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February 24, 2020 
Minutes of the Meeting 
  
These minutes reflect discussion and debate at a meeting of a committee of the University of Minnesota 
Senate; none of the comments, conclusions or actions reported in these minutes reflect the views of, nor 
are they binding on, the senate, the administration or the Board of Regents. 
  
[In these minutes: Minnesota Rail Transit System; Bias on the SRTs; Put a Price On It 
Initiative; Mental Health Environmental Scan] 
  
PRESENT: Aseem Kaul (chair), Leif Anderson, Katherine Arnold, Jeff Bieganek, Zachary 
Fisher, Linda Frizzell, Becca Gercken, Hyunjoo Im, Mary Kurth, Katsumi Matsuomo, Rachel 
Miller, Molly Schwartz, Nicole Smiley, Jim Stemper, Boris Volkov, Sonja Zbinden 
  
REGRETS: Becca Gercken, Ingrid Nuttall, William Larson 
  
ABSENT: Leah Peterson, Sarah Sexton 
 
GUESTS: Suzie Nakasian, city council member, City of Northfield and director, MNRail.org; 
Ben Munson, chair, Disabilities Issues Committee 
 
OTHERS: Julie Reuvers, special assistant to the vice provost and dean, Office for Student 
Affairs 
 
1. Minnesota Rail Transit System 
Professor Aseem Kaul, chair, called the meeting to order and turned the floor over to Suzie 
Nakasian, city council member, City of Northfield, and director, MNRail.org. Nakasian thanked 
the committee for its time and gave an overview of the proposed project. Main points were as 
follows: 

● The Minnesota Statewide Rail Plan has been revised to include a passenger rail 
designation for the corridor that connects south central Minnesota and the Twin Cities on 
existing rail line through Northfield. 

● Two routes are identified for study: both connect south central Minnesota to Minneapolis 
and St Paul Union Depot, and both include a section of track that runs directly under the 
University of Minnesota Twin Cities Inter-campus Busway. 

● In the south of the state, the corridor connects Albert Lea, Owatonna, Faribault, and 
Northfield—communities that are currently unserved by regional public transit options. 
At Owatonna, a subsidiary east-west rail line affords an opportunity to connect to 
additional cities including Mankato, Rochester, and Winona. 

● A bill has been introduced in the Minnesota Legislature (HF1493 /SF1899) that 
authorizes funding needed by MnDOT for regional passenger rail corridors identified in 
the State Rail Plan—including $500,000 in general funds for the Albert Lea-Twin Cities 
Passenger Rail Corridor Study, as well as $15 million in bonding funds for three other 
passenger corridors: the Minneapolis-Duluth Northern Lights Express, a second train 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1UfJRRBG32oBsrTBj2tf7V3Prbe_2raGf/view?usp=sharing
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?f=HF1493&b=house&y=2019&ssn=0
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/text.php?number=SF1866&version=latest&session=ls91&session_year=2019&session_number=0


from Twin Cities to Milwaukee and Chicago, and the extension of Northstar Commuter 
Rail service to St Cloud. The proposed corridor study of the Albert Lea-Twin Cities line 
is a required first step needed to determine corridor details such as routes, station stops, 
and the upgrades to rail crossings and infrastructure needed to accommodate passenger 
service on these existing freight rail lines.  

● In addition to connecting cities within Minnesota, the rail line continues due south of the 
Minnesota border to offer potential connections to cities including Des Moines, Kansas 
City, Wichita, Oklahoma City, FortWorth/Dallas, Austin, and San Antonio (on the 
existing rail line) 

● Along the way, the inter-state reach of the rail line intersects with popular Amtrak routes 
from the American west and southwest.  

Nakasian asked for the committee’s support through the following actions: 

● Passing a resolution in support for the implementation of Minnesota Statewide Passenger 
Rail Plan; 

● Writing a formal letter asking the University Administration to include regional 
passenger rail corridors (MN Statewide Passenger Rail Plan) in the strategic planning 
process that is now underway for the University system and all future transportation 
plans; and 

● Sponsoring a campus-wide letter writing campaign (through March 30, 2020). 

Linda Frizzell said that a cost benefit analysis would be beneficial to ensure that the program 
would benefit the communities whose taxes would fund it. Mary Kurth pointed out that the 
Northstar Commuter Rail also shares railway with freight, and that freight takes priority over 
passenger rail, leading to unreliability. 

 
In the interest of time, Kaul suggested that the committee collect comments by email and send 
them to Nakasian. He stressed that the committee works slowly and might not have anything 
ready to support the current bill, but said it could be an ongoing conversation. He also 
recommended that Nakasian talk with Shane Stennes, director, Sustainability, and offered to 
connect them. Finally, he recommended emphasizing the connections between campuses of the 
University of Minnesota system and looking at how much car traffic there is currently. Nakasian 
thanked the committee for its time and departed. 
  
2. Bias on the SRTs 
Kaul then welcomed Professor Ben Munson, chair, Disabilities Issues Committee. Munson  
explained that one of his colleagues had sent out an article about mitigating bias on student 
ratings of instruction (called the Student Rating of Teaching, or SRT, at the University). The 
article discussed how bias can be introduced into student rating of instruction based on the 
gender of the instructor, and demonstrated that alerting students to the possibility of bias in the 
instructions that students are given about teaching evaluations can actually mitigate bias. Kaul 
asked if gender was the only factor shown to be subject to bias on these evaluations. Munson 
said that there is very robust evidence that women are consistently rated lower than men due to 
implicit bias, but that other sorts of biases have also been reported anecdotally. Amber Bathke, 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1itiRqfAjgLDL2uYGWPHPolLxEq2Cyakv/view?usp=sharing


senate associate, University Senate Office, informed members that the Women’s Faculty Cabinet 
had brought the concern up a couple of years ago, and that the Office of the Executive Vice 
President and Provost was investigating the issue, as well. Kaul reflected that there did not seem 
to be a downside to modifying the instructions. By majority vote, the committee indicated 
interest in pursuing this issue. 

 
3. Put a Price On It Initiative 
Next, Kaul stated that the committee needed to make a decision about whether to ask the 
president to sign onto the Put a Price On It initiative, as discussed at the previous meeting. 
Nicole Smiley gave background on the initiative, reminding members that the Climate Solutions 
Forum had been organized in part to inform the committee on the issue. After the forum, 
observed Kaul, it seemed that no one had major objectives to the initiative, but neither did most 
people see it as the biggest thing the University could do to move the needle on climate change. 
Frizzell indicated that she did not feel carbon pricing was the solution, as it has been 
unsuccessful elsewhere. Kurth said that there seems to be enough ambiguity around the value of 
it to question whether it is worth the committee’s effort. Katsumi Matsumoto emphasized that 
pricing emerges fairly clearly as the best way to mitigate climate change, but agreed that asking 
the president to sign onto the Put a Price On It initiative is not the best way for the committee to 
push for carbon pricing. He said that he would rather work on something more concrete, like 
pushing the University to divest from fossil fuels. Zachary Fisher told members that he is a part 
of the University of Minnesota Climate Strike, and that that group has been meeting with the 
chief investment officer about divestment. Fisher agreed that focusing on that would be more 
beneficial. A voice vote was held, and the committee voted not to pursue the Put a Price On It 
initiative.  
 
4. Mental Health Environmental Scan 
Finally, Kaul informed members that Matt Hanson, assistant director, Boynton Mental Health, 
would be visiting with the committee at the next meeting to talk about the results of the mental 
health environmental scan. In preparation for this conversation, Kaul asked members to look at 
the materials that were presented to the Board of Regents at its recent meeting and send 
suggestions about where they would like Hanson to focus his presentation. Kaul said that he and 
Bathke would collect the suggestions and send them to Hanson prior to that meeting. Members 
observed general inconsistency across campuses on the non-clinical side and wondered why such 
disparities exist between the campuses. Hyunjoo Im wondered how the scan had defined 
wellbeing, noting that the matrix implies that mental illness and mental wellbeing are mutually 
exclusive, which seems not to be accurate. In the interest of time, Kaul asked members to send 
further thoughts by email, and adjourned the meeting. 
 
Amber Bathke 
University Senate Office 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1LEDqJFFUCzANgcjOHTIH_8mlbbf1tpDv/view?usp=sharing

