               A REPORT ON FEEDBACK FROM VSU STAFF PROVIDED BY THE COUNCIL ON STAFF AFFAIRS
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VSU President, Dr. Ronald Zaccari, has asked the Council on Staff Affairs (COSA) to participate in a strategic planning retreat scheduled for March 21-22-23, 2002 in which the development of a long-range plan for the University will begin.  Personnel from Solutions 21 (Pittsburgh, PA) will facilitate the retreat and assist the administration in the development of the plan.  Solutions 21 consultants met with various individuals this week to gain their feedback about the future of VSU in order to develop the basic format for the strategic retreat.  Kae Sinkule, Shannon McGee, Sue Lampert, Bob Lee, and Tommye Miller met with Michelle Cerqua of Solutions 21 on Monday morning, March 4, 2002 to share staff concerns with her (Ms. Cerqua).


In order to provide accurate input on behalf of the VSU staff, COSA sent all staff a blanket email (with a hard copy to all departments) requesting their ideas, suggestions and concerns for the future of Valdosta State University.  The COSA Executive Committee members who will participate in the planning retreat want to ensure that the information they share with the planning group represents the ideas from the staff itself rather than the personal opinions of the individual executive committee members.


All of the information provided in this report is compiled from input COSA received from members of the VSU staff.  In some instances there was only one comment shared, but in other instances more than one individual expressed the same idea or concern.  COSA has compiled the report so that the input falls into basic categories for potential action.  Because there is some staff concern about their ability to speak openly without fear of retaliation, COSA has promised to maintain confidentiality for the source of all contributions.


The emphasis for most of the staff contributions is focused internally to the institution.  It is the belief of the staff that the University must concentrate on developing a harmonious atmosphere in which faculty and staff can work together, as partners, in meeting the academic needs of the students enrolled at VSU.  With a strong internal organization, it will then be possible to excel with the outreach to the local and regional community we serve.  And it will be done with honor and by illustrating that VSU “walks the talk” of collegiality and the commitment to the freedoms held dear by all American citizens.

CORE VALUES OF THE INSTITUTION

· Without a commitment to truth, honesty, and respect for all individuals, the harmony and balance needed to develop and implement a long-range plan for VSU will fail.  The administration must subscribe to these core values and expect all managers, supervisors, department heads, faculty, staff, and students to subscribe to them also.  This change in attitude must occur in order to eliminate the lingering “plantation mentality” that continues to function at VSU.

· Loyalty between employees and the employer will be improved if core values are embraced.  Employees will be loyal and supportive of an institution that respects them and treats them with dignity.

· The development of a University Code of Ethics will formalize the core values and will provide specific guidelines for how employees conduct their personal and professional lives when they affect their work at VSU.  For example, there is a published policy concerning the garnishment of wages that emphasizes that “multiple garnishments are considered just grounds for termination”.  Some VSU employees have discovered creative methods for getting around this policy that reflects poorly on the institution.

· The concept of “shared governance” of the institution seems to be focused on the Faculty Senate gaining more formal input into the development of institutional policy along with the administration.  COSA believes strongly that a vital core value of the institution would expect “shared governance” to include the faculty, the staff, the students, and the administration as partners for campus excellence.

COMMUNICATION 

· There is a prevailing attitude at VSU that “information is power” and those with the information choose when, how, and to whom that information will be shared (if ever) within the campus community.  This withholding of pertinent information perpetuates the myth that only certain key people have the ability to make the “right” decisions on behalf of the university. Honesty and trust are undermined with this attitude.

· While there is a published policy involving staff counseling and the grievance process, there does not appear to be a current policy or procedure on handling conflict resolution.  When employees are concerned about policies or procedures to the point that they need to have an open dialogue with a decision-maker staff doesn’t know how to initiate this process.  The opportunity for positive communication is limited by the lack of knowledge about available options for open discussion.

PERFORMANCE APPRAISALS, SALARY LEVELS & JOB POSTINGS

· The job descriptions that are used to classify positions at VSU are antiquated and have not been reviewed and updated in years (B-codes).  Once hired under these job descriptions employees are locked into jobs without a clearly defined path for upward mobility or promotion.  Supervisors developing job descriptions for new positions would benefit from having written guidelines for this process and assistance from HR specialists in formulating the actual position.

· There are work distribution problems in some units.  Some staff performs tasks that are not included in their job distribution but still need to be accomplished for the unit mission.  Too often staff has to fill in for vacant positions without additional compensation, and then, in time, they find that these extra duties are now part of their routine duties.

· There is no concrete relationship between job descriptions and the performance evaluation process.  The performance evaluation process is subjective and rarely measures agreed-upon performance objectives. Accountability is not assigned if objectives are not met.  And there are no rewards for employees who do meet their goals.  The process itself is administered differently between departments. 

· There is no relationship between performance evaluation and pay raises, in particular merit raises.  There needs to be clarification, in particular, for how merit raises are used for the non-exempt staff.

· There is a prevalent feeling that “who you know” determines “what you get” on pay raises.  Since salary information is easily obtained from the University System Annual Report in the Odum Library, employees are aware of unusual pay increases and adjustments that conflict with published guidelines for raises.  For example:  the Chancellor of the Board of Regents is quoted as saying that state and university system employees have benefited from 5% pay raises in recent years.  However, very few VSU employees have seen 5% raises in recent years.  Statements like this create an atmosphere of suspicion for VSU employees.  If all employees are not going to receive a specifically mentioned amount (like 5%) then the message should be delivered that raises may “average 5%” based on meeting agreed-upon performance objectives.

· VSU needs to conduct a professional salary and benefits survey that will accurately reflect the salary and benefit package paid at VSU against the local area as well as the University System of Georgia.  Until this is done, no one will have accurate data about the prevailing living wage.  In addition, the institution cannot plan for adequate cost-of-living adjustments without this information.  VSU should be a leader in the local community in paying fair and reasonable salaries to all university employees .

· In a news release dated February 6, 2002 Ms. Corlis Cummings, Senior Vice Chancellor, Office of Support Services, Board of Regents, said that two separate committees studied recruitment and retention efforts.  Among the many options presented for the Regents to consider are:  a continuation of competitive salary increases, more aggressive and innovation recruitment efforts, and comprehensive programs to retain current employees.  In addition, Ms. Cummings said  “we must provide a high level of training and competititive incentives if we are to retain these valuable employees.  It’s much more effective to keep good people than to continually have to recruit new personnel”. 

· There is a perception that VSU administers an “internal merit system” that excludes qualified VSU employees from being considered for open positions.  Some departments consistently promote from within, without considering employees from other campus areas, while other departments consistently ignore people in their own units for promotion.   This type of behavior adversely affects morale.

· VSU does not have a process to evaluate services or individuals that are under contract with the university in privatized areas.  In these areas there should be a mechanism for customer feedback (faculty, staff, and students).  Contract negotiations for continued employment or services should not be completed before the evaluation process.

· Salary increases should be effective July 1 each year rather than October 1.

BENEFITS & SERVICES

· The University System needs to provide additional opportunities for personnel to add the dental insurance plan to their health plan coverage.  A new employee must make this decision within hours of their first day at work.  If they decline the coverage one time, they can never get it again.  While there are administrative costs to adding people at a later date there surely must be a way to factor the additional risk into the cost of the program.

· Employees want the option of donating their sick leave to a “sick bank” that would benefit those employees who experience catastrophic issues that affect their ability to work and receive their salary.  This “sick bank” model is being used by State agencies, like the Department of Natural Resources.

· The university should consider a flex schedule campus wide.  This would be particularly helpful during break periods and for those units with unusual working hours.  It would also increase the strength of the tuition remission program if the academic sector increases their commitment to the evening program.

· The tuition remission program is an excellent employee benefit for those employees who are allowed to use it.  Some departments refuse to accommodate employee work schedules to attend classes.  

· What is the university doing to remove the roadblocks that prevent vesting in the retirement system in less than ten years?

· The use of “mandatory” annual leave to generate the holiday calendar seems to be in direct violation of the University System policy on the use of annual leave.  The System policy states that the use of annual leave is to be mutually agreed upon between the employee and employer, not mandated.  See Board of Regents Policy Manual 803.15 Vacation for specific information.  The Council on Staff Affairs seeks staff input on the development of the holiday calendar (and closing dates) that is then submitted to the President for review.  More information about this process needs to be shared with the staff.

· Employees would like to see parking become a better staff benefit, with more value.  There needs to be better availability of space, and consideration should be given to two-year stickers for more convenience.  

· More attention needs to be given to staff training and certification programs.  There should be some kind of financial award given to employees who earn degrees and/or certificates of training.  The training department does a good job on behalf of the university considering their allocated resources and their reporting structure.

· While the campus buildings are designated as ‘non-smoking areas’ people still have to walk through smoke barriers outside each building when people smoke.  Consideration should be given for designated smoking areas that will reduce the level of second-hand smoke for others.

· University employees support the work of the Public Safety Department and encourage the administration to keep the area fully staffed, trained and equipped to ensure that the faculty, staff, and students work in a safe and secure environment.

· All VSU employees should be reminded that the personnel manual requires employees to be dressed appropriately for their jobs.  Some departments have actual dress codes.    Student employees should be included in these policies.

· Utilizing a building adjacent to main campus for a “chapel” or non-denominational meditative area would be a positive contribution to the mental health of faculty, staff, and students.

· The discrepancy between information on the pay stub and information maintained within individual units for annual and sick leave accruals and usage should be corrected.  

This information was compiled by COSA from a wide variety of contributions from the staff at Valdosta State University. By addressing the concerns expressed in this document, Valdosta State University will make a strong statement to the staff and the local community that the university community is committed to its’ employees. 

As noted in comments by Corlis Cummings earlier in this report, the retention of a quality staff is a top priority of the University System of Georgia. By responding to staff concerns described in this COSA report during the planning process, VSU will demonstrate its’ commitment to the goal described by Ms. Cummings. We appreciate the opportunity to participate in the strategic planning process for the University and the fact that President Zaccari recognizes the strength and contributions that are available from the VSU staff.
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