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Empowering Voices, Fostering Success, Shaping Futures 

 
Faculty Senate Meeting 
Monday, March 02, 2026 

3:05 pm – 5:00 pm 
Student Union, Room 270 

  
MINUTES 

 
I. Call to Order. Meeting called to order at 3:06pm, quorum met. 

Not in Attendance: S. Benjamin, T. Bradshaw, J. Brantley, K. Brooks, A. Bryant, D. Disney, C. Ferrigno, 
K. Franck, D. Gilmer, H. Goeritz, H. Guo, H. Hall, A. Harper, T. Hazen, A. Hu, H. Hurban, B. Issa (alt 
L. Atwood attended), R. Jacobsen, S. Jagadamma, A. Joseph-McCatty, J. Kenna, Y. Kim, O. Korotych, 
M. Kotowski, K. Lasater, B. Long, E. Lukosi, S. Mackenzie, L. Mahony, K. McCormick, M. Misawa, T. 
Moeller, T. Moir-McClean, A. Mundorff, P. Myer, T. Norrell, G. Null, M Pamental, L. Platter, S. 
Schaeffer, C. Sneed, K. Veluswamy, J. Watkins, T. Wu, W. Zheng (alt B. Bichescu attended) 

 
II. Announcements and Reports (~3:15 – 4:00) 

a. Chancellor’s Update (Donde Plowman) 
The following is a scaled-down version of what was shared with the Board of Trustees (BOT) 
last week. In the BOT setting, the Chancellor is present to answer questions about issues that 
have arisen and about reports being presented. A presentation was given to the BOT about 
“moving to the next level,” and a shorter version is provided here. 
 
Three unique strengths are being leveraged: 

• Student experience, with the goal of providing an unparalleled student experience. 
• High-impact research, prioritizing research that benefits the state and is conducted 

through large interdisciplinary teams. Research performance has been strong, but there is 
capacity to do more. 

• The athletic department. 
 
A key theme shared with the board was that efforts to move to the next level are emphasizing 
metrics. Comparisons are being made to AAU schools, and decisions are being evaluated 
through the lens of how those decisions would look at those institutions. 
 
Undergraduate student experience 
A key metric will be the six-year graduation rate. This metric does not change quickly; 
interventions began in 2021. The retention rate has increased to 92.6%. In the coming years, 
accelerating the six-year graduation rate will be important, particularly for rankings. In U.S. 
News & World Report rankings, 42% of the weight is tied to six-year graduation. Improving this 
rate should improve ranking. 
 
The university seeks to double the size of the University Honors Program to increase the number 
of high-performing high school students choosing UT. The current program is smaller than most 
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in the SEC. Expanding scholarships is necessary to grow the program, and this will be a major 
goal in the capital campaign. 
 
A new program, “Rocky Top Scholars,” will also be created. Any student admitted with a Pell 
Grant will be admitted into this program. Many students who do not persist are not struggling 
academically but instead have not found their place on campus or are affected by the “hidden 
curriculum” and uncertainty about how to navigate college. Targeted support in these areas is 
expected to improve graduation rates. Additional large-scale plans will be announced in the 
future. 
 
Research: people and facilities 
An update was provided on people and facilities related to research. The Preeminent Scholars 
Program is underway, based on the premise that some outstanding faculty at other institutions 
may not be as well positioned as they could be, and UT can attract them. Adding the right people 
can accelerate research already in progress. Six offers have been made and four have been 
accepted. Five offers are currently out and in negotiation. Seven additional visits are scheduled 
this spring. 
 
A comparison was shared with the board regarding research-dedicated square footage versus 
AAU public schools without a medical program. UT currently has approximately 500,000 square 
feet, while the average is approximately 1.4 million. Hiring in life sciences is constrained due to 
insufficient lab space. A plan is being developed that involves working with private developers 
to expand lab facilities. By 2030, the goal is to reach 1 million square feet dedicated to research. 
Investment is required to significantly increase research expenditures. 
 
Question: Are these scholars giving job talks, and can they be publicized more widely?   
Response: Yes, they are giving job talks, and they can be publicized more widely. 
 
Question: The understanding is that Jesse Harris is #2 on the list behind the new civics building. 
Jesse Harris is a “sick building.” Although there are political considerations, staff are working in 
a building that is bad for health, and yet it is not the top priority.  Response: There are three 
priorities: (1) the new civics building, which would add a large number of needed classrooms, 
with one floor devoted to civics to move them out of the Baker School; (2) Jesse Harris; and (3) 
Communications, to renovate and expand. These are the top three priorities. The campus must 
decide how to fund them. There are different ways to approach this: the traditional approach of 
requesting state support and working with THEC or possibly using debt authority granted by the 
legislature. 

 
b. Provost’s Update (John Zomchick) 

Since the last meeting, it has been a busy period. The Chancellor has provided updates on the 
scholar search and the student experience. A consultant visited about a month ago to assess 
institutional needs around AI. It was noted that the institution should think more broadly than 
only the currently available AI platforms and instead focus on the competencies and skills 
graduates will need in a changing job market. These competencies range from creativity and 
creative thinking to familiarity with modern tools used in the workplace. The goal is to ensure an 
institutional approach to changes rippling through the information economy. 
 
The juxtaposition of Honors development and Rocky Top Scholars was described as supporting 
the access mission. Rocky Top Scholars is intended to help retain lower-income students at the 
university, including students from flagship schools (high schools that have traditionally sent 



Faculty Senate March 2, 2026 Minutes 
Approved 04.06.2026, pmd 
 

 

3 

only a small number of graduates on to higher education). The Honors expansion is intended to 
attract high-performing students. 
 
The Board approved a new degree program in Bioinformatics. The new degree program will next 
go to THEC for approval. At the same time, the Master of Science in Retail and Hospitality 
Management was revised. THEC sent it back last year for further development; the case has now 
been made through the curriculum committee from that college, and it will be moving back to 
THEC. 
 
The College of Arts and Sciences (CAS) has been in a two-year pilot concerning college 
structure. It was assessed last fall, and CAS will continue in the divisional model. Dean Hinde is 
no longer interim dean. Divisional/subdivision deans are working to address issues identified in 
the assessment. 
 
Last week, a new position was added: Assistant Vice Provost for Faculty Affairs. Melanie 
Finnegan was appointed to the position due to her experience and the long-standing need for 
someone with this experience in faculty affairs. The role is viewed as faculty advocacy and 
support, including serving as a trusted and experienced advisor with a strong grasp of the faculty 
handbook. The position will help ensure consistency across administrative actions such as 
Promotion and Tenure, APPR, and other processes.  
 
An initiative in Beth Foster’s office (VP for Academic Affairs) was discussed in connection with 
the BOT meeting last Friday. In the system strategic plan presentation, a topic appeared 
regarding interest in reduced credit-hour degrees. This was identified as a matter of significant 
interest to faculty and one that will be approached with active faculty participation and guidance. 
A central question was posed: “Is there a place for a 90-credit hour degree on this campus?” If 
so, the campus will need to determine what the best model would be. More information will 
follow in the coming weeks and months. 
 
Question: Is anyone convening a discussion about Einstein AI, a controversial new tool that can 
log into Canvas and complete coursework for students? Since this came out after the deal with 
ASU, will anyone address this?  Response: As soon as this news became known, Dan Harder 
and others were asked to look into it. Dan will provide more information about Canvas. The 
understanding is that Einstein was taken down after the press coverage. There will likely be more 
programs like this.  Response (D. Harder): A meeting was held with a campus representative, 
and a meeting will be held with the AI leadership team about creating tools that can do this type 
of work completion. An update should be available in about three weeks. 
 
Question: Regarding the 90-credit-hour BA degree, is the idea that it can be program-specific?   
Response: Stakeholders have been asked about interest in these programs. Agriculture has 
indicated there may be interest. All undergraduate campuses in the system have been charged 
with considering what, if any, programs might fit this model (Construction Science was 
mentioned as one possibility). This will be determined case by case. The intention is not to carve 
away existing programs, but to determine whether this is a direction the campus wants to pursue 
and what it would look like. Most current programs are 120 hours, with 42–54 general education 
credits. 
 
Question: Will there be guidance about when to seek the ombuds person versus the new 
Assistant Vice Provost, and what the working relationship will be?  Response: These questions 
have not yet been fully worked through. Ombuds services are confidential, while the new 
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position is not confidential. The roles are seen as significantly different; ombuds personnel serve 
people in troubling situations. 
 
Question: It is unclear what is expected of faculty in teaching students about emerging 
technologies and their use. Are faculty expected to teach basic use of AI tools or focus on field-
specific use? Who is tasked with addressing implementation issues on campus?  Response: 
These are the questions currently being addressed. A consultant completed an assessment, and a 
report is expected by mid-March. Planning is underway regarding what the institution should do 
to help faculty understand their role in guiding students related to AI use. The CIO, Dan Harder, 
is actively considering what structures and resources are needed on campus, including resources 
faculty can consult and communities of practice, so faculty have an active role in deciding how 
to integrate AI into the curriculum. Answers will need to be developed collaboratively to move 
forward with AI across campus and in the curriculum. 
 
A related example was noted from an interview with a preeminent scholar hire, who described 
using AI in research, including ways AI could support elder-care institutions that are 
understaffed or have underqualified staff. 
 
Question: Can you explain more about divisional deans?  Response: Divisional deans in the 
College of Arts & Sciences are in place for Arts & Humanities and for Natural Sciences & Math. 
There is an interim divisional dean in Social Sciences. Dean Hinde’s interim title was removed to 
enable progress on the recommendations of the evaluation committee. Waiting for a search could 
have left leadership uncertain in the college for more than a year. Because Dean Hinde received 
good reviews from faculty in the college, the decision was made to appoint rather than conduct a 
search. 
 
Question: There is an understanding that another tenure bill is going through the legislature. Can 
that be addressed?  Response: Four tenure bills came through this session. Two of the worst 
were removed for this session. One was voted forward in subcommittee and will go to House and 
Senate committees for a vote this week. Both administration and government relations are aware 
of faculty concerns and are working to protect tenure in a difficult environment. The bill was 
written by the Deputy Leader of the House of Representatives, so it has leadership support in the 
General Assembly. 
 
 

III. Approval of Minutes (~3:05 – 3:15) 
a. Approval of Faculty Senate Minutes, November 17, 2025 

Motion by Senator Stevens; Second by Senator Horton; Discussion: none; Vote: passed. 
b. Approval of Undergraduate Council Minutes and Executive Summary, February 17, 2026 

Motion by Senator Tommley?; Second by Senator Eckards?; Discussion: none; Vote: passed. 
c. Approval of Graduate Council Minutes, February 19, 2026 

Motion by Senator Dahms; Second by Senator Hasselxxxxx; Discussion: none; Vote: passed. 
 
IV. President’s Update (Charles Noble) 

Major issues we are watching: 
• Legislative Developments 

o HB2581 – would have eliminated new tenure granting (“taken off notice”) 
o HB2194 – changes in faculty termination procedures (still moving forward) 

• Artificial Intelligence (AI) efforts of campus 

http://senate.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/16/2026/01/FacultySenate_Minutes_11.17.2025_DRAFT.docx
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_undergradcouncil/153/
http://senate.utk.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/16/2026/02/UGC_ExecSummary_Feb_17_2026.pdf
https://trace.tennessee.edu/utk_gcminutes/149/
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o Partnering with administration, TLI, etc. to provide faculty input and encourage 
coordinated efforts 

• ADA Digital Materials Compliance 
o Concerns about work to be done and April 24 deadline  
o Jill Malolepszy today from ADA side and Dan Harder in 3/23 EC meeting on technical 

issues 
o Dan Harder, David Edwards working on this at the campus level 
o Likely moving forward with Yuja Panorama (Canvas) and Skilltide (web page) platforms 

• Standardization/guidelines for web pages, email signatures, etc. are forthcoming from 
Communications office. 

 
V. New Business (~4:00 – 5:00) 

a. Be Well Initiatives (Robert Mullaney) 
Introduced the monthly “Be Well” newsletter last spring in Senate and the programs offered 
through the Center for Health Education and Wellness. The office serves faculty, staff, and 
graduate employees. For more information see the Be Well site at https://bewell.utk.edu  
 
8 Dimensions of Wellness include physical, intellectual, emotional, spiritual, environmental, 
financial, occupational, and social. Wellness, however defined, can be influenced by these eight 
dimensions; this framework was created long before COVID.   
 
An ergonomic evaluation program was implemented last fall; an evaluator can assess 
office/workspace setup. Archived newsletters, workshop recordings, and other resources are 
available by going to the Employee Hub and searching “Be Well.”  A point was noted that the 
impacts of social isolation can be worse than obesity. A Tai Chi program is now available. The 
eight dimensions were emphasized as the foundation for the program offerings. 
 
Strategies for dealing with uncertainty include: 

• Psychological Safety: fostering an environment where people feel secure to express 
ideas, ask questions, and admit mistakes 

• Coaching: structured support to help develop skills, set goals, and navigate challenges 
• Uncertainty Regulation Strategies (mindset): deliberate actions to manage and reduce 

feelings of uncertainty. 
 
March 2026 Be Well events   

• One Book One Campus collaborative   
• Chair Yoga every Wednesday   
• Kick and Fit   
• Employee Appreciation Day events   
• Tai Chi classes will start back up at UT Gardens 
• Ballroom Dancing 
• Bike the Greenway 
• And others 

 
Subscribe to the Be Well newsletter at https://bewell.utk.edu 
 

b. Fulbright Scholars Program (Dylan Daniel) 
UT’s Fulbright Scholars program supports UT faculty conducting research abroad through 
Fulbright awards, and also supports incoming faculty and scholars coming to UT to conduct 
research. 

https://bewell.utk.edu/
https://bewell.utk.edu/
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Fulbright was established after World War II as the U.S. government’s flagship program for 
international and cultural exchange, partnering with approximately 160 countries worldwide. 
 
UT now has a Fulbright Scholar Office with dedicated staffing and coordination support for 
faculty Fulbright research programs. For faculty planning to apply, the intent is that faculty focus 
primarily on the research component of the application while the office provides expertise on 
application development and what Fulbright seeks in competitive proposals. The GRIP office 
(under the Center for Global Engagement umbrella) includes two staff dedicated to the faculty 
Fulbright program. Support includes proposal writing assistance and international agreement 
management, allowing faculty to focus on the research. 
 
Fulbright assignments typically range from three months to one year on location. Participation 
can align with the educational leave policy and does not require use of faculty sabbatical. UT 
faculty may receive 100% salary and full benefits for up to six months while on Fulbright under 
the applicable leave policy. The program is primarily focused on outgoing faculty Fulbright 
awards. Incoming scholars conducting research at UT are fully funded by Fulbright. Most 
scholars travel with their families (noted as approximately 60%); support is available to help 
make this possible. (Include additional slide details as applicable.) 
 
Fulbright was described as “big impact, low cost, high meaning.” UT is a top-producing 
university for student Fulbright awards. Faculty participation has been more modest, averaging 
approximately four faculty Fulbright awards per year over the last ten years. 
 
GRIP shared that for 2026–2027 there will be a faculty development program focused on mid-
career faculty, with relevance to Horizon Europe grant funding opportunities (noted as health-
focused research). 

 
c. Torch! (Ella Blair, SGA Vie President) 

The SGA program focuses on transfer student leadership development and community building. 
It began as an idea over the summer to increase transfer student involvement in SGA and 
launched in the fall with approximately 20 students. Participants engage with various community 
partners and complete leadership training throughout the semester. A second cohort took place in 
the spring. 
 
Each cohort completes a legacy project. The first group created the “Torch Guidebook” for 
incoming transfer students and attended orientations to share the resource. An updated version is 
planned for release after each semester. Applications open at the beginning of each fall and 
spring semester. Resource link: tiny.utk.edu/torchguidebook  
 
Question: How can we help?  Response: Share this resource; the goal is to distribute it to as 
many transfer students as possible. 

 
d. ADA Digital Accessibility Requirements (Jill Malolepszy) 

The Campus ADA Coordinator provided updates, with Angie Hall joining as an external 
consultant. New regulations go into effect April 24, and Angie Hall is serving as chair of the 
steering committee. Emails were sent in December from OIT. WCAG 2.1 is a federally mandated 
standard to ensure equitable access to digital materials. Five broad areas must be accessible to 
the community: web content, mobile applications, documents, media, and social media. 
 

http://tiny.utk.edu/TorchGuidebook
http://tiny.utk.edu/torchguidebook


Faculty Senate March 2, 2026 Minutes 
Approved 04.06.2026, pmd 
 

 

7 

It was noted that there are many questions related to teaching materials, and that digital 
accessibility is a shared responsibility. The ADA was enacted as a civil rights law in 1990; 
current requirements now call for content to be accessible so that faculty and staff should not 
need to request an accommodation to receive materials in an alternative format. It was 
acknowledged that there may be instances where not every document can be made accessible; 
exceptions and accommodation requests will continue to be managed. 
 
A range of tools, training, and educational resources are available. Resources housed at 
accessibility.utk.edu are maintained and kept current. Weekly workshops developed by the 
Teaching Collaborative are being offered through the April 24 deadline, along with self-paced 
trainings. Faculty and staff were encouraged to reach out for questions or consultations; if a 
college is actively training faculty, the office can help connect individuals with the appropriate 
contacts. 
 
Web accessibility training has been supported by OCM and is open to faculty and staff. 
 
Dan Harder shared an update on a new tool: UT is purchasing the YuJa Panorama tool, which 
evaluates content, ranks accessibility issues, and identifies items needing ADA compliance. 
Support will be available for faculty who need assistance using the tool. This was announced the 
same day. 
 
What can be done now   

• Remove content that is not actively being used to avoid updating it for accessibility.   
• Where possible, avoid PDFs, as they are not always accessible.   
• Existing PDFs can be posted directly into Canvas or saved as a web document.   
• Linking to original sources instead of uploading a PDF can be a quick fix. 

 
Question: Can you clarify the need for Extension-based materials (UTIA offices)?  Response: 
The presenter offered to connect attendees with individuals doing training in agriculture; state-
level staff create the PDFs that Extension agents use across the state. 
 
Question: Library materials are scanned for classes and provided as PDFs. Will the libraries be 
doing something different with their scans?  Response: A committee member is leading 
accessibility efforts for the libraries. 

 
e. Heart & Soul Awards (Christy Hickman & Jennifer Jordan) 

Christy Hickman, Clinical Assistant Professor - College of Social Work 
As Clinical Assistant Professor and Course Lead for Introduction to Social Work Practice, 
Christy sets the tone for new social work students, modeling empathy, professionalism, and 
reflective practice from their first day in the program. Christy is a calm, steady, and gentle force 
measured in her leadership yet boundless in her dedication. She fosters a sense of belonging 
across the college through her role as the leader of the Inclusive Pedagogy Work Group, a bi-
monthly forum that brings faculty, adjuncts, and doctoral students together for authentic dialogue 
and shared learning. Her courage to lead difficult conversations with grace and respect has made 
the group a cornerstone of our college’s commitment to equity and inclusion. In every setting, 
Christy exemplifies selfless service, collaborative spirit, and genuine kindness. Her colleagues 
describe her as a “rockstar,” a “calm and compassionate leader,” and a trusted teammate who can 
always be counted on to bring heart and soul to the work. Simply put, Christy 
Hickman represents the best of what it means to be a Volunteer! 
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Jennifer Jordan, Clinical Professor - College of Education, Health and Human Sciences 
(Language, Culture, and Teacher Education) 
As Program Coordinator for the Elementary Education program, Dr. Jordan has transformed both 
the culture and the reach of our teacher-preparation efforts. Most notably, she spearheaded the 
development of our new undergraduate major in Elementary Education—a program that has 
already increased the number of future teachers we are able to prepare. This initiative not only 
strengthens our college’s mission but expands access for students seeking meaningful pathways 
into the teaching profession. Dr. Jordan’s influence extends far beyond program development. 
She is a colleague who consistently invests in the success of others. She regularly collaborates 
with tenure and non-tenure track faculty on research projects, creating opportunities for shared 
inquiry and interdisciplinary growth. She is strongly committed to mentoring junior faculty—
offering encouragement, guidance, and access to opportunities that help them engage in 
professional development, scholarship, and service activities that will advance their careers in 
sustainable and fulfilling ways. Perhaps most emblematic of the Heart and Soul Award is Dr. 
Jordan’s unwavering commitment to cultivating a sense of belonging. She has deepened 
communication across departments in ways that directly benefit our students, ensuring that 
faculty, advisors, and students work together with transparency, trust, and a shared commitment 
to success and professional excellence. Through her leadership, mentorship, and collaborative 
spirit, she has enhanced the culture and climate of our institution in profound and lasting ways. I 
can think of no one more deserving of this recognition. 
 

 
VI. Information Items 

a. Digital Accessibility Guidelines and Resources 
b. Spring Faculty Roundtables  

i. Enrollment Trends (Student Success + Enrollment Management) 
1. March 17, 2:00-3:00pm, Student Union 377A 
2. March 18, 10:00-11:00am, Hodges Library 258 

ii. AI In the Classroom (Student Success + Faculty Senate) 
1. April 29, 10:00-11:00am, Student Union 377A 
2. April 30, 2:00-3:00pm, Hodges Library 258 

c. Workshop: “What's Your Scholarly Impact for Promotion and Tenure? An Introduction to 
measuring and visualizing the Impact of your research with Bibliometrics” (Register) 

d. 2026-2027 AY Meeting Dates:  
i. Executive Council – 09/14, 10/12, 11/02, 01/25/2027, 02/22, 03/22, 04/19 

ii. Faculty Senate – 09/21, 10/19, 11/16, 01/12/2027 (if needed), 02/01, 03/01, 04/05, 
03/03 

 
VII. Adjournment (5:00) 

Motion by Senator Eggers; Second by Senator Down; Meeting adjourned at 5:02 pm. 
 

 
Faculty Senate Resources 

 
Nominations, Recognitions, Feedback: 
  

• Faculty Senate Suggestion Box 
• Nominate a worthy colleague for: 

o Heart & Soul Award  
o Rocky Top Originals 

https://t.e2ma.net/click/o20ojo/goc6i1d/st48rjc
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/:u:/r/sites/faculty-senate/SitePages/Spring-Faculty-Roundtables-2026.aspx?csf=1&web=1&e=miPtPt
https://workshop.utk.edu/calendar.php?id=13
http://tiny.utk.edu/FSSuggestionBox
https://tiny.utk.edu/senate-heartsoul
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• Academic Calendar Committee – Please contact Beth Schussler with any feedback about the current 
academic calendar, challenges faced, opportunities for change, etc. or visit the feedback form. 
 
 

University Resources: 
 

• Faculty Senate Intranet Hub 
• Faculty Handbook now available online in both PDF and HTML 
• Digital Accessibility Guidelines and Resources 
• Office of Ombuds Services   
• Immigration Updates: Curated by the Center for Global Engagement, the page collects critical 

immigration updates in one place  
• Guide to Managing Online Harassment: Outlines steps employees can take if they are subjected to 

online harassment  
• Robert’s Rules Primer  

 

mailto:eschussl@utk.edu
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1Y-Mndjye_Ol6CG5fQ3KsldVcgBxVBkKUPhrnhOD0eJc/edit
https://liveutk.sharepoint.com/sites/faculty-senate/
https://facultyhandbook.utk.edu/
https://t.e2ma.net/click/o20ojo/goc6i1d/st48rjc
https://ombuds.utk.edu/
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

