
Stephen F. Austin State University

Staff Council Meeting Notes

Monday, March 14, 2022

1:30 p.m. – 3:29 p.m.

McGee Business Building (Room 133) and Zoom

Attendees:
Attending 
Representatives

☒Chair: Megan Weatherly ☒Chair-Elect: Alison Reed ☒Parliamentarian: Rebecca Galatas 
☒Treasurer: Grace Romero ☒Secretary: Meredith Baily

☒Leiah Allen ☒Veronica Beavers ☒Brittany Beck ☒ Sharon Brewer ☒Ryan Brown-Moreno 
☒Heather Catton ☒Surry Consford ☒Jennifer Crenshaw ☒Jessica DeWitt ☒Denise Douglas 
☒Angela Harless ☒Stina Herrera ☒Veronica Herrera ☒Amanda Kennedy ☒Trina Menefee 
☒Agatha Moreland ☒Caleb Perkins ☒Alan Scott ☒Marc Scott ☒Richard Stobart 
☒Lissy Turner ☒Tierney Twigg ☒Mindy Wolbert

Not Present

Meeting Minutes 
Topic Minutes

I. Call to Order Chair Weatherly called the meeting to order at 1:30 p.m.

II. Roll Call Secretary Baily called roll. Individuals noted above were in attendance. No proxies present.  

III. Presentations a. Ms. Judi Kruwell, Interim Vice President for Finance and Administration
Topic: Lumberjack Employee Assistance Program (LEAP)

 LEAP was started in summer 2020. Prior to this, employee tuition assistance 
was done via scholarship and capped at $3,000 annually. 

 When LEAP was created, administration decided to exempt all mandatory 
tuition and fees except statutory tuition (which we cannot exempt by law). 
Graduate Research Assistants (GRAs) and Graduate Teaching Assistants (GTAs) 
were included in LEAP.

 Several issues have emerged over the last two years with the current LEAP 
structure:

o Long lead time and processing time.

o There is a significant cost to the University. 

o Graduate research assistants and graduate teaching assistants were 

included as part of the new program; that exemption totaled more than
$1,000,000. 

o Most of the processes for monitoring and managing LEAP are manual.

o Currently, there is no electronic way to manage employees with a 

September 1 employment start date but who begin courses in August. 
o Currently, there is no automated GPA validation process in place. 

o Current processes do not automatically adjust for the application of 

other financial aid, and LEAP does not generate a refund. This has 
caused some issues related to refunding. 

o There is no way electronically to manage applications for retirees or 



those who have not started their employment.
 Judi put together a committee to review LEAP-type programs and processes at 

other institutions. Among the committee’s findings:

o There are other institutions that have an eight (8) SCH limitation. The 

current LEAP has no limitation on the SCH an employee can take in a 
semester. Compared to SFA, other institutions fund fewer SCHs per 
semester. The number of funded SCHs varies, but most schools have a 
ceiling/limit of benefit

o In receiving this benefit, GRAs and GTAs were being treated like full-

time employees, but they are not. There were other issues related to 
providing LEAP to GRAs and GTAs.

o We are the only institution that includes GRAs and GTAs in employee 

tuition assistance program.
o Several other schools do not grant this benefit until a specific term of 

employment has been completed (most commonly, six months).
o Spousal and dependent coverage varied between institutions and 

ranged from no benefit available to full benefit.
 Proposed changes to LEAP from committee findings:

o End inclusion of retirees in the summer 2022 term.

o Removal of GRAs and GTAs from the employee benefit policy and put 

them in a replacement program (competitive scholarship or 
compensation method).

o Limit LEAP to 100% FTE employees that have completed six (6) months 

of continuous service prior to the census date of the term.
o Limit benefit to two (2) classes per term for employees with no cap on 

the total benefit.
o Exclude LEAP coverage for three-peat and excessive hours charges, as 

these were never intended to be covered but were not specifically 
excluded in the initial program parameters. 

o No direct changes to the benefit for spousal or dependent coverage 

other than requiring sponsoring employee to have completed six (6) 
months of employment.

o Determine if we are to require FAFSA or waive it. We have encouraged 

employees to complete the FAFSA in the past but have not required it. 
The intent is that if you can get a federal grant, state grant, or some 
other aid, then it would reduce the cost to the university, as those 
monies would be applied to the bill first.

o Determine if SFA will continue to reduce LEAP for all other financial aid 

and allow refunds for outside scholarships, federal need-based aid 
(PELL and SEOG).

 Value of LEAP: 
o The cost per SCH varies, but for a full-time schedule, the employee 

would save $40,000 for an undergraduate degree and about $28,000 
for a graduate degree. (That cost may go up or down based on the 
number of SCH taken.)

o The benefit covers about $36,000 in costs per dependent. 

 Questions



o Representative Beck: Do the awards apply to all graduate students or 

only those that are GRA and GTA?
 Judi: Just GRAs and GTAs because those are the classifications 

referenced in the IRS code that allows for this benefit.
o Representative Allen: Can you use LEAP as a part-time employee? 

 Judi: No. Must be full-time employee.
o Representative S. Herrera: Isn’t there something employees can apply 

for to pay for the additional SCH fees that are charged?
 Judi: SFA scholarships the statutory tuition ($50 per SCH). Texas

State has automated their processes to the extent that the 
employee does not need to not apply for the benefit; the 
tuition and fees are reduced automatically.  

o Representative Kennedy: Does the limit per term apply to the spouse? 

Suggestion: Many employees do not understand the LEAP process, so 
more clarification would be helpful.

 Judi: Noted. 

o Representative DeWitt: What has been the struggle with getting 

employees to fill out the FAFSA?
 Judi: There was a pushback from some employees who felt like 

it would be a waste of time because they would not qualify and 
so would be wasting their time.

 Another issue was if all the aid was going to all be taken away, 
then why should they apply?

o Representative S. Herrera: In the past, there was some need to link 

taking a class using the employee scholarship to one’s job and that had 
some impact on taxes. Is that still relevant?

 Judi: As far as the IRS, I don’t think the concern is valid 
anymore. Graduate tuition is taxable. If any employee uses 
more than $5600 in LEAP per year, it’s a taxable benefit. Giving 
of the graduate tuition to a dependent makes it a taxable 
event. The goal is to wrap this up with a good and clear process.
There are some tax consequences to some employees 
depending on number of courses taken. 

o Representative Menefee: Her daughter did not do the at FAFSA first 

because didn’t want to not qualify for LEAP. Ended up doing it for 
CARES Act funding but didn’t check for any other benefit qualifications 
because still concerned it would take away the LEAP benefits. 

 Judi: Like the recommendation to do both because you are not 
taking away need-based or accomplishment funding, which 
would be taken into, account with FAFSA.

o Representative Beck: Would it be any help to convert GAs to GRAs? 

What are qualifications to be a GRA.
 Judi: To be a GRA at other universities, they need to be paid 

from a grant. Some universities specify that GRAs have to be 
paid on a grant and benefit is reduced based on the grant. A lot 
of GAs became GRAs when LEAP was implemented. There was 
concern that GAs were being switched to GRAs to benefit from 



LEAP. Discussion ongoing about having something to replace 
this program.

o Representative Allen: Notes that just because individual is awarded aid 

does not mean have to accept everything awarded. You only have to 
accept what works for you.

 Judi: Noted.
o Chair Weatherly: Perhaps Staff Council could host a LEAP workshop for 

employees to explain LEAP, do financial aid counseling, etc.?
o Representative Mark Scott: Curious to know if SFA has seen a benefit in 

terms of semester credit hours and formula funding and how that 
offsets costs. Also, why is LEAP a better solution than our previous 
employee scholarship?

 Judi: This is a better benefit to the employee because cost is 
less to them. Originated from Attracting and Supporting High-
Quality Faculty and Staff Committee.

 Plan was to use this benefit to boost SCH heading into base 
year. This did not happen; SCH declined (due to COVID).

o Representative Moreland: Are dual-credit courses covered by LEAP?

 Judi: They are not. Dual-credit had an exemption that was 
basically the same as LEAP. Since then, the cost has increased 
somewhat. Decision was made not to include dual-credit in 
LEAP because students are both high school and college credit. 

o Chair-elect Reed: Right now, there is no limit on the number of courses 

covered each semester, but the recommendation is to limit it? Notes 
there are some graduate programs that are cohort-based and thus 
require three courses per semester.

 Judi: Recommendation is to cover two courses (eight hours) per
term for employee but not limit dependents and spouses. 

o Representative Catton: Is there a timeframe for review of the proposed 

changes and for implementation? Some graduate students have been 
recruited under the current program.

 Judi: Current students would be grandfathered in. Change of 
program would take effect on 9/1/2022.

o Representative Menefee: If employee retires, does a beneficiary 

immediately lose the benefit? 
 Judi: Discussion has been to have allowance for dependents of 

retirees to participate for up to 2 years, but the issue is under 
consideration.  

IV. Meeting 
Minutes

 Motion by Representative Beck to approve as written. Seconded by Representative 
Allen. Approved with no abstentions.

V. Officer Reports a. Chair – Megan Weatherly
 Attended Expanded Cabinet meeting on February 24. Dr. Gordon noted that he had 

spoken with Chair Gantt regarding conversations joining a system. He said that 
conversations should become a more centralized conversation and will continue at 
the discretion of the Board. Dr. Gordon noted he has not heard anything about the 
topic out of Austin. 



 Faculty/Staff QPR training will be held on March 23. This is a suicide prevention 
training. Registration is available on the Counseling Services website. 

 Employee Wellness Program: Dr. Gordon will use designated funds to cover this 
cost. Question is who will run the program moving forward.

 University Budget Council heard budget pitches from Cabinet representatives. 
Recordings are on the University Budget Council website.

 Serving on hiring committee for Vice President for Finance and Administration.  The 
position is open. Decision expected in May. Likely, there will be a public forum. 

 Met with Dr. Gordon on February 28 with Secretary Baily. Dr. Gordon noted again 
that he thinks the system conversations need unification but that we likely won’t 
hear more until the April Board of Regents meeting. Discussed the possibilities for 
Employee Wellness Program and emphasized that it was separate from the 
Employee Assistance Program.

 At the quarterly leadership meeting, Regent Gantt and Dr. Gordon both noted 
salaries are “a priority” in budgets this year. Chair Weatherly noted salaries could 
not be fixed in a year and so suggested administration offer a five-year plan for 
adjustments across the university. Regent Gantt noted there is work on ways to 
recognize staff and faculty centered on the SFA Way.

b. Chair-Elect – Alison Reed
 Attended March 2 Faculty Senate meeting. Dr. Smith presented. One was around 

the PPEAP (Platform for Performance Evaluation of Academic Programs); 
investment is needed to address salaries. Discussion of the VPFA search. 

 Attended meeting of the Lumberjack Innovation Team that is investigating the four-
day workweek. Biggest takeaway is that we cannot do a blanket policy; need to 
have a more flexible schedule option. Biggest pushback centered on how current 
policy is not very user friendly and too heavily paper-driven. Concern expressed 
around low staffing levels. No one from HR or PPD present. Another meeting this 
week.

c. Secretary – Meredith Baily
 Joined the LIT team and discussions around flexible/four-day workweeks. With 

Chair-Elect Reed, included perspectives on the topic that were shared at last Staff 
Council meeting. Same concerns shared in meeting with Dr. Gordon. Suggested Dr. 
Gordon watch our most recent Staff Council meeting to better understand the 
concerns on this topic. 

d. Treasurer – Grace Romero
 No report. 

e. Parliamentarian – Rebecca Galatas
 All in order and all representatives present. 

VI. Committee 
Reports

a. Executive Committee
 Met on February 28 to review submissions to the feedback form and build the 

agenda for the March 14 meeting.
b. Nominations & Elections Committee

 Representative Crenshaw: working with Communications Committee on 
preparation for summer elections. About 1/3 of representatives will be up for 
election.

c. Communications Committee
 No report. 

d. Worklife Committee



 Representative Brown-Moreno: The special February 28 meeting provided the 
findings from research on systems.

e. Ad-Hoc Committee (Staff Service & Retirement Awards)
 No report.

VII. Old Business a. Report on EAP RFP
 Representative DeWitt: Procurement and HR are working to get the RFP put 

together. Met on March 14. We can do a full RFP / RFQ or can piggyback on with 
another school, which would shave months off the selection process. Reviewed 
general options and determined we should get revised proposals and narrow the 
pool. Identified the need for a strong time commitment to this program starting 
with a 3-5 year contract. Benefit to the university will come from our usage of the 
program with a heavy onboarding campaign. 

b. Faculty & Staff Breakfast update
 Next breakfast is April 6.

VIII. New Business a. Creation of Bylaws Committee (ad hoc)
 Parliamentarian Galatas: need a committee with a mix of EEO categories for an ad 

hoc committee for bylaws amendments. Representative Galatas will chair the 
committee.

o Representatives Beck, Crenshaw, Wolbert, and Perkins volunteered to 

serve.
b. Staff Council term rotation:

 Representative Twigg motioned to move to executive session. Motion passed.

 Council returned to open meeting. Representative Crenshaw shared that in 

executive session, the Council discussed term rotation among EEO categories and 

made adjustments to the rotations.

c. Next meeting: date of next meeting will be changed from April 11 to April 18.

IX. Adjournment Representative Beck motioned to adjourn the meeting. Representative Kennedy seconded. 
Meeting adjourned at 3:29 p.m.


