
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, September 23, 2009 

2:00 – 4:00 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), LeAnn Alstadt, Megan Evans, George Green, James 

Leger, Richard McCormick, Robert McMaster, Kristen Nelson, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, 
Peggy Root, Paul Siliciano, Elaine Tarone, Michael Wade 

 
Absent: Joseph Bartolotta, Shawn Friedland, Donna Spannaus-Martin 
 
Guests: Karen Zentner Bacig, Jeremy Hernandez (Office of the Provost) 
 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) allocation of teaching award nominations by college; (2) student rating forms in 
short courses; (3) policy on expected student academic work per credit; (4) review of the curriculum] 
 
 
1. Teaching Award Policy Nominee Allocation by College 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 2:05 and began by noting that the Committee 
had never set the criterion for the number of Graduate-Professional teaching award nominees that 
colleges may submit.  Dr. Bacig noted that for the Morse-Alumni (undergraduate) award, each Twin 
Cities college and each coordinate campus may nominate up to three individuals, except for CLA, 
which may nominate six.  For the Graduate-Professional award, the number varies by college 
depending on the number of faculty members in the college.  She said she did not know the history of 
the decision about the Morse-Alumni award allocations. 
 
 Professor Wambach said that CFANS, CLA, UMD, IT, and the Medical School (Twin Cities 
plus Duluth) are allowed up to five Graduate-Professional nominees; CSOM and CEHD are permitted 
three; CBS, Design, Pharmacy, Veterinary Medicine, Nursing, Dentistry, and Public Health are 
permitted two; and all others are allowed one.  The question is whether there should be a formula 
based on the number of faculty members in the college.  Professor McCormick suggested that the 
formula might be based on the number of graduate/professional students in the college, rather than the 
number of faculty members.  Ms. Phillips responded that the professional schools differ considerably 
from graduate programs in the ratio of students to faculty. 
 
 Professor Tarone asked what the problem to be addressed is.  Access to nominations, 
Professor Wambach said.  Dr. Bacig pointed out that colleges do not usually nominate the maximum 
number of nominees they are permitted; even if a college can submit three names, it may only submit 
one.  Professor Leger said that in IT, however, they have a committee that narrows the group down to 
three, so they will normally submit the maximum number they are allowed.  CLA rarely nominates 
six, Professor McCormick said.  Have there been complaints, Professor Nelson asked?  There have, 
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Professor Wambach said.  And even if there had not been, it would makes sense to have a rationale for 
the number of nominations each college may make.  And tradition is not a good guide when college 
boundaries change, as they have recently, Ms. Phillips added, so having a basis in data would be a 
better idea.  Dean Green agreed that demographic numbers, which ever are used, provide instant 
clarity on the number of nominations permitted even if college boundaries change. 
 
 Professor Tarone suggested that some units may foster a culture of teaching while others may 
focus on research; if the number of permissible nominees is left open, one unit might submit six or 
seven names of individuals who are truly outstanding while another might submit names of individuals 
who might not be as good.   
 
 If the Committee is going to construct a formula based on numbers, it should define "faculty," 
so everyone knows who is eligible.  It should be clear who counts.  Professor McCormick noted that 
only tenured and tenure-track faculty are eligible for the two awards.  He suggested again that perhaps 
it would be better to use the number of undergraduates and graduate/professional students in each 
college.  Professor Nelson said would create a privilege for some units; the Committee needs to 
consider what the awards are for, and they are not given on the basis of the number of students in a 
college. 
 
 Another possibility would be to use the U.S. Senate approach, Professor Tarone suggested:  a 
fixed number per college, the same for everyone.  Professor McCormick objected that such a rule 
would be unfair to the large colleges.  If the large colleges could have five nominees, let the small ones 
have five as well, Professor Tarone replied.  Professor Leger said there are significant differences 
between the undergraduate and graduate/professional awards.  For the undergraduate award, the 
number of faculty in the college would be a good formula.  That would not work at the 
graduate/professional level because a number of colleges have much larger graduate programs, so 
there needs to be a different formula.  Professor McCormick suggested using the number of faculty for 
the undergraduate award and the number of students for the graduate/professional award; Professor 
Leger accepted this as sensible.   
 
 What about colleges that have a small number of faculty and large undergraduate enrollments, 
Professor Wade asked?  There is a disproportionate allocation of resources—some colleges have larger 
classes and fewer resources.   
 
 Dean Green suggested the issue be delegated to a subcommittee for drafting with the 
assumption that the formula would be based on the number of tenured/tenure-track faculty for the 
undergraduate award and the number of students for the graduate/professional award.  The 
subcommittee could provide data for the Committee to review.  Professor Root cautioned that if the 
formula is to include numbers of faculty and graduate students, her college only has seven 
tenured/tenure-track faculty, so the entire teaching effort of the unit needs to be considered.  Professor 
Ng said it is necessary to be mindful that if there are fixed cut-offs, sometimes colleges would have 
more or fewer nominations because student and faculty numbers go up and down; it was agreed the 
subcommittee should consider something like a five-year rolling average. 
 
 Professor Wade asked how the nominating committee treats the nominees, given that this 
Committee could identify an equitable and fair approach to allocating nominee slots.  Both Professors 
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McCormick and Wambach assured him that the nominating committees have done a good job, have 
comparable information on each candidate, and have taken steps to make the process more reliable.   
 
 Professor Tarone repeated her suggestion that the U.S. Senate model appeared to be a good 
idea, given the complexities of allocating nominations.  Ms. Alstadt asked what would happen if all 
the small colleges each nominated five candidates?  The large colleges would again complain that 
faculty members in smaller colleges had more opportunities to win the award.  The process would also 
not be sustainable if there were that many nominations, Dr. Bacig added.   
 
 Professor Wambach asked that Drs. Bacig and Hernandez gather data the subcommittee will 
need.  She noted that the teaching-award policy was one of the few that were not revised during the 
general review of educational policies, so the subcommittee can take a look at the entire policy as well 
as possible formulae for the number of nominees per college.  She, Ms. Phillips, and Ms. Evans would 
serve as the subcommittee and provide a redrafted version of the policy for the Committee to consider. 
 
 Professor Leger said that whatever data the subcommittee uses must be indisputable.   
 
 Professor Wade said that some colleges assign TA support based on the number of students in 
a class while other colleges may do things differently.  The differences could affect the effectiveness 
of teaching.  Support for teaching may not be uniform, which is a point that needs to be considered.  
Vice Provost McMaster agreed that support can affect the quality of teaching but said he was unsure 
how that issue could be factored into any formula.  The numbers are always changing, Professor 
McCormick said, and colleges with a culture that tries to get by on the cheap in delivering 
undergraduate education usually don't have candidates that impress the nominating committee.  At the 
same time, Professor Wambach said, there are a lot of impressive dossiers from candidates without a 
lot of support; she noted that the award is for much more than just classroom teaching.  Some units 
foster teaching and support; the Department of Chemistry, for example, has a large number of award 
winners because it has built a culture around teaching activities.   
 
 Larger departments are better off because they have the infrastructure to prepare dossiers, 
Professor McCormick said.  Dean Green agreed that smaller departments tend not to make 
nominations while larger ones may have an awards committee to work on the nomination process for a 
wide variety of awards and distinctions.  How would this policy change affect them, Professor Tarone 
asked?  It would not, Professor Wambach said, but the problems small departments face can be 
addressed by workshops on helping prepare dossiers. 
 
2. Timing of Distributing Student Rating Forms in Short Classes 
 
 Professor Wambach recalled that last spring a question had arisen about when the student-
rating-of-teaching forms should be administered in May and summer courses and other courses that 
are shorter than the typical semester.  The Faculty Consultative Committee voted a temporary 
amendment to the policy to say that the forms should be administered as close to the end of the course 
as possible—and asked this Committee to prepare a permanent amendment to the policy. 
 
 The Committee agreed to take up a short amendment along the lines FCC had enacted. 
 
3. Policy:  Expected Student Academic Work Per Credit 
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 Professor Wambach said that the policy Expected Student Academic Work Per Credit refers to 
fall and spring semesters: 
 

one credit represents, for the average University of Minnesota undergraduate student, three 
hours of academic work per week (including lectures, laboratories, recitations, discussion 
groups, field work, study, and so on), averaged over the semester, in order to complete the 
work of the course to achieve an average grade. Thus, enrollment for 15 credits in a semester 
represents approximately 45 hours of work per week, on average, over the course of the 
semester. 

 
The Committee was asked last year if the same standard applies to May and summer courses; 
Committee members expressed the view that it did but no action was taken to clarify the policy. 
 
 The Committee agreed that a brief additional statement should be added to the policy 
clarifying that one credit is to equal 42-45 hours of work (1 credit x 3 hours of work per week x 14/15 
weeks in a semester = 42-45 hours of academic work).   
 
 So 15 credits is to equal about 45 hours of work per week, in addition to part-time 
employment, plus the Marching Band or whatever other activity a student may be engaged in, 
Professor Wade observed.  All universities have similar standards, Professor Wambach said, even 
though all the research suggests that students work less than the faculty might wish.  If a student were 
taking five courses and all five faculty assigned the amount of work required by this policy, there 
would be a riot, Professor Wade said.  But students also do not like being pandered to, Professor 
Wambach replied; the research is also clear that they expect to be challenged.  Ms. Alstadt said she 
would be surprised if a faculty member announced there would be no more than one hour of 
homework per week—she would ask herself if the course would be worth her while.  But she 
acknowledged that some students want less work in a course.   
 
 Ms. Phillips pointed out that the data demonstrate that students who work part-time do better 
academically.  Dr. McMaster agreed, noting that they should not work more than 10-15 hours per 
week. 
 
 It was agreed the Committee would issue an Interpretation of the Policy, inasmuch as it was 
not making a substantive change in the requirement. 
 
4. Review of the Curriculum 
 
 Professor Wambach turned to Vice Provost McMaster to lead a discussion of the review of the 
curriculum.   
 
 Dr. McMaster reported that in March the Provost asked the deans for information and data 
about their undergraduate programs because he wanted to look at bottlenecks, in the context of total 
curriculum review, that prevent students from graduating in four years.  They have full reports from 
the undergraduate colleges (except Nursing) and a lot of data from the Office of Institutional Research 
related to credits required for a degree (and some require more than 120).  He hired former Associate 
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Vice Provost Linda Ellinger to do an analysis of the information; she looked at time to graduation, 
curriculum, and also took a detailed look at transcripts from five departments. 
 
 Dr. Ellinger reported a number of findings (which are still preliminary).  In one college, if a 
student misses one course, or fails it, he or she is automatically one year behind, which is a barrier to 
four-year graduation.  In one department, students were graduating with a high number of credits, but 
that was because many students in the department double major, which is acceptable.  In a number of 
cases, students who had a large number of PSEO or AP credits still took the full number of University 
credits to graduate and used the extra room in their plans to take courses of interest. 
 
 Dr. Ellinger also looked at the curriculum and time to graduation in engineering, and found 
that Minnesota's graduation rates in engineering fields are slightly greater than those of Michigan, 
Wisconsin, Illinois, and Purdue. 
 
 Third, in a number of "gatekeeper" courses at the 1XXX, 2XXX, and 3XXX levels there are 
high numbers of D, F, N, and W.  If there is a "smoking gun" anywhere that affects the campus's four-
year graduation rate, Dr. McMaster commented, it may be in these courses.   
 
 On the last point, Ms. Alstadt said she was not surprised because a lot of students flunk these 
courses.  Professor Tarone said that students should not be admitted to a course when they are not 
prepared for it.  Dr. McMaster agreed that some students should be taking the antecedent course.  
There are also pedagogical issues, Professor Wambach said.   
 
 Dr. McMaster said there appear to be two policy issues.  One is related to registration queues 
and when students can take courses critical for their programs. 
 

The second policy matter is related to the number of students repeating courses; the policy 
provides that a student may only repeat a course once, but many are going back 2, 3, or 4 times—and 
there is nothing in the registration process that prevents them from doing so.  These repeating students 
are taking up a seat another student could use.  If a student fails a course two or three times, he or she 
needs to reconsider his or her major and the advisor should intervene.  Professor Wambach noted that 
to enforce the policy, the registration system would have to interact with the PeopleSoft system—and 
that would take money, Dr. McMaster observed.   

 
Professor Root asked if the students who repeat courses multiple times shop for professors or 

take it from the same one.  Do they keep on trying until they get a professor they understand?  That is 
not easy to do at this campus, Dean Green said, because students don't have good sources of 
information.  They can find out on Rate My Professor, Ms. Phillips said.  And a number of students 
will take the course at a community college if they fail it at the University.   

 
Dr. McMaster said that his office is still evaluating all the information and it will be some time 

before he is ready to bring any recommendations.   
 
Professor Wambach commented that most students graduate with no W on their records, some 

have one W, and there is a small group that has a lot of them.  The pattern is that they are failing a 
course, withdraw, and re-register for it.  The question is how to get advisors involved in discussions 
with the students about career needs.  The University is developing alert structures for advisors; the 
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group of students in this category is not large but they need intervention.  That is one reason the new 
advising center, CAPE, has been established, Dr. McMaster said, in order to help students caught in 
the cracks.  [CAPE = Center for Academic and Professional Exploration] 

 
Professor Tarone said that the lesson from the data about gatekeeper courses is that there is 

something wrong with the system that allows students to take courses when they are not ready.  The 
reason for student persistence is that they are determined to pursue their goal, Dean Green commented.  
Why are the courses set up to fail so many students, Professor Tarone asked?  The assumption should 
be that students can learn the materials.  It is not the way the courses are set up, Dr. McMaster said; in 
some, it is the difficulty of the content and students are not able to get through it.  At the same time, 
Professor Wambach pointed out, the University is trying to get students into STEM courses, so if math 
courses, for example, are gatekeepers, but students are interested in the STEM fields, how can the 
University support them so they can pursue those fields?   

 
Professor Wade reported that a lot of students have their heart set on OT or PT, but the 

opportunities to get into the programs are very limited and they figure out what they need for 
admission—so the grade in a course can be critical.   

 
Professor Nelson commented on the need to teach core materials within a discipline.  In some 

cases it is necessary for a department to "backfill" to put the core materials in the context of the 
discipline.  She said she was not advocating creating multiple courses, but it may not be efficient for 
one department to offer all versions of an introductory course in a critical discipline.  She asked what a 
potential solution might be.  That quickly gets into budget model questions and fiscal issues, Dr. 
McMaster commented, which is not his bailiwick.  Dean Green noted that statistics courses are offered 
in five or six places around the campus.  He said he did not know what the data suggest in terms of 
student learning; can they learn calculus, for example, more readily if they are in a course that uses 
examples from the social versus the physical sciences?  That could affect students' interest in a course, 
and thus their performance.  Professor Ng (a mathematician) observed that there has been a lot of 
research on math education, and one finding is that students struggle with algebra and trigonometry 
more than with the ideas of calculus.  Professor Leger said that may be true—but that in the case of 
math, to add a preparatory course means it will take students more time to get their degree.   

 
Mr. Phillips returned to the matter of the registration queue.  She has talked with transfer 

students, who register after everyone else.  Her college (Biological Sciences) has a large number of 
transfer students and the University does them an injustice the first semester they are here.  Dr. 
McMaster said his office will take on a whole set of transfer-student issues because the University has 
perhaps not attended to these students as well as it should have.  In response to a question from 
Professor Ng, he said that students who transfer from University of Minnesota campus to another do 
count, but most transfers are not internal to the University. 

 
Professor Wade pointed out that less access to student loans and the increasing cost may be 

factors affecting students' decisions not to stay in college.  Dr. McMaster said one hoped the reasoning 
would go the other way:  when the cost is greater and it takes more loans to stay in school, students 
will see the reasons for getting their degree in four years.  And for those reasons some students will 
take their first two years at a community college, Professor Tarone added.   
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Professor Wambach asked whether, in the end, there will need to be policy decisions about 
what departments can do in majors or will there just need to be tweaks in the system here and there.  
Dr. McMaster said there could be several items.  At the department level, it may be that the 
requirements will not allow a student to graduate in four years and may need to be re-examined.  At 
the University level, there may need to be a look at gatekeeper courses and what can be done to reduce 
the failure rate in them.  There may need to be a look at advising:  With large numbers of students 
changing majors, what advising resources are available to help students get through in four years?  All 
of these considerations are driven by the goal of getting the campus to the 60% four-year graduation 
rate [Provost Sullivan reported to the Faculty Consultative Committee on the four-year graduation 
rates of some of the University's peers.  "The four-year graduation rate at the Twin Cities campus is 
46.3%.   He noted graduation rates from several large public research universities:  Penn State 68%, 
Berkeley 69%, University of Washington-Seattle 54%, UCLA 67%, Michigan 72%, Illinois 67%."] 
 
 Dean Green commented that in one department, having students with excess credits at the time 
of graduation may be seen as acceptable, but in another, it is not.  There are different reactions to the 
phenomenon, varying with the department.  So one cannot make administrative decisions based on the 
statistics.  Dr. McMaster agreed, noting that one college has a very high four-year graduation rate—
with students who have "excess" credits, while students with excess credits do not graduate at such a 
high rate in another college.  And some colleges have students who change majors more than in 
others, Dean Green observed.  Dr. McMaster agreed it is a multivariable problem.  But one must 
return to the basic fact that institutions very similar to Minnesota have four-year graduation rates that 
are markedly higher than Minnesota's.   
 
 Professor Wambach said she would encourage the faculty in any department to do a transcript 
analysis of their majors.   They will be probably be surprised at what they learn and gain insight from 
the study.  Dr. McMaster said that Academic Support Resources is doing such analyses and will 
provide information to the faculty.  The information will be part of a curriculum review. 
 
 Professor Wambach adjourned the meeting at 3:50. 
 
       -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 


