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Fall 2024 End-of-Semester Report

Graduate and Professional Student Senate

Hello Senators and others!

As we watched another semester fly by, I've felt the need to update you and your fellow
graduate students about what we’ve been up to. This year has seen many ups and downs, with
the year ending on a very *interesting* (an adjective | will use wherever | don’t want to say
anything) note in terms of the climate of this country. | had the opportunity to meet with
Governor Glenn Youngkin, as well as the Attorney General of the Commonwealth of Virginia
Jason Miyares in the latter half of 2024, and the fact they somewhat know about our existence
does tell us that in whatever little way the GPSS has been working to improve our lives, it has
been visible.

The Elephant in the Room — Campus Protesting:

Starting with Summer 2024, we laid the foundation of what would become most of our work
for this academic year. Our tenure stared off *interestingly* with the pro-Palestinian protests
happening on campus. We released a statement denouncing the arrests made on April 28" and
29" and | want to reiterate that the GPSS is fully committed to securing and fighting for
university members’ First Amendment Rights to free speech and assembly. We did an event
(along with the APIDA+ Center, Cranwell International Center and the Graduate School) around
the same issue, called the Know Your Rights Workshop, whose topic for October was Protesting
on Campus. While the event saw an *interesting* turn of events, | believe we managed to get
some critical information out to a lot of students. | also want to use this opportunity to let the
protesting students know that I've personally talked to the President and Provost about
unanswered questions and demands that all of you have, and they’ve asked me to reach out to
you and get as many questions from you as possible, and facilitate this discussion about
anything you might need clarity about. | understand that this is a very sensitive issue for many
of you, and this offer might sound too little too late, but | want all of us to keep lines of
communication open and offer my help to get you as many answers we can. I'd recommend
that we compile this list of questions and get an official answer from the university that would
be made publicly available. Additionally, there are Campus Working Groups on Jewish,
Palestinian, and Muslim Experience dedicated to
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fostering an inclusive, respectful, and supportive environment for all members of our academic
community. If you have any input for me to share with the Working Group, please reach out to
me. We’ve also had several conversations, both in the Senate and outside it, around Policy
5000, and we’ll share the answers to the questions we collected soon as well.

Summer and Fall 2024 Updates:

We made a statement in solidarity with the international students and the wider Bangladeshi
community at Virginia Tech, when multiple protests and political tensions gripped the country.
We also restarted some of our conversations with the Towns of Blacksburg and Christiansburg
(the Mayor and Town Council) surrounding affordable and accessible housing for students.
While I'm not fully informed (yet) about the status of these talks that Virginia Tech has been
having with the towns, my current understanding is that the university is currently looking at
housing development actions with Christiansburg, while increasing the bus service to
accommodate for the higher traffic. | have also raised this issue with the Provost as a concern
for the UMI Committee (see UC 2024-25A later) and I'll update the Senate and the constituents
as | get to know further details.

Over the summer, the Climate and Culture Subcommittee also met regularly, and discussed
plans for improvement. The general consensus is that there will be two broad areas of work
that will be done. The first is to promote the “positive climate” and revamping the support
structure in place for graduate student life. This is primarily being done by CGPSA and its
subcommittees (more information later from the commission chair). We’ve also had several
meetings with the College Academic Diversity Officers about tailoring approaches by the
college, and the work has begun. This is also the opportunity to reiterate that the work of
departmental Graduate Student Organizations (GSOs) is particularly important. You're doing a
great job, and we need more such organizations as yours. Any graduate student reading this
can help form their departmental GSO, and you can contact Akshay Anil, Director of Advocacy
(akshayanil@vt.edu) for the same.

The second area is to have some formal course of action available to combat unprofessional
behavior when the aforementioned structures fail, which will be done via the working group
through the resolution mentioned later (CGPSP 2024-25A). Over the summer and the Fall
Semester, the College of Veterinary Medicine saw several instances where such a university-
wide policy was needed, and I'd want to thank Dean Givens for his support and collaboration in
helping solve several of these issues. The work of the Summer Committee can be found in its
Interim Report.

In September 2024, SVPI released a strategic plan to inform sexual violence prevention work
moving forward and announced the creation of the Office of Sexual Violence Prevention and
Education. We're in touch with the new Director of Sexual Violence Prevention and Education,
Jennifer Wiggins (jenniferw24@vt.edu), who | also had the opportunity to interview before her
appointment. We’ll be working with her office closely in the coming semester for events and
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outreach programs. If there is any particular work you’d want us to do on this front, please
reach out to us, and we’ll try our best to make that happen.

Updates from the Leadership Team:
I've also asked members of the GPSS Executive Board, the Representative to the Board of
Visitors, and the CGPSA commission chair to send in their updates here:

Advocacy (from Akshay Anil, Director of Advocacy):

Main Project: Assistantship Funding and Allocation

Created the questionnaire over the summer with around 20 questions to understand the
GA/GTA/GRA selection process over 100+ departments offering graduate programs at VT. The
Fall semester was mostly dedicated to connecting with each department and gather the
information. Till now, we have got around 45 responses, which is almost half of the entire pool.
Now, along with the help of the advocacy committee, we plan to reach out to those who have
not provided information. Further, | will start the analysis and try to publish the information by
March/April 2025.

Other Work: Got involved and requested an explanation from the department of Computer
Science as many of their graduate students lost funding and were informed at the beginning of
the fall 2024 semester. They have made some alternate arrangements as many senior year PhD
students were affected. Official communication via email and a meeting was set up with the
Associate Dean to discuss the matter in September 2024.

Events (from Brian Chan, Director of Events):

My primary goal this year has been to increase graduate student engagement through a wide
range of events that cater to diverse needs and interests. Welcome Back BBQ was a success,
attracting well over 650 attendees. Other well-attended events, including Karaoke Night,
Halloween Movie Night, Hot Cocoa and Crafts, End-of-Semester Social, and Tacos with the Dean
provided further opportunities for graduate students to connect with each other and engage
with grad school leadership. Additionally, Little Hokie Hand-Me-Down created a significant
impact by making gently used donated children's items available to graduate students and our
VT community at large. The event benefited 119 families, representing participation from 70
different programs/units at VT. A highlight of the semester was the Graduate and Professional
School Fair (VT GPSF 2024), which was the largest in recent GPSF’s history and nearly doubled
in size from the previous year, a result of my expanded recruiting/advertising efforts that began
in the summer. We had over 100 participating graduate programs and raised more than $40K in
generated funds.

Unused programming funds were successfully reallocated to purchase new equipment for
event programming, which will go toward enhancing the quality of future events. We're excited
to continue inviting collaborations and co-sponsorships for events. Primary contacts for
collaboration are as follows: Engagement/Community-building: Brian (brianchanl@vt.edu);
Advocacy: Akshay (akshayanil@vt.edu); Research/Academic: Julia (juliams22 @vt.edu). Lastly,
there was a change in the catering option for the Tacos with the Dean events, as it was
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necessary to partially reallocate funds to cover the SAFAB food budget deficit for our senate
meetings. | look forward to further strengthening the sense of community and engagement in
the spring semester through our upcoming events.

Finance (from Doug Harrison, Director of Finance):

This semester we spent about 25% of our allocated money from student fees. A large sum of
this money went to food and event spaces for our senate meetings. Most of the expenditure
from our generated budget was for food and beverage. We are capped on the amount of
money that we are able to spend from our student fee money, so the remainder has to come
from our generated funds. The finance team has a record of ~$34k in revenue for our
generated fund because of the Graduate and Professional Student Fair fundraising event.
Administrative snags have slowed payment receipts from some organizations on campus, but |
anticipate that | will be able to fully reconcile our fall 2024 expenditures with our revenue
receipts. Despite downward pressure from our continued use of food and beverage funds, we
are estimated to have a positive $5.6k on our generated fund.

The Graduate Student Budget Board has also allocated half of our budget, and we are on track
to meet our spending goals for the Student Activity Fee Allocation Board. This semester, GSBB
plans two major events. First, we will work to program a finance officer summit meeting for all
treasurers and financial officers for graduate student organizations to receive input and
comments about the budget request process and policy. We anticipate this event to be held
sometime in February. Additionally, this semester the board will meet weekly rather to hear
requests and discuss updates to the policy. These updates are a result of precedent decisions
and issues raised during regular hearings and will include input from our summit meeting as a
new addition to the policy conversation. These policy updates will be presented to the Senate
in late Spring as usual.

Programs (from Julia Shapiro, Director of Programs):

For the Summer 2024 Travel Fund Program (TFP) cycle, $22k in funding was awarded (66
grants), for Fall TFP 2024, $23.6k in funding was awarded (75 grants) and for Winter TFP 2025,
$20k in funding was awarded (56 grants). | also completed the Fall 2024 Graduate Research
Development Program (GRDP) cycle, where there were 37 applications and 10 were awarded,
(510.4k in funding). | also hired two GPSS Research Symposium Chairs, Ishveen Kaur
(ishveen@vt.edu) and Atlas Vernier (atlas@vt.edu), and details on the abstract submissions and
themes will be coming soon.

My main goal in this position is to provide transparency about the application process for the
TFP and GRDP and work with the graduate school on trying to increase the funding for each
cycle. I have made the instructions for each cycle clearer and more accessible to reduce the
number of students whose applications are incomplete or ineligible. | also attended one of the
Tacos with the Dean events hosted by Brian, and | spoke with the Dean about the possibility of
increasing the funding that | can give out for the TFP and GRDP and also the possibility of
setting aside funding for students who are attending workshops/summer schools, that do not
qualify for TFP.

VIRGINIA POLYTECHNIC INSTITUTE AND STATE UNIVERSITY
An equal opportunity, affirmative action institution


mailto:ishveen@vt.edu
mailto:atlas@vt.edu

Representative to the Board of Visitors (from William Poland):

In the August and November 2024 Board of Visitors (BoV) meetings, | presented reports during
the information sessions to apprise board members of issues relevant to graduate students.
Some of the issues that | have tried to bring attention to include accessibility to resources for
graduate students, student well-being, support for non-traditional students, and the need for
additional support and resources to graduate students at our extended campuses. To these
points, | worked throughout the fall semester to meet with administrators and students, whose
input informed the contents of my reports. | also worked to hold a Graduate Student Resource
Fair in September in collaboration with GPSS and the Graduate School. This event engaged
100+ students and promoted awareness for 30+ university resources and services. | am
currently planning another resource fair for the spring semester in February. | have also been in
contact with the VT Communications and Marketing team to update information on the VT
website regarding services that are available to graduate students.

For the spring semester, | am planning to focus on planning the resource fair in February,
preparing for the March and June BoV meetings, and selecting the graduate student who will
take over my role for the next academic year.

Commission on Graduate and Professional Student Affairs (from Rachel Maizel, Commission
Chair):
Resolutions: In December 2024 CGPSA had its first reading of CGPSA resolution 2024-25A to
expand CGPSA membership (see below). We are currently working with shared governance and
legal to change the language in relevant documents (e.g. graduate handbook, student code of
conduct, etc.) to mirror the language of CFA Resolution 2024-25D for Graduate Teaching
Assistants (GTA’s) and those under their supervision such that engaging/initiating intimate
relationships with those you are grading for or instructing will be deemed inappropriate. Many
schools, e.g. Harvard, MIT, University of Michigan, etc., already have such language and in fact
this is already covered in the general GTA training, however no current university document
explicitly states this. To help with clarity we seek to amend this.
Climate Related Items: CGPSA is also working to follow up on the summer committee’s findings
by forming subcommittees. If you are interested in helping out with these next steps, please fill
out the form —you do not need to be a senator to volunteer. For the general report which found
the following areas of growth, see Interim Report. A summary of slides of the proposed
subcommittees can be found here - October 9 Slides, with the subcommittees listed below for
brevity.

1. Graduate committee interactions and structure
Graduate (professional) students navigating their academic/professional lives
Supporting advisors
Establishing norms more generally
Data tracking system

vk wnN
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Our Resolutions in University Council:

CGPSA 2024-25A: Resolution to Expand CGPSA Membership to Graduate Students from
Extended Campuses, has been approved by the University Council Cabinet. It seeks to provide
representation to graduate students from the extended campuses (Roanoke, DC Area, online)
in CGPSA.

CGPSA 2024-25B: Resolution to Clarify Intimate Relationships Regarding Graduate Teaching
Assistantships and Students, has been approved by the University Council Cabinet. It seeks to
set guidelines to add clear language existing in available documents regarding GTA-student
intimate relationships, in line with what the Commission for Faculty Affairs (CFA) has proposed
for faculty-graduate student relationships (see CFA 2024-25D later).

CGPSP 2024-25A: Resolution to Form a Working Group to Formulate University Policy to Combat
Unprofessional Behaviors Towards Graduate and Professional Students, will be voted on by the
University Council in February. Written with the support of the Faculty Senate, it seeks to form
a Working Group to provide a public report and policy recommendations (by the beginning of
the Fall 2025), to formulate recommendations for a university-wide policy on unprofessional
behaviors and academic bullying, with centralized jurisdiction, written procedures, anti-
retaliation clauses, sanctions, definitions, standardized grievance process and response, and
maintaining an accountable, accessible and transparent process with centralized record-
keeping.

CFA 2024-25D: Resolution to Amend the Faculty Handbook Regarding Ethics of Intimate
Relationships Involving Faculty, will be voted on by the University Council in February. Written
by CFA with our input, the language change clarifies ethical expectations surrounding the
nature of such relationships and makes way for objective supervisory evaluations.

UC 2024-25A: Resolution to Form a University Mission Initiative Committee to Recommend
Updated Policies for Funding Doctoral Research at Virginia Tech, will be voted on by the
University Council in February. While we have not written this resolution, we have gone back
and forth with CFA and the Provost (check the resolution for attached comments) to ensure
graduate student interests are met with regards to representation, the availability of affordable
housing, the reduction of comprehensive fees for graduate students, and ensuring a living wage
for graduate students. We will also try to work with the UMI Committee on Out-of-State Tuition
Differentials and its requirements (Policy 6210), and the criteria and accessibility of partial
funding for graduate students.

Targets for the Next Semester and Beyond:

The primary target for the next semester will be the work that the working group from CGPSP
2024-25A will be doing. We need to keep the group small and focused with the goals kept
strictly within the limits of the resolution. I'll be meeting with the Provost early in the semester
to discuss possible membership, and along with the Faculty Senate discuss a timeline for the
group, which is expected to conclude all its work before the next Fall semester. | hope the next
Executive Board will then take over, looking at the implementation of what the group
recommends.
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Another opportunity we want to explore is expanding externship opportunities for clinical
psychology graduate students and working with Cook Counselling to see if we can expand the
currently available opportunities. We're also meeting with the Director of Sexual Violence
Prevention and Education, Jennifer Wiggins and her office and talk to the Women’s Center as
well to see if the GPSS can fund a few wage positions (out of our generated fund) for graduate
students to both support the students and the resources on campus. This idea is still in its
infancy though, and we welcome support from senators and non-senators alike in figuring out
the implementation of this idea.

We will be doing the Climate and Culture Survey again in the Spring, this time in collaboration
with the Graduate School, so please be on the lookout for the email. We hope to get a similar
response to last year, and since this time we’ll have a university-wide survey, the GPSS can
make for a stronger case for a better, more friendly university for all of us.

Closing Thoughts:

The BoV will be voting on tuition and fees for 2025-26 on March 25, 2025. There is a spot
reserved for the GPSS President to speak at the virtual public comment section on March 5. I'd
love to get comments from graduate students that | can add to my speech. Feel free to send
them to gpss@vt.edu with the subject line “BOV Session Comments”. You can also submit your
own written comments via mail or online (bov.vt.edu) between February 21-March 17, 2025
(11:59 PM). For more information, do not hesitate to reach out to William Poland
(whpoland@vt.edu), our BoV representative.

I've also been given a slot to address the University Council later in the Spring (date TBD) to
provide an update on what graduate student life is at the moment, and what we need to make
things better. I'll be presenting most of the work and demands of the GPSS but would love
further input from the wider audience. You can send me the comments to gpss@vt.edu with
the subject line “UC Update Comments”. UC meetings are open to the entire university, and
your presence (either in-person or online) would show a great deal of support for our causes.
Please be on the lookout for further information during the semester from your department’s
GPSS representative.

Congratulations to Dr Riley DeHority, our (ex-)Director of Communication who graduated with a
PhD in Biological Systems Engineering! Our Director of Programs, Julia Shapiro, was awarded
College of Science Outstanding Masters Student!

A big thank you to everyone who supported our work this semester, we hope to keep the
momentum going in the next.

May you all live in extremely precedented times.

With Ranald Adams (Vice President),
Ronnie Mondal

President

Graduate and Professional Student Senate
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