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Empowering Voices, Fostering Success, Shaping Futures 

 
Faculty Senate Executive Council Meeting  

Monday, January 26, 2026  
MINUTES  

 
I. Call to Order at 3:07pm, quorum met, President Noble presiding. 

In attendance: D. Alderman, R. Allen, M. Brannen, D. Butler, B. Coldren, J. Collins-Elliott, 
B. Compton, E. Cowell, C. Cronley, K. DeLong, E. Doxastakis, O. Driskill, P. Durban, B. 
Foster, N. Hristov, C. Inman, G. Kaplan, V. Keppens, B. Krumm, J. Laughter, B. Martin, C. 
Noble, B. Ownley, M. Pamental, L. Platter, G. Pulsinelli, A. Roessner, N. Russell, B. 
Schussler, M. Scoggins, H. Sedges, C. Staples, S. Williamson, J. Zomchick 
 

II. Approval of Minutes  
a. Faculty Senate Executive Council Meeting Minutes, November 03, 2025  

Motion by Senator Hristov; Second by Senator Cowell; discussion: none; vote passed. 
 

III. Announcements and Reports  
a. President’s Update (C. Noble) 

The faculty senate was welcomed back for the new year, with appreciation expressed for 
their time and commitment. 
 
Spring 2026 Senate Priorities 

• Increased understanding and engagement in university budget process. 
Efforts are being made to enhance familiarity with the budget process across the 
entire body. While there are existing touchpoints for the faculty senate, the goal is 
to ensure comprehensive understanding. Progress has been noted through DASH, 
and administrative partners such as Burnes have shown willingness to 
collaborate. 

• Monitoring / reacting to any relevant legislative developments. The leadership 
team recently met to discuss emerging bills in Nashville, which are typical during 
this time of year. A dedicated team is actively identifying, lobbying, and working 
on these issues. Cary Wentworth is expected to provide an update in a future 
meeting. 

• Engaging in/influencing any changes in VolCore program. Discussions on 
this topic are scheduled for today’s meeting. 

• Campus space management, allocation, and utilization. This will be addressed 
later in the semester. With campus growth, some areas face space shortages while 
others have surplus capacity. 

• Understanding and managing the interplay of Academics and Athletics. This 
often remains unclear from an academic perspective, prompting efforts to gain 
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deeper insights into its dynamics. 
• Minimizing disruptions from campus technology migrations (e.g., 

Google & Office). Dan Harder has been proactive in addressing concerns during 
this transition. This serves as an example of implementing campus-wide changes 
while considering individual feedback. 

• Understanding and responding to ADA/Digital Accessibility requirements. 
Recent updates highlight how accessibility needs will impact websites and 
classrooms. Awareness of these requirements became widespread only in 
December but remains a priority moving forward. 

• Supporting Fulbright Scholar program. Mixed messages have been received 
about whether this program is encouraged or discouraged across campus; 
clarification is needed. 

• Faculty Wellness. Faculty wellness will be a key focus area over the coming 
months. 

• Enhancing academic freedom and shared governance. Efforts will continue 
toward fostering a successful university environment through these principles. 
 

One benefit of participating in the faculty senate includes hearing from campus leaders 
who attend meetings as guest speakers. These opportunities provide valuable networking 
experiences, insights into campus operations, and serve as effective recruitment tools for 
encouraging colleagues to join the senate. Members are encouraged to suggest areas or 
topics they would like leadership to address by reaching out to senate leadership directly. 
The time provided by administrative partners is appreciated as it equips members with 
essential information for their roles. 
 

• Feb2 Faculty Senate, Dan Harder (Chief Academic Technology Officer) on 
Google migration and other issues 

• Feb2 Faculty Senate, Jill Malolepszy (Director of Equal Access & Opportunity 
and ADA Coordinator) on ADA/digital accessibility mandates 

• Feb 2 Faculty Senate Denita Guerry (Professor & Fulbright Faculty Advisor) on 
Fulbright program 

• Feb16 Executive Council, Linsey Graff (Director of Academic Infrastructure), 
space committee 

• Feb16 Executive Council (tent.), Paul Byrnes (Sr. VC for Finance and 
Infrastructure) and Keith Thomas (Asst. VC), budget process overview 

• Feb16 Executive Council (tent.), Carey Whitworth (VP of Government 
Relations), legislative update 

• March2 Faculty Senate (tent.), Robert Kelchen (DH, Department of Educational 
Leadership and Policy Studies), Future Thinking on Higher Education 

• April6 Faculty Senate, Marshall Steward (Deputy AD & Associate 
Provost/Chief Competitive Officer), developments in Athletics 

• April6 Faculty Senate, Breanna Hale (Executive Director, Anderson Center for 
Entrepreneurship and Innovation), speaking on entrepreneurship programs for 
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student athletes 
• May 4 Faculty Senate, Robert Kelchen (DH, Department of Educational 

Leadership and Policy Studies), Future Thinking on Higher Education 
 
The next Executive Council Meeting is scheduled for February 16th. Committees are 
encouraged to meet beforehand to establish priorities. An active workshop session will 
also be held later this year focusing on priorities and actionable items moving forward. 
Elections for spring leadership positions need organization; those interested should 
notify senate leadership accordingly. 
 

IV. Information Items  
a. Faculty Senate Minutes (unapproved), November 17, 2025 
b. Emergency Needs Fund for UTK Faculty and Staff 
c. Rocky Top Originals Criteria (N. Hristov) 
d. Immigration Updates: Curated by the Center for Global Engagement, the page collects 

critical immigration updates in one place  
e. Guide to Managing Online Harassment: Outlines steps employees can take if they are 

subjected to online harassment  
f. Robert’s Rules Primer (H. Sedges)  
g. Request: Heart & Soul Award nominations 
h. Memorandum on Planned Standardization of Academic Degree Designations 

 
V. New Business  

a. Provost Updates (J. Zomchick) 
Flexibility during the recent weather conditions was acknowledged. Updates 
regarding tomorrow’s schedule were anticipated before the meeting concluded, 
though confirmation was still pending. 
 
Senator Russell planned to provide an update on VolCore, highlighting Beth 
Foster’s convening of a working group aimed at ensuring student needs are 
effectively addressed. 
 
The College of Arts and Sciences has been undergoing a divisional pilot program. 
An external group assessed the pilot in October and submitted a report in 
November. Following this, the college drafted a response which was discussed with 
the Provost by interim leadership. A decision regarding the pilot is expected within 
weeks. Clear communication about next steps will be prioritized, with the report 
available on the college’s SharePoint site. The assessment identified positive 
aspects of the pilot alongside areas needing improvement. 
 
Next Level Initiative: Preeminent Hires. Recommendations from most colleges for 
preeminent hires have resulted in 180 prospects being submitted for consideration. 
These candidates represent top experts in their fields, many with interdisciplinary 
expertise. Of these, 72 are actively considered or approved for recruitment; nine 
have visited campus, three offers have been made (one accepted, two under 
negotiation), and a fourth offer is forthcoming. Prospects were categorized into 
computing, health, and discipline-specific hires. Deans documented benefits these 
hires would bring to departments and the university overall, fostering enthusiasm 
for interdisciplinary collaboration. 
 
Graduate stipends will increase by 6.2% for FY27, tied to cost-of-living 
adjustments. While this may challenge some colleges financially, support will be 

http://senate.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/16/2026/01/FacultySenate_Minutes_11.17.2025_DRAFT.docx
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/sites/HR/SitePages/Emergency-Needs-Fund-for-UTK-Faculty-and-Staff.aspx?utm_source=newsletter&utm_medium=email&utm_content=is%20introducing%20a%20new%20Emergency%20Needs%20Fund&utm_campaign=ocm_tntoday_01-08
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/UT_FacultySenate-FSLeadershipTeamandAdmin/EXK67mQvSsZKolhfH469-ugBensHJDNsR2udY52VQMQXcA?e=u9zkzu
https://international.utk.edu/international-students-and-scholars-services/isss-about-us/immigration-updates/
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/sites/UTK/SitePages/Managing-Online-Harassment.aspx
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1SvIuf-zv6ay9tLvNS30QW-Ukayrawx88/view
https://utk.co1.qualtrics.com/jfe/form/SV_08SLxZmcrCp1Otg
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/:b:/s/UT_FacultySenate-FSLeadershipTeamandAdmin/Een-jReiuGdEgCyueT5-if0BsvAZakfSXF7siCJvnKY2tQ?e=6C3Ekx
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provided during the transition. The adjustment reflects inflation trends driven 
primarily by housing costs—expected to moderate as housing construction catches 
up. Effective July 1st, minimum wage for university employees will rise from 15 
to18 per hour. 
 
Two consultants are scheduled to visit campus in February to evaluate faculty needs 
related to AI familiarity. They will meet with administrators and faculty 
stakeholders to explore ways of helping faculty integrate AI tools into instructional 
practices effectively. Feedback from students indicates interest in understanding AI 
tools better and receiving guidance from faculty on their use. Faculty fellows 
previously worked on integrating AI into courses last fall under Dean Killic’s 
leadership; new proposals have been issued for similar programs offering 
10kfundingforindividualfacultyor20k for teams. 
 
Faculty Appreciation Week begins February 19th; announcements are forthcoming. 
Nominations for honorary degrees are being solicited—any faculty member 
(NTT/TT/full-time/part-time) can submit nominations. Faculty Senate has three 
representatives on this committee alongside three appointed by the Chancellor. 
 

b. Vol Core Updates (N. Russell, TLC chair) 
The General Education Working Group is a small working group tasked with 
reviewing and planning updates to the general education program. The group 
emphasizes maintaining an open mind and methodical research in their efforts to 
prepare recommendations. Four members of the group are from the VolCore 
committee. 
 
The working group has been conducting benchmarking studies and has identified 
that the current general education program includes a significantly higher number of 
credit hours compared to other Tennessee Board of Regents (TBR) schools, making 
it an outlier. Public institutions across Tennessee are more closely aligned with TBR 
standards. The goal is to enable students with Associate of Arts (AA) degrees to 
graduate within two years; however, the current program hinders this effort. On the 
TBR website, there is an asterisk next to UTK’s name cautioning students about 
potential challenges in credit transfers and time-to-graduation. 
 
The group is analyzing data to identify bottlenecks within the system that may delay 
student progress. While no definitive solutions have been reached yet, efforts are 
focused on reducing required credit hours, especially for transfer students. 
 
Question: Regarding transfer students entering with AA degrees: Are VolCore 
requirements waived for these students? Response: Yes, VolCore requirements are 
waived for students with AA degrees, and this policy has been extended to include 
additional schools. However, some programs have unique requirements that 
complicate transfers. Additional Response (Russell): A pathway has also been 
created for students transferring after one year; these cases would not qualify for 
waivers. Additional Response (Coldren): Students who complete specific 
associate degree types automatically have VolCore waived. Some programs’ 
directive VolCore requirements can still create complications for transfer students. 
 
Question: What was the number of credit hours required under the previous general 
education requirements before VolCore was implemented? Response: In 2020, 
UTK’s general education requirements were 42 credits. Comment: At that time, 
UTK was in line with other institutions; however, additional credits were added 
during the transition to VolCore, including some at the 300- and 400-levels intended 
for later years. Comment: It is common for community college students to transfer 



   
 

Faculty Senate Executive Council: January 26, 2026 Minutes  5 
Approved, 02/16/2026 (pmd) 

without completing paperwork for their AA degree. Additionally, adult learners 
may prefer transferring credits without obtaining full degree credentials. 
 
Beth Foster expressed gratitude to the committee for their careful research and 
dedication toward developing recommendations aimed at improving general 
education policies. 
 

c. Emergency Needs Fund Update (D. Alderman) 
The Emergency Needs Fund, initially spearheaded by Past President Alderman, has 
now been fully established as a policy with an accompanying financial account. 
This initiative allows the university to begin receiving donations from both on-
campus and off-campus contributors to support the fund. The Emergency Needs 
Fund is designed to provide limited financial assistance to faculty and staff facing 
disasters or life-altering crises. While it is not intended to be a large fund, it 
addresses a gap that previously existed and aligns the university with many of its 
peer institutions. 
 
The establishment of this initiative was made possible through significant 
contributions from administrative partners. Tara Keeler in Human Resources played 
an active role, alongside strong support from Chancellor Plowman. Additional 
acknowledgment was given to Zomchick, Keppens, Byrnes, and Scoggins for their 
efforts in bringing this initiative to fruition. 
 
Faculty members are encouraged to promote donations within their colleges. The 
senate agenda includes a link with detailed information about the fund and a 
donation portal. Faculty are urged to share this information widely among 
colleagues, emphasizing the critical role faculty senate played in making this 
program a reality. It serves as an example of meaningful contributions by the senate 
toward positive change. 
 
President Noble highlighted that while individual awards from the fund may be 
modest, they are intended to provide immediate relief during disaster situations. 
Faculty members are encouraged to contribute generously and spread awareness 
about the program’s significance and impact. 
 
The Heart and Soul Award is presented during the full senate meeting to recognize 
outstanding individuals on campus. Faculty members are encouraged to take a 
moment to nominate deserving colleagues who have made a significant difference 
in their professional lives or demonstrated excellence in their roles. 

 
VI. Adjournment 

Motion by Senator Kaplan; Second by Senator Pamental; Meeting adjourned at 4:02 
pm.  

 
 
Upcoming Meetings: 
Executive Council: 09/08/25, 10/13, 11/03, 01/26/2026, 02/16, 03/23, 04/20  


