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[These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate; none of the comments, conclusions, or actions reported in these minutes represent the 
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PRESENT: Alon McCormick (chair), Nicola Alexander, Michael Anderson, Lee-Ann Breuch, 
Elaine Darst, Timothy Gearns, Gayle Golden, Karla Hemesath, Sally Gregory Kohlstedt, Ken 
Leopold, Robert McMaster, Nic McPhee, Thomas Michaels, Kristen Nelson, Moshe Volovik, 
Sue Wick. 
 
ABSENT: Gifty Amarteifio, Janine Grebin, Keith Mayes. 
 
REGRETS: Erich Beckert, Charlene Ellingson. 
 
GUESTS: Suzanne Bardouche, Vicki Field, Leslie Schiff, Stacey Tidball, Sue Van Voorhis, 
Char Voight. 
 
1. DISCUSSION OF UNDERGRADUATE EDUCATION STUDENT RETENTION 
INITIATIVES 
 
Vice Provost McMaster discussed a new initiative, Retaining all Our Students (RaOS), which 
was created for President Kaler’s trip to the White House in January.  It focuses on retention of 
graduation for all underrepresented students.  This is an area where the University is making 
progress, but is still behind its peers.  His office is funding $100,00 for three years to build the 
program. 
 
Currently the University retains 90.4 percent of its first-year students.  This percentage is the 
same for students of colors and non-minority students.  The goal is to increase this is 92-93 
percent as peers are reporting 94-97 percent.  These numbers drop to 86.9 percent for PELL 
students, of which 21 percent of first-year students are PELL-eligible.  This gap needs to be 
closed. 
 
He stated that a PELL grant is made when the family income is $50,000 or less depending on the 
number of dependents.  The FAFSA has an expected family contribution (EFC) and the 
University targets students with a $0 EFC. 
 
Vice Provost McMaster then reviewed the four components of the solution: 

1. An enhanced financial literacy program specifically designed to meet the needs of low-
income students and their families  

a. University will customize ‘Live like a student’ for PELL students 
b. More education is necessary as these students are less enthusiastic to take out 

loans 
c. University needs to push to have more of these students work on campus 
d. All One-Stop counselors will be certified financial managers so they can be more 

responsive to student questions and help them complete a degree with the least 
debt load possible 



e. Partnerships will be made with TRIO and Upward Bound participants to explain 
money management with the goal of creating a peer money program with Carlson 

2. Incentives for low-income students who are also in the President’s Emerging Scholars 
(PES) program to participate in the PES Summer Seminar (a summer bridge program)  

3. The development of better success tracking tools for advisers to monitor the academic 
progress and enhance the advising of these students during their critical first year  

a. University is working on adding financial information to APlus 
b. Mid-term alerts need to be included in information for advisors.  However many 

faculty do not turn in mid-term grades so there is no chance for a student to 
recover. 

c. Timely student feedback is the key to helping all students 
4. Further leveraging the resources of the SMART Learning Commons, by promoting the 

available services and connecting low-income students with peer tutors 
a. Program will recruit PELL students to become peer mentors 

 
Q: Is 21 percent of incoming students who are PELL-eligible a standard figure among 
institutions? 
 
A: This figure is a bit higher than the CIC average but is close to the national average. 
 
Q: Do students self-report being a first-generation student? 
 
A: Yes.  In many cases this overlaps with PELL-eligibility.  Institutions are noticing that college 
financial knowledge is lacking for these students. 
 
Q: Do at-risk students require extra mentoring and advising? 
 
A: Yes, which is one of the features of the PES program. 
 
Q: Do students receive credit for participating in RaOS? 
 
A: No since the credits do not count towards a degree. 
 
Q: Will the summer component be available as a MOOC in the future to allow these students to 
earn money at a summer job? 
 
A: This session is held in June so there are still two months for these students to work at a 
summer job.  Students can also be excused if attendance would be a financial hardship. 
 
Q: Is PES a four year program? 
 
A: Yes.  Access to Success (ATS) was built as just a first-year program, which is why PES was 
created.  It offers a fourth-year scholarship for students who have participated each year and are 
on track for a timely graduation. 
 
Q: Do all PELL-eligible students participate in RaOS? 
 
A: No.  It is a separate initiative so students can opt out. 
 
Q: Is early registration being considered as an incentive for these participants? 
 
A: No.  Only athletes receive first-day registration.  It has been considered for honors, veterans, 
and PES students but no other group has been approved. 
 



Q: Is there evidence that money is a core program for PELL students? 
 
A: There is antidotal evidence from advisors who note that financial stress is an issue provided 
for leaving the University after the first year. 
 
Members made the following comments: 

• Course access is less of an issue now, but access to a course at the right time might be 
more important for students who have extra family responsibilities 

• Advisors have the ability to give a student priority registration if it is requested 
• Advisors need to be willing to talk to students about a Plan B 

 
2. UPDATE ON LIBERAL EDUCATION DISCUSSIONS AT FCC 
 
Professor McCormick noted that the Faculty Consultative Committee (FCC) is considering 
changes to liberal education requirements after the University’s accreditation takes place due to 
frustration being expressed by faculty. 
 
3. DISCUSSION OF INTERDISCIPLINARY GRADUATE EDUCATION 
 
Vice Provost Sally Gregory Kohlstedt joined the committee to talk about interdisciplinary 
graduate education.  She noted that SCEP’s interdisciplinary education work group met with her.  
While they were focused on distinct undergraduate issues, there were areas of overlap.  
However, interdisciplinary education is embedded throughout graduate work.  It is discussed at 
orientation, since it is expected by graduate students, and noted that the level of interdisciplinary 
education will depend on a students initiatives. 
 
She noted that interdisciplinary education was a large part of the recent digital forum put on by 
graduate students.  Employers are asking for students with multiple skills and interdisciplinary 
education was an entire page in the Special Committee on Graduate Education (SCGE) report. 
 
Vicki Field noted that the Graduate School is where interdisciplinary education activities take 
place for graduate students and there is a long traditional of fostering interdisciplinary education 
programs: 

• 1947, American Studies 
• 1978, History of Science and Technology 
• late 1980’s-early 1990’s, focus was made on emerging areas, such as conservation 

biology, neuroscience, and water resource science 
• Free-standing graduate minors were created; they were not attached to a major but lead to 

the creation of degree programs later 
• 1988, 100th anniversary, symposia was held in five areas which lead to additional degree 

development 
• Fund created for competitive award for interdisciplinary program costs 
• 2008, interdisciplinary doctoral fellowships created to support interdisciplinary research, 

funding from Provost supports 12 fellows, funding from Graduate School supports an 
additional 15 fellows; participants report significant benefits from participation in areas 
of mentoring, networking, and learning new perspectives and directions 

 
This year there is an 11-member faculty advisory committee that advises Vice Provost Kohlstedt 
on a range of issues and opportunities for interdisciplinary work.  The Graduate School currently 
has 30 interdisciplinary groups that exist outside a department or college structure.  Each groups 
includes collaborations between faculty, students, and staff who share a similar intellectual 
interest.  Modest support is provided for lectures, symposia, and travel.  The goal of these 
collaborations is to provide a seed which the group will use to create new programs, centers, and 



courses.  The groups will be reviewed this summer to decrease the number and make the 
remaining ones more robust. 
 
She noted that the Graduate School had several competitions this year for funding.  There was a 
call for proposals among the 30 interdisciplinary groups this year.  12 proposals were submitted 
and six were funded.  There was also a call for innovative ideas of interdisciplinary education.  
12 were submitted and five will receive funds. 
 
She then said that two surveys were done in December 2013.  One focused on the student 
experience working in an interdisciplinary context and the other asked for additional ways the 
interdisciplinary research center directors can contribute to interdisciplinary graduate education. 
 
Char Voight then spoke about the student survey results.  The survey was sent to almost 13,000 
students at the Twin Cities, Duluth, and Rochester campuses.  A bit over 1000 responses were 
collected, eight percent, representing 15 colleges and an even split between Master’s and 
doctoral students.  Sixty percent of the respondents said that they plan to do interdisciplinary 
work and 70 percent see it as a key skill in the job market. 
 
The issues noted by students, which are not new, include: 

• Inadequate funding 
• Missing out on opportunities to engage by not knowing about opportunities in advance 
• No space to engage in outside activities 
• Not being encouraged, and sometimes discouraged, from interdisciplinary work 
• Cultural differences between programs 

 
For students who had engaged in interdisciplinary work, they benefited in the following ways: 

• A more comprehensive and deeper perspective in their area of research 
• Gaining an interdisciplinary approach to solving problems 
• Networking and a deeper collaborative engagement with other researchers 
• More competitive for funding and jobs 

 
When asked what the University can do, the responses were: 

• More funding for fellowships, training, and during the summer 
• Allowing funding to follow students 
• Have an institutional commitment to interdisciplinary education by removing barriers 
• Incentivize interdisciplinary work 
• Encourage or reinstate the graduate student minor or completion of credits outside one’s 

field 
 
For the second survey of 350 research center directors, 64 responses were received which is an 
18 percent response rate.  Centers and institutes provide varied opportunities for professional 
development and 33-40 percent would prefer greater graduate student involvement.  However 
the responses noted that these programs cannot take on more students without additional funding.  
The next steps for these programs is a fall event where they can highlight the work that they do 
and show ways that students can engage. 
 
Vice Provost Kohlstedt said that the next task for her advisory committee is to define 
interdisciplinarity in a one to two page document.  There will not be one definition that works, 
but her hope is to find a way to frame this issue in terms of intellectual, professionals, and 
pragmatic characteristics 
 
In the short term, they will be working on: 

1. Creating a framework or requirement for all students to engage in interdisciplinary work 
2. Finding ways to better enable centers and students to work together without new revenue 



3. Clear paths for units to facilitate interdisciplinary work and bring more central attention 
to these efforts 

 
Q: Is there a way to apply non-courses to a degree? 
 
A: No because that would require assigning credits to non-course work. 
 
Q: Does the Graduate School see interdisciplinary work as a learning goal? 
 
A: They want to see what percentage of graduate programs already meet this expectations to 
determine if a mandate is necessary or if it is already a part of the culture. 
 
Q: Interdisciplinary terminology should be coordinated for use at the undergraduate and graduate 
level.  What is the status of this work at the Graduate School? 
 
A: The last advisory committee meeting was today but they will be finalizing this via email in 
the next month. 
 
Q: How does interdisciplinary work fit into all graduate education?  Will all students be required 
to participate or is there still room for some students to go in depth in one area? 
 
A: Interdisciplinary work does not exists separate from the disciplines so there needs to be room 
for some students to do in depth work in one area.  However, these students will be working in 
the real world and those jobs mandate working across disciplines. 
 
Q: Is there a showcase for people interested in graduate education? 
 
A: This is a focus of the graduate and professional assembly.  It held a University-wide event 
focused on interdisciplinary highlights and practices among its peers. 
 
Q: Is there a list of the 30 interdisciplinary groups? 
 
A: They are all listed in the interdisciplinary graduate education website. 
 
4. CONTINUED DISCUSSION OF 2018-19 CALENDAR OPTIONS 
 
Stacey Tidball stated that the survey of SCEP members provided some information that allowed 
her options to discard some options from further consideration.  They did a comparison with CIC 
institutions and have the following results: 

• Most are not fixed to being after Labor Day 
• Few start after MLK 
• 68-756 days is the average per semester 

She then reviewed a pros and cons document as well as a three-year model for start and end 
dates. 
 
Vice Provost McMaster stated that he favored a 70 day spring calendar as it provides more 
flexibility. 
 
Q: If spring semester begins before MLK, could classes begin on Tuesday instead of Monday? 
 
A: It would be possible. 
 
Q: Faculty are disadvantaged when the semesters are two different lengths and the same course 
is taught in both semesters.  Can each semester be 72 days? 



 
A: No.  When Labor Day is late, there is only room for a 70 day fall semester. 
 
Q: How would a 70 day spring semester impact May and summer sessions? 
 
A: It would provide more flexibility for their start and end dates. 
 
Q: Is there any flexibility in May session? 
 
A: No.  It is only 14 days now and days cannot be cut due to federal financial aid regulations. 
 
Q: What is the response from students? 
 
A: Most student comments have come through advisors.  They would like to start internships 
sooner. 
 
Q: Should a 72 day spring semester be considered? 
 
A: No since it would not solve issue of inconsistent semester lengths. 
 
Members made the following comments: 

• When asked, faculty in one CEHD department were opposed to beginning before MLK.  
They are accustomed to the break period since there is no flexibility in the fall semester. 

• Advisors already have a compressed schedule before spring semester classes begin 
• 70 instructional days each semester might be a concern 
• The extra days in spring semester are helpful in case classes are cancelled due to weather 
• Summer session should end in July instead of August 
• Cons for a 70 day spring semester – lost instructional days, less flexibility in scheduling 

within courses, response from state, August would be available for bring outside 
programs into campus 

• Pros for a 70 day spring semester – energy consumption would decrease in summer, 
parity in courses taught both semesters, students can start jobs/internships sooner 

• 70 day spring semester provides time for a week break before May session 
• A pre-MLK start would help in years when MLK is late in January 

 
It was suggested that a small subcommittee on SCEP meet to consider the possible options and 
bring a proposal back to SCEP for approval. 
 
5. OTHER BUSINESS 
 
Professor McCormick made a motion to approve the revised Interdisciplinary Education report.  
A vote was taken and the motion was approved. 
 
With no further business, Professor McCormick thanked all members for attending and 
adjourned the meeting. 
 
Becky Hippert 
University Senate 
 


