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Vice Chair for Student Life 

January 2009 Report 
 
Fall 2008 Summary 
The GAPSA Student Life Policy Council has had three meetings to date this year. The 
minutes from these meetings can be found on the GAPSA website at: 
http://www.gapsa.upenn.edu/meetings/minutes  

• Monday, September 22, 2008 at 8:00PM in the Graduate Student Center 
• Monday, October 20, 2008 at 8:00PM in the Graduate Student Center 
• Monday, November 17, 2008 at 8:00PM in the Graduate Student Center 

 
The Student Life Policy Council will meet four times during the spring semester. The 
dates have not yet been confirmed.  
 
The Student Life Policy Council identified three key focus areas for the year: 

• Graduate and Professional Student Housing 
• Sustainability as it Relates to Student Living and Working 
• Health and Safety of Graduate and Professional Students 

 
The Policy Council and the Student Life Standing Committee of the GAPSA General 
Assembly developed an action plan for the work of the Council and Committee members 
this year. The action plan is attached as an appendix to this report.  
 
Graduate and Professional Student Housing 
 
Penn Landlord Survey (2008-2009) 
The Penn Landlord Survey was enhanced and put on to the GAPSA website. GAPSA, 
with guidance from Off-Campus Services and in collaboration with the Undergraduate 
Assembly, is now collecting survey data to be released in Spring 2009. All student entries 
in the survey prior to December 12, 2008 were eligible for randomly selected prizes. 
Three prize winners were selected and awarded their prize in early December. The survey 
and additional information can be found here: http://www.gapsa.upenn.edu/gapsa-
landlord-survey 
 
GAPSA Hosts Dinner Discussion on Housing Options at Penn (October 22, 2008) 
Immediately following the October University Council meeting, GAPSA held focus 
group discussions from 6pm to 7:30pm in Bodek Lounge on housing options for graduate 
and professional students. The event was well attended with representation of students 
from all 12 graduate and professional schools. Each focus group consisted of 10 student 
participants and one GAPSA Executive Board member as facilitator. Before the event 
each facilitator participated in a training session led by Dr. Harris Sokoloff from the 
Graduate School of Education. The Housing forum is part of a larger yearlong GAPSA 
project, aimed at assessing and addressing the housing needs of graduate and professional 
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students at Penn. The results of the feedback gathered from this session can be found on 
the GAPSA website at: http://www.gapsa.upenn.edu/advocacy/student-life-council  
 
Article in Daily Pennsylvanian 
The Daily Pennsylvanian opinion columnist Callum Makkai interviewed GAPSA 
Executive Board members to gather information and opinions about the housing options 
available for graduate and professional students at Penn, as well as information about the 
work the GAPSA is doing this year with regard to the housing issue. The article ran in the 
DP on November 13, 2008 and can be located at:  
http://media.www.dailypennsylvanian.com/media/storage/paper882/news/2008/11/13/Op
inion/Callum.Makkai.Residences.For.The.Rest.Of.Us-3540195.shtml  
 
Meeting with the Administration to Discuss Housing Issues 
On November 22, 2008 five members of the Student Life Policy Council met with 
representatives from the Office of Off Campus Student Living, Housing and Conference 
Services, Sansom Place, and the Office of Facilities and Real Estate to discuss GAPSA’s 
work on assessing the needs and desires of graduate and professional students with regard 
to housing. The administration was receptive to the issues and ideas presented. This 
group of representatives will be convened at least twice during the spring semester. The 
dates for these meetings have not yet been set.   
 
Gathering Feedback and Information on Housing from 12 Schools 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun interviewing student government representatives and the 
Deans’ of Admission from the 12 graduate schools across the university to gather 
information on the housing needs of graduate and professional students within their 
specific school. These sessions have also included the collection of information that each 
of the schools distribute to newly accepted students to inform them about housing options 
in Philadelphia. These meetings and outreach efforts are also done with the purpose of 
informing the schools about the work that GAPSA is doing with regard to housing issues. 
To date the necessary information has been gathered from the Design School, Nursing 
School, Dental School, Wharton, and the School of Arts and Sciences.   
 
Collect Existing Research on University Housing 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life gathered previous research and publications that had been completed by 
GAPSA and by other University groups on housing situation for students at Penn. In 
addition members have been gathering housing reports and research conducted by other 
universities situated in a similar housing market to Penn. These reports and information 
have been collected from the University of Maryland, University of Chicago, Stanford 
University, and Columbia University. Additionally, some information and data has been 
collected from some of the Ivy League institutions who were represented at the Ivy 
League Summit that some GAPSA executive board members attended in October 2008. 
At the Summit GAPSA members toured and took photos of MIT’s graduate student 
housing complex.  
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Collect Information on Housing Options Available and Costs 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun gathering information, data, and taking photographs of some 
of the on-campus and off-campus housing options currently available to graduate and 
professional students at Penn.  
 
Collect Data on Cost of Living in Philadelphia 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun research information about the cost of living in Philadelphia. 
This information will be valuable when producing a report about the housing situation 
and options available to graduate and professional students in Philadelphia. This 
information can be coupled with the GAPSA stipend study that was produced during the 
2007-2008 school year. The results from this analysis will hopefully be used to be able to 
make a case to the administration that there is a need for more affordable graduate and 
professional student housing.  
 
Collecting Data and Information on Where Graduate Students Live 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun discussing with the Office of Housing and Conference 
Services the need to have accurate information on where graduate and professional 
students live, to be able to plot this information on a map and determine where the 
University may or may not be meeting the off-campus student service needs.  
  
Sustainability as it Relates to Student Living and Working 
 
Address Building Climate Control Concerns  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the 
Environmental and Sustainability Committee, have taken this issue to the each of the six 
subcommittee of the board to be able to understand and resolve it. The Built Environment 
and Energy and Utilities subcommittees continue to work on this issue with the 
administration.   
 
Make Efforts to Increase Recycling on Campus 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the 
Environmental and Sustainability Committee, have taken this issue to the each of the six 
subcommittees of the board to be able to understand and resolve it. The Recycling 
subcommittee has begun working towards a goal of 50% increased recycling across the 
University by 2013. A major part of the effort to increase recycling on campus is about 
increasing the visibility and consistency of recycling receptacles across campus. 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council have begun to research and assess the ability 
for the University to offer specialized product recycling, such as florescent light bulbs 
and ink cartridges. Additionally, there is a database being developed that includes all 
student research that has been or is currently being conducted on the issue of 
sustainability.   
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Promote and Increase Alternative Modes of Transportation Available for Students  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life, who are also appointees to the Penn Transit Advisory Committee, have 
been working with Penn Transit on a number of issues to ensure that alternative modes of 
transportation and available and enticing to students. This issue is especially critical 
given the closing of the South Street Bridge. One effort is to see that bicycle racks are put 
on Penn Transit vehicles that shuttle students. Another is to increase the signage at the 
Penn Transit bus stops, and ensure that all stops are in well lit and relatively safe 
locations. GAPSA is also working with Penn Transit to help spread the word about the 
new GPS system where buses can be tracked online to anticipate their arrival at a stop.  
 
Work with Office of Facilities & Real Estate Services on Revamping Their Website 
Members of the GAPSA Executive Board and Student Life Policy Council provided 
information to the Office of Facilities and Real Estate Services on additionally 
information that could be presented and available on their website to assist students. Two 
ideas for information that would help encourage students to use alternative modes of 
transportation were providing a layer on the electronic campus map that identifies where 
students can buy SEPTA tokens near campus, as well as the hours of these locations. 
Also, it was suggested that they map the location of bicycle and motorcycle parking and 
facilities around campus.  
 
Work to Increase the Safety and Convenience of Biking Around Penn’s Campus 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life, who are also appointees to the Penn Transit Advisory Committee and the 
Environmental Sustainability Transportation Subcommittee have been in discussion 
about how to increase the safety and convenience of biking around campus. A few of the 
issues that have been brought up and are being discussed are as follows: making the 
University’s bicycle policy much more prominent and available to students, stricter 
enforcement practices of both bicycle and automobile driver operations, putting in place 
more visible better connected bicycle lanes around campus with bike boxes to put riders 
in front of automobile drivers in a lane. The Office of Business Services and FRES have 
applied for a grant to get better bicycle parking put in place in parking garages on 
campus.  
 
Health and Safety of Graduate and Professional Students 
 
Rebidding Process of Student Health Insurance 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the Student 
Health Insurance Advisory Committee (SHIAC), have been in the process of requesting 
and reviewing proposals for student health insurance. The Committee has the intention of 
having the health insurance contract awarded to an insurance provider near the middle of 
the semester.   
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Promote and Raise Awareness to Dental Health Concerns  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun planning for ways to promote the discounted dental services 
offered by the dental school to current Penn students. Members have been thinking about 
the possibility of putting on a dental health screening day for graduate students with 
resources and discounted services offered, in order to increase student awareness to the 
services available.  
  
Increase Availability of Dermatologists to Students 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun conversations with the Student Health Advisory Board about 
the possibility and cost of having a dermatologist available exclusively to students at 
Student Health at least once a week. The parameters of such an arrangement is still being 
thought out and negotiated.  
 
Increase Awareness of Mental Health Needs Among Grad & Professional Students  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life have begun planning for ways to increase awareness of mental health 
needs among graduate and professional students and services available at the University 
to meet these needs. Members are in the beginning stages of working with CAPS to host 
a mental health fair for graduate and professional students.  
 
Increase Awareness & Information Available About Grad Students with Children 
Members of the Student Life Standing Committee of the General Assembly have begun 
to develop a resolution that clearly outlines and states GAPSA position with regard to 
students with dependents and what the Assembly’s expectation is of the administration in 
providing services to this population.  
 
Budget Update 
The 2008–2009 Student Life Policy Council budget is in the amount of $4,000. The 
information in the table below includes the amount of the budget that has been allocated 
and the amount spent as of 01/01/08. 
 
Student Life Policy Council Budget  
 Total Budget Allocated 

(2008-2009) 
Budget Spent  
(Fall 2008) 

Student Life Policy Council Meals $2,400 $622.88 
Committee Orientation Event $500 $0 
Town Hall Housing Forum Food $500 $0 
Office Supplies/ Equipment $140 $116.67 
End of Year Dinner $360 $0 
Position Transition Lunches $100 $0 
TOTAL BUDGET $4,000 $739.55 
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There is a remaining budget of $3,260.45. This budget will be allocated in the following 
way:  
 
 Budget Allocated 

(Spring 2009) 
Estimated Remaining  
(May 2009) 

Student Life Policy Council Meals $1,777.12 $937.12 
Committee Orientation Event $500 $500 
Town Hall Housing Forum Food $500 $0 
Office Supplies/ Equipment $23.33 $0 
End of Year Dinner $360 $0 
Position Transition Lunches $100 $0 
TOTAL BUDGET $3,260.45 $1,437.12 
 
At the end of the academic year it is estimated that there will be a remaining budget of 
$1,437.12 in the Student Life Policy Council budget.  
 
Spring 2009 Plans 
During next semester, the Student Life Policy Council will continue to work on advocacy 
issues within the three key focus areas identified: 

• Graduate and Professional Student Housing 
• Sustainability as it Relates to Student Living and Working 
• Health and Safety of Graduate and Professional Students 

 
Graduate and Professional Student Housing 
 
GAPSA Housing Report and Action Plan 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and the Student Life Standing Committee of 
the General Assembly will continue to collect qualitative data and quantitative data to be 
able to produce a report about GAPSA’s findings with regards to graduate and 
professional student housing. This report will include an action plan and 
recommendations for how GAPSA and the administration should move forward in the 
coming years with regard to this issue. 
 
Production of Comprehensive Guide for Off Campus Student Housing Options  
In cooperation with the Office of Off Campus Student Living GAPSA is working on 
having a document produced that is a comprehensive guide to a lot of the housing options 
available to graduate and professional students. This guide will include information on 
average rents, type of units offered, and amenities provided by a given housing facility. 
The guide will be available in hardcopy and electronically, and distributed to each of the 
twelve graduate and professional schools in an attempt to have some consistency in the 
information that is being distributed to incoming students.  
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Penn Landlord Survey (2008-2009) 
There is a second phase to the landlord survey tool, which is to enable those who log into 
the system to be able to view the feedback and information that other students have 
provided about a certain landlord or accommodation. GAPSA will work with the Office 
of Off Campus Student Services on having this feature added to the landlord survey site 
by the end of the semester, in hopes of being able to advertise this tool to both incoming 
and returning students that may be looking for housing in the Philadelphia area. 
Additionally, GAPSA will work with Off Campus Student Services to incorporate a map 
option into the survey tool that would allow students to connect a property in question 
with a specific location on a map.  
 
Meeting with the Administration to Discuss Housing Issues 
Representatives from the Student Life Policy Council and GAPSA Housing Committee 
will meet with members of the administration at least twice during the semester to discuss 
the progress being made on identifying and prioritizing graduate and professional student 
housing concerns. These meetings will also for the forum for getting advice and guidance 
on the GAPSA Housing Report and Action Plan that is to be published by the end of the 
academic year.  
 
Gathering Feedback and Information on Housing from the 12 Schools 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life will continue to interview student government representatives and the 
Deans’ of Admission across the university to gather information on the housing needs of 
graduate and professional students within their specific school. By the end of the 
semester all twelve schools will have been interviewed and have submitted information to 
GAPSA.  
 
Collecting Data and Information on Where Graduate Students Live 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life will continue to work with the Office of Housing and Conference 
Services and other partners in the administration to get accurate information on where 
graduate and professional students live and to plot this information on a map and 
determine where the University may or may not be meeting the off-campus student 
service needs.  
 
Sustainability as it Relates to Student Living and Working 
 
Make Efforts to Increase Recycling on Campus 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the 
Environmental and Sustainability Committee, will continue to work towards a goal of 
50% increased recycling across the University by 2013. Members of the Student Life 
Policy Council will continue to research and assess the ability for the University to offer 
specialized product recycling, such as florescent light bulbs and ink cartridges.  
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Park(ing) Day 2009 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the Penn Transit 
Advisory Committee with work with Penn Transit, the Office of Facilities and Real 
Estate, Business Services, and others to put together a design for Park(ing) Day 2009, 
taking place in late September. One idea is to use the space to offer bicycle safety 
training and awareness.  
 
Promote and Increase Alternative Modes of Transportation Available for Students  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life, who are also appointees to the Penn Transit Committee, will continue to 
work with Penn Transit to ensure that alternative modes of transportation and available 
and enticing to students. One effort that will move ahead this semester is to ensure that 
the second phase of Penn Transit’s new GPS system is put in place.   
 
Work to Increase the Safety and Convenience of Biking Around Penn’s Campus 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life, who are also appointees to the Penn Transit Advisory Committee and the 
Environmental Sustainability Transportation Subcommittee will continue to discuss and 
more towards implementing ideas for increasing the safety and convenience of biking 
around campus.  
 
Health and Safety of Graduate and Professional Students 
 
Rebidding Process of Student Health Insurance 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council, who are also appointees to the Student 
Health Insurance Advisory Committee (SHIAC), will continue to review proposals for 
student health insurance. The Committee will most likely announce the insurance 
company and plan to the entire University community by the end of the semester.  
 
Promote and Raise Awareness to Dental Health Concerns  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life will continue planning ways to promote the discounted dental services 
offered by the dental school to current Penn students. Members will move forward on 
putting together a dental health screening day for graduate students by the end of the 
semester.  
  
Increase Availability of Dermatologists to Students 
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life will continue working with the Student Health Advisory Board on getting 
a dermatologist available exclusively to students at Student Health at least once a week.  
 
Increase Awareness of Mental Health Needs Among Grad and Professional Students  
Members of the Student Life Policy Council and General Assembly Standing Committee 
on Student Life will continue planning ways to increase awareness of mental health needs 
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among graduate and professional students and services available at the University to meet 
these needs. Members will continue to work with CAPS to host a mental health fair for 
graduate and professional students by the end of the semester.  
 
Increase Awareness & Information Available About Grad Students with Children 
Members of the Student Life Standing Committee of the General Assembly will develop 
a resolution that clearly outlines and states GAPSA position with regard to students with 
dependents and what the Assembly’s expectation is of the administration in providing 
services to this population. The GAPSA General Assembly will approve and adopt this 
resolution by the end of the semester.  
 
 
Submitted by Nikki Thorpe, Vice Chair for Student Life 
  


