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Representative 
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From: E. Thomas Sullivan, Senior Vice President for Academic Affairs and Provost 
 
Re: Graduate Education Academic Issues and Processes Work Group 
 
Earlier this year, the University began to examine more closely the way we oversee and support 
graduate education.  As a result of this analysis, especially the work done this past spring by the 
Committee on Graduate Education, the President found that “[t]here is a great potential for 
realigning responsibilities and accountability for graduate programs in a way that provides greater 
local control of graduate programs to the deans, faculty, and the Duluth campus while 
maintaining central leadership and oversight where most appropriate.”   
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To realize this potential, I am charging two groups to build on the work begun by the Committee 
on Graduate Education.  One group will examine administrative processes related to student 
services.  That group will conduct a work flow analysis and make recommendations regarding the 
organization of tasks and responsibilities necessary for the University to efficiently and 
effectively serve and support graduate students throughout their education.  A copy of the charge 
to this work group may be found at: 
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/graduate/studentprocessescmte.html. 
 
The group on which I would like you to serve will examine and make recommendations 
regarding a variety of critical academic issues and processes that support graduate education.  
These issues and processes include fellowship and block grant distribution, graduate advising, 
governance issues, periodic program reviews, review of requests to add, discontinue, or change 
programs, and metrics.  You may want to reorganize into subgroups as you consider these issues 
in more depth.  The end result should be a model of efficient and effective oversight and support 
of graduate education designed to help the University achieve its strategic goal to become one of 
the top three public research universities.  The model should be designed to promote excellence, 
creativity, and innovation, and should be as lean and efficient as possible in order to conserve 
fiscal resources for direct support of graduate students and graduate programs. 
 
Specifically, you should focus on: 
 
Advising Standards / Training Programs for University Faculty.  Graduate students, 
including members of COGS, have identified the need to enhance the quality, consistency, 
standards, and accountability of graduate and professional student advising and mentoring, 
including the development, support, and mentoring of research and teaching assistants.  I would 
like your recommendations for how the University can improve advising and enhance the success 
of our students, including increasing their satisfaction with their educational experience and 
improving their time to degree through improved advising. 
 
Fellowships, Block Grants and Other Student Financial Support.  Building on the work 
begun by the Committee on Graduate Education, I would like you to review the impact, 
efficiency, transparency, and accountability of the award process for graduate fellowships and 
block grants.   
 

• For fellowships, should awards be determined centrally within the Graduate School or 
should the award process be decentralized? Should there be a combination with some 
University-wide fellowship competitions and some localized awards, as is the case at 
some other universities?  If some or all fellowship awards should be determined locally, 
on what basis should the central pool of fellowship money be distributed among colleges 
and/or programs, including interdisciplinary programs?  What process should be used for 
the application for and award of fellowships?  How do we insure that interdisciplinary 
programs are nurtured and protected? 

• For block grants, what is the most efficient mechanism for distribution of block grant 
funds in a way that will nurture and support excellence, innovation and interdisciplinary 
exploration that builds on existing disciplinary strength while creating new areas of 
distinction?  Should block grants be distributed through the compact process (revised in 
some way to include an application for block grant monies) or by the Graduate School?  
If you recommend distribution by the Graduate School, what is the process and 

http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/graduate/studentprocessescmte.html
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mechanism that should be used to most efficiently achieve the goals articulated in the 
opening paragraphs of the memorandum, and ensure alignment with strategic goals 
articulated at the collegiate level and endorsed centrally?  Should the distribution of 
fellowship funds be combined in some way with the distribution of block grant funds? 

Program Reviews.  Program reviews should efficiently and effectively provide the University 
with assessments that will enable the University to evaluate and improve programs, to assess their 
strengths, weaknesses, and overall success, and provide information to guide future decision 
making.  The provost’s office, through the Graduate School, needs to participate, but it is unclear 
whether reviews are most efficiently and effectively run centrally through the Graduate School, or 
whether reviews may better be run at the collegiate level.  I would like you to consider the issues 
surrounding program reviews and provide recommendations regarding the program review 
process. 
 
Program Approvals.  In addition to formal program reviews, I would like you to examine the 
process currently in place for consideration of requests for new programs, for changes in 
programs, and for discontinuation of programs.  Although all program change requests ultimately 
come to the provost’s office for review and then to the Board of Regents, change requests relating 
to graduate programs initially are considered by the Graduate School.  It is the Graduate School 
review process I am interested in having you examine.  How can processes be designed to most 
efficiently and effectively safeguard the excellence of the University’s graduate programs in a 
way that promotes innovation and the timely capture of opportunities to build on excellence and 
distinction?  Should there be different processes for different types of program change requests?  
Should the authority to approve change requests rest in the same place regardless of the nature of 
the request, or should authority vary with the nature of the request? 
 
Governance Structure.  The governance structure of the Graduate School should include 
appropriate roles for graduate faculty and graduate students.  At the same time, the governance 
structure must not be so complex that it adds to inefficiency and hinders timely innovation and 
creativity.  Does the current governance structure, consistent with the President’s direction in his 
June 26, 2009 report, optimally position the Graduate School to insure excellence of graduate 
programs, responsiveness to student needs, interdisciplinarity, and timely innovation and 
creativity necessary for the University to achieve its goal of becoming one of the top three 
research universities? 
 
Metrics and Measurement.  The University must do a better job of measuring, monitoring, and 
reporting the quality of graduate and professional education, including the caliber, success, and 
satisfaction of our graduate students.  For instance, we need to have more regular data and review 
of time to degree and placement after receipt of degree.  Your team should coordinate with the 
official University institutional research office.  Please review existing studies related to 
establishing appropriate reporting metrics on graduate and professional  education and develop a 
plan to align, measure, monitor, and report overall program quality and student metrics with the 
new director of the Office of Planning & Analysis.  It also is important to clarify existing 
institutional reporting, survey, and research responsibilities across central University offices. 
 
As background for your work, please review the following reports: 
 

• Committee on Graduate Education Report, April 24, 2009: 
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/reports/documents/grad_report042409_000.pdf 
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• Renewing Graduate and Professional Education at the University of Minnesota, a June 
26, 2009 report by President Bruininks: 
http://www.academic.umn.edu/provost/reports/documents/grad_report062609.pdf 

 
I would like you to give this project your highest priority, and provide recommendations to me by 
December 1, 2009.  This should enable us to review, finalize, and begin to implement changes by 
the start of fall semester 2010. 
 
Dean John Finnegan will serve as chair of the work group, and Dr. Katherine Himes from my 
office will provide staff support to the group. Katherine, who recently received her Ph.D. in 
Neuroscience from our University and her MBA from Wisconsin, will contact you soon to set up 
a meeting schedule.  I will join you at your first meeting to further discuss your charge and to 
answer questions. 
 
Thank you for serving on this important team. I look forward to the results of your efforts as we 
look to best position graduate education at the University of Minnesota for excellence. 
 
c: Timothy Mulcahy, Vice President for Research, Interim Vice Provost and Dean of 

Graduate Education 
 Kathryn F. Brown, Vice President and Chief of Staff 
 Sharon Reich Paulsen, Associate Vice President and Chief of Staff to the Provost 
 Katherine E. Himes, Assistant to the Provost 
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