
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, September 16, 2009 

2:00 – 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), Joseph Bartolotta, LeAnn Alstadt, Megan Evans, Shawn 

Friedland, Peggy Root, James Leger, Richard McCormick, Robert McMaster, Kristen 
Nelson, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Donna Spannaus-Martin, Elaine Tarone, Michael Wade 

 
Absent: Norman Chervany (excused due to class conflict), Paul Siliciano 
 
Guests: Vice Provost Arlene Carney, Dr. Karen Zentner Bacig (Provost's Office); Tina Falkner 

(Office of the Registrar) 
 
Other: David Langley (Center for Teaching and Learning) 
 
[In these minutes: (1) welcome and committee charge review; (2) optional question bank for student 
rating of teaching; (3) Twin Cities undergraduate curriculum committee; (4) policy on reorganization] 
 
 
1. Welcome and Committee Charge Review 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 2:05 and welcomed everyone to the new academic 
year, and extended an especial welcome to the students. 
 
 She next drew the attention of Committee members to the charge to the Committee, noting that it 
was very broad.  Over the last two years much attention has been given to revising the educational 
policies; they are now on the policy-library website so that people can find and use them.  
[http://policy.umn.edu/Policies/Education/index.htm]  No doubt there will be requests for modifications 
to the policies but they will not dominate the meetings as they have the last two years.  Professor 
Wambach reported that the President has indicated there will be additional discussions about the 
University's mission and its academic configuration as it moves toward a "budget cliff" in the next couple 
of years.   
 
 Vice Provost McMaster agreed and said there is great anxiety about what will happen when the 
federal stimulus dollars are no longer available, and in particular there is worry about the implications for 
the middle-income scholarship program.  In terms of major issues in his office, Dr. McMaster said they 
are now looking at curricular issues and intend to consider transfer-student issues.  With respect to the 
latter, he commented that the University pays a lot of attention to students coming directly from high 
school (more or less) but that it needs to pay more attention to transfer students (e.g., curriculum, 
admissions, and issues related to success).   
 
 
 

                                                 
* 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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2. Optional Question Bank for Student Rating of Teaching 
 
 Professor Wambach turned next to Vice Provost Carney and Dr. Bacig to report on the work of 
the ad hoc committee considering optional questions for instructors to use in connection with the Student-
Rating-of Teaching (SRT) forms. 
 
 Dr. Carney distributed copies of the draft report of the ad hoc committee and began by observing 
that by now all faculty and students have received emails from her about the SRT forms, because 
responsibility for administering the SRT forms now rests in her office.  They have received good 
feedback from students and feel reassured about using the information that comes from use of the forms.  
The new SRT forms were first used in the spring of 2008; it was developed by a committee jointly 
appointed by this Committee and the Committee on Faculty Affairs, was approved by the Faculty 
Consultative Committee and the Faculty Senate, and adopted by the administration.   
 
 One charge from the Faculty Senate was to develop a bank of supplemental questions that faculty 
could use in addition to the six required questions.  In the days when the Student-Evaluation-of-Teaching 
(SET) forms were used, there were 47 different forms that departments developed; they are trying to bring 
more order to the process.  The ad hoc committee she appointed to develop the optional question bank 
had a great idea:  link the optional questions to the Student Learning Outcomes (for the Twin Cities 
campus) adopted by the Faculty Senate.  The questions being proposed were also designed to be 
formative, not summative, so not used in promotion-and-tenure or merit decisions).  The results are for 
the information of the faculty member, not for use in evaluating performance. 
 
 Dr. Bacig provided a brief overview of the ad hoc committee's report.  The committee was active 
and invested in the effort and worked about six months, she reported, and relied on what was already 
available at the University.  They developed four criteria for evaluating potential questions to be made 
available.  There are four different categories of questions:  those using the Student Learning Outcomes as 
a framework, for undergraduate courses; those developed for graduate and professional courses; those 
focusing on course mechanics; and (yet to be developed) those for use in online courses.  The report has 
been presented to Vice Provost Carney for review and is being brought to Senate committees for 
discussion.  There needs to be thought given to the process of implementing the final recommendations 
through the Office of Measurement Services and the Office of Information Technology so that it is user-
friendly for the faculty/instructors and not burdensome to administer. 
 
 Dr. Carney said the committee was not obsessed with the Student Learning Outcomes but it was 
looking forward to the next Twin Cities campus accreditation review by the Higher Learning Commission 
in 2015.  They thought the optional questions would be a useful way to obtain information about the 
learning outcomes; to her knowledge, no other institution has linked course evaluations to learning 
outcomes; they would aggregate the data from the optional questions to consider the relationship between 
teaching and the learning outcomes. 
 
 Vice Provost McMaster inquired what happens with probationary faculty who come up for tenure 
this year.  There will be 3-4 years of data from the SET questions and 1-2 years of data from the new SRT 
forms.  How will the new data be used when there are no norms yet?  Dr. Carney said she convened 
another ad hoc faculty committee last spring, drawn from this Committee and the Committee on Faculty 
Affairs and including Dr. Dohm, director of the Office of Measurement Services, to look at the way the 
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SRT data should be used in promotion-and-tenure files.  She had been concerned that the focus with the 
SET data was on the numbers, not the essence.  This ad hoc committee has suggested that departments 
establish benchmarks and not worry that someone has a score of 4.2 compared to a department average of 
4.5.  The departments should set an aspirational goal that everyone will be at or above 5.0 on the scales, 
for example.  The ad hoc committee report will come to this Committee with recommendations on best 
practices on how to use and display SRT data. 
 
 One question that has come up is whether it is appropriate to use department norms/averages, Dr. 
Carney related.  Junior faculty have been compared with senior faculty on teaching for years—but 
departments do not evaluate junior/probationary faculty on their research using a standard that includes 
the research productivity of senior faculty.  As a result, they are thinking about providing data for 
probationary faculty across areas of the University (the social sciences, the biological sciences, the arts 
and humanities, etc.) so that there are comparison groups other than just the department norms.   
 

Departments will struggle this year, Dr. McMaster commented, because they won't have all this 
information.  The best practices report was only finished last spring, Dr. Carney said, and they will not be 
mandated.  The recommendations will not affect promotion and tenure this year but they will affect merit 
decisions.   

 
One reason it was so hard to change the SET questions is because people liked having all the 

data, Dr. McMaster said.  But anyone who looked at the questions knew they were lousy so the data did 
not really mean very much.  Using the data from the SRT forms will be an improvement.   

 
The Committee talked with Dr. Carney about implementation issues.  Dr. Carney said there will 

not be forms for individual courses but instructors will be able to select questions from the question bank.  
There will be experimentation about the extent to which the forms will be customizable and potential 
solutions will be provided to the Committee.  The results from the optional questions will be tabulated 
separately from the required questions.  The scale will be the same as that used on the required question 
(6-point).  They are aware that they need to provide information about TAs to the departments/faculty 
supervisors in order to help with TA professional development. 

 
One thing is compelling, Dr. Carney exulted:  With 140,000 SRT results tabulated, the ratings are 

astonishingly high, which is a great good-news story about teaching at the University.  This may be a 
large research university, but the students are astonishingly positive about the courses they take.   
 
 The question bank will be dynamic, Dr. Carney said, in response to a question from Ms. Phillips.  
Departments will likely want to add their own questions, but people will have to be careful about limiting 
the number.  The questions, however, are not etched in stone.  They may want to establish a standing 
committee, composed of a few faculty interested in the questions, to meet perhaps once per year to review 
them.  So that, for example, they can amend or eliminate a question that no one wants to use, Dr. Bacig 
added.  They will only be able to be sure, Professor Nelson said, if people know the questions are there to 
be used.  They will do a lot of communication, Dr. Carney responded. 
 
 Dr. McMaster inquired who decides on which supplemental questions will be added.  Dr. Carney 
said they thought that it would be difficult to have individuals add questions, so thought the decision 
would be at the department level.  It is a logistical question how to do this so it is not confusing but also 
meets the needs of individual faculty.  Is the goal that individual faculty will be able to select questions, 
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Professor Wambach asked?  That is the goal, Dr. Carney said, and step one is allow departments to select 
them.   
 
 Professor Root asked if there is a limit on the number of questions.  Beyond a certain point, 
students will not answer them.  They will not make that decision, Dr. Carney said, but it is an important 
discussion that this Committee might have.   
 
 Professor Ng noted that the SRT and optional questions are for the Twin Cities campus; may 
faculty at Morris use them?  Always, Dr. Carney said; her point is that the administration will not impose 
them.   
 
 Ms. Alstadt reported that students do not want to fill out a second form, they do not like having to 
fill out the SRT forms, and she would be concerned if the faculty are allowed to add more and more 
questions.  Students do not like to spend time answering them because they do not see the benefit of 
doing so.  Dr. Carney said she also knew that the student-release questions are a sore topic with students 
because so few faculty release the results.  They have talked about doing something like what is done at 
the University of Illinois, which is to identify the faculty who fall in the top third of the results of the 
student ratings of instruction.  That would allow elimination of the ten student-release questions.  Some 
students are cynical about the SRT forms, Mr. Bartolotta said, because they do not understand what 
happens to the documents.  That is why she sends a message to students about how the results are used, 
Dr. Carney said.  Some students just delete her message but she also receives quite a few thoughtful 
responses. 
 
 It is an annoyance if students are not given enough time to answer them, Ms. Evans commented.  
That is a good point, Dr. Carney agreed, and said she would suggest to faculty that they be sure students 
have enough time to complete the SRT forms.   
 
 Dr. McMaster returned to an earlier point in the discussion:  It will be important for departments 
to think about the issue of limits and not add a lot of questions.  There is already a problem with student 
resentment of the form, and adding more questions will mean hitting a point where students will resist 
and not complete the forms. 
 
 Would students be less cynical if they could see something published, such as the student-release 
results, Professor Ng asked?  Those results are on the web, Dr. Carney said.  The University of Illinois 
system is very public, and the top third is established by student ratings.  But the student-release 
questions, because so few faculty members release the results, do not provide enough information to 
make decisions.  Ms. Alstadt said she thought the Illinois system was worth revisiting. 
 
 Professor Leger asked if there is a simple statement on the SRT about how important it is.  There 
is, Dr. Carney said, but faculty could stress it.  When she meets with department chairs she will mention 
the need to give students enough time, Dr. Carney said.  She tells students what changed as a result of the 
comments she received in the past (which is why she also does a mid-semester evaluation in her courses).  
She said she believes in being open with students and letting them know she pays attention to the rating 
forms.  Ms. Alstadt said that faculty presentation of the SRT forms is key; in her experience, about half 
the faculty read the statement about the form to students.  When they do so, the students pay more 
attention. 
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 Professor Wambach thanked Dr. Carney for her report and asked her to keep the Committee 
posted. 
 
3. Twin Cities Undergraduate Curriculum Committee 
 
 Professor Wambach said that with new majors, and especially interdisciplinary majors, questions 
arise that could be brought to a curriculum committee.  The Twin Cities campus, however, unlike most of 
its peers, has no such committee.  She said she looked into the history of the idea on this campus and 
learned that this Committee did appoint a standing curriculum subcommittee for the Twin Cities, after the 
Senate twice voted down creating of a standing Senate committee.  She provided to Committee members 
a copy of the charge to the subcommittee (which never met). 
 
 Vice Provost McMaster said he thought establishing a subcommittee was a terrific idea.  His 
office encounters situations where it would be of great help to have a campus-wide committee to advise 
him.  Examples include the liberal-education courses, courses that are said to infringe on others' turf, and 
the synergistic relationship between courses.  He added that a subcommittee would be fine, at least for 
now. 
 
 Professor Tarone noted that the charge to the subcommittee referred only to undergraduate 
education, but the same kinds of problems arise in graduate education as well.  Should there be another 
committee for graduate education?  Professor Wambach replied that the Graduate School had its own 
Policy & Review Councils but that there will be more discussions about graduate-education issues in the 
near future.   
 
 Professor Nelson said there is an overwhelming need for cross-college collaboration in teaching.  
Would the subcommittee have any teeth?  Would the subcommittee get down to the level of the 
individual course?  What scale is being considered?  Dr. McMaster said that the Provost's office would 
provide staff support and would bring issues to the subcommittee.  Professor Nelson said she is convinced 
of the need for such a subcommittee but she is concerned that it could become the minutiae 
subcommittee.  And possible conflicts between colleges are not known until a course has been offered a 
couple of times, Ms. Phillips added.  They can catch possible conflicts at the program level in the 
Provost's office, Dr. McMaster said.   
 
 As the "budget cliff" comes closer and closer, units are being pushed to bring in more and more 
tuition revenue, Ms. Phillips said.  Other departments may not offer biology courses but they may offer 
courses with a lot of biology in them—when are overlaps really overlaps?  There is nothing in place now 
to consider the questions, Dr. McMaster responded, and the subcommittee would be an improvement.   
 

Professor McCormick asked what the relationship between the subcommittee and the Council on 
Liberal Education would be.  Dr. McMaster said that CLE deals at the granularity of the course; the 
subcommittee would be up a level from that:  programs, majors, and departments.  CLE would contribute 
information to the subcommittee.  Professor Tarone pointed out that the charge talks about duplication of 
courses, so the level of granularity is not clear.  There is a "court of appeal" aspect to the subcommittee, 
Professor McCormick observed.  It could talk about courses that are causing problems.  It could also 
allow a department to offer a required course that another department has declined to offer, Professor 
Wambach added.  What is not being said is that as curricula change and become more interdisciplinary 
and cross-departmental, a lot of universities have identified ways to complement the process, not create 
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competition, so faculty can work together.  CLE encouraged departments to create interdisciplinary 
courses, Professor Wambach said, especially in units where the curriculum is very restrictive, such as IT.   

 
Professor McCormick suggested the Committee approve creation of the subcommittee.  Professor 

Wade asked how it would help Vice Provost McMaster.  Dr. McMaster said it would help, for example, 
with strategic thinking and provide expert eyes on how courses fit into interdisciplinary majors.  
Departments are very sensitive about income, Professor Wade said; when two department chairs talk 
about an interdisciplinary course, they both get out their calculators.  All of this talk about 
interdisciplinary courses is constrained by the fact that faculty work in departments and departments will 
circle the wagons to protect their revenue.  This subcommittee could make decisions that reflect the fact 
that departments are not a good way to organize the University.  He wants a subcommittee that will make 
decisions that affect department revenues, Professor Wade said to Dr. McMaster.   

 
The Committee voted to establish the subcommittee for two years and that it would approve a 

revised charge at a future meeting. 
 
4. Policy on Reorganization 
 
 Professor Wambach next asked the Committee to review the Policy on Reorganization.  The 
Faculty Consultative Committee has asked this Committee to review in light of the controversy about 
whether or not it applied to the Graduate School.   
 
 What is an academic unit, Professor Tarone asked?  She thought about the effort to close down 
the ESL program.  It is not an academic unit but it affects a lot of other programs.  The same was true for 
the Graduate School.  She said she would not want to limit the policy to units because a lot of programs 
affect others.  So how comprehensive should the policy be, Professor Wambach asked?  The processes 
should apply more broadly, Professor Tarone suggested.  Programs that are not traditional academic units 
can offer courses that affect the whole University. 
 
 There are questions of collegiate autonomy involved, Dr. McMaster observed.  He suggested the 
Council of Deans on the Twin Cities campus would be the appropriate place to discuss the issues 
Professor Tarone raised.  When a dean makes a decision that affects other colleges, the deans should 
discuss it.   
 
 Professor Wambach said one question she has about the policy is how it fits in the new 
environment of strategic planning.  The policy does not describe how recent decisions have been made.  
In the policy, the President or Provost is expected to consult and the committees make a recommendation; 
the reality is that the administration proposes and then consults.  The Wave I college decisions were not 
made as described in the policy.  Dr. McMaster said there was a strategic-positioning committee that 
made recommendations, and there was no plan before those recommendations were developed.  There 
was a process of consultation, although it did not proceed in the way prescribed by the policy.  Does the 
document have any meaning, Professor Wambach asked?  If it does not reflect what is done?   
 
 The first part of the policy, about reorganization of campuses and collegiate units, gives the 
committees the right to review proposals, Professor Ng said; the second part, about reorganization within 
and across colleges and campuses, is fuzzier.  The provisions in the first part of the policy are important.  
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As far as she can remember, the second part of the policy has never been followed, Dr. Falkner 
commented.  Is this a SCEP policy, she asked?   
 
 Professor Wambach said that reorganization belongs to FCC, not this Committee, because 
reorganization is not just about teaching.  She suggested the Committee return the policy to FCC because 
it concerns more than just the issues this Committee deals with.  Consultation should be at the FCC level.  
The Committee voted unanimously in favor of Professor Wambach's suggestion, after which Professor 
Wambach adjourned the meeting at 3:50. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
University of Minnesota  
 


