Briefing sheet on the Rackham proposal for a continuous enrollment policy

From the Continuous Enrollment Working Group (CEWG) – Jan 22 2009

What is the proposal?

Rackham's proposed policy would end the PhD candidate status of 'detached study' and require all candidates working towards a degree to be enrolled full-time. All the activities now undertaken as 'detached study' (fieldwork, writing up outside Ann Arbor) should still be possible, but students would be required to maintain full-time enrolled status throughout. There are some allowances for time off.

What is the cost?

The proposal is revenue-neutral for the university, and Rackham has asserted it has no financial effect on students. The extra candidacy tuition collected by requiring universal full-time enrollment will be used to a) reduce the price of candidacy tuition, and b) provide tuition fellowships to the schools and colleges, for them to allocate to students undertaking fieldwork etc who they deem in good standing.

Ok, sounds reasonable so far. What's the catch?

Both the example above, and the proposal, assume that off-campus students use as much resource as on-campus students. CEWG contests this assumption.

When the CEWG discussed the proposal with Dean Weiss, the following were cited as problems the policy could solve: below-average completion rates at Michigan; poor student-mentor relationships; lack of connection with departments. The CEWG believes that there is little evidence to support the assertion that a policy such as this will help solve any of those problems. In addition there are many non-trivial implications and possible unintended consequences that could arise:

· Decreases student control over how and at what pace to proceed through the program.

· Potential for students to be required to pay tuition fees if departments can't/won't fund them.

· May limit intellectual diversity due to the limited flexibility for students to take additional time and do large or cutting edge external projects.  

· May decrease demographic diversity by pressuring departments to admit students who will move more quickly to degree completion, ie those without unique learning needs or challenges.  

· May disproportionately affect the same students who the University already has the most difficult time serving, further reducing completion rates for underrepresented and disadvantaged students.

To the GEO stewards: please circulate this document to the students, faculty and administrative staff in your department and collate feedback into a document that CEWG can use. Even better, ask that those concerned with the policy write a letter to Rackham, and cc the CEWG at cewgforchange@umich.edu
CEWG Statement Endorsement:  We ask the GEO stewards to support the following revisions to the Continuous Enrollment policy:

· Include specific details addressing existing barriers to degree completion: increasing financial aid, decreasing cohort size, improving faculty mentoring, increasing mental health services, and other measures cited by the Carter/McCullen study.

· Specifically outline how this policy will impact departments and funding streams based on significant research of department needs and concerns

· Include reduction in tuition that is comparable to peer institutions that Rackham cites as models

· Reduce the penalty fee for returning after a non-policy absence

· Include measures to ensure that this policy does not negatively impact diversity

