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Empowering Voices, Fostering Success, Shaping Futures 

 
Faculty Senate Executive Council Meeting 

Monday, February 24, 2025 
3:05 pm – 5:00 PM 

440 Haslam Business Building, West Wing Conference Room 
MINUTES 

 
I. Call to Order at 3:06 PM President Alderman presiding 

In Attendance: D. Alderman, S. Blackwell, M. Brannen, J. Brown, M. Bryson, D. Butler, 
P. Byrnes, B. Coldren, D. Coleman, E. Cowell, D. Crawford, B. Day, R. DuBois, K. 
Franck, N. Hristov, M. Irvin, V. Keppens, O. Kilic, B. Krumm, S. Laursen, E. Lukosi, C. 
Noble, G. Null, A. Roessner, N. Russell, B. Schussler, H. Sedges, J. Shefner, C. Staples, 
M. Violanti, D. Watts, R. Zakrajsek, J. Zomchick 
 

II. Approval of Minutes 
a. Faculty Senate Executive Council Minutes, January 27, 2025 

Motion to approve by Senator Blackwell; second by Senator Hristov. Discussion: 
none; Vote: unanimous approval of minutes. 
 

III. Announcements and Reports 
a. President’s Update (D. Alderman) 

The President emphasized the importance of reviewing informational agenda items. 
In the tradition of beginning the meeting with gratitude, President Alderman 
recognized the work Dawn Coleman, Chair of the Undergraduate Council, in 
managing many curriculum proposals, overseeing a number of committees, and 
lending support to Vol Core. 
 
Responding to Senator calls to know more about the university’s response to changes 
in the federal landscape and the pressures being created in the areas of research, 
President Alderman invite Vice Chancellor Deb Crawford and Associate Vice 
Chancellor Brad Day to provide an update to the Executive Council.  Alderman 
yielded part of his presidential report time to Crawford given constraints in her 
schedule. 
 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1SCB_1nBDck22BlR4KqXGDxILSPECRUnm/edit?usp=drive_link&ouid=117978700796911900659&rtpof=true&sd=true
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i. ORIED Response to Federal Grants Challenges (D. Crawford, B. Day) 

Vice Chancellor Deb Crawford and Associate Vice Chancellor Brad Day provided 
an overview of the impact of recent federal executive orders affecting research 
funding, including funding freezes and restrictions related to DEIA initiatives. 
 
Vice Chancellor Crawford noted that since President Trump took office 
approximately four weeks ago, nearly 70 executive orders and numerous executive 
actions have been issued, many of which impact research funding. She highlighted 
the difficulty federal agencies are facing in interpreting and implementing these 
orders. Some of these actions include: 

• Freezing and stifling of federal research funding: Several agencies are 
experiencing delays in processing grants and cooperative agreements due 
to workforce reductions and shifting compliance requirements. 

• Targeting of DEIA (Diversity Equity Inclusions Access)-related 
funding: Certain projects involving DEIA initiatives have been flagged 
for review, and some faculty have received orders to cease such activities 
immediately. 

• Legal challenges: A preliminary injunction issued by a Federal District 
Court in Maryland has temporarily blocked enforcement of aspects of an 
executive order that impacts federal financial assistance awards, including 
research grants. However, it remains unclear how this ruling will affect 
projects that have already received stop-work orders. 

She advised faculty to stay informed through the Council on Government 
Relations (COGR) website (www.cogr.edu) and to communicate any concerns 
about research funding to the Office of Research, Innovation, and Economic 
Development (ORIED). The university system’s government relations team, led 
by Carrie Whitworth, is actively working with lawmakers and federal agencies to 
advocate for stable funding and policy clarity. 

Out of approximately 1,700 active federal research grants at the university, fewer 
than 10 have received direct stop-work orders. The university has also received 
broad partial suspension orders, requiring principal investigators (PIs) to cease 
work on specific aspects of their research that may conflict with new federal 
guidelines. Some agencies have halted or slowed proposal reviews, creating 
uncertainty for faculty preparing grant proposal submissions. The Office of 
Sponsored Projects is actively working with affected faculty to assess compliance 
risks and funding stability. The recent National Institutes of Health (NIH) policy 
capping indirect costs at 15% is another major concern, as it could significantly 
impact university operations and research budgets dependent upon a higher level 
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of indirect costs. 
 
Question: Number of projects affected by full stop-work orders? Response from 
Crawford: Approximately five. 
 

Question: Concerns regarding no-cost extensions? Response from Crawford: 
Some agencies are not currently issuing them, but they may resume in the future. 
 
Question: How should faculty proceed with grant proposals? Response from 
Crawford: Faculty are advised to continue submitting proposals while closely 
monitoring agency updates to ensure compliance with revised funding 
requirements. 
 
Vice Chancellor Crawford emphasized that ORIED remains a resource for faculty 
and is committed to minimizing disruption. Virtual office hours and workshops 
will be offered to help faculty navigate the evolving funding landscape. 

 

ii. Important Updates from the Senate Presidential Leadership Team (D. Alderman) 
• Progress is being made to establish the Emergency Needs Fund (ENF). 

A committee has completed drafting and approving a set of procedures 
and rules that would direct the process of providing financial assistance 
to faculty and staff experiencing hardship from natural disasters and 
other life-altering crises. Special policy and procedure forms required of 
UTK have also been completed and submitted. The next stage is for the 
ENF to be reviewed and hopefully approved by university administrative 
partners.  

• Faculty salary comparison reports compiled by the Senate’s Finance and 
Benefits Committee were successfully distributed to the full Senate and 
are now being used to kickstart discussions with colleges and 
departments about faculty compensation relative to peer and aspirational 
institutions.  

• The March 3, 2025, Faculty Senate Meeting will host a special panel in 
which faculty athletics representatives will provide an update on 
financial and legal changes in college sports and take questions and 
concerns from Senators. The hope is to return to having regular reports 
from UTK Athletics in the Senate and address the divide often existing 
between the academic and athletic arms of the university. 

• Efforts to establish Senate headquarters are ongoing. Senate leaders met 
with Linsey Graff, who recently took on the new position of Director of 
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Academic Infrastructure, to ask for assistance in finding a space for the 
Senate to have a small, private meeting space, house its archives, etc.  At 
present, the Senate has no such space.  

• Senate leadership team is responding to Senator calls for increasing 
transparency in faculty appointments to university committees and task 
forces. In the informational items for this Executive Council meeting, 
please note that it lists three faculty colleagues who were recently 
appointed by President Alderman to serve on committees/task forces.  

• A faculty survey on professional development is in development by the 
Awards and Professional Development Committee and the Senate 
Leadership Team.  That survey will soon be disseminated to faculty to 
determine their professional development needs and priorities, with the 
hope that results can inform discussions with administrative partners. 

• The Senate is co-hosting/co-organizing four programs to be held in 
March and April: 2 faculty roundtables (organized with Division of 
Student Success) on how to rebuild public trust in higher education; and 
2 town halls (co-organized with Vice Provost of Academic Affairs) in 
which faculty can express views about Vol Core. 
 

b. Provost Update (J. Zomchick) 
Provost Zomchick reaffirmed the institution’s commitment to academic freedom 
and research. He acknowledged the current climate of uncertainty, emphasizing 
that the administration is actively working to protect faculty interests. 
 
Open office hours with the Provost were announced for hearing faculty concerns, 
providing an opportunity for direct communication with leadership. 
 
Discussions regarding tenure clock extensions due to disruptions from federal 
policies are ongoing. The university is exploring options similar to those 
implemented during COVID-19, ensuring that faculty facing research 
interruptions receive appropriate considerations. 
 
The impact of a recent Department of Education “Dear Colleague” letter was 
discussed. The letter, which interprets recent Supreme Court decisions on 
affirmative action, has raised concerns about institutional DEIA programs. The 
university is awaiting further legal guidance and has advised faculty to continue 
their work as usual unless directed otherwise. 
 
Faculty were encouraged to formally document any disruptions in their Annual 
Performance Reviews. At the request of the Senate Leadership Team, discussions 
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are ongoing with the Provost’s Office about incorporating a dedicated section in 
annual performance review documents where faculty can outline how recent 
federal actions have impacted their academic progress and well-being. 
 
The university is monitoring legislative developments at both the state and federal 
levels, ensuring that faculty are informed and supported. Faculty were invited to 
participate in an ongoing dialogue to share concerns, ensuring that administrative 
decisions reflect their needs and priorities. 
 
Question: It was suggested that one of the difficulties in communication is when 
information needs to pass through multiple layers of individuals. It is 
recommended that if the Provost's office needs to communicate something to all 
faculty, it should be sent directly to faculty, bypassing the need for Deans and 
Department Heads to relay the information. Response from Zomchick: No 
immediate response was given, but the suggestion was acknowledged. 
 
Question: There is a concern about potential political reactions to reductions in 
grants, specifically from representatives and senators who might be concerned 
about their re-election. Executive Council member asked if there have been any 
responses or opposition emerging, particularly from Nashville or DC, regarding 
the reduction in grants. A recent NPR story was noted that reported on the impact 
on the University of Alabama and wondered if there had been any similar 
discussions or responses regarding the reduction of grants. Response from 
Zomchick: There had been no direct feedback from government relations 
regarding opposition to reduction in grants. The Provost noted that President 
Boyd had signed a letter with President Diermeyer of Vanderbilt and other 
university leaders stating their concern with the reduction in indirect costs for 
NIH. However, there has not been much resistance yet, partly due to the speed at 
which changes are occurring. The Provost noted concern about the potential 
negative impact on veterans, who are particularly vulnerable due to the loss of 
federal positions. 
 
Question: What about the importance of the 15% F&A (Facilities and 
Administrative) rate, particularly in how many colleges and institutional support 
units rely on this funding. Executive Council member discussed concerns with 
their Dean about the challenges of allocating square footage or equipment costs if 
the F&A rate were reduced. This member emphasized that this could become an 
"IRS nightmare" and asked if the Provost was engaging with Paul and Deb (of 
ORIED) to address these concerns. Response from Zomchick: The Provost 
acknowledged the concern but pointed out that the university's NIH portfolio is 
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smaller compared to other R1 institutions due to the lack of a medical school. He 
noted that while the situation could have serious impacts, particularly for NIH-
funded projects, the university is continuing to address the issue daily. He also 
mentioned that, according to Deb Crawford, reducing the F&A rate to 15% would 
severely impact life sciences research nationwide, with an estimated loss of up to 
half a billion dollars. 
 
Question: Have there been any significant impact on graduate admissions due to 
funding changes, noting that some programs across the country have paused 
graduate admissions because of funding concerns. The Executive Councill 
member sought clarification on the potential impact of funding reductions on 
graduate admissions at the university.  Response from Zomchick: The Provost 
confirmed that, based on the current climate, the university has seen minimal to 
moderate impact on graduate admissions. He stated that the approach has been for 
graduate school and its interim Dean to proceed as "business as usual" and that 
admissions will continue without significant changes for now. 
 

c. Vice Provost Update (V. Keppens) 
Vice Provost Keppens has been working with the Senate’s Faculty Affairs 
Committee, reviewing the section of the faculty handbook that deals with annual 
retention votes. Significant progress was made during their recent meeting. Last 
week, the committee reviewed the draft and considered potential unintended 
consequences of the proposed changes. It is anticipated that by the next Executive 
Council meeting (March 24, 2025), the Vice Provost and Faculty Affairs 
Committee will have something ready to present. 
 

IV. Information Items 
a. Legislative Updates (C. Whitworth) 
b. Senate Elections – One Pager (please use to generate Senate nominations) 
c. Announcing Faculty Roundtables (Rebuild Trust in Higher Education) 
d. Submit questions/comments in advance of Athletics panel discussion at the March 3, 

2025 Senate meeting (Deadline is Feb. 25) 
e. Recent Senate Leadership Team appointments to committees/task forces (many 

thanks to these colleagues for serving) 
i. Dr. Bob DuBois, Advisory Committee on Timetable & Scheduling 

ii. Dr. Tracey Norell, TNVoice Task Force (replace B. Cooper) 
iii. Dr. Tore Olsson, Generative AI Faculty Fellow Selection Committee 

f. Workshop: What’s Your Scholarly Impact for Promotion and Tenure? An 
Introduction to measuring and visualizing the Impact of your research with 
Bibliometrics. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1zlMyX6VxGyqjx_aPM18m0Z0my1cCRZ4b/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1duiq8q0qGNBRF_rsKrPwSn_mcqZ19A1J/view?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1xbVRJ4dexQauHXjtP5sA-626_YVZsawv/view?usp=drive_link
https://utk.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_7PoXNA2jlq6ArhI
https://calendar.utk.edu/event/whats-your-scholarly-impact-for-promotion-and-tenure-an-introduction-to-measuring-and-visualizing-the-impact-of-your-research-with-bibliometrics-4329
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g. FY26 Budget Assumptions 
h. Call for Heart and Soul Nominations 
i. Help distribute and promote Faculty Excellence in Action Infographic 
j. Robert’s Rules Primer (H. Sedges) 

 
V. New Business 

a. Research Council Report (M. Bryson & K. Franck)—originally scheduled for 
February Executive Council meeting but postponed allowing for a last-minute 
discussion of parking policy with Parking Director Tanara Teale-Tate.  
 
Co-Chair Megan Bryson reported that Research Council has been working closely 
with ORIED staff to improve communication regarding faculty's understanding of 
their standing with grants. They acknowledged the significant efforts made by 
ORIED to support faculty in navigating grant-related matters. 
 
Bryson noted that a primary initiative for the Research Council this year has been the 
development of a survey to assess faculty understanding and experiences with the 
research grant proposal submission process. Initially planned for release in early 
April, the survey's release has been postponed to the following academic year due to 
current challenges faced by ORIED staff related to changes and stressors related to 
federal grants. The survey will cover ORIED processes and may also explore college-
level processes in collaboration with the Associate Deans for Research. The Research 
Council aims to help faculty understand both the research proposal submission 
process and the reasoning behind ORIED’s practices, such as the five-day advance 
deadline for proposal submissions. 
 
A document was shared illustrating the dramatic increase in federal compliance 
regulations over the past 30 years, especially in the last five to ten years. ORIED staff 
now need to ensure proposals comply with hundreds of federal regulations, a process 
made more challenging by current instability in federal funding guidelines. The 
Research Council emphasized their role as a bridge between faculty and 
administrative partners to foster mutual understanding and improve collaboration 
between ORIED and faculty. 
 
Co-Chair Karen Franck provided an update on the efforts to recognize 
multidisciplinary collaboration in promotion and tenure (P&T) considerations. 
Collaborative grants, often with multiple contributors, should be acknowledged 
appropriately in the P&T process to ensure fairness and competitiveness for faculty 
involved in such projects. The discussion also addressed potential changes to bylaws 
and P&T committee reviews to recognize the value of collaborative work. The 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1oegKU6H7mP9c_0bjfUdYiStU0yf-rIHu/view?usp=sharing
https://tiny.utk.edu/senate-heartsoul
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/:u:/r/sites/faculty-senate/SitePages/Faculty-Excellence-in-Action.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=wHfmxF
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SvIuf-zv6ay9tLvNS30QW-Ukayrawx88/view?usp=sharing
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initiative was initially introduced to the Senate by the Faculty Affairs Committee a 
few years ago, and many units have already received audits of their bylaws to include 
language on recognizing multidisciplinary collaboration. The goal is for this language 
to be incorporated into the Faculty Handbook, though the process has stalled. The 
Research Council encouraged further discussion on recognizing multidisciplinary 
collaboration and its potential incorporation into the Faculty Handbook. Vice Provost 
Keppens was asked to help revitalize the effort by engaging with relevant 
stakeholders. 
 
President Alderman reminded the Executive Council to review the document 
(authored by David Anderson) provided by the Research Council on multidisciplinary 
collaboration. Alderman asked for attention to be focused in particular on the last 
document’s page, which provides valuable language (about the value of 
multidisciplinary, collaborative scholarship) to be included in unit bylaws or the 
Faculty Handbook. The Research Council members expressed appreciation for the 
collaborative effort and encouraged further discussions on the topics raised. 
 

b. Remarks from Q&A with Paul Byrnes, Senior Vice Chancellor of Finance & Benefits 
SVC Byrnes discussed a 4-page budget planning document for fiscal year 2026 (see 
informational items). This document was created by the Executive Budget Committee 
comprising John Zomchick, Deb Crawford, and SVC Byrnes, along with additional 
input from the Chancellor. The committee emphasized the importance of improved 
multi-year planning to align budgets with the university's priorities. A key focus was 
on making strategic investments and encouraging responsible budget planning. 
Revenue-generating units were urged to explore alternative funding sources, 
including philanthropy and digital learning initiatives, to ensure financial 
sustainability. 
 
Clarification was provided regarding subvention funding. While some colleges will 
continue to require financial support, efforts are being made to shift toward a model 
where revenue-generating units take on greater financial responsibility. The intention 
is not to eliminate subvention entirely but to encourage dialogue about financial 
sustainability and ensure that institutions plan ahead rather than react to budgetary 
challenges as they arise. 
 
There was a brief mention of ongoing discussions regarding parking issues, which 
have been a recurring topic. SVC Byrnes indicated that a solution has been developed 
to the problem of public groups being charged for parking when attending outreach 
events (exhibitions, lectures, performances, community engagement events) on 
campus after normal business hours.  
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SCV Byrnes acknowledged frustration over delays in resolving these after-hours 
public parking issues and provided an update on proposed solutions. A proposal was 
presented by Parking Office to designate three parking areas—White Avenue, Lot 12 
(near Hodges Library), and the Terrace Avenue Garage—as free evening parking 
locations, ensuring accessibility without interfering with major event venues. 
Consideration was also given to extending this policy to weekends. 
 
Additionally, the speaker addressed campus disruptions caused by DASH, 
acknowledging that these disruptions will persist for the next few months. 
 
Moving forward, the university aims to continue engaging with colleges and units to 
refine financial planning processes and explore new revenue-generating initiatives. 
Further discussions will take place regarding budget priorities and potential 
adjustments to subvention funding. Before concluding, the speaker invited any final 
questions but proceeded to continue the discussion on DASH. 
 
Question: The Chancellor often speaks about the importance of moving from "good 
to great." However, given the significant pressure on units to grow while facing flat 
enrollment and tuition projections, how are Deans and Department Heads being 
advised to continue striving for those goals in this challenging moment? Response 
from Brynes: There are several aspects to consider here—first, the concept of "good 
to great" itself, then the notion of perpetual growth, and finally, how we respond to 
these pressures. Having come from a private university ranked in the top 25, I can say 
that our scholarly productivity here is as strong, if not stronger, than at my previous 
institution. Sometimes, we overlook just how great we already are. Our growing 
number of applications indicates that the university is doing many things right. 
Regarding growth, there is often an assumption that perpetual growth is inherently 
beneficial. However, bigger is not always better. When discussing the future of 
colleges and units, it is essential to evaluate what has driven success in the past and 
what will be necessary to sustain that success in the future, especially with limited 
resources. This may involve making trade-offs, and now is the right time to engage in 
those conversations. Unlike the corporate world, where decisions are often driven by 
short-term earnings, higher education allows for longer-range planning. This enables 
more thoughtful discussions about reallocating resources to maximize effectiveness. 
The goal is to begin these conversations and ensure strategic, sustainable growth. 
 
Question: Will there be guidelines provided to colleges regarding more transparent 
budget communication? Currently, there is inconsistency across campus, with smaller 
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units making budget decisions as a group, while larger units lack similar 
conversations. How can transparency be improved? Response for Brynes: Having 
only been here for eight months, I recognize that many of you are more familiar with 
the existing budget processes. As we develop the philosophy behind future budget 
planning, I will ensure that transparency remains a priority. In discussions with 
colleges and units, we are emphasizing the need for inclusive conversations. While it 
may not be possible to engage every individual directly, we are committed to 
fostering discussions that involve faculty and staff in meaningful ways. 
 
Question: In reviewing the budget document, some statements seemed to imply 
larger underlying conversations, such as "activities that are no longer important 
should be phased out" and "units are encouraged to realize program or service 
efficiencies through available technologies and staffing." Does "available 
technologies" refer specifically to AI, or are there broader considerations for 
improving efficiency? Response from Byrnes: There is no hidden meaning in those 
statements. When drafting them, I was thinking about how the units which report to 
me operate. We need to consider whether technology can enhance service delivery 
and whether certain past practices should continue. For example, does the university 
still need a physical parking office, or could we transition to a digital system using 
license plate recognition? Similarly, we have a surplus warehouse—should we 
continue maintaining it indefinitely, or should we rethink that approach? These are the 
types of discussions we need to have for the sake of controlling costs and improving 
efficiency. As for AI, its role is still evolving. I have started using AI for some tasks, 
such as summarizing meetings recorded in Microsoft Teams. AI can quickly extract 
key topics and insights from discussions, and I anticipate that these tools will 
continue to shape how we work. However, the full impact of AI on our operations is 
something we are still exploring. 
 
Dash update: SCV Byrnes noted that, as of January 6th, the university implemented 
DSH-related changes to several ERP modules, including the Finance, HR, and 
Facilities Management systems. As with any system implementation, these changes 
have led to some disruptions and cultural adjustments, requiring individuals to adapt 
to new workflows. The administration acknowledged that there may be some 
frustrations as the transition continues. A list of identified issues related to Finance, 
HR, and Facilities is being maintained and shared with the system for resolution. 
Members of the university community are encouraged to report any additional 
concerns they encounter so they can be added to the list. Efforts are ongoing to 
address these issues as efficiently as possible. 
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c. Transportation and Parking Committee Report (C. Noble) 
It was noted that no university has a perfect parking situation, and as campus growth 
continues, infrastructure constraints must be reassessed. The Faculty Senate 
Institutional Affairs Committee, with notable contributions from Senators and 
Committee Co-Chairs Steve Blackwell and Liz Heston, has been actively gathering 
faculty input on parking concerns and working to improve communication between 
faculty and administration. 
 
Major parking issues discussed included evening parking enforcement, with concerns 
raised about the impact of parking charges on community access to campus events. 
The enforcement of evening parking fees, previously an unenforced policy, has led to 
concerns about attendance at lectures, arts events, and other activities. The suggestion 
was made to evaluate the financial impact of this policy and determine if the revenue 
generated is significant enough to justify continuing the charge. 
 
Another issue raised involved the requirement for individuals using the Civic 
Coliseum parking garage to move their vehicles by 5:30 p.m. due to event scheduling, 
creating an inconvenience for those attending evening classes or conducting research 
with firm time-related demands. Possible solutions were discussed to alleviate this 
burden. Additional suggestions included implementing a Zipcar program for short-
term vehicle use and addressing concerns over the cost of replacement parking tags. 
 
Further discussions and refinements of these proposals are expected, with ongoing 
efforts to improve communication channels and responsiveness to faculty and student 
concerns. 
 
Additional discussions from SCV Brynes, as part of Noble’s Committee Report, 
addressed concerns regarding parking for the McClung and Clarence Brown Theater 
areas. The administration confirmed that Lot 23 and McClung Garage would be gated 
for controlled access. A cost-recovery-based proposal for Clarence Brown Theater 
parking was reviewed, ensuring it remains financially reasonable while addressing the 
need for event parking management. 
 
Question: During a recent event at the music building, attendees were directed based 
on their destination. Those attending the baseball game were turned away, while those 
attending the music concert or the Clarence Brown Theater were allowed entry. If 
these lots are gated, someone would still need to open the gate for authorized 
attendees. Considering the reliance of non-revenue-generating units on philanthropy, 
is there an administrative overhead to support these units? Response from Byrnes: 
This is a fair discussion to have, and it likely needs to start at the college level before 
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progressing to discussions at a broader administrative level. Parking is an auxiliary 
service that must be self-sustaining. The cost per parking space is approximately 
$8.23, and some cost recovery is necessary to fund attendants who manage access, 
open gates, and ensure lots are not overfilled by unrelated event traffic. These 
considerations must be worked through to balance accessibility with financial 
sustainability. 
 
Question: Parking logistics for baseball games have been confusing this year due to 
ongoing changes. Does the athletics department pay for the free parking provided to 
attendees? Additionally, why are some lots sometimes free and other times requiring 
payment? Response from Brynes: Athletics does pay for parking and then resells it, 
particularly for football and basketball events. Baseball parking remains free for 
everyone. The challenge arises with permitted parking, where certain lots are 
designated for pre-purchased permits, particularly near Thompson-Boling Arena. 
Additionally, the university has transitioned to cashless parking, with some lots 
available for electronic payment on game days. Efforts are being made to clarify 
parking policies, including standardizing maps and reducing inconsistencies between 
different events. 
 

d. Discussion of Impact of Ongoing Federal Grant Funding Instability on Graduate 
Students (S. Laursen) 
A request was made by Graduate Council Chair Laursen to increase communication 
and emotional support for graduate students, recognizing their current vulnerability. 
Concerns were raised about the anxiety among graduate students, particularly 
international students, due to ongoing uncertainties and distressing news on the 
federal front. It was noted that while faculty members are concerned by the current 
stressors, graduate students experience these worries at an amplified level. 
 
The need for proactive (rather than just reactive) support was emphasized, with 
Laursen asking that simple, encouraging messages be sent regularly to graduate 
students. These messages should not be formal or administrative in tone but should 
instead provide reassurance in a clear and concise manner, such as brief graphics with 
messages like "UTK has got your back" or "Keep going." 
 
Suggestions were made to distribute these messages on a regular basis, potentially 
weekly or even daily, depending on the circumstances. The intent is to alleviate stress 
and reinforce institutional support before issues escalate. 
 
The discussion underscored the essential role of graduate students in the university’s 
operations and the impact of financial constraints on their well-being. The importance 
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of protecting and supporting graduate students beyond their academic and research 
responsibilities was highlighted. 
 
Plans were proposed to explore methods for increasing communication with graduate 
students in a supportive and reassuring manner, develop simple and consistent 
messaging, ensure messages are personal rather than overly administrative, and 
identify key decision-makers to address these concerns and implement necessary 
measures. Further input was encouraged on how best to implement this initiative and 
ensure that graduate students receive adequate support. 
 
Comment: It was noted that the Graduate Student Senate (GSS) could serve as a 
valuable communication channel, given its well-developed network. Encouragement 
was given to utilize this existing structure to enhance communication with graduate 
students. 
 
Question: Are there any upcoming opportunities to recognize and support graduate 
students? Response from interim Graduate School Dean Amy Cathey: The first 
week of April is designated as Graduate and Professional Student Appreciation Week, 
during which university-wide activities take place. Departments were encouraged to 
use this time to acknowledge and support their graduate students, though it was 
emphasized that appreciation should extend beyond just that week. 
 
Question: How can faculty and administration address the anxieties graduate students 
are facing? Response from Laursen: Concerns were raised about the uncertainty 
graduate students experience, particularly due to their lack of institutional knowledge 
and security. It was suggested that the Provost’s office and the interim graduate dean 
take a more active role in addressing these concerns through clear and consistent 
communication. The use of the university’s intranet and simple, direct graphic 
messaging was proposed as a way to provide reassurance. 
 
Question: What other approaches, beyond written communication, could be effective 
in supporting graduate students? Response from Executive Council member: The 
importance of fostering community spaces for active dialogue was emphasized. It was 
observed that graduate students benefit from direct engagement in physical spaces 
where their concerns can be addressed. While simple graphic messages can provide 
reassurance, encouraging communal conversations was considered equally, if not 
more, important in providing support. 
 
Question: Should communication efforts come from a specific authority or be 
distributed across multiple levels? Response from Executive Council Member: It 
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was agreed that while top-down communication from university leadership carries 
authority and significance, messaging should also come from individual units to 
reinforce a culture of support at all levels. 
 
Question: Are there any past university initiatives that could serve as a model for 
current efforts? Response from Executive Council Member: The “Vol Means All” 
campaign was cited as a strong example of effective communication and inclusivity. 
It was suggested that similar messaging could be beneficial in the current context to 
reassure graduate students and foster a sense of belonging. 
 

e. Report on Elections (C. Noble) – The Senate is seeking nominations for Senators, 
President-Elect, UFZC rep., and TUFS rep. 
 

VI. Adjournment of Formal Meeting  
Motion to adjourn by Senator Violanti, Second by Senator Brown. Meeting adjourned at 
5:05pm. 
 

VII. Workshop Mode  
a. Senate Committees and Councils Summary Reports and Minutes Summaries 
b. Committee folder for uploading documents + reports 

 

Upcoming Senate Meetings: 
Upcoming Meetings: Executive Council: 09/09/24, 10/14, 11/04, 01/27/2025, 02/24, 03/24, 
04/28 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1DNQPcUYVpIDIeCaxCrMcH_9-5AWnx1_IJpPKvClYZr4/edit?usp=sharing
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1PSJSKIHV-AV38KLRk7sfPdLti4RPbjMo?usp=sharing

