[image: image1.png]Cornell University

) Graduate and Professional
Student Assembly




  Graduate and Professional Student Assembly

109 Day Hall

Ithaca, NY, 14853

t. 607.255.7075

f. 607.255.2182

 20 February 2010

GPSA Annual Report to the Graduate and Professional Student Community 


The GPSA has made considerable progress on three fronts this academic year: (1) engaging with our constituents, (2) engaging with other campus governance bodies, and (3) re-evaluating our own organizational structure.  These three goals emerged as the most important foci for the GPSA this year; they each incorporate several objectives.  This report describes the steps the GPSA has taken toward achieving these goals.
I.
Engaging with graduate and professional students

The GPSA’s actions addressing this goal fall broadly into two categories: (1) outreach and (2) legislative actions.
Outreach

One of Cornell’s greatest strengths, its diversity of academic programs, has made it chronically difficult for the GPSA to solicit the ideas, opinions, and concerns of the highly decentralized graduate and professional student population.  During our discussion of the student activity fee in the fall semester, we realized more than ever the need to reach beyond the GPSA into the offices and laboratories scattered across campus to discover students’ views.  The GPSA created a blog site to provide a forum for students to engage in direct discourse with their GPSA representatives.  The blog facilitated much discussion about the student activity fee and now has become a forum for discussing numerous issues that come before the GPSA.  GPSA member profiles on the blog have helped our constituents become familiar with their representatives.

Another technological innovation that has helped the GPSA connect with students is the Cornell Graduate and Professional Students facebook group.  This year, the GPSA has greatly increased use of its page on this social networking site to inform students of GPSA and university events, and to solicit feedback on important issues.  The group currently has over 2,000 members.  A third internet-based tool we relied on this year was brief and informal internet surveys, which we used to gather close to 1,000 responses to the GPSA’s initial proposal for the student activity fee.  The GPSA has formed a committee to design and administer a larger, more detailed, and more scientific survey to help us identify the issues that our constituents believe the GPSA should focus on in the future.  It has been almost five years since the GPSA conducted such a comprehensive survey.

Legislative actions

The GPSA has also improved its engagement with the student body through legislative actions.  We passed two resolutions this academic year that were written and co-sponsored by non-GPSA graduate students.   These resolutions reflect two of the most important issues currently facing graduate and professional students at Cornell.  The first resolution was R.2 Regarding the reduction in maximum individual funding for Cornell students with children, and the graduate student response.  This resolution brought together a coalition of concerned students and the GPSA to express their unease about a sudden and drastic decrease in childcare funding for graduate students.  The Graduate school released additional funds to subsidize childcare for children of graduate students because of this action.  The second resolution was R.8: Approval of Big Red Barn Rejuvenation Proposal.  The GPSA joined with the students employed at the Big Red Barn to reaffirm the importance of a graduate and professional student center that can support vibrant interactions among diverse crowds.


A final group of legislative actions that the GPSA took to increase engagement and representation of our constituents focused on environmental sustainability.  At the start of the academic year, GPSA members and other graduate and professional students attending our meetings overwhelmingly identified environmental sustainability as an issue requiring increased graduate and professional student attention.  Shortly after, we passed the Joint Assemblies Resolution: Expressing support for the Cornell University Climate Action Plan.  Recently we passed R.10: Environmental Sustainability and Strategic Planning at Cornell.  This resolution asked the Provost and the Strategic Planning Committee to consider making Cornell’s commitment to environmental sustainability more explicit in the Strategic Plan.  Finally, the GPSA formed an ad-hoc committee on environmental sustainability last semester that has worked to increase attention to environmental sustainability within the GPSA and at GPSA events.
II.  Engaging with other campus governance bodies

The GPSA has worked diligently to build and strengthen collaborative relationships with other shared governance bodies at Cornell as well as graduate and professional student governments at our peer institutions.  The Cornell GPSA was responsible for hosting this year’s Ivy Summit, a three-day conference that provides leaders from the graduate and professional student governments at the eight Ivy League schools with the opportunity to discuss approaches to campus governance and strategies for representing our constituents.  We designed multiple workshops and presentations that GPSA members delivered at this Summit.  Our collaboration with our colleagues at our peer institutions has continued beyond the successful Summit; we continue to work on issues of survey design and funding of student groups with our companion student governments.  We created a blog site to facilitate discussion and maintain constant connections between the graduate and professional student governments of the Ivy League colleges and universities.  

The GPSA has developed strong working relationships with the other Cornell University Assemblies this year.  We have co-sponsored resolutions with University Assembly (UA) and Student Assembly (SA) members.  We have exchanged ideas with the Employee Assembly (EA) that have contributed to that Assembly’s restructuring efforts.  Our greatest collaboration has been with the SA.  The GPSA and SA worked closely during the student activity fee setting process to share our views and concerns about university organizations that receive funding from both the undergraduate and graduate student activity fees.  The two assemblies also worked together to analyze the ReImagining Cornell task force reports and to develop a coordinated plan of response to the Provost.  The GPSA and SA feel that in a time of substantial reorganization in the University, it is prudent for the student population to offer the University administration a unified voice on the issues most central to the student experience.
III.  Re-evaluating the GPSA’s organizational structure


The GPSA surfaced as part of the shared governance system at Cornell little more than fifteen years ago.  As Cornell approaches its sesquicentennial, one can recognize that while the GPSA has emerged as an important component of this university, it is still a relatively young entity.  Each year we continue to identify ways to refine and reorganize the structure of the GPSA to facilitate increased responsiveness to our constituents.  I consider this critical reflection to be one the GPSA’s most important tasks.  Improving internal functionality can dramatically advance our ability to serve effectively the graduate and professional students at Cornell.


The GPSA’s review of the student activity fee last semester made clear the need to revisit how we communicate about and administer the student activity fee.  One clear problem is that many graduate and professional students are unaware of how their activity fee is spent.  If a student does not know what he receives for his monetary support of a campus organization, he cannot easily decide if that organization should receive more, less, or the same funding during the next funding cycle.  The GPSA Appropriations Committee is currently in the process of designing a website that will highlight exactly what each student pays for and receives from each component of the activity fee.  This committee is also reworking the GPSA’s governing documents to ensure that the campus organizations we fund take advantage of this website to make their services known.  The GPSA has also worked with two university vice presidents to create a plan for increasing flexibility in the activity fee we recommend to the President and the Board.  We wish to have the ability to recommend an activity fee that comes to a whole dollar amount as opposed to the current restriction of an even whole dollar amount.  This change will allow the GPSA to act more responsibly with its constituents’ money.

In terms of critical reflection, the GPSA has also begun a reevaluation of the appropriate role of its non-voting body.  We are considering how better to rely on the expertise of this large body, which is composed of one member from every academic field in the graduate and professional schools.  A working group, composed equally of voting and non-voting GPSA members continues to examine this issue.  We are studying the history of the GPSA, the structure of other Cornell governance systems, and the structure of governance systems at our peer institutions.  This information will help the GPSA decide if we need to make structural changes to improve integration among our voting and non-voting members.  In a time of considerable restructuring in the university, the GPSA seeks to ensure that the unique voice from each graduate field and professional school is heard as loudly and clearly as possible.

This report summarizes the work of the GPSA over the last six months.  I am extremely proud to be a member of the hard-working 2009-2010 GPSA that has already achieved much.  

The GPSA continues to seek new ways to serve better our constituents, the graduate and professional students at Cornell University.  If you have any ideas for ways we can better interact with and respond to the needs of the students at Cornell, please do not hesitate to contact me.
Respectfully submitted,

Darrick T. N. Evensen

GPSA President
dte6@cornell.edu
518-339-0685
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