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The Senate Advisory Committee on University Strategic Planning (SACUSP) had a highly 

engaged and productive year, reaffirming its core mission under Policy 6-002-III-D-1-g: to consult 

with university leadership and advocate for faculty, staff and students’ perspectives in long-range 

academic and budgetary planning. A major accomplishment this year was establishing direct 

communication during the SACUSP meetings with  Brett Graham, Chief Strategy Officer, and a 

one-on-one meeting between Professor Leslie Francis and President Taylor Randall. These 

conversations, while helpful, also illuminated the limits of current faculty involvement in 

institutional planning processes, sparking important committee reflection and action. 

 

SACUSP has been actively working to find a proper mechanism to fulfill its role as a collaborative 

partner involved throughout the creation and implementation of strategic planning processes. To 

support this effort, Professor Donna Ziegenfuss led a comprehensive benchmarking initiative, 

gathering strategic planning documents and senate minutes from peer AAU institutions, including 

Arizona State University, Oregon State University, Iowa State, Kansas State, and Baylor. Findings 

from the environmental scan indicate a lack of existing models or best practices in this area. Most 

examples uncovered were related to the communication of strategic planning processes, not an 

active role in implementing or participating in the implementation. These materials, combined with 

readings from the AAC&U and SCUP (Society for College and University Planning), underscored 

the value of faculty playing a formal role in curricular coherence, student success, and academic 

governance within the strategic planning framework. There is a gap in the literature since the late 

1990’s and early 2000’s about the role faculty play in strategic planning, academic decision 

making and the communication of defined strategic planning priorities. Dissertations detailing 

strategies on particular institutional strategic planning contexts and the international literature 

were the most common sources uncovered. This preliminary research indicates an area for 

continued exploration and University of Utah could make a significant contribution to the national 

and international higher education literature in breaking down boundaries between the 

administrative planning process and the academic implementation. Based on this work, SACUSP 

identified key questions to guide its approach: How are faculty integrated into planning at other 

institutions? Who implements the plan? And how can faculty expertise be more effectively aligned 

with strategic priorities? How can faculty assist in ‘bridging’ the gap between the administrative 

roles and responsibilities and the faculty academic roles related to student success? 



 

Informed by this research, SACUSP reviewed the University of Utah’s draft strategic plan and 

offered detailed feedback. Committee members raised concerns about the narrow tone and 

language—such as the localization around the “Beehive State”—and recommended revisions to 

better reflect the university’s national and global identity. Suggestions included replacing 

“entrepreneurship” with broader concepts like “innovation” or “prosperity,” explicitly naming 

student and campus safety as a core value, considering both qualitative and quantitative 

measures, and including overlooked areas such as the humanities, cultural understanding, and 

environmental sustainability. While Brett Graham expressed opposition to including a SACUSP 

liaison in the planning team, he agreed to attend future SACUSP meetings and serve as a conduit 

for communication. However, members stressed that unilateral communication role is insufficient 

and that genuine two-way engagement is essential for shared governance. Also, Leslie Francis 

was invited to present a summary of points decided on by SACUSP before the President’s 

planning group, and these seem to have been well received. 

 

SACUSP also discussed how faculty contributions are currently represented in university 

messaging. Members noted the consistent omission of faculty achievements in promotional 

materials and urged that faculty and staff be recognized as central to institutional success. 

Relatedly, the committee expressed concerns about the Hanover climate survey, raising 

questions about its design, interpretation, and possible political misuse. SACUSP requested 

access to the raw data and expressed interest in conducting an independent qualitative analysis 

to ensure faculty perspectives are not misrepresented. 

 

In addition, the committee flagged concerns over the transparency of the university’s evolving 

budget model and its implications for academic priorities. Members proposed requesting a formal 

administrative report at an upcoming meeting and emphasized the need for faculty to have a clear 

understanding of how financial and strategic decisions are being made, especially in the context 

of legislative challenges impacting faculty voice and governance. 

 

In alignment with President Randall’s goal of growing the student body to 40,000 students—

including an increase of 5,000 graduate students—SACUSP has also considered implications for 

faculty workload and governance structures. As representatives of SACUSP, Sonia Salari and 

Leslie Francis have been advocating for revisions to Policy 6-203 Section C 1, which currently 

mandates a minimum of five PhD committee members across the university. In response to 

increased graduate enrollments and heightened faculty demands, the proposal recommends 

allowing departments the flexibility to choose between three to five committee members. 

 

Last year, Sonia Salari (former chair of the committee) compiled data from 100 peer institutions, 

revealing an average minimum of 3.8 committee members—with some institutions, such as 

Princeton, requiring as few as two. The proposed change would align the University of Utah with 

peer institutions and address growing concerns around faculty workload. Faculty are increasingly 

strained by teaching, mentoring, administrative responsibilities, and new legislative mandates, 

such as more frequent graduate and tenured faculty reviews. These responsibilities have 



significantly impacted faculty well-being, including sleep, health, and work-life balance—without 

any compensatory increases in pay or institutional acknowledgment. 

 

Sonia Salari and Leslie Francis have discussed this proposal with Dean Darryl Butt of the 

Graduate School, who has shared that broader policy revisions are under consideration. These 

could include adjustments to Policy 6-203 C 1, granting departments the autonomy to determine 

whether to maintain a 5-member minimum or opt for more flexible 3–5 member committees. Dean 

Butt highlighted the need to first clarify qualifications for faculty to chair or serve on PhD 

committees—possibly through the designation of “graduate faculty” status—before such changes 

are implemented. SACUSP encourages faculty to share their perspectives on this proposal, which 

could enhance departmental flexibility while preserving academic rigor. 

 

Looking ahead, SACUSP will continue gathering models and materials from peer institutions and 

analyzing qualitative data from town hall meetings. While Academic Senate President Harriet 

Hopf has served as the primary liaison, members discussed the value of a direct written 

submission from the committee to underscore the importance of its recommendations and affirm 

SACUSP’s position as a proactive partner in strategic planning. As one member aptly put it, “If 

student success is truly a goal of the institution, then faculty must be meaningfully involved in 

creating the path to achieve it.” SACUSP remains committed to fulfilling its charge with clarity, 

accountability, and institutional support. The Committee, comprised of faculty deeply committed 

and dedicated to the University, should be considered an invaluable resource to the 

Administration on challenges and questions related to its strategic direction and focus. Given the 

depth, breadth, and experience of the Committee’s members, having a permanent “seat at the 

table” would ensure adding an important voice to critical decisions. 


