
 

Minutes of the Executive Board M eeting on June 24, 2008 

The second regularly scheduled meeting of GAPSA Executive Board was convened on June 24, 2008 
at 6:09 PM in the second floor conference room of the Graduate Student Center. 

Rol l  Cal l  

Present were: Andrew Rennekamp, Sarah Smith, Christina Arlt, Nikki Thorpe, Saurabh Madaan, 
Alejandro Hagan, Christa Heyward, Jessica Kim, and Vicky Doan-Nguyen. 

Also present via teleconference were: Mat Abramsky and Esther Agbaje. 

Absent: Alexandra Kotsovos 

First Vice Chair Alejandro Hagan will be running the GAPSA Executive Board meetings and any 
agenda items will now be sent to him.  If an Executive member should need to be absent, he or she 
should email Vice Chair of Operations Sarah Smith.  Ms. Smith will compile any agenda items for the 
future GAPSA General Assembly meetings. 

 

Approval  of the M inut es f r om Pr ior  M eet i ngs 

Vice Chair for Research Students Vicky Doan-Nguyen noted that the minutes should read that 
BGAPSA Chair Brian Coleman declined the seat on the Graduate Council of the Faculties and that 
Jacqui Simonet accepted.   Vice Chair for Finance Christa Heyward motioned to approve this change 
and GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp seconded the motion.  The change to the prior meeting’s 
minutes was approved by unanimous consent. 

 

Repor ts 

Chair’s Report 

MIT 

GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp explained that MIT’s student government will be visiting the 
University of Pennsylvania on June 25th to meet with the Graduate Student Center’s staff.  The MIT 
representatives are interested in how Penn’s Graduate Student Center is run and what activities are 
held specifically for graduate students.  The MIT representatives also would like to meet with GAPSA 
members.  Anyone interested in attending this meeting should arrive at the GAPSA office at 3pm.    

NSO Calendar 

Mr. Rennekamp handed out the New Student Orientation calendar.  At the NSO, there will be 
presentations on important topics such as public safety, transportation, and health insurance.  Vice 
Chair for International Students Saurabh Madaan will be coordinating an academic integrity workshop 



 

and is working closely with the Graduate Student Center to organize this for the NSO.  Mr. 
Rennekamp stated that if GAPSA would like to publicize this topic to current students on campus, 
GAPSA could later in the school year arrange Student Life Townhall presentations.   

Date Change 

The GAPSA-Provost Awards Reception will be held on Wednesday, October 1st at 4pm. 

Meetings with Associate Provost Andy Binns 

Mr. Rennekamp stated that based upon the GAPSA Executive Board member’s responses that 
Tuesdays will be the best days to meet with the Associate Provost.  Mr. Rennekamp will send out an 
email confirming the dates after he speaks with the Provost’s office.  

Student Health Services Location Change 

In addition, on July 1st, Student Health Services will be moving to 3535 Market Street. 

 

First Vice Chair’s Report 

GradFest Recap 

First Vice Chair Alejandro Hagan attended the GradFest meeting with both Vice Chair of Finance 
Christa Heyward and former Vice Chair of Student Life Wenny Lin.  Mr. Hagan is still waiting for the 
exact budget numbers to come in.  Powerpoint slides of the GradFest survey were handed out.  There 
was a much better response with this year’s GradFest survey than with last year’s survey.  Half of the 
people that attended GradFest filled out a survey.   Exams were the primary reason students did not 
attend.  Not many students brought their children and towards the end of the event, few people 
remained.  Many people did not participate in the Quizzo event and some students did not realize 
that the Meet and Greet was a happy hour.  Most people believed the events earlier in the day were 
fun, especially the happy hour, the picnic food, and the funshops.   But a number of people didn’t 
receive a GradFest t-shirt, despite the fact that the t-shirts were available throughout the event.  
Students heard about GradFest through Facebook and the GAPSA weekly emails but did not seem to 
visit the GradFest website. 

Mr. Hagan suggested improvement ideas for GradFest 2009 such as shortening the event and possibly 
moving the date farther from final exam week.    Other ideas put forth were holding a Segway tour, a 
kissing booth, a professor dunk tank, or the One Minute Lectures.   Mr. Hagan will be working on 
institutionalizing and ensuring annual funding for GradFest. 

 Lynn Moller sent an email that GAPSA was charged $10,000 for use of facilities during GradFest.  
This amount will show up on the July bill.  Former Vice Chair of Student Life Wenny Lin figured this 
charge should amount to $3500.  This large difference will need to be reconciled in the near future.   

Retreat Status 



 

Mr. Hagan presented several ideas concerning the GAPSA Executive Board retreat and the consensus 
of the Board was that the most positive bonding experience would be away from campus at the Lake 
House.   

Thank-You Cards 

Mr. Hagan also passed around thank-you notes to be sent to the Leadership Retreat moderators. If 
you did not sign these cards, let Mr. Hagan know. 

 

Vice Chair for Professional Students’ Report 

Vice Chair for Professional Students Mat Abramsky had nothing to report. 

 

Vice Chair for Research Students’ Report 

Vice Chair for Research Students Vicky Doan-Nguyen attended the Trustee Meeting on Academic 
Policy.  The Higher Education Act will expire on June 30th and Congress working to renew it.  The 
Act includes seven titles such as financial issues, college tuition, and accreditation.  One of the main 
topics is accreditation and how transparent schools should be in publicizing statistics concerning their 
students.    The administration and faculty are preparing for the mid-review in 2009 and the next 
review will be in 2014.  At the next GAPSA Executive Board meeting, Ms. Doan-Nguyen will discuss 
the changes Congress has made to the HEA.   

There are also issues with professors reaching tenure tracks with excellent research programs while 
remaining poor teachers in the classroom.  In the Math department, tenure can be denied to poor 
teachers.  Therefore at the University of Pennsylvania, the schools are continually working to create 
a balance between research and teaching. 

The SAS pilot curriculum removed the requirements of enrolling in specific subjects in a subset of 
undergraduate students.  The results were that even without being forced to take certain types of 
classes, the undergraduates still took the same number of courses and their course load remained well 
rounded.  

In addition, the topic of literacy and the evolution of its definition were discussed at this Trustee 
meeting. However, this was not a topic of debate. 

GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp stated that if anyone takes notes or has an agenda from a Trustee 
meeting to keep a record of these in the GAPSA office.  These notes do not need to be typed up but 
simply photocopied. 

 

Vice Chair for International Students’ Report 



 

Vice Chair for International Students Saurabh Madaan met with the Director of the Office of 
International Programs to discuss the New Student Orientation, which is run by OIP. This would be 
an opportunity to introduce GAPSA to the new international students.  However, there is a large 
amount of international Wharton students that attend Wharton’s own new student orientation 
compared to the OIP orientation.  Mr. Madaan suggested making brochures to help inform these new 
international students of the NSO.  Mr. Madaan will meet with Anita from the GSC and with OIP to 
coordinate the Academic Integrity workshop.  This workshop will not be exclusively for 
international students.  However, Vice Chair of Finance Christa Heyward mentioned that different 
schools have different policies on academic integrity.  Therefore it was suggested that GAPSA should 
make general suggestions on the topic of academic integrity but each school administration should be 
contacted for any specific questions. 

Mr. Madaan also met with Vice Chair for Student Life Nikki Thorpe and discussed concerns about 
safety and housing for international students.  The issue of international students financing an 
education is another topic.  For example, Wharton and the Medical school cosign international 
students’ loans but other schools at the University of Pennsylvania do not.  GAPSA should discuss 
these topics at the Ivy Summit to gather information and help give Penn graduate students a  strong 
basis to approach the administrators here.   

 

Vice Chair for Equity and Access’s Report 

Committee Applications Decisions 

Vice Chair for Equity and Access Esther Agbaje stated that GAPSA Executive Board members should 
have already previewed the committee applications.  The deadline for comments on the applications 
is Thursday, June 26th. 

GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp mentioned that during July GAPSA is able to send a University- 
wide email that will include a link to the committee application.  The GAPSA website also has 
descriptions of all the committees. 

 

Vice Chair for Finance’s Report 

Expense Reporting 

Vice Chair of Finance Christa Heyward explained the budget tracking sheet set up by former Vice 
Chair of Finance Victor Abiola.  This file can be found on Google Documents.  Highlighted in yellow 
is everything that shows up precisely on Lynn Moller’s expense tracker.  However, if someone turns 
in two receipts at same time, the purchases may appear separately or as one lump sum.  Executive 
Board members need to separate out what the receipt amounts are from the total amount you submit 
to Lynn for that day.  Also, include the name of the place where you spent the money and make a 
copy of the C1 form and keep a one for yourself.  When Ms. Heyward receives this spending 
information, she will more easily be able to track it.  This GAPSA budget sheet needs to represent 



 

how much money GAPSA actually has.  During the Executive Board retreat, we will deal with the 
budget and how to document receipts.  Executive members must also pay attention to their petty 
cash receipts. In addition, petty cash should be given out by only one person.  Documentation of 
every purchase is essential.  

 

Vice Chair for Student Life’s Report 

Vice Chair for Student Life Nikki Thorpe had nothing to report.  

 

Vice Chair for Social Activities’ Report 

Summer and Fall Events and Budgeting 

Vice Chair for Social Activities Jessica Kim handed out a summary of how her budget was spent.  Ms. 
Kim will be spending the remainder of her previous year’s budget on upcoming summer events.   On 
July 9th, there will be a dinner and Samba at Chima Brazilian Steakhouse.  On August 5th or 12th there 
will be a Live Arts happy hour at National Mechanics.  Ms. Kim is still negotiating this promotional 
event and will discuss it more in the future.  On August 7th, there is a happy hour at Chickie’s and 
Pete’s in South Philly.  On August 23rd, there is a Ride the Ducks tour in Old Historic Philly.  Also on 
August 23rd there will be a trip to the musical “Parenting 101” at the Kimmel Center.  On August 
24th, there will be a live jazz and champagne brunch at PMA.  Also on August 24th, there will be a trip 
to Monty Python’s Spamalot musical.  Upcoming fall events include an annual happy hour at Strikes 
on September 3rd, a day trip to Atlantic City on September 19th, an annual meet and greet at Moshulu 
on September 25th and a Phillies game and pre-party on September 27th.  For the day trip to Atlantic 
City, ideas were discussed to create a General Assembly and Executive Board fun day with possible 
coverage through the Social Activities’ budget.  If it is decided to not be a GA/Exective Board fun 
day, then general admission tickets will be sold to the student population. 

 

Vice Chair for Student Programs’ Report 

Vice Chair for Student Programs Christina Arlt will meet with Anita and Deanna from the Graduate 
Student Center on June 25th.  Ms. Arlt will discuss how ticketing at the GSC works.   

Schuykill River Kayak Tour 

There is a Schuykill River kayak tour being planned either for July 19th or September 28th.  The July 
date is preferable due to warmer weather.   

Reading Terminal Market Philadelphia Food Tour 

On August 2nd, there will be a Reading Terminal Market tour complete with samples from some 
vendors.   



 

Grad Center, Civic House, PennRec 

The Civic House has not gotten back to Ms. Arlt concerning upcoming events.   

 

Vice Chair for Communications’ Report 

Vice Chair of Communications Alexandra Kotsovos was not present but GAPSA Chair Andrew 
Rennekamp filled in.  There will be an email sent to all graduate students concerning committee 
applications.  In addition, new information on the Parental Leave policy will be released.  This 
information has not yet been made public.  Changes to the policy include extension of the leave of 
absence from 6 to 8 weeks.  This policy will include female students who are pregnant, fathers, and 
adoptive parents.  However, this policy will only apply to PhD students, not professional students.  
Every professional program is governed differently and changes to course schedules will have to be 
worked out with the individual professional school.   

The GAPSA Executive Board business cards have arrived and will be distributed at the next Executive 
Board meeting.   

In addition, there is a Bed Bath & Beyond deal where if a student purchases from them through the 
GAPSA weblink the student will receive a 10% discount plus 5% of all purchases goes towards 
GradFest 2009.  When a student purchases $150 worth of items, they will receive a $25 gift card.  If 
the student purchases $300 worth of items, they will receive a $40 gift card.  This deal lasts until 
September 5th.  GAPSA can publicize this deal more widely by advertizing it at the New Student 
Orientation and at the President’s Reception.  The Graduate Student Center could also put a link on 
their website.    

Vice Chair for Operations’ Report 

Vice Chair for Operations Sarah Smith had nothing to report. 

 

Fol low-up Quest i ons on Repor ts 

Update on Trustee Committee Meetings 

Vice Chair for Student Life Nikki Thorpe attended two Trustee meetings.  At the Real Estate 
meeting, the Trustees approved disconnecting a building into two separate buildings and adding 
renovations to them.   In addition, under the Penn Connects program, new growth of the University 
is paramount.  Uncovering University history is so important that the program is requiring architects 
to research what the original buildings’ plans and designs were before beginning any new renovations.  
There was also discussion of new circulation for the Civic Center Boulevard which would become a 
one way loop.  The Trustees ere skeptical of this plan despite approval from city planning. 

Ms. Thorpe also attended the Student Life committee meeting where she saw four Penn student led 
performances. Dance groups are the number one subgroup of performing arts at Penn even though 



 

there is no dance degree offered.  These events are able to sell 300+ seats per performance.   
However, space to host these events is an issue.  In 2011-12 Penn will celebrate 150 years of 
performing arts and a celebration will be held in honor of this. 

A graduate student can only start a performing arts group as long as no other group of that specific 
art form exists.  Graduate students are able to receive money for this but this money does not come 
from GAPSA. In order to reserve practice space, the performance group must be approved by a 
committee.   

 

First Vice Chair Alejandro Hagan attended the Neighborhood Initiatives Trustee meeting.  Business 
sectors along 36th and 40th streets are doing well.   However, the mortgage program for employees 
and graduate students is of great concern.  Increasing prices have pushed out employees and graduate 
students instead of targeting and aiding them. 

Mr. Hagan also attended the Budget Committee meeting.  Attendees received  pre-meeting packets 
but none of the handouts broke down the budget.  They discussed the amount spent this year, the 2 
million dollar increase in graduate student stipends and the fact that more than 5% of the endowment 
is spent on graduate students.   

GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp also discussed the issue of students applying for loans.  Lenders are 
leaving the market and now due to the College Cost Reduction Act, lenders are limited.  Now the 
University is legally not allowed to provide a preferred lenders list.  This is due to a conflict of 
interest of some of the employees at the Student Financial Services office.  Mr. Rennekamp will look 
into the possibility of a GAPSA provided preferred lenders list and the legal ramifications of 
distributing such a list.   

 

Unf i ni shed Busi ness 

Funding Letter 

The funding letter will be sent out to the school governments and administrators on July 1st.  A copy 
was sent to the Office of the Provost and the office believes the letter to be appropriate.  However, 
the Office recommended a change in paragraph four.  Instead of “dissertating students” the term 
should be corrected to “PhD students.”  GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp motioned to approve the 
funding letter and First Vice Chair Alejandro seconded the motion.  The motion passed unanimously. 

 

Budget surplus 

The current GAPSA surplus is $124,000 and there are rules on how GAPSA may access and spend it.  
The surplus can be spent at any time but any purchase must be approved by the General Assembly in 
the fall.  The GAPSA annual budget doesn’t include the surplus since it is not a sustainable source of 



 

annual funding.  GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp stated that GAPSA should be spending surplus 
down to some extent as it may be difficult to argue for more funding if a large surplus exists.  In the 
past, the surplus has been spent on one-time events such as having an inspector come to Sansom 
Place.  Also, the surplus helped run the Octobus pilot program and pay for part of GradFest.  
However, Vice Chair of Finance Christa Heyward mentioned that GAPSA overspent last year and this 
dropped surplus amount.  Vice Chair for Professional Students Mat Abramsky stated that the surplus 
shouldn’t be a slush fund for overspending and that there is no real urgency for spending it. If there is 
a need to increase funding to GAPSA, this could lead to an increase in the general fee.  Mr. 
Rennekamp noted that according to University rules and government regulations the GAPSA surplus 
cannot be invested in order to use the interest to pay for certain projects.  Ms. Heyward suggested the 
best approach on deciding the fate of the surplus is to hold an open forum in the General Assembly 
meetings. 

 

New Busi ness 

Ivy Retreat- October 24th-26th 

GAPSA is allowed to send 6 representatives to the Ivy Summit, but one must be an administrator.  
Usually someone from the Graduate Student Center staff attends as this provides some continuity.   
GAPSA Chair Andrew Rennekamp, Vice Chair for Student Life Nikki Thorpe, Vice Chair for 
International Students Saurabh Madaan, Vice Chair for Student Programs Christina Arlt and Vice 
Chair for Professional Students Mat Abramsky will be attending the Ivy Summit along with Deanna 
from the GSC.  Topics to be discussed at the Summit will be PhD students’ stipend levels, student life 
issues, housing, health care, University governance  and interaction with administrators, and social 
programming. 

Happy Hour Budget 

With unlimited drinks at the GAPSA happy hours, more people will attend the General Assembly 
meetings and stay and mingle with other representatives at Pod.  Two years ago, the happy hours 
were very expensive as no limits on types of drinks were placed.  Ideas for improving happy hours 
included having only one happy hour per month, limiting the time the tab is open, having a longer 
list of approved drinks including mixed drinks and non-alcoholic beverages, or attempting to strike a 
better deal with Pod.   

New Busi ness for  Next W eek 

Items to discuss will include the day trip to Atlantic City, website design for each committee, the 
budget surplus and brownpapertickets.com. 

 

Adj our nment 



 

Vice Chair for Finance Christa Heyward put forth a motion to adjourn.  GAPSA Chair Andrew 
Rennekamp seconded the motion.  The meeting was adjourned at 8:10 pm. 

 

 

 

 

 


