
Minutes* 
 

Senate Consultative Committee 
Thursday, October 29, 2009 

3:00 – 4:30 
Room 238A Morrill Hall 

 
 

Present: Marti Hope Gonzales, (chair), Jeffrey Anderson, Nancy Carpenter, Carol Chomsky, Will 
Craig, Shawn Curley, Manjari Govada, Andrew Heairet, Emily Hoover, Walt Jacobs, 
Kathy Julik-Heine, Jeffrey Kahn, Jan McCulloch, Michael Oakes, Andrew Smith, Francis 
Strahan, Greg Summers, Sarah Waldemar, Becky Yust 

 
Absent: Christopher Cramer, Jason Einertson, Janet Fitzakerley, Karen Lovro, Russell Luepker, 

Jonathan Lundberg, Kathryn VandenBosch, Cathrine Wambach 
 
Guests: Vice Provost Robert McMaster 
 
Others: none 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) redundant policies; (2) graduation rates] 
 
 
1. Redundant Policies 
 
 Professor Gonzales convened the meeting at 3:00 and asked for a vote to direct the Senate office 
to remove redundant and outdated policies from the University Senate website in order to eliminate 
duplicate policies.  The Committee voted unanimously to do so. 
 
2. Graduation Rates 
 
 Professor Gonzales now welcomed Vice Provost McMaster to the meeting to discuss graduation 
rates, a topic that has been discussed in many forums.  She noted the importance of reducing the time it 
takes students to graduate and asked what is being done in a systematic way to reduce impediments.  
 
 Vice Provost McMaster began by saying that there are a number of concerns about the four-year 
graduation rates and that the Board of Regents is emphatic about improving them.  He pointed out that he 
will be addressing data and information only for the Twin Cities campus because he does not speak for 
the coordinate campuses.  The concerns about graduation rate are fiscal (the cost to students of attending a 
fifth or sixth year), pedagogical (students in their fifth or sixth year taking seats in classes, making them 
unavailable to other students), and the messages at all levels to faculty, staff, and students. 
 
 With 34,000 applications for about 5,400 spots on the Twin Cities campus, it is becoming a target 
for students:  They want to come here.  The University needs to be sure there is maximum access, and if 
students remain on campus for a fifth and sixth year, there are fewer spots for new incoming students.  
Last year the campus also saw an increase in transfer students, from 1,800 to 2,500, creating additional 
pressure on the delivery of the curriculum.  As the University improves quality, there are more students 
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who want to be here, Dr. McMaster repeated, so it is important to be mindful about getting them 
graduated in a timely fashion. 
 
 The cost of attendance is about $22,000 per year (although nearly all students receive a discount 
on tuition through financial aid and scholarships).  So it costs students more to attend an additional year 
or two, Dr. McMaster said.  How does he respond to the argument that "it's my money" and students 
should be able to stay five years if they wish.  Dr. McMaster referred to the point about the pressure on 
the curriculum and added that it looks better on a student record if he or she graduates in four years.   
 
 Moreover, after four years, much financial aid dries up, Dr. McMaster said, so in the fifth or sixth 
year students must borrow money or get it from parents or from somewhere.  The cost of education is a 
national debate, as is the cost of loans, and the University has a lot of data on what happens when students 
no longer receive financial aid.  Can a student "stop the clock," to take care of children, for example, Dr. 
Craig asked?  They cannot, Dr. McMaster said; the clock starts the day they set foot on campus.   
 
 In response to a query, Dr. McMaster said they have found that students who study abroad 
graduate in a more timely fashion than those who do not. 
 
 Dr. McMaster reported that 58.3% of students who graduated in four years borrowed money; 
their average indebtedness was $21,674.  67% who graduated in five years borrowed; their average 
indebtedness was $23,220.  For those who graduated after six years, the average indebtedness was 
$24,265.  So students increased their debt by about $3,000 and they also lost one or two years of income 
in lifetime earnings, money into retirement accounts, etc.  In the fifth and six years, the percentage of 
students who must borrow grows steadily. 
 
 The reputation of the University is in part dependent on its four-year graduation rate (and, 
increasingly, ONLY the four-year rate), Dr. McMaster commented.  That, in turn, depends on the first-
year retention rate, and the freshman-to-sophomore rate has reached 90.6% for the freshman class that 
entered fall 2008.  What about the "Access to Success" students, Professor Jacobs asked?  Dr. McMaster 
said he did not have those data yet but he noted that the numbers of credits completed and grades for 
students in the program look good. 
 
 Professor Curley asked if the loan numbers were total (they are).  He queried the results:  
Students only incur an additional $3,000 in indebtedness for two more years in college even though 
financial aid has dried up?  Professor Yust suggested the borrowing may have occurred in the fifth and 
sixth year; Dr. Craig suggested that students are probably working more during those years.  Mr. Heairet 
said that if a student borrows money for four years, he or she is motivated to graduate, but if the costs of 
education the first four years are supplemented from other sources, that personal motivation is reduced, so 
if a student needs a fifth year, that is when he or she borrows.  Professor Curley said there must be a story 
underneath the data. 
 
 Dr. McMaster reported that the four-year graduation rate last year was 45.3%.  (It has actually 
shifted up to 45.8% with late degree postings.)  The rate has been increasing the last several years but 
stabilized this year.  All of the rates (four-year, five-year, and six-year) have been going up fairly rapidly 
the last decade.  The four-year graduation rates for the other campuses are 38% at Duluth, 55% at Morris, 
25% at Crookston—most of the rates are going up and no campus has seen any significant decrease.  
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There are fluctuations from year to year.  So this is a good story generally for the University since both 
the Twin Cities and coordinate campuses have  improved their graduation rates 
 
 Professor Oakes asked how students are counted in the graduation rates.  If they start as freshman 
and graduate from the University, Dr. McMaster said.  If a student starts in CLA and transfers to IT, that 
student is counted for CLA.   
 
 What target are they shooting for, Professor Curley asked?  A graduation rate of 60% for the 
students who entered in the fall of 2008, Dr. McMaster responded.  That is now looking promising 
because the retention rate is over 90%.  The first-year retention rate varies considerably by college, from a 
low of 76% to several that are over 90%.  (A student who transfers from CLA to IT is counted as a CLA 
retention.)  The four-year graduation rates also vary considerably by college (as do the five-year and six-
year rates), from a low of 18% (a complicated story involving the movement of General College into the 
College of Education and Human Development, and that rate will improve rapidly over the next few 
years).  There is a different story in each college that explains why the graduation rates are what they are. 
 
 How do they account for transfer students, Professor Hoover asked?  A number of departments 
have significant numbers of transfer students.  Departments could do a great job with transfer students 
and the University apparently could care less, so why should they bother?  It is true that they do not count 
in the four-year graduation-rate metric, Dr. McMaster said.  Is that because that is the national model for 
counting, Professor Chomsky asked?  It is, Dr. McMaster said, and he went on to say that his office 
watches transfer-student graduation rates carefully and that the Provost has asked him to look at the 
myriad of issues around transfer students.  (For example, many transfer students would like to live in the 
residence halls but there is no space for them; making that possible would improve the quality of student 
life for them.) 
 
 Professor Yust recalled a discussion about credit loads per student, and said that Morris had a 
lower rate than the Twin Cities—but given the graduation rate, who cares?  What is critical is that 
students are close to, or above, 14 or 15 credits per semester, Dr. McMaster agreed.  It must average out 
15 per semester over 8 semesters to reach 120 credits to graduate on time. 
 
 Dr. McMaster next provided data on the four-year graduation rates of some of the University's 
peers (for the Twin Cities campus, public institutions), compared to the 45.3% rate reported for 
Minnesota.  The University of Minnesota still falls behind most of its peers.  (The private institutions 
have higher four-year graduation rates, probably because they are so expensive that students cannot afford 
to stay more than four years.) 
 
 The four-year graduation goal is 60%, Dr. McMaster repeated, but other institutions are also 
making efforts to increase their graduation rates, so the University's relative standing may not change that 
much.  Ohio State, for example, has become very attentive to improving its student profile.  Minnesota 
looks much better than it did ten years ago, and if can achieve the 60% goal, it will at least be towards the 
median of the Big Ten (assuming that all institutions increase their rate).   
 
 It is also necessary to look at sub-groups by demographic factors, Dr. McMaster said.  For 
example, the six-year graduation rate for students who complete fewer than 30 credits the first year is 
34%; for students who complete 30 credits or more, it is 78%.  Living in a residence hall or being part of 
a learning community increases graduation rate; living elsewhere decreases it.  (There is a more 
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complicated story about residence halls and co-curricular activities.)  In terms of the relationship between 
graduation rates and ACT scores, students who have a score from 1-18 have a 13% graduation rate in four 
years, 36% in six years (there are not many students on the Twin Cities campus with a score in this 
range).  Students who score 31 or higher have a 54.5% graduation rate in four years and 76% in six years.  
Academic profiles are a strong predictor of graduation, Dr. McMaster said, so the University must look 
carefully at the kind of students it admits. 
 
 Professor Oakes asked if Dr. McMaster had looked at data on household income.  Dr. McMaster 
said he had not; it would need to be gathered from the FAFSA forms.  Professor Oakes suggested it is 
necessary to think about students who believe they need to work, but who then get behind; he said he has 
always believed it is better to borrow and graduate than to work and not graduate.  Dr. McMaster agreed, 
although the graduation rate for students who work a modest amount is better than for students who do 
not work at all. 
 
 For students whose high-school rank is below the 50th percentile, the graduation rate is 10% in 
four years; for students who are at the 90th percentile or above, the four-year rate is 55%.  (About 45% of 
students on the campus are in the 90th percentile or above.)  Mr. Strahan asked if the relationship between 
high-school rank and graduation rate is linear; Dr. McMaster said that it is. 
 
 Mr. Smith asked Dr. McMaster if he had data on the relationship between declaring a major and 
graduation rate.  Students must declare a major by the end of their sophomore year, Dr. McMaster noted, 
and he can say that students who know with certainty and declare their major will graduate at a higher 
rate.  Students who change majors will graduate at a lower rate.   
 
 How will the University address the idea of exposing students to different fields and ideas, Mr. 
Smith then asked?   Professor Hoover said it would be interesting to identify majors that take students 
who are less well prepared and graduate them at a higher rate—to find out how they are doing so well.  
Dr. McMaster agreed it is an interesting question.  The University of Illinois has a new college, for 
general studies, that students enter if they are undecided on a major that works with the students to 
develop one.  Students can be prepared for college but not choose a major, Professor Hoover pointed out. 
 
 Professor Curley said there are two reasons the graduation rate can be low.  There might be 
individual reasons the institution can try to deal with, or there might be structural reasons that force 
students to take longer than they want.  There were changes about ten years ago and the University could 
be seeing the benefits now.  In moving from 45% to 60%, are the biggest problems individual or 
structural, he asked?    
 
 Dr. McMaster said he would get into the matter.  There are five categories of reasons why 
students leave: 
 
-- academic difficulties 
-- dissatisfaction with the University 
-- personal circumstances 
-- lack of study 
-- financial pressure. 
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They are seeing more and more students who fall in the last category (because parents have lost a job, for 
example), so the financial-aid office is redoubling its efforts to get them aid. 
 
 They are looking at interventions, Dr. McMaster said.  One is increasing admissions standards 
(with a much larger applicant pool, standards can be increased).  Another is mid-term alerts to identify 
when students are getting in trouble (a very low percentage of faculty submit mid-term alerts, although 
such alerts  are critical for first-year students).  Another is the Smart Learning Commons and other 
tutoring to help students deal with difficult courses.  They also seek to increase student engagement 
through such activities as Convocation and Welcome Week.  He said he believes the nearly 91% retention 
rate is based in part on the intensive acclimation to the University that students receive during Welcome 
Week.  It gives students a sense of the trajectory they must be on in order to graduate in four years, it 
provides them some fiscal literacy, and provides access to other activities that affect graduation, such as 
the living-learning communities, UROP, freshman seminars, and—something students mention—the new 
football stadium. 
 
 There are also pedagogical interventions being considered, Dr. McMaster told the Committee.  
They include the 13-credit rule, tuition banding, the grad planner, and the four-year graduation guarantee.  
The Center for Academic Planning Exploration, CAPE, which will work with undecided students and 
those who are transferring between colleges to help them make the most effective use of their credits to 
graduate (other universities have had success with similar transition advising centers).  They are putting 
some funding into CAPE, which will be in the new student-services building.  The College of Liberal 
Arts has now developed a prototype enrollment-tracking and advising system that provides real-time 
interaction with the enrollment database, so an advisor knows within the hour if a student drops a class.  
The Office of Undergraduate Education will provide the resources to make this advising system available 
for all colleges. 
 
 In terms of curricular impediments, they have a project underway to look at course access and 
gatekeeper courses (e.g., if a student fails calculus, he or she must take it again—and is automatically one 
semester behind).  If a course has a high failure rate, as is the case for certain key classes, that is a big 
problem.  That is not an unusual phenomenon at universities, but as institutions push to increase their 
four-year graduation rates, they will find ways to work around that particular issue.  Are they working 
with the faculty who are teaching the classes, Professor Oakes asked?  They are, Dr. McMaster said. 
 
 They are also looking at liberal education and degree requirements, Dr. McMaster related.  They 
are looking, for example, to find out if there is any way possible to earn certain degrees within 128 credits 
(if a department says the degree requires that many).  In some majors, they have found no students who 
graduated with ONLY the 128 credits. 
 
 Mr. Strahan asked if they have considered a freshman seminar on preparedness.  He said he knew 
of a student with a 34 on the ACT who got completely lost because he did not know how to study.  The 
University loses students in the top 10% because they do not know how to study.  In part they try to 
address that during Welcome Week, Dr. McMaster said, but there is only so much the University can do.  
General College had a "how to study" course, Mr. Strahan pointed out.  Access to Success does also and it 
is very successful, Dr. McMaster said.  Professor Yust pointed out, however, that students in Access to 
Success are not the top students that Mr. Strahan was talking about. 
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 Professor McCulloch asked if, with the push to increase the four-year graduation rates and the 
push on students to choose majors fast, if anyone has considered that there might be bright students with a 
lot of interest who might take an extra two or three semesters?  And what is the correlation with job 
satisfaction if they are pushed through?  What are the consequences for the students in the future?  Part of 
going to college is exploring many things; what happens when the institution pushes students into their 
field?  Dr. McMaster said that it is possible to explore, within a reasonable time.  Dr. Craig recalled that 
Professor Ibele, a former chair of this Committee and an engineering professor, asked professional 
engineers what they wished they had gotten out of college that they didn't; they said liberal arts.  So, Mr. 
Strahan concluded, the University does not care what happens to students later.  Dr. McMaster disagreed, 
pointed out that the University has career counseling, and that the number of people who start a job and 
then change has increased considerably in recent years. 
 
 Professor Gonzales thanked Dr. McMaster for his report and adjourned the meeting at 4:05. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota  


