
Minutes* 
 

Senate Committee on Educational Policy 
Wednesday, November 14, 2007 

1:30 – 3:30 
238A Morrill Hall 

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

Kieffer, James Leger, Claudia Neuhauser, Peh Ng, Jane Phillips, Paul Siliciano, 
Donna Spannaus-Martin, Emily Ronning, Craig Swan, Molly Tolzmann, Douglas 
Wangensteen 

 
Absent: William Bart, April Knutson, Richard McCormick, Joel Weinsheimer, David Zeller 
 
Guests: Kent Pekel (Executive Director, Consortium for Postsecondary Academic Success); 

Wayne Sigler (Director, Admissions, Twin Cities campus); Laurel Hirt 
(Career/Community Learning Center) 

 
[In these minutes: 1) relationships with K-12 education; (2) the role of the faculty in admissions; (3) 
proposed policy for designating service-learning courses] 
 
 
1. Relationships with K-12 Education 
 
 Professor Wambach convened the meeting at 1:30, introduced the new student members of the 
Committee, and welcomed Dr. Kent Pekel to discuss relationships between the University and K-12 
education.  He is the head of an initiative connecting the University to K-12 education and will also 
discuss whether prospective students should be required to complete four years of math.  Professor 
Wambach commented that the University knows from research that math is an important factor in 
predicting college graduation so the Committee will have decide whether to recommend a change in 
the requirement. 
 
 Mr. Pekel told the Committee that he had been a high-school teacher and then an administrator 
in the St. Paul schools and came to the University when the Consortium for Postsecondary Academic 
Success was created by President Bruininks in July, 2006.  The idea behind the Consortium is to build 
collectively pathways to higher education "to prepare every Minnesota student to succeed at an 
institution of higher education, whether it is a technical school, a community college, or a four-year 
college or university." It is based on a sense that every Minnesota student should complete some 
postsecondary education program if Minnesota is to continue to compete.  Higher education faces a 
perfect storm:  an increasing number of students who are least likely to succeed in higher education at 
a time when the number of high school graduates is declining.   
 
 Mr. Pekel offered four conceptual thoughts, which he described as based 70% based on 
research and 30% on gut feelings. 
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-- Student achievement of U.S. children:  in international comparisons, they do well in early 
grades but do comparatively worse as they go into higher grades.  Elementary schools can organize 
around a goal, to get students to core levels of competency in reading and math.  But what is the 
mission of high schools?    If the aim is to get all students into some kind of postsecondary education, 
then preparation for post-secondary education could be a core mission for Minnesota high schools. .  
High-performance high schools all emphasize college preparation. 
 
-- What is unique in the U.S. is that secondary and higher education are disconnected and the 
choice and transition from one to the other is left up to the kids.  The premise of the Consortium is that 
they must get the signals aligned:  high schools and colleges must accurately communicate what it 
takes to get into and succeed in higher education. 
 
-- The best predictor of college success is the rigor of the high-school curriculum.  The best 
indicator of curriculum rigor is math and the tipping point for a degree is Algebra II.  Minnesota is 
below other states in requiring high school students to take advanced math and science courses. 
 
-- The paradigm must be changed from aptitude to effort.  Schools need to emphasize the 
important role effort plays in achievement. .  Chinese schools emphasize effort over aptitude and all 
students are expected to try hard to master difficult subjects. 
 
 In his first year on the job he wondered why the Consortium was not located in the College of 
Education and Human Development, but he has come to realize that a University-wide perch is 
important.  He has spent a year building networks outside the University and started with units at three 
levels:  the state, the school, and the student.  At the state level, President Bruininks has taken on 
leadership of the P-16 partnership, which includes the University, MNSCU, the private colleges, 
school superintendents, and the business community.  The President has set an outcome-based agenda 
and proposed four goals.   
 
 One, define postsecondary readiness in Minnesota.  Part of that will include test scores (ACT-
readiness), but also soft skills such as persistence and critical thinking.  They will provide schools a 
readiness definition.   
 
 Two, for K-12 science students, they hope to integrate best practices in science education.   
 
 Three, help teachers bring standards to life in math and science fields using best-practice 
teaching. 
 
 Four, they will develop a single-student identifier as a way to track students in education in 
Minnesota. 
 
 They have also proposed a fifth goal, to look at implementing a multi-tiered system of teacher 
licensing (although not using these terms, think about designations such as novice, continuing, and 
expert/master teacher).  This process is complex and political. 
 
 At the school level, they have established a principals' academy.  Currently 74 principals from 
across the state meet for 2-3 days several times per year to work on what gets kids on the path to 
college readiness.  They are also building a leadership network of principals, something President 
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Bruininks wants to do for teachers and superintendents later as well.  (In one school, they got rid of 
"lower math" or "consumer math" because it does not get students on the road to college.) 
 
 Among the materials Mr. Pekel distributed was a graphic explaining the Minnesota 
Postsecondary Plan project (for which they received a $1-million grant).  The Plan uses a portal to 
present students and families with information about the value of higher education as well as 
information on preparation, persistence, connections, and access.  With a high ratio of students to 
counselors, they must rely on technology.    "The portal looks and feels like MySpace, Facebook, . . . 
and other social networking sites" that are so familiar to many students.  It is something individual 
students use, but so can schools and families, to put them on the path to college readiness.  There is a 
myth that it is better to take easier courses to get a higher GPA, and avoid AP and IB courses, but the 
research shows otherwise.   
 
 There is a lot going on across the University to increase teacher abilities and to help kids get 
through; it needs to connect the dots.  They want to create a single web point for students and families, 
teachers and administrators, to have access to University resources.  Mr. Pekel said he hopes this is a 
precursor to a University-wide strategy to set priorities that requires faculty involvement and 
administrative leadership. 
 
 Professor Bart said he was elated with some of the comments and said there is research to 
support them, such as teachers at different levels.  There is much research that could enrich what Mr. 
Pekel is doing.  68% of students can pass state reading and math tests, so the focus should be on 
struggling learners and identifying the best way to teach math and reading.  It may be that those who 
pass would do so no matter the teaching style.  One will never get all the teachers to use a perfect 
teaching style and kids must be robust enough to deal with variations.  That is why they want to move 
to holistic views about what kids need to do, Mr. Pekel said. 
 
 Ms. Ronning said she appreciated the distinction between effort and aptitude and asked about 
the possibility of changing the math requirement to four years.  Will there be unintended consequences 
of a policy change when one thinks about the abilities students come with to school?  They have been 
told to "get ready for lots of mad band parents," Mr. Pekel said.  Other groups said that is not true and 
the high school curriculum can be rigorous and still allow for electives.  They will need to grapple 
with the issue.  If the University does take the step of requiring an additional year of math, it will need 
to give school districts time to ramp up their math offerings.  In the St. Paul schools he saw students 
ready to take college math but who wanted to take their senior year off from math.  Clifford Adelman 
has written about the rigor needed and the importance of continuing effort in math, especially with 
minority students.  If the University sends a message that high school seniors can take a break from 
math, it will set them up for trouble.   
 
 Dean Green said doing so would be muscular and recalled that Governor Perpich called for 
college-level work in high schools and said that if they did not offer it, they would lose enrollment to 
neighbor schools.  The requirements have changed high-school targets in a lot of ways.  It is sad that 
the changes are not affecting all students, and sometimes only the top 20%; it is tough to get all kids 
involved.  Mr. Pekel agreed and said it is his sense from high schools outside the Twin Cities that 
there is a subset of kids, not necessarily the best students, who are using the PSEO option in 
community colleges to avoid more challenging high school courses. 
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 Professor Siliciano said he is aware that some districts may be reluctant to put in advanced 
math and believe they can't ask students to do it.  What does he say to them?  Mr. Pekel said he tells 
them math is the best predictor of college graduation, although not the only one.  He has a PowerPoint 
presentation about preparing kids for postsecondary education and speaks to groups around the state 
on the subject.  He joked that he depresses all of them because the subject matter is a heavy one, but 
emphasizes that it can be fit in the schedule and the kids can do it.  He emphasizes the economic 
effects of higher education. 
 
 What kind of information does the University want from schools as part of a decision to 
require four years of math, Professor Wambach asked?  There was a survey of Minnesota 
superintendents, Dr. Swan  reported, and his reading of the results were that there was strong support 
for the requirement, with some concern, primarily in rural areas, about the teachers and resources to 
meet it.  They are moving beyond the schedule and shortage of teachers (which are big problems), Mr. 
Pekel said, to content and helping develop the sequence (some schools will need to add new courses).  
They need to explain what is important for success in higher education. 
 
 As he has thought about this, he has been influenced by three factors, Vice Provost Swan 
reported.   
 
-- The Adelman research:  math above all is critical for success in college. 
 
-- The experience on the Twin Cities campus (the data are not available for the coordinate 
campuses):  students who have completed four years of math have higher retention and graduation 
rates and higher GPAs, which replicates the Adelman findings.  In fall, 2003, 80% of Twin Cities 
freshmen had completed four years of math; by fall, 2006, 87% had four years.  So the requirement 
will not affect as many students as one might think.  The University has a strong bully pulpit and this 
is one area in which it should use, he said, but in partnership with the schools, not in a bullying way. 
 
-- Where they are with the Minnesota state high-school curriculum:  they have a good record of 
success in early grades but performance has fallen off later because high school standards are not that 
strong.  Minnesota has improved its standards.   
 

The relevant high-school-graduation test will be based on Algebra II, Dr. Swan said, and 
testing will be in the 11th grade.  That means students could stop taking math in 12th grade.  That 
would be a big mistake, he said, and a point where the University should use its bully pulpit.  He said 
he is NOT arguing that all high schools should feel obliged to teach calculus and not all students 
should take calculus; some could do well at it, but the schools must be sure there is some rigorous 
quantitative course in 12th grade.  Statistics is one example, but there are others.  The University has a 
leadership role to play and the world is becoming more quantitative, and it would sell students short if 
it does not prepare them for that world. 
 
 Professor Bart said he supports the proposal but there are two problems.  One, inertia:  a lot of 
administrators have low expectations that must be bolstered.  Two, rigor:  it would be possible to have 
four years of math that are worthless.   Mr. Pekel said, that he learned in St. Paul not to try to change 
things until he can show something in practice, show them kids doing things the teachers did not 
believe they could do.  At the principals' academy they offer a module on leadership in math, and have 



Senate Committee on Educational Policy     5 
Wednesday, November 14, 2007 
 
 

 

them watch U.S. teachers do one thing and Japanese teachers do another.  That is a powerful way for 
leaders to understand what they can do. 
 
 Dr. Swan said that MNSCU is interested in a partnership on this issue.  If the University is 
clear on its standards, that will help reduce inertia; the language standard, for example, has been 
powerful in the effect on student preparation. 
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Mr. Pekel for joining the meeting. 
 
2. The Role of the Faculty in Admissions 
 
 Professor Wambach next welcomed Dr. Sigler to the meeting to discuss admissions issues.  
She asked that he share his perspective (1) on how the policy change (to four years of mathematics) 
might affect admissions, and (2) what the faculty role in admissions is and whether they are playing 
the appropriate role. 
 
 Dr. Sigler said he would like to reinforce what has been said about the academic rigor of high 
school coursework:  it is one of the University's primary review factors in admission decisions (GPA, 
high-school rank, ACT or SAT scores, and completion of the high school preparation requirements are 
the other primary review factors).  Vice Provost Swan distributed copies of a table of data entitled 
"Trends in Freshmen Preparation and Retention" that covered the years 2002 through 2007.  In that 
period, the number of applicants increased from 14,755 to 26,073; enrollments were roughly constant 
at around 5200, plus or minus 200 or so.  The enrollment of students of color also remained roughly 
constant, at or near 20% (which is higher than the percentage of Minnesota high-school graduates who 
are students of color).  The ACT composite score has risen from 24.7 to 25.9, the average high-school 
rank increased from 77.8% to 84.8%, and the percentage of students in the top 10% and top 25% of 
their classes increased markedly.  Graduation rates after 4, 5, and 6 years have also increased 
significantly (e.g., the 4-year rate increased from 28.9% in 2002 to 40.7% in 2006).  All campuses 
have aggressive graduation-rate goals, Dr. Swan said, and the Twin Cities campus is on track to meet 
its goal. 
 

Dr. Swan also distributed a table of data with the mean high-school GPAs for incoming 
freshmen for fall, 2007.  The average high-school GPA, for all Twin Cities freshmen, was 3.71.  Some 
of these numbers are humbling, Dr. Swan commented, but also may reflect grade inflation in the high 
schools.  Overall, however, the campus is getting students with outstanding records of achievement.   
 

Professor Wambach said the students coming to the University are increasingly well-qualified.  
She asked who would be most negatively affected if the University changed the math requirement, 
since most already meet it.  Dr. Swan said he objected to the way the question was framed; the 
University must work with schools to phase in the requirement so all have an opportunity to take the 
required math.  He said he would like to see changed behavior, and it may take a special effort to 
communicate with some groups.  He emphasized again that the University must be clear in its 
requirements.  Professor Wambach said her concern is about students from small or rural districts 
where it could be a problem to provide the required math even with the University exercising its bully 
pulpit.  Or are those districts already responding?  Dean Green said there was a similar problem with 
the language requirement but the schools met it.  The University's decision gave them momentum to 
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get it done and they found they could do it.  They will meet the math standard as well, if given 
sufficient time to put it in their budgets and provide the training. 

 
Ms. Alstadt, who noted that she came from a small school that did not have languages, asked 

if there is a concern that students from small schools or districts will not be able to get into college.  
Dr. Sigler said the admissions staff factor in what is available in a school or district and they do not 
penalize students for factors beyond their control.  They also factor into a decision what a student 
wants to study.   

 
Ms. Ronning asked how admissions works with students from families that do not have a lot 

of cultural capital—all know that more students from well-off families go to college than do students 
from low-income families.  If one looks at it as a pipeline, Dr. Sigler said, it is a three-year cycle to 
develop the freshman class, and they work with three prospective freshman classes at a time.  Early 
outreach is important and so is the pipeline, which is an important issue across the country. 

 
That is part of the purpose of postsecondary project, Mr. Pekel added.  There is a family 

component and that is the holy grail of the effort.  If Minnesota can solve that problem it will be 
leaders. 

 
Professor Leger asked, following up on Ms. Alstadt question, if raising the bar in mathematics 

would lead more students to drop out of high school.  That is a concern, Dr. Sigler agreed.  Mr. Pekel 
said Massachusetts has done it right:  they have high standards and high graduation rates, and what 
was predicted (increased drop outs) did not happen.   

 
Professor Bart asked Dr. Sigler if, in addition to academic indicators, his office takes into 

account special accomplishments.  They do, Dr. Sigler said.  They review all applications holistically 
and look both at primary (academic) as well as secondary factors, the latter of which can sometimes 
affect the decision as a tipping point.  All applications are individually reviewed twice and some of 
them are reviewed three or more times. 

 
What about the faculty, Professor Wambach asked?  They have not played a significant role in 

selecting students for admission (and doing so would be a burden).  Faculty do participate in 
admissions events.  Does he need faculty more involved in recruiting high-ability students, she asked 
Dr. Sigler.  In the three-year recruitment cycle, his office coordinates, Dr. Sigler said; they provide 
information to students and parents and make the process as personalized as possible.  Students and 
faculty are stars of the process.  Parents and students want to see two groups:  faculty, who they know 
will affect their student, and students, the types of students their children will be with.  Faculty are 
heavily involved in the process, he said, and they try to respect faculty schedules.  The Office of 
Admissions asks faculty to showcase their love for their academic discipline and what students can do 
with that major.  They bring faculty in at key times, such as open houses and to contact top students.  
They can always use more help. 

  
Isn't a big part of the faculty role what undergraduates can do with faculty in labs and in 

research, Ms. Phillips asked?  She said she believed the faculty should spend most of their effort with 
students already at the University.  Dr. Swan pointed out that Dr. Sigler is not saying faculty should go 
to high schools to recruit, but when events are on campus, faculty participation is relatively low-cost.  
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Dr. Sigler agreed that it is more important for faculty to meet with prospective students while they are 
on campus; he encourages faculty to talk to these students because the effect is powerful.   

 
Dr. Knutson noted that there is the College in the Schools program, where high-school 

students spend a day on campus, and that is working very well; they are getting a lot more advanced 
students.  She said she did not know how many departments are using the program to get more top 
students.  Mr. Pekel said they are working on it. 

 
Mr. Pekel added that they are trying to develop simple and clear messages about what it takes 

to be ready for college:  math is important, the University is a great place, and students can integrate 
across programs.  Ms. Tolzmann reported that her high school had a lot of College in the School 
classes and she took several of them.  She also came to the University on several field days, and these 
kinds of events got people to think about the University. 

 
Professor Wambach thanked the guests. 

 
3. Proposed Policy for Designating Service-Learning Courses 
 
 Professor Wambach turned now to Ms. Hirt to discuss a proposed policy on designating 
service-learning courses.  She recalled that last spring Ms. Hirt came to the Committee with 
information about service-learning courses but the Committee took no action; she asked Ms. Hirt to 
draft a policy statement to be included with all University policies. 
 
 Ms. Hirt distributed a handout outlining the proposal which calls for "faculty and instructors to 
submit syllabi for service-learning courses to the Service-Learning Course Review Committee for 
approval and designation."  The document provided a rationale for the proposal, a definition of 
service-learning, the process for approval of the service-learning designation, and eight criteria for 
designation as a service-learning course.   
 
 Vice Provost Swan said that criterion seven is important with respect to community partners:  
"Faculty members need to ensure that community partner (cp) organizations are treated respectfully as 
partners in the course.  (CPs define how students are involved in their organizations, are educated 
about service-learning pedagogy, are given a copy of the syllabus for the course, have their phone 
calls/emails returned in a timely manner by instructors, receive invitations to attend class 
presentations, additionally, faculty put in place mechanisms to ensure projects designed for 
organizations are received from students.)"  He said the University wants to discourage faculty 
members from saying, on an ad hoc basis, "get out in the community and do something," with no 
structure, little thought, and little academic integrity.  Such an approach is frustrating for students and 
community partners.  The University needs to be clear about its expectations. 
 
 Ms. Phillips asked how parallel her committee is to CLE, the writing-intensive group, etc., in 
giving designations to courses.  The proposal feels like it should be integrated with them.  Vice 
Provost Swan said there will be a separate Writing Board and they will develop slates to be reviewed 
by the chair of FCC and others.   
 
 If instructors are to seek approval and have control of the course, how will they ensure that 
instructors decide not to seek the approval and go into the community and cause trouble, Professor 
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Neuhauser asked?  Ms. Hirt said she did not know.  Is there any way to do something about that 
potential problem, Professor Neuhauser asked?  If the policy is in place, that is an enforcement 
mechanism, Professor Wambach commented.  The courses go through college curriculum committees, 
chairs, and directors of undergraduate education, Ms. Hirt said, and those are places where education 
needs to take place to prevent abuses.   
 
 Ms. Alstadt asked if a course is designated service-learning whether that status will appear in 
the description of the course.  Ms. Hirt said she hoped so.  Dr. Swan noted there is a distinction 
between the class schedule and the course guide, and more information would be appropriate for the 
course guide.  Ms. Hirt also noted that the courses could be different, instructor to instructor, unlike 
CLE courses.   
 
 Professor Ng asked if this proposal applies only to the Twin Cities campus.  It does, but Dr. 
Swan said that Morris and other campuses may have models of their own for these kinds of courses. 
 
 The Committee approved the proposal unanimously. 
 
 Professor Wambach thanked Ms. Hirt for the proposal and adjourned the meeting at 3:20. 
 
      -- Gary Engstrand 
 
University of Minnesota 
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