on research-related questions, Ms. 
Stahre said. 
 
 Mr. Hart told the Committee that COGS has done a survey of all graduate students about their 
satisfaction; they found large differences across programs.  In response, they formed a Committee on 
Advising Quality to come up with recommendations and expectations for advisors and advisees.  It is 
their hope that a sort of advisor evaluation could be created for students to report on their experiences 
with their advisors. 
 
 Professor Bearinger asked about the relationship between COGS and the Graduate School.  Mr. 
Hart said the changes will affect COGS, which is in the Graduate School constitution as the body 
representing all graduate students.  If the Graduate School disappears, their charter disappears.  They 
provide all the student members on the Policy and Review Councils. 
 
 Ms. Stahre said that in terms of research, the Graduate School has been an advocate for students 
who have grievances related to research; students can go the Graduate School for help.  Colleges and 
departments often have someone to help with these problems as well, but they are sometimes seen as 
looking out for the unit rather than the graduate student.  The kinds of problems include being asked to 
work more hours than the appointment, threats about the use of research in dissertations, authorship, and 
other interpersonal problems in research.   
 
 Ms. Weisenhorn said that the source of funds and how they are allocated affects students because 
some programs rely on Graduate School Fellowships to assist them in recruitment of top students.  
Fellowships awarded on a competitive basis are more desirable to some incoming students as they are 
viewed more favorably when applying for grants and other funding for a student's research.  Some 
programs use block grants for summer stipends, which allow students to continue to work on their 
research and in some disciplines summer (the growing season) is the only time field research can be 
conducted, so having funding during this time is critical to success.  Funds provided through Grants in 
Aid and provided to McKnight faculty are often used directly to pay graduate student salaries for 
research.  Any changes in the funding structure could have a large impact on the ability of graduate 
students to do research.  Mr. Hart pointed out that the Graduate School provides merit-based block grants 
and colleges would probably like to receive the money without having to provide reasons why.  The 
Graduate School establishes standards so that if a program is doing well, it receives funding.  So colleges 
apply and the Graduate School decides who receives money based on merit, Professor Bearinger said.  
Mr. Hart said that Dean Crouch's committee is deciding what and what not should be centralized, and he 
believes this function should remain centralized. 
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 These are important points, Dr. Paller said.  His question, which might help sort things out, is 
which are essential functions as opposed to functions that must be carried out by the Graduate School. 
Not many would argue about the need for someone to speak on behalf of graduate student issues, 
especially in times of stress, but that function could be carried out by the Graduate School, the President's 
office, the Provost's office, etc.  Which functions can we not lose sight of and which functions can only a 
graduate school perform?  That information would be helpful to the administration.   
 
 It is better not to have silos, Mr. Hart said, so it is better to have a graduate school view advising 
and where money is going across the institution.  It is important to have those functions central, although 
one can give any name to the office that performs them.  There is value to having multiple central services 
in one location.  He said he is confident that Dean Crouch's committee is addressing the question.  
 
 Professional student programs are all decentralized, Dr. Paller commented (law, medicine, 
business)—what is their feeling about the proposed changes?  Mr. Hart said his understanding is that 
those programs have already broken away from the Graduate School and the deans do not like paying the 
"taxes" that support the Graduate School, from which they do not see value received for their colleges.  
Are professional students suffering because they are not under a more centralized model, Dr. Paller 
asked?  Ms. Weisenhorn said that is an interesting question but said she believes graduate students have 
more in common across programs than do professional students in law, medicine, business, and so on.  
There is a reason that COGS exists in addition to GAPSA, and that is to represent the specific and shared 
needs of graduate students as a whole.  If graduate students are divided up by their colleges, things could 
become a lot more arbitrary, especially with a number of cross-college programs.  As students, they 
currently don't see the college boundaries and students in one program regularly interact and collaborate 
on projects with students in related programs which may be housed in different colleges.  The creation of 
such arbitrary boundaries may have negative impacts on this ability to interact between and among 
programs. 
 
 Ms. Lamere commented that Dentistry trains about 100 dentists per year in the stand-alone 
program.  Those individuals usually go out and make good incomes after they graduate, so the School of 
Dentistry maintains good relationships with its alumni.  Dentistry also has a small graduate program that 
has about 20 students per year, who do not receive a similar amount of attention.  That is one example of 
the experience of a professional school that also has a graduate program.   
 
 Ms. Weisenhorn said that beyond the desirability of having functions in one place, the Graduate 
School is unique and something would be lost if it disappears and the functions were moved to another 
office.  Having an independent Graduate School is more likely to attract administrative leaders who have 
a focused interest in developing graduate education and who would be willing to advocate for students' 
needs, while having a less-independent administrative unit – one lacking its own constitution – might be 
less appealing to this type of person.  Whether having the functions in a different place would be 
sufficient is not clear.  It would help not to have them in the Provost's office, Mr. Hart said; the Dean of 
the Graduate School provides a third-party authority over programs whether or not it has the Graduate 
School name, even though the Dean reports to the Provost.  The Graduate School is a national advocate 
on issues and works with the Council of Graduate Schools as a singular unit, which would not be possible 
if this power was delineated to the colleges  Ms. Stahre observed that the Graduate School also provides 
oversight to ensure that all must do the same thing to earn a Ph.D.  If that function is decentralized, it 
could be that Ph.D. processes and standards could differ across colleges.  Mr. Hart also pointed to the 
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writing initiative that Dean Dubrow had started.  About 50% of graduate students do not graduate and 
others take 8-9 years.  The writing initiative provides expertise on writing in any field and helps students 
finish their degrees.  The Graduate School also provides career development to help students find jobs. 
 
 Professor Cohen commented that he believed this was his 17th meeting on Graduate School issues 
and said that the focus is coming to be on four areas.   Some of them are unique elements of the Graduate 
School.  One, all other administrative units at the University have multiple reasons for making a decision 
(political, social, etc.) but the Graduate School is unique in that it decides on merit alone.  Two, the 
Graduate School is one of the few models (often complained about) that runs purely by faculty and 
graduate-student governance working together in a way that does not happen elsewhere on campus.  
Three, the Graduate School enforces University-wide standards to ensure quality across programs and 
disciplines separate from other evaluations of departments/programs.  Four, there is the question of what 
to do about interdisciplinary programs, some of which are nationally-recognized, and it will an enormous 
loss if those are harmed.  
 
 Mr. Hart said another important point is that graduate education is much different from 
undergraduate education—and it is important to say that, given that one of the statements has been that 
the reason for the change is to model the structure for the administration of graduate education on that 
used for undergraduate education.  His view is that undergraduate students are different from graduate 
students; graduate students are the lowest level of faculty/mini-faculty/faculty-in-training, so they do not 
bring only a "student" perspective to committees.  There is also, for graduate students, the transition from 
accumulating knowledge to discovering it, Professor Cohen added.  That same observation applies to 
postdocs, Professor Bearinger observed, and the Graduate School is the caretaker of postdocs. 
 
 Dean Ponce de Leon returned to the question of standards and pointed out that the results of the 
COGS survey suggest that quality is not the same across programs.  About 10% of graduate students see 
their advisor only once every six months, Mr. Hart confirmed, while others seem them once a week or 
more.  That is a staggering statistic, he said.  Professor Linde responded that once every six months might 
be acceptable for an academic advisor but it would be terrible for a research advisor. 
 
 There may be different issues of quality involved, Dean Ponce de Leon said.  Mr. Hart agreed.  
The question is whether to rework the Graduate School to better ensure quality across programs or to go 
to a different model.  Ms. Stahre recommended the survey results come to this Committee for discussion 
and said that it appears the situation is more negative in the humanities and social sciences than in the 
biological sciences.  That could be because of the faculty in the programs, because of the emphasis on 
getting into the top three, or for some other reasons.  Dean Ponce de Leon said he sees the graduate 
faculty as above the department or college; they are to serve the interests of the program and he would 
argue for separation of programs.  Not all faculty are members of the graduate faculty, he pointed out. 
 
 Professor Cohen said that Masters programs are widely disparate and not all are dedicated to the 
discovery of new knowledge, but if it is a research degree, it is difficult to imagine separating the MA/MS 
from the PhD.  Professional Masters programs are not part of the Graduate School now, Dean Ponce de 
Leon noted.  It is the individuals in the terminal masters programs who are most unhappy with the 
Graduate School, Professor Cohen maintained.  Perhaps should be a mechanism that makes it easier for 
those programs not to be in the Graduate School, Mr. Hart said. 
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 Mr. Hart told the Committee that in CLA, the rules for TAs changed.  The previous rule was that 
a course had a TA for every 35 students; it was changed so that there is now one TA for every 70 
students.  So the TA workload was basically doubled.  Dean Dubrow became involved because this was a 
case where a college appeared to be taking advantage of graduate students; the Graduate School can step 
in when these kinds of things happen.  Professor Linde said that her department made the same kind of 
change, for budgetary reasons, and that retaining the previous policy could mean fewer positions would 
be available.  Ms. Stahre said that not all PhD students are guaranteed funding by their department and 
must search for TA and RA positions every semester.  With fewer TA positions available, it makes it 
more difficult and decreases the chances of finding funding and finishing the program in a decent amount 
of time. 
 
 Professor Bearinger asked what role they saw the Graduate School playing in attracting people to 
the University.  She learned that the University ranks #1 in the country as place to come to do 
postdoctoral work.  Is there a sense that this is a great place to be a student, apart from the particular 
program or department?  There was a person in the Graduate School who was responsible for marketing 
and promoting graduate education at the University, and another who did outreach and fund-raising, but 
both positions were eliminated as a result of budget cuts, Mr. Hart said.  So the Graduate School did have 
that role at one time.  Ms. Weisenhorn said that what the Graduate School does in recruitment and 
diversity in fellowships is important, as is the service it provides to international students.   Moving the 
office means they will have another person to contact rather than having a single source that is helpful.  
The diversity programs in the Graduate School are aimed at trying to get diverse graduate programs; this 
has been a problem that will be exacerbated if graduate and undergraduate education are modeled alike.  
There are other universities with graduate schools are very successful, research-driven institutions, Ms. 
Stahre said, but some do not have graduate schools.  It will seem like something is missing from the 
University if it has no graduate school (e.g., everyone knows of Rackham at Michigan); if the Graduate 
School is missing, that could have an effect on attracting students.  Moreover, the examples in the 
Provost's original letter were all very different from the University, Mr. Hart said; Ms. Stahre added that 
Minnesota has about 10,000 graduate students while Chicago and MIT each have about 1000.  They also 
have a broad college that contain graduate programs, Professor Cohen said, and he observed that at 
UMass, the faculty are trying to get a graduate school established.  Some universities have decentralized 
graduate education, Mr. Hart said, and then went back to the graduate-school model.   
 
 Professor Cohen asked if the Graduate School often intervenes in conflicts that postdocs face.  
Ms. Stahre said she believed it was fairly often; by doing so, the individual can avoid going to the Office 
for Conflict Resolution or a grievance committee.  Dean Ponce de Leon said he believed most such 
conflicts are resolved within the program. 
 
 Mr. Hart said that they are trying to think about graduate student participation in Support the U 
Day at the legislature.  The decision to dissolve the Graduate School seems antithetical to the goal of 
being among the top three public research universities, all in order to save $1.5 million.  Graduate 
students are producing a lot of the University's intellectual output and they should be a bigger priority 
than they appear to be.   
 
 Discussion turned to international students and the services they are provided.  Professor Hays 
reported that he has a Chinese postdoc and that Graduate School services are tremendously important to 
him.  How big a part of Graduate School business is that service, he asked?  There are staff who do those 
jobs, Ms. Stahre said.  Professor Cohen said that faculty opinion about the application process is not 
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valuable because they have not gone through it recently.  Mr. Hart said that he asked the staff person in 
his department about the application process; it seems to have gotten a lot better. 
 
 An important question for the Committee, Ms. Witson said, is whether it would be acceptable if 
all the services were offered through one office, given some other name, and it met the needs of all the 
different groups, or if there would still be something lost.  It would help the Committee to think more 
about what could be lost and what it is important be separated from the Provost's office.  It is clear from 
the Committee's discussions that decentralized services would be a huge loss.   
 
 What has not been touched on was how this was done, Mr. Hart said.  The faculty need to send a 
message that this is not acceptable—the Graduate School dissolving, the General College elimination, and 
the Medical School dean being ousted are setting a bad pattern.  The administration takes action, 
apologizes, and consults after the fact. 
 
 Professor Bearinger thanked Mr. Hart, Ms. Stahre, and Ms. Weisenhorn for taking time to join the 
meeting and for the genuineness and depth of their remarks. 
 
 She adjourned the meeting at 4:00. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


