
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, September 19, 2007 

1:30 – 3:30 
238A Morrill Hall 

 
 
Present: Cathrine Wambach (chair), LeAnn Alstadt, (George Green for) Gail Dubrow, April 

Knutson, Richard McCormick, Claudia Neuhauser, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Paul Siliciano, 
Donna Spannaus-Martin, Craig Swan, Molly Tolzmann, Douglas Wangensteen 

 
Absent: William Bart, James Leger, Joel Weinsheimer 
 
Guests: Tina Falkner (Office of the Registrar), Regina Moran, (Office of Student Finance); 

Professor Tom Clayton (Academic Freedom and Tenure Committee), Vice Provost 
Arlene Carney, Dr. Thomas Dohm (Office of Measurement Services), Dr. David Langley 
(Center for Teaching and Learning Services) 

 
Other: none 
 
[In these minutes:  (1) earned versus unearned F grades; (2) new student-evaluation-of-teaching 
questions] 
 
 
1. Earned Versus Unearned F Grades 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 1:30 and turned to Dr. Falkner for action on an item 
of old business. 
 
 Dr. Falkner introduced Ms. Regina Moran from the Office of Student Finance, who is charged 
with enforcing part of federal law related to student financial aid.  Federal regulations require that 
institutions determine whether a student earned an F or N grade if that student has all F and N grades for a 
term.  Did the student perform poorly and fail the classes (which is acceptable to the federal government) 
or did the student quit attending (which is not, and which requires that federal aid be returned in some 
measure, depending on the date the student stopped attending).  This is a very onerous task, Dr. Falkner 
commented, and the Office of Student Finance must contact each faculty member and ask if the student 
earned the F/N or if he or she just stopped showing up (in which case an I is not appropriate—and an I is 
acceptable under federal regulations).  A small subcommittee of SCEP members worked on this issue and 
she brings to the Committee the recommendations.   
 

There were three options for final grade submission, the first of which—the preferred option for 
the Office of Student Finance—would lead to modifying the web-based grading tool to allow for the 
keyed entry of the date of last attendance or date of last work for students who earned an F or an N.  
(Other options presented to the Committee would allow the instructor to indicate whether the student 
attended to xyz date, which would represent 60% of the semester (beyond that point, no aid must be 
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returned), or an option that would not allow an F or N to be entered without also indicating, from a drop-
down menu, when the student last attended class (e.g., week 1, week 2, etc.)).  

 
Committee members offered several observations about how unlikely it is that a faculty member 

in a large class would know when a student stopped attending.  In a large lecture class, if a student does 
not take the first exam, that would qualify as the last date of attendance.  So would a midterm exam.  
Dean Green said that the options for the instructor must include "don't know."  And the consequences for 
students need to be made known to the faculty so they do not just click "don't know" without any thought, 
Professor Neuhauser added.  Dr. Falkner explained the complications and difficulties that would arise, 
systemically as well as in terms of workload, if the answer is "don't know."  It may be, she said, that there 
is need for a "never attended & no record" option. 

 
How many students receive all F/N/W grades, Ms. Phillips asked?  300-400 on the Twin Cities 

campus each term, Ms. Moran said, and many fewer on the other campuses.  Is there follow-up with those 
students, Ms. Phillips then inquired?  Not from their office, Ms. Moran said.  Ms. Phillips said she would 
wonder if the student is in deep trouble; should there not be a community response when that happens?   

 
The process is that the University pays back the federal government for aid awarded to a student 

who dropped out, Dr. Falkner confirmed.   
 
Professor Wambach asked which of the options would most likely provide useful information, 

comply with the law, and cause the least faculty angst.  The preferred option asks for an exact date, Ms. 
Moran said.  They need to do the calculation by exact date.  If faculty do not know and fake it, there will 
be trouble, Dr. Swan observed.  Professor McCormick suggested using the preferred choice with an 
option to indicate the instructor has no record.   

 
Dean Green cautioned that no system adopted should lock up grade submission for an entire class 

because of a lack of information about one or two students.  
 
The Committee voted unanimously in favor of the modified preferred option. 
 
Another proposal before the Committee was to modify the mid-term grade alert to either indicate 

"not attending" and date of last attendance or modify the alert to provide a drop-down menu whenever the 
grade is F, N, or Unsatisfactory, with several choices on the drop-down menu (non-attendance, stopped 
attending, poor classroom performance, never attended class, etc.)  Ms. Moran reported that her office 
preferred the first option, which would provide a date in addition to information the mid-term alert 
already provides.   

 
Modifying the mid-term alert tool would allow the University to respond in cases about which 

Ms. Phillips expressed concern.  If it can be opened more times and allow multiple entries, that would 
allow advisors to see across classes if someone has "checked out."  Dean Green said that he sends a 
"disappearance alert" to the coordinator of freshman seminars if a student doesn't show up, but the 
process should not depend on the initiative of individual instructors.  The notice should be easy to do so 
that someone knows a student has stopped attending.  The primary goal is to learn if someone is not 
attending, not to gather data, Professor Wambach commented.  Dr. Falkner agreed that the University 
does want to be "appropriately intrusive" for students at risk. 
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The Committee agreed to support the first option to allow the Office of Student Finance to obtain 
the information it needs, plus a date if the instructor has one, and that is easy for faculty to use. 

 
 Professor Wambach thanked Dr. Falkner and Ms. Moran for preparing the information for the 
Committee. 
  
2. New Student Evaluation of Teaching Questions 
 
 Professor Wambach welcomed the Committee's guests, Professor Clayton, Vice Provost Carney, 
and Drs. Dohm and Langley, to present the results of the pilot study of the new teaching-evaluation 
questions (Dr. Dohm & Langley) and to discuss the implications of using the new questions for the 
promotion and tenure process. 
 
 Dr. Dohm thanked the Committee for the opportunity to talk with the Committee and recalled that 
he and Dr. Langley appeared last spring and were asked to conduct a pilot study of the new questions for 
the mandatory student-evaluation-of-teaching forms.  He and Dr. Langley had been part of a larger ad hoc 
subcommittee, jointly appointed by this Committee and the Committee on Faculty Affairs and chaired by 
Dr. Langley, that had been charged to revise the items on the form. 
 
 Dr. Dohm distributed a 30+-page handout and walked through it with the Committee.  He noted 
the appointment of the ad hoc subcommittee last fall and its charge, which was to analyze the current 
form in light of research on teaching and learning and principles of good practice, revised the current 
form or construct a new one based on scholarship, construct or adopt a conceptual framework of teaching 
and learning to provide a coherent structure to the items used on the form, and deliberate on the value of 
student ratings as a source of information about effective teaching (compared to other methods of 
evaluating teaching).  The ad hoc subcommittee brought a report to the parent committees in February 
and March of this year with seven recommendations (most of the following language comes verbatim 
from Dr. Dohm's report). 
 
1.  There should be six core statements: 
 A.  This instructor was well-prepared for class. 
 B.  This instructor explained the subject matter clearly. 
 C.  I was able to effectively use teacher feedback to improve my class performance. 
 D.  This instructor treated me with respect. 
 E.  I have a deeper understanding of the subject matters as a result of this course. 
 F.  My interest in the subject matter was stimulated by this course. 
The proposed form also included two open-ended questions:  "I learned best when the instructor:" and 
"To succeed in this class, my recommendations for students would be:" 
 
2.  Learning-centered as well as traditional teacher-centered statements are used. 
3.  The Undergraduate Learning Outcomes (adopted by the Faculty Senate last spring) should serve as a 
conceptual framework to (a) provide a structure for the rating items, and (b) emphasize a deliberate 
connection between instructional performance and student learning. 
4.  Statement #1 from the current SET form ("How would you rate the instructor's overall teaching 
ability") has been eliminated; the recommend that "overall" instructor performance be based on the mean 
of the core statements, a more defensible approach to examine the broad effects of instruction on student 
learning. 
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5.  A six-level, balanced measurement scale is proposed, which is the direction being taken in the 
measurement literature. 
6.  A strong diagnostic approach to teacher development is emphasized; the system should be connected 
to professional development to improve instructional performance to help faculty who are doing poorly. 
7.  The proposed title of the form (Student Rating of Teaching) emphasizes that students are providing a 
rating score that will be subsequently judged by those making personnel decisions. 
 
 Dr. Dohm then reviewed the methodology the subcommittee used to conduct the pilot test of the 
revised questions.  (36 tenured faculty volunteered; there were 1648 student responses in the pilot, 1328 
on paper and 320 online.)  The Committee considered several bar graphs indicating the responses to 
questions asked of students about the new form (the statements provide useful feedback to the instructor 
to improve, they identify important issues that affect my learning, the two open-comment statements 
provide way to express my perspective); the students were quite positive about the statements.  Instructors 
were similarly positive about the new statements, although there was a sizeable percentage who disagreed 
with the value of the open-ended questions that had been proposed.  They have suggestions for revising 
the open-ended questions, Dr. Langley said, as follows: 
 
--  What did the instructor do that most helped your learning? 
--  What could the instructor have done to enhance your learning?  [This one was subsequently revised in 
the course of Committee discussion; see infra.] 
--  What could you have done to be a better learner? 
 
The latter is included because the principle is that teaching and learning are a joint responsibility; the third 
question helps remind the student of his or her responsibility.  The second question, Dr. Langley 
commented, could be recast to read "What did the instructor do that hindered your learning?"  The 
Committee concurred that his proposed revision provided a better balance with the first question. 
 
 In terms of the actual ratings students gave the faculty, they tended to be on the high end of the 
scale.  The question that gave students the most trouble was Question C and there were more "disagrees" 
on that item than the others.  Dr. Swan pointed out that the answer the student gives might be the same 
whether the instructor provided no feedback or the student just didn't work hard in the class. 
 
 Professor Ng said that most questions are instructor-centered or student-centered while Question 
C is student-centered but could be misconstrued:  either the teacher did not provide feedback or the 
student could not use it.  Dr. Langley said they tried to have three questions that were student-centered 
and three that were teacher-centered.  If one believes in the core principal that learning is a joint venture, 
the items should not point solely at teacher- or learner-centered issues.  There will be additional items 
available that include both.  Vice Provost Swan agreed with Professor Ng that Question C is ambiguous; 
if is changed, then there will not be the balance between teacher- and learner-centered questions.  
Question C COULD be learner-centered, Professor McCormick said, depending on what it is to be used 
for; one question is whether the instructor gave enough feedback.  It could be that a lot of feedback was 
provided but the student could not use it, Dr. Langley agreed. 
 
 Vice Provost Carney suggested that an additional question be considered:  the instructor provided 
sufficient and timely feedback.  The answer to that would provide an idea about whether it was provided, 
and Question C could be rephrased to allow the student to indicate whether he or she could use the 
feedback.  Dr. Dohm expressed support for two items on feedback.  The results could be more valuable 
for faculty, Dr. Carney added. 
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 Vice Provost Swan noted that these questions were prepared by Dr. Langley's subcommittee 
while another group prepared the student-release questions.  There is a lot of overlap between the two sets 
of questions, he observed.   
 
 Professor Wambach raised a procedural issue.  The goal is to move this process along and 
implement the new questions as soon as possible; if it becomes necessary to change the form, that will 
slow down the process.  Does the Committee feel a question such as the one Dr. Carney suggested be 
added?  There was no immediate answer to the question. 
 
 Dean Green said, apropos replacing the one question in the earlier form with an average of the 
results of these six, that everyone knows the average datum will be used in promotion and merit 
decisions.  He said he would feel comfortable with a question on whether the instructor provided 
feedback but not one on whether the student used it.  If the student-centered and instructor-centered are 
mixed together, but interpreted as "that's the teacher," he would have a problem with it.  Dr. Swan said it 
is a question whether the average should be computed at all and suggested it would be better look at 
multiple issues in teaching, not just a score resulting from averaging the results of the six questions. 
 
 Dr. Dohm observed that when the student-release questions (approved last spring, after the 
students worked with Professor Rodriguez and did pilot testing) are included with the mandatory 
questions they have proposed, the form is lengthened and there is a lot of overlap, as Dr. Swan noted.  
The students do not see the results of the mandatory questions.  Some of the faculty also noticed the 
difference in scales between the two sets (the student-release questions have a seven-point scale, the 
proposed questions at issue today have a six-point scale).  He said he believed there should be discussion 
about the student-release questions. 
 
 Dr. Langley recalled that the ad hoc subcommittee recommended in its report last spring that the 
number of student-release questions should be reduced from 18 to 4 in order to eliminate the overlap and 
in order to make them more valuable to students in selecting courses.  At present it is not known how 
students select courses, and at present only 10% of the faculty authorize release of the data from the 
student-release questions.  He concluded that the form now is too long, there is too much overlap between 
the questions, and with the different scales it looks incoherent.  The conceptual framework is lost with the 
addition of the student-release questions. 
 
 Vice Provost Swan pointed out that the Faculty Senate delegated to this Committee authority to 
approve the student-release questions.  Given Professor Wambach's question about timeliness, there is 
room for modification of the student-release questions in a timely way but it is not clear how they can be 
integrated into the questions proposed by the Langley subcommittee.  The University's position is that the 
data from the core questions is not public information because it is personnel data.  Professor McCormick 
said that any revision of the student-release questions would have to be undertaken by the Student Senate; 
they worked on the questions with this Committee and Professor Rodriguez and piloted them.  It might 
not be difficult to persuade them to see value in making changes and eliminating duplication but they 
would have to have a seat at the table for the discussions. 
 
 Dr. Dohm agreed.  He said that even if the student-release questions are untouched, there are 
broader issues.  At present there are more than 20 different forms when one counts the additions the 
colleges have made.  The colleges tend to add questions and the forms are getting packed with questions; 
students must complete four or five of them each term, which may be why the response rates are down.  It 
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would help to cut the number of items; that might increase the response rate and provide better 
information.  Ms. Alstadt reported that she has classmates who took the pilot; she asked them about it.  
They said it was clear and reasonable but really long and there was a lot of overlap in the questions.  Dr. 
Dohm said they had reached the same conclusion; they propose only six items, but when the 18 student-
release questions are added and the colleges add 10-15 items, it becomes too long.  The process must be 
managed.  Ms. Alstadt also said students related that it was given at the end of class when they were tired 
and just wanted to get out and did not want to fill out the form.   
 
 Dr. Knutson expressed a concern about the actual form itself.  She pointed out that the six 
questions are in a tiny space, in a small font; which would lead students to skip them. 
 
 There are a number of forms used around the country that have 20 – 40 items, Dr. Langley 
reported, although they may all be on one page.  He said he hoped that the six or seven questions they 
have proposed would not be the ONLY questions, so that faculty could use questions specifically for their 
course.   
 
 One way to solve the overlap problem would be to release the results of all the questions, Dr. 
Swan said.  Release would have to be mandatory.  There are schools that use a single form and release all 
of the data—they use them for personnel decisions and give them to students.  Professor Wambach said 
that suggestion could be tucked away for some other day.  Dean Green said he was sympathetic to the 
point; if the results are bifurcated, with some unavailable to students, and there is a good question among 
the core questions, the students will want it repeated in the student-release questions so they can see the 
result.   
 
 Professor Wambach turned now to Vice Provost Carney and Professor Clayton for a discussion of 
the implications of the new form and questions for promotion and tenure.  Dr. Carney reported that it is 
clear to her, as she has reviewed promotion-and-tenure files, that for the vast majority of departments, the 
entire evaluation of teaching effectiveness consists in use of the core questions.  Some departments use 
only the responses to the first ("How would you rate the instructor's overall teaching ability?"); some use 
1 and 3, and some use them all.  Some departments report the difference between the candidate and the 
rest of the faculty in the department, but may rely only on 1XXX courses, or all of the data for the 
departments, or only the last five years of data.  There is also widespread use of the mean but not standard 
deviation; a faculty member may receive a score of 5.6 when the department average is 5.8, but the 
difference may not mean anything.  There is a need for a single way to present the data in promotion-and-
tenure files.   
 
 With the new form, there will not be five years of data, Dr. Carney observed.  Some units 
establish a benchmark, such as a 5, so they can say when faculty performance falls below an acceptable 
level.  She said she would prefer to see an agreed-upon method for using the data for promotion, tenure, 
and merit decisions.  Perhaps benchmarks could be used, as more data accumulate, and it will be possible 
to look at variance from the mean.   
 
 In addition, some departments report all student comments, some do not.   
 
 Dr. Carney said she liked the questions that had been developed because they address specific 
elements of performance.  In a review of probationary faculty, the chair can work with the individual on 
specific issues (e.g., feedback), but she said she was concerned about the use of a composite score.  That 
issue has not been discussed in the revisions of the tenure code and the Procedures but it is an important 
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part of the language of 7.12 statements.  A department could set benchmarks for the answers to the 
questions (which could differ across departments), but she said she would not favor use of a composite 
score.  She would also want to look at the trajectory over the probationary period.   
 
 Dr. Carney reported that she has assembled a group of members of the Academy of Distinguished 
Teachers to develop best practices in peer evaluation of instruction.  Student evaluations are critical for 
performance reviews, but there must also be peer evaluations to provide a more informed decision (which 
would also help P&A staff who are evaluated on the basis of their teaching).   
 
 Professor Wambach asked Professor Clayton for his views.  He remarked that he has dealt with 
this issue for 30 or more years so has considerable experience with it.  He said it almost does not matter 
what questions are used; the best research shows the responses to the nature of the teacher:  if the teacher 
is young, handsome, non-minority, and easy-grading, that is the way to get the best evaluations.  There is 
such high-level subjectivity that the wording of the questions does not matter that much, but the 
Committee should pay attention if the question is ambiguous.  There are two models available:  the 
consumer (the student gets the most and the least—entertainment and moved along) and the intellectual.  
The University should be interested in what the professor is putting out in intellect.  The new tenure code 
provides that "what the University of Minnesota seeks above all in its faculty members is intellectual 
distinction and academic integrity."  Those characteristics may not be apparent in these questions but they 
should be manifest in teaching.  There are a number of demographic items that are optional on the form 
that it is important to have in order to evaluate the evaluation (e.g., the grade the student expects to 
receive).  The open-ended essays are also important to understanding the student's understanding of the 
course.  He concluded with the observation that he agreed with Vice Provost Carney that there should be 
a uniform way to use the data in personnel files. 
 
 Ms. Phillips wondered if Professor Clayton's comments did not undervalue students.  Her 
impression, she said, is that for the most part students spend time on the evaluations and are thoughtful 
about them.  Some are not.  She said she believed in giving feedback on how faculty did but also agreed 
that the student evaluations should not be the only way an instructor is evaluated.  In her department, 
Professor Neuhauser reported, about one-third of the faculty are junior faculty, and she uses the results of 
the student evaluations to help mentor them.  The essay questions are very helpful, even if the questions 
are not perfect, and she said she was not cynical about students being only consumers; she said she 
believed most are here to learn.   
 
 What is important is that there be questions with answers that faculty can respond to, Dr. Carney 
said.  The comments can help but some students may not be able to articulate their concerns, so it is 
difficult to provide information to a mentor.  Professor Neuhauser agreed and said she is not a fan of just 
using overall scores. 
 
 Professor Wambach said that Dr. Carney's and Professor Clayton's comments are linked:  it is a 
mistake to rely solely on student ratings to evaluate instruction and it is the obligation of departments to 
evaluate the intellectual quality of the work.  The department chair is obligated to evaluate the 
administrative end of the teaching.  At present peer review is almost exclusively based on a few 
classroom evaluations, Dr. Carney said; few promotion-and-tenure files discuss whether a candidate's 
teaching is cutting-edge or includes unique lab experiences, etc.   
 
 Professor McCormick said that essay evaluations are wonderful but also impractical on an 
institution-wide basis.  The charge to the Langley subcommittee was to identify core questions that 
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reflected the research that has been done on how to obtain valuable information.  He thanked them for 
their work.  The Committee needs to talk to the students but he suggested that it was ready to approve 
these questions (with the addition of a seventh and slight modification of Question C) and move forward. 
 
 Dr. Dohm said that when they created the six questions, they wanted to be sure the student would 
be in a position to rate the instructor on the items and they wanted to focus on behavior, and have the 
questions linked to promotion, tenure, and merit.  It is best if the questions are not looked at as one item 
but rather as six (or seven).  Professor McCormick urged that departments not be given the option to 
present one composite score in personnel files. 
 
 The Committee discussed the timetable for bringing the revised questions to the Faculty Senate.  
Dr. Dohm said that his office could probably implement the new form if action were taken no later than 
the February 14 Senate meeting.  The Committee voted unanimously in favor of the questions, with the 
understanding that (1) there would be an additional question on feedback and a modification of the 
proposed Question C (to be done by Drs. Dohm and Langley and Professor Ng, in consultation with Vice 
Provost Carney) so that one question required information about the student and one about the instructor, 
and (2) the second open-ended question would be revised as Dr. Langley had proposed so it parallels the 
first question. 
 
 It was also agreed that the Committee should take up the process that departments and colleges 
use to add questions to the forms.  (Dr. Carney reported that she has never seen any of the additional 
department or college results in any promotion-and-tenure file.  Perhaps they are used in merit decisions, 
she said, but not in tenure or promotion-to-professor recommendations.) 
 
 Professor Wambach said that she would contact the Student Senate Consultative Committee 
about working on modifications to the student-release questions.  Ms. Alstadt urged her to remind 
students about the length of the form.  Ms. Tolzmann said Professor Wambach should also point out the 
overlap and suggest the students think about a way to streamline the form.  They may wish to involve 
Professor Rodriguez again.  Dean Green said if the faculty get to see the results of both sets of questions, 
and the students do not see the core questions, any overlap should be eliminated from the core questions. 
 
 Dr. Carney reported on another way to provide information to students, an "incomplete list of 
excellent teachers":  students would be told who is in the upper one-third on teaching evaluation items.  
The data could be on the web and students would be able to see who is regarded as the best teachers.  
That is another approach. 
 
 Professor Wambach thanked everyone for their work and adjourned the meeting at 3:30. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
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