
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, January 28, 2009 

2:00 – 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), Joseph Bartolotta, LeAnn Alstadt, Norman Chervany, 

(George Green for) Gail Dubrow, Megan Evans, April Knutson, Robert McMaster, 
Kristen Nelson, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Emily Ronning, Paul Siliciano, Donna 
Spannaus-Martin, Erin Sperling, Molly Tolzmann, Michael Wade 

 
Absent: Shawn Friedland, James Leger, Richard McCormick, Joel Weinsheimer 
 
Guests: Vice Provost Arlene Carney, Karen Zentner Bacig (Office of the Provost), Thomas 

Dohm (Office of Measurement Services) 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) new student-rating-of-teaching forms; (2) end-of-term examinations; (3) 
committee business] 
 
 
1. New Student-Rating-of-Teaching Forms 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 2:00 and welcomed Dr. Bacig, Vice Provost 
Carney, and Dr. Dohm to discuss the results of the use of the new student-rating-of-teaching form, 
first used last spring semester.  She noted that Dr. Carney is involved because the results of rating are 
used in promotion and tenure and in merit decisions, so she is the go-to person on rating of teaching.  
She is also committed to thinking about the relationship of rating of teaching to the Student Learning 
Outcomes. 
 
 Dr. Carney reported that Provost Sullivan decided who in his office would be responsible for 
implementing the Senate policy in rating of teaching; no one in the past had been appointed to oversee 
the evaluation of teaching.  The responsibility had fallen to former Vice Provost Craig Swan, but 
rating of teaching is not solely a matter of undergraduate education, so the Provost decided she should 
be responsible because of her involvement in promotion and tenure and merit decisions.   
 
 Her office will send out an email to all faculty and instructional staff each semester informing 
them about the student-rating-of-teaching form, Dr. Carney said.  She distributed copies of three draft 
messages, one to all faculty, staff, and graduate-student instructors, one to chairs and heads, and one 
that will also go to those who teach about the use of Form B for early-semester assessment of a class 
(the results of which go only to the instructor and are not used for personnel decisions).  The memos 
make clear that she is responsible for all aspects of the student rating of teaching, explain the 
difference between electronic and paper-and-pencil forms of rating, what the student-release questions 
are (which can very confusing for new faculty), and deadline dates.  She is trying to make clear what 
the Senate policy is and how it is implemented.  There is also an online site where questions may be 
asked that Dr. Bacig monitors in order to try to catch problems as they arise; some of the questions 
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that come up have policy implications and they want to be sure they are making judgments that are in 
line with the policy.  Some questions arise that are not covered by the policy. 
 
 Dr. Carney noted that the schools in the Academic Health Center do not use the new form 
because of the way they deliver instruction (they use a different set of questions and forms), so the 
memos will go to all non-AHC faculty and instructors.  Professor Siliciano noted that some 
departments have a foot in both AHC and non-AHC colleges; Dr. Bacig reported she is working with 
the academic officers in the AHC to work out appropriate use of the forms.  The notion of incentives 
for students to complete online evaluations comes up.  Some instructors offer extra credit.  The AHC 
requires that a student log in to the evaluation site in order to get his or her grade, but the student is not 
required to actually complete the evaluation.  Their response rates, however, approach 100%, and 
instructors are not allowed to know who did and did not complete the evaluation.   
 
 While some may want the University to move to online evaluations, this Committee has been 
concerned about response rates, Dr. Carney said.  Some departments moved to online evaluation, some 
have not, and some did and then went back to paper forms.  If the response rates are low, a 
probationary faculty member can argue during the promotion-and-tenure process that the results are 
not a good sample.  One question is how to structure the online process so instructors do not know 
which students have completed the evaluation.  Another question is the way to improve response rates 
without disadvantaging students.  Some institutions do more online evaluation, although there can be 
problems (e.g., a student indicates he or she evaluated the wrong professor—that is, among his or her 
own courses, the wrong professor may have been given positive or negative comments).   The systems 
typically do not allow a student to reopen and erase comments already made.   
 
 One complication may be that if the penalty for not completing the online form is withholding 
grades, the University may not be able to do that on an institutional basis, Professor Wambach 
commented.   
 
 Professor Chervany said the Committee could be looking at the wrong problems.  The point of 
online or paper evaluations is to get valid data about student reactions to a course.  It could be that 
online is efficient but not a solution to completeness.  But incentives have no basis in principle.  He 
said he was troubled by the focus of the discussion on response rate rather than what is to be achieved.  
That is the larger issue.  Dr. Carney said it is not possible to get to the larger issue unless one sees that 
there is a high response rate.   
 
 Ms. Ronning asked if there is any way to make online evaluations easier, rather than having to 
go through four screens.  At great cost, Dr. Carney said.  What about online access in class on the 
student's laptop, Professor Chervany inquired?  Not all students have laptops, Dr. Carney said, but that 
would be the best of all possible worlds.  Right now the University is caught between technologies.  
There is a movement nationally to do more online evaluations, she said, but she did not believe the 
University should adopt them just because a lot of other places do them.  She has seen how crucial the 
results are in promotion-and-tenure decisions so she wants to be sure the University has the best data 
possible.   
 
 One advantage to online evaluations, Professor Wambach commented, is that an instructor can 
use more optional questions, which is not possible with paper forms because the Office of 
Measurement Services cannot provide customized paper forms.  Dr. Dohm said that his office, the 
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Office of Measurement Services, or OMS) can accommodate requests from a college for customized 
forms, but not from individual faculty.   Professor Wambach said she would like the Committee to 
give strong endorsement to Vice Provost Carney to develop a pool of additional questions from which 
instructors could select.  There will need to be a group to review the questions, including Dr. Dohm 
and a representative from Vice Provost McMaster's office.  The Committee concurred. 
 
 Dr. Carney said the idea is that there would be a large bank of questions from which colleges 
could pick.  Is the idea that they would be done online, Professor Wade asked?  The majority use 
paper, Dr. Carney said, so it would be out of line with practice to require that they be online.  
Professor Wade suggested that more students might be willing to do online evaluations if the 
University gave them a tuition discount for responding.  Dr. Dohm added that the purported cost 
differential between paper and electronic evaluations is a myth, because electronic forms include IT 
costs, an expensive helpline, and a lot of manual work behind the scenes.  It is not as big a cost 
difference as many assume.  The administrative costs are zero for distributing paper copies in the 
classroom, Dean Green observed. 
 
 Professor Nelson observed that while a bank of questions may be available, the more 
questions a department or college puts on a form, the lower the response rate.  Departments can have a 
separate sheet and the response rate will be more important.  Dr. Carney agreed that faculty should be 
told that more and more questions will not increase the amount of information available. 
 
 Mr. Bartolotta asked if there would be short-answer or scaled questions.  Dr. Carney said they 
have not thought about that yet.  There will need to be different questions for graduate students, and 
Vice Provost Wahlstrom is developing questions for online courses, and they all need to be brought to 
this Committee.  What she wants is questions that provide faculty with information to improve 
teaching and student learning.  Dr. McMaster asked about the granularity of the question bank—for 
faculty, for departments?  For colleges, Dr. Carney said.  But individual faculty members could say 
they do not want to use all the questions.   
 
 Dr. Carney said there will also be a small group of faculty to develop best practices on how to 
display student-rating data in the promotion-and-tenure file.  She said she would like a faculty 
recommendation on a more consistent way to display the data across dossiers.  They are close to 
completing a report on best practices in the peer evaluation of teaching, from the Academy of 
Distinguished Teachers.   
 
 Dr. Dohm distributed a handout containing data from the spring semester 2008 use of the new 
rating form.  He noted that his office, OMS, is responsible for administering the paper surveys; the 
Office of Information Technology is responsible for administering the online surveys; and OMS is 
responsible for compiling the data, scoring and reporting the results from both forms.  A few 
highlights: 
 
--  The response rate for the paper forms was 79%; for the online courses (that is, classes that were 
exclusively online) it was 46% (399 of 1922 for online, 119,111 of 150,986 for paper).  They can 
break out the results by faculty, P&A teaching staff, and TAs. 
 
--  The responses on all six core questions were very positive.  One hears that teaching at a research 
university is not so great, Dr. Dohm said, but the data from these surveys don't support that claim.  For 
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5 of the 6 core questions, the total negative responses for all three choices (somewhat disagree, 
disagree, or strongly disagree) were at or less than 10%.  Only for one question ("my interest in the 
subject matter was stimulated by this course") did the three possible negative responses exceed 10%, 
and for that question they were 13%. 
 
--  The positive responses came across all classes of students (freshman, sophomore, etc.).  Dr. Carney 
said they will break down the data across course levels and across student demographic information to 
get a better picture.   
 
 Dr. Carney said that once the Committee tells her what data displays it wishes to see, they will 
prepare them every year.  What does it want?  It will be important to distinguish among the results for 
TAs, because sometimes they may be the primary instructor and other times not.  She also cautioned 
about access to the results because at the individual level these are personnel data.  There have been 
questions about the possibility of adopting a system similar to that used at the University of Illinois, 
which releases the names of the faculty who score in the top one-third of the ratings.  She has talked 
with Provost Sullivan about such a system and he is interested.  Students would have better access to 
information about teaching beyond the small number selected for the Academy of Distinguished 
Teachers.  Dr. McMaster asked if the release of the names of the top one-third would be based on all 
the questions or on the basis of results on selected questions.  Dr. Carney said she would like the 
advice of the Committee on that question—it should make a policy decision.  Dr. Knutson pointed out 
that the Committee has made it clear that it does not want only one question used. 
 
 Dean Green said he was heartened by the positive numbers and pointed out that the negatives 
could come from the same "bad" teachers.  One hears recurring gripes about accents and so on, and 
perhaps it would be useful to do an analysis of classes where there is a higher-than-normal number of 
negative responses.  Dr. Carney said that if units do their own cuts of the data, and identify instructors 
who are not doing well, those individuals could be provided information about the Center for Teaching 
and Learning and how to improve their teaching.  This information drawn from the early-semester 
rating forms would never be used in a summative fashion, only to help someone improve.  No one in a 
position to make personnel judgments should see the results, and it might be possible to program the 
results so that a certain level of negative results would automatically be sent to an instructor, along 
with a message indicating where he or she could get help.     
 
 Ms. Phillips noted that any top-third listing of instructors or negative data might include P&A 
staff and graduate students, so CAPA and GAPSA should be included in discussions about 
employment repercussions from student ratings.   Dr. Carney agreed and noted that the results should 
be separated by employment class.  They would consult appropriately on any decisions about data that 
have personnel implications.  Ms. Phillips pointed out that P&A staff are on one-year appointments, so 
rating results could have dramatic effects on their employment.  Dr. Carney agreed and said the results 
would never be the cause for dismissal.  The results could also provide a way for P&A staff and 
graduate students to receive more public recognition for outstanding performance in the classroom, 
Professor Wambach added.  She also observed that the top one-third will not be same from one 
semester to the next, so there will over time be a large number of faculty and others on the cumulative 
list of top third. 
 
 Ms. Tolzmann said the idea of the top-one-third list came up last year and the Student Senate 
was not enthusiastic about it because it wanted to see more instructors provide the information from 
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the student-release questions.  She said she was glad to hear that the top-third possibility has come up 
again because students might find it simplifies the way to identify top instructors.  Better a list from 
the University than from RateMyProfessor.com, one Committee member commented, and with the 
University's list there would be large numbers behind the ratings.   
 

Professor Siliciano asked what the release rate is for the student-release questions; about 1%, 
Dr. Dohm replied.  Can the permission be given retroactively, Professor Siliciano inquired?  It can, Dr. 
Dohm said.  When the system was changed, all previous permissions that had been granted were 
erased, and they did not believe that they should assume that everyone who had granted permission in 
the past would do so again.  Dr. Carney said her office could send out a separate memo noting that 
with the new system, instructors have to re-grant permission.  The Committee endorsed that idea.  
Professor Wambach said that allowing retroactive release would respond to faculty anxiety about 
granting permission to release the results before they knew what they were.  
 
 There was discussion about whether there is clarity in what constitutes an online class, a 
traditional class, and a combination.  There are no definitions.  Should the instructor define it, Dr. 
Carney asked?  Dean Green suggested getting faculty and student views on what a particular class is; 
if there is dispersion in student and faculty views, that's information the institution would not 
otherwise have.  Ms. Alstadt said the instructor should know and it is not clear how what a student 
says would help.  The faculty decide, Dr. Carney said; if there is not information from faculty on how 
they describe their courses, there is nothing to link them to data on student satisfaction with online 
versus more traditional instruction.  Professor Chervany said the distinction between classroom and 
online instruction is too narrow and that one needs to look at categories, such as discussion groups, 
etc.  Some classes are clearly online, some are at the other end, but the rest vary quite a bit, Dean 
Green concluded.   
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Vice Provost Carney and Drs. Bacig and Dohm for the 
information and noted that there are ongoing issues involved that the Committee will need to take up 
in the future.   
 
2. End-of-Term Examinations 
 
 Professor Wambach next noted that Senate policy prohibits giving final examinations outside 
of finals week.  But a number of instructors give exams the last week of finals.  The question is, what 
is a final examination?  Is it the last examination of the semester or is a final only a comprehensive 
examination that covers the entire semester?  Vice Provost McMaster receives questions about this 
from departments and faculty.  And from irate parents and students, Dr. McMaster added; his office 
receives a lot of complaints and the subject warrants discussion. 
 
 What is the principle behind the policy, Professor Chervany inquired?  It has been policy a 
very long time, Professor Wambach said.  A final examination should be a significant learning 
element of a course.  It asks students to bring the course together.  Final examination week is a time 
for students to reflect on the courses, write take-home exams, finish papers, and is to be a time of 
consolidation of student learning.   
 
 And the University response is that instructors have to grade examinations in 72 hours, 
Professor Wade observed.  Instructors cannot read comprehensive examinations from 30 students in 3 
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days, so they skim them.  The 72-hour requirement is ridiculous.  So one reason faculty might give 
final examinations the last week of classes is to have enough time to read and evaluate them, Professor 
Wambach added.  No one is opposed to comprehensive final examinations, Professor Wade said, 
which are a challenge to students, but instructors don't have enough time to evaluate them properly. 
 
 Ms. Alstadt reported that she hears from friends every semester about having exams early.  
Are these comprehensive exams that students complain to him about?  They are, Dr. McMaster said.  
Given in the 45 minutes of a regular class, Dean Green asked?  That's another problem, Dr. McMaster 
added.   
 
 Professor Ng said her complaint is that she teaches up to the last day of classes and gets 
irritated when students have a two-hour final exam during the last week of classes and are unable to 
attend her class because of that exam.  She is a faculty member and she complains about faculty who 
give early final examinations. 
 
 Ms. Phillips proposed language to be added to the policy on Scheduling Examinations, Final 
Examinations, and Study Days.  [The Committee discussed it, then passed it to the subcommittee 
reviewing the educational policies, and accepted the subcommittee's recommended slight modification 
to the language Ms. Phillips originally proposed.]  The final policy language reads as follows: 
 

Comprehensive examinations, which require reflection, study, and application of the work of 
the entire semester, are strongly encouraged, but must be given during the final examination 
period.  The only examinations allowed during the last week of classes are those equivalent in 
scale, scope, length, and percent of grade to other examinations given in that class during the 
term.  Although late-semester examinations may rely on cumulative knowledge of the work of 
the course during the semester, such examinations must not be comprehensive in nature if they 
are given other than during the final examination period.  In a course where only one 
examination is given during the term, that examination may not be given during the last week 
of classes. 

 
The point, Ms. Ronning said, is "no big monster exams from the student's perspective."   
 
 Dean Green said, apropos Professor Wade's point, that any discussion of the time allowed to 
turn in grades must include Ms. VanVoorhis, the Registrar.  The financial aid implications of 
extending the period also must be considered, Dr. McMaster said.  Academic probation and 
suspension are also affected, Professor Wambach pointed out, but perhaps some of these problems are 
less pressing with semesters than they were under a quarter system.   
 
 Professor Chervany wondered how big a problem it is.  In any one semester there might 
120,000 final exams taken by students; what is the number of complaints?  Even if there are 100 it is a 
small number.  A comprehensive examination is a good idea but there should be a survey of faculty on 
the number of examinations of similar scope offered earlier in the term.  It may not be a problem big 
enough for the Committee to deal with.  Vice Provost McMaster disagreed, saying that if there is 
policy language, his office can point to it when instructors want to give exams the last week of classes.   
 
3. Committee Business 
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 Dr. Knutson asked if the Committee could talk about an article in the DAILY reporting a 
study nationally that students are paying more and getting less, given the budget problems.  Can the 
Committee talk about how money is spent, apparently more and more on administration and less on 
instruction?  It is probably the instructional budget will be cut even more with the current economic 
situation, and the Committee should talk about the issue. 
 
 Dr. McMaster said the issue will come to the Committee.  There is a task force looking at 
undergraduate education.  Under strategic positioning, hundreds of thousands of dollars have been put 
into undergraduate education (and graduate education), although that may not have been articulated to 
students.  It could be useful to review what has been done.  The Provost believes the University has 
invested heavily in new faculty through strategic positioning, Professor Wambach added.  In the 
Provost's view, what is true at the national level is not true here because the University has invested 
heavily in instruction.  There is a concern about the hiring pause but also recognition that there will be 
opportunities to hire new faculty the University might not otherwise be able to recruit.   
 
 Professor Wade asked whether, if a department hires a superstar, undergraduates will ever see 
him or her.   
 
 The Committee also discussed technology fees and how the money is used.  Vice President 
Pfutzenreuter would like to see them rolled into tuition; but one advantage of the current system of 
fees is that student committees oversee the use of the fee money so there is a student hand in spending 
it.  There is a huge people infrastructure behind technology to be sure that it works, Ms. Phillips 
commented.  There is also discussion whether there should be universal access to technology, rather 
than differential access based in colleges or departments, Dean Green said. 
 
 Professor Wambach adjourned the meeting at 3:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
 
 
 


