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REGULAR MEETING OF THE BOARD OF TRUSTEES  

OF WESTERN CAROLINA UNIVERSITY 
March 6, 2026 

9:30 a.m. 
H.F. Robinson Administration Building, Room 501A 

 
 
The Board of Trustees of Western Carolina University (Board) met in regular session on March 6, 2026, 
in Room 501A of the H.F. Robinson Administration Building. Chair Cooper called the meeting to order at 
9:30 a.m.  
 
Secretary Joe Crocker read the Land Acknowledgement as follows: “The Western Carolina University 
campus is situated within the ancestral homelands of the Eastern Band of Cherokee Indians. At WCU our 
work seeks to embrace and connect to this Cherokee landscape as we work to reinforce our mission at 
WCU. We will work to actively engage our community with the extraordinary indigenous identity and 
culture of this special place.”  
 
ATTENDANCE 
The following members of the Board were present: 
Present from the Board: Chair Casey Cooper, Ms. Becky Brown, Mr. Joe Crocker, Mr. Tate Apodaca, 
Mr. Josh Dobson, Mr. Dan Field, Ms. Nora Lynn Finch, Mr. Jon Hardister, Mr. Ken Hughes, Mr. Jake 
Robinson, Ms. Susan Strum, and Mr. Grady Jones, SGA President.   
 
The following members of the Board were absent: Mr. Tim Haskett (joined, via Zoom).  
 
Present – Faculty and staff of Western Carolina University: 
Chancellor Kelli R. Brown; Dr. Richard Starnes, Provost; Dr. Enrique Gomez Faculty Senate Vice-Chair; 
Ms. Catherine MacCallum, Staff Senate Chair; Dr. Melissa Canady Wargo, Chief of Staff and Chief 
External Affairs Officer; Mr. Shea Browning, General Counsel; Mr. Ben Pendry, Vice Chancellor for 
Advancement; Dr. Sam Miller, Vice Chancellor for Student Affairs; Mr. Mike Byers, Vice Chancellor for 
Administration and Finance; Dr. William Moultrie, Vice Chancellor for Enrollment Management and 
Student Success; Mr. Chris Williams, Chief Information Officer; Mr. Kyle Pifer, Athletics Director; Dr. 
Cory Causby, Associate Vice Chancellor for Human Resources and Payroll,; Ms. Julia Duvall, Senior 
Media Relations Coordinator; Claire Allison, Staff Senator; Regina Aton, Staff Senator; Mr. Rich Price, 
Chief Marketing & Strategic Partnerships Officer; Ms. Brittany Kicklighter, Director of Development-
Athletics Major Gifts; Mr. Frank Hachadurian, Digital Media Services; and Ms. Jessica Woods, Assistant 
Secretary to the Board of Trustees.  

Guest Present – Governor Phil Byers    

WELCOME  
Chair Cooper welcomed Governor Byers, the Faculty Senate Chair and Staff Senate Chair, as well as staff 
and faculty attending the meeting, via Zoom and joining, via LiveStream.   

ROLL CALL  
Ms. Woods called the roll of the Board members in attendance.  A quorum of the board was present. 
 
 
 



ETHICS STATEMENT  
Chair Cooper asked if anyone had a conflict of interest or an interest that would appear as a conflict of 
interest under the State Ethics Act based on the agenda. No conflicts of interest were disclosed.  
 
Chair Cooper reminded the board that the meeting was a public meeting and is being recorded, via the 
Zoom platform, and is being livestreamed.  
 
APPROVAL OF MINUTES  
Chair Cooper approved the minutes of December 12, 2025, Regular Session, Board of Trustees meeting 
(TAB B-1).  
 
COMMENTS FROM CHANCELLOR KELLI R. BROWN 
Chancellor Brown welcomed the Trustees, Executive Council, and the Faculty Senate and Staff Senate 
Chairs and Senators who joined the meeting in person, or via livestream or zoom. Chancellor Brown also 
welcomed faculty and staff and members of the news media and others who participated, via livestream.  
 
Chancellor Brown provided general campus updates including Enrollment, Website Redesign, Economic 
Impact Newsletter, Campus Voting Site,  BOG Updates, Faculty Realignment Incentive Program, AI on 
Campus, Performance Metrics,  
 
Chancellor Brown shared that enrollment overall is up 1.5% compared to spring enrollment last year, with 
a total of 11,095 students this semester and fall to spring retention is 91.6%. She shared that the newly 
redesigned WCU website was launched on February 4th. She shared that WCU ran a week-day shuttle to 
and from the early voting site at the Cullowhee Recreation Center to ensure that students had safe and 
convenient access to vote and ran an Election Day shuttle to and from the polls. Chancellor Brown shared 
that ensuring this access fulfills WCU’s commitment to promoting student civic engagement in the 
democratic process and mentioned that WCU remains committed to hosting a voting site here on campus 
should the County or State Board reevaluate their decision for this fall’s general election. 
 
Chancellor Brown shared BOG Updates including that the BOG reviewed 2026–27 tuition and fee 
proposals submitted by UNC System institutions in January and brought the proposals back to the table in 
February for a vote. Chancellor Brown noted that WCU proposed a few small fee increases and reminded 
trustees that WCU is an NC Promise campus, so the tuition is statutorily set by the NC General 
Assembly. She noted that the board of governors’ members voted to approve the full slate of fee 
increases. She shared that leadership would work with the System Office to ensure that an increase to NC 
Promise Buydown will be adjusted based on the average approved increases from the non-NC Promise 
campuses. She also noted that the BOG also considered in January proposed amendments to Section VI of 
The Code, Academic Freedom and Tenure, providing a practical working definition to guide faculty, staff 
and students. The Board requested more time for feedback, and, in February, the Board discussed and 
approved a revised set of amendments defining Academic Freedom. Provost Starnes will be working with 
our faculty to ensure broad communication of the new policy. She also shared that the BOG approved 
WCU’s new Master of Science in Engineering in February and the program was made possible by the 
generosity of the NC General Assembly last year to fund expansion of WCU’s programs in the College of 
Engineering. This is good news for workforce development in Western North Carolina, and it reflects the 
excellent ROI that WCU has made with this state investment. 
 
Chancellor Brown shared that Provost Starnes announced that WCU will be implementing the Faculty 
Realignment Incentive Program this spring. Chancellor Brown shared that the University of North 
Carolina System created the Faculty Realignment Incentive Program (FRIP) in 2023, to provide a 
mechanism for “UNC System constituent institutions to offer retirement incentives to faculty who have 
played a vital role on their campus and will assist institutions in proactively planning for successful 
faculty transitions into retirement. The FRIP program is completely voluntary, and final decisions on 



participation in the program are at the discretion of the university. Chancellor Brown extended her 
appreciation to Provost Starnes, Dr. Cory Causby, and staff in the Office of the Provost for shepherding 
the program and ensuring a successful rollout. 
 
Chancellor Brown shared that WCU is playing a central role in the UNC System’s AI strategy by hosting 
the development of the new statewide AI literacy course expected to launch in fall of 2026. She noted that 
faculty are integrating AI into the classroom in meaningful ways including the College of Arts and 
Sciences, Coulter Faculty Commons, College of Engineering and Technology, OIPE, Advancement, IT 
division, Center for Community Engagement, and Registrar Office.  
 
Chancellor Brown shared information on Performance Metrics. She mentioned that WCU met all but one 
of its performance goals and is an incredible achievement for WCU. Chancellor Brown shared University 
Accolades including Dr. Lisa Lefler, was recently named an honorary member of the EBCI; WCU 
forensic anthropology students assisted the Durham Police Department; NC Innovation grant, and naming 
of the new media center in the Western Skybox to the Steve White Media Center. Chancellor Brown 
thanked each of the trustees for the support they provided to Western Carolina University.  
 
COMMENTS FROM CHAIR   
Chair Cooper thanked Chancellor Brown for her report. He reminded the board that it was their purpose 
to continue to focus on the seven Strategic Directives: Academic Excellence, Student Experience, 
Inclusive Excellence, Regional Development and Engagement, Employee Excellence, Responsible 
Stewardship, and Vision Advancement.  
 
Chair Cooper thanked the trustees for their ongoing commitment to WCU and to the success of its 
students and the region. Chair Cooper mentioned a couple of reminders including May 8-9, 2026 
Commencement and June 11-12, 2026 BOT meeting. He asked Trustee Hardister to share his WCU story.  
  
COMMENTS FROM THE BOARD OF GOVERNORS 
Governor Byers thanked the trustees and WCU leadership for inviting him to the BOG meeting for 
remarks. He shared information on Tuition increase, Academic Freedom Policy, BOG Term, meeting 
with Athletics Director, and BOG Budget.  
 
REPORT OF ACADEMIC AFFAIRS AND STUDENT AFFAIRS COMMITTEE  
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Hughes to give the report on the Academic Affairs and Student Affairs 
Committee. The Academic Affairs and Student Affairs Committee received one action item to consider 
and three discussion items.  
 
Mr. Hughes shared that the Committee received the Bardo Distinguished Professorship in 
Educational Leadership Modifications and was presented by Provost Starnes. The Bardo 
Distinguished Professorship in Educational Leadership Modifications can be found in TAB C-2 of the 
Trustee materials and was recommended to the full board for approval. The motion comes from the 
committee and does not require a second. The Board unanimously approved the Bardo Distinguished 
Professorship in Educational Leadership Modifications.  
 
Mr. Hughes reported that Dr. Starnes provided the Provost’s Report. He shared that Provost Starnes 
shared updates within the Division of Academic Affairs including accreditation, searches, Academic 
Freedom and the new syllabi regulation. He also shared that Provost Starnes provided information about 
the Faculty Realignment Incentive Plan (“FRIP”) noting that there are 12 eligible faculty members who 
have expressed interest and received offers. Seven have completed the agreement and the rest are still in 
the deliberation period. He mentioned that Provost Starnes provided some good news stories about 
students, faculty, and staff at WCU. 

 



 

Mr. Hughes reported that Dr. Moultrie provided the Committee with Enrollment Management and 
Student Success updates. He shared that Dr. Moultrie shared details about commencement, personnel 
updates, TRiO grants, and other division accomplishments and highlights. He noted that Dr. Moultrie also 
shared information about enrollment and retention, noting that census numbers reflect steady progress in 
enrollment, persistence, and completion, and they give us reason to remain optimistic as we continue 
planning for the year ahead. 

Mr. Hughes reported that Dr. Miller shared Student Affairs updates that can be found in TAB C-3 of the 
Trustee materials. Mr. Hughes mentioned that Dr. Miller noted that as students returned for the Spring 
semester the participation trends noted in the Fall continued. Highlights included growth in usage and 
attendance metrics as well as the number of events and activities scheduled. 
 
REPORT OF GOVERNANCE AND TRUSTEESHIP COMMITTEE  
Chair Cooper recognized Ms. Brown to give the report of the Governance and Trusteeship 
Committee. The Governance and Trusteeship Committee received two discussion items and received 
one information item. 
 
Ms. Brown shared that Ms. Christy Agner provided a WCU Legislative Update including Federal and 
State priorities. She provided Western Carolina University’s ROI on use of funds allocated for 
engineering. Ms. Agner also reviewed how Federal programs leverage foundational investment by the NC 
General Assembly. She provided a list of Federal issues to watch, specifically the funding of the Pell 
Grant program and the definition of professional programs, which currently do not include nursing, 
physical therapy, and social work.  Reductions in Pell and exclusion of programs like nursing from the 
full array of federal funding could have a major impact on our students.  
 
Ms. Agner also reviewed the University of North Carolina FY 2026-27 draft Budget Priorities, presented 
last week at the Board of Governors meeting, and how Western Carolina University was faring in 
comparison to other UNC System Institutions. She provided a summary of the FY2025-27 enrollment 
growth by discipline and funding. The Legislative Update can be found in TAB D-2a and TAB D-2b of 
the Trustee materials. She also provided a general overview of changes to our legislative delegation based 
on Tuesday’s primary election. 

Ms. Brown shared that Mr. Rich Price and Ms. Deborah Millican provided the Committee with Marketing 
and Economic Development updates. Ms. Millican provided highlights on the WCU website redesign, 
which was launched in February. She noted that the launch consisted of robust campus support and 
highlighted the training that was offered to the 200+ web editors including Zoom sessions, and a 
dedicated ticketing system during the pre and post launch. Ms. Millican and Mr. Price noted and 
recognized the Web Services team and the many campus partners who assisted in the launch and 
subsequent troubleshooting. Mr. Price noted that continuous refinements are underway and will continue 
for some time. Beyond the redesign of the web site, they also highlighted the work by the marketing and 
creative teams with Enrollment Services to enhance student experience. Mr. Price also gave a brief update 
on a few economic development initiatives including progress on the Webster Village housing initiative 
and the initiative to seek federal funding for a materials lab to complement the new Engineering Building. 
The information from Mr. Price and Ms. Millican can be found in TAB D-3 of the Trustee materials.   
 
Ms. Brown shared that the committee also received one (1) informational item: Board of Trustees 
Meeting Schedule (TAB D-9) in the Trustee material. Please note that the March 2027 dates have been 
changed to March 11 & 12, 2027, to avoid conflict with the SoCon annual basketball championship and 
SoCon Symposium.  



REPORT OF FINANCE, ADMINISTRATION, AND AUDIT COMMITTEE 
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Haskett to give the report on the Finance, Administration, and Audit 
Committee. The Finance, Administration, and Audit Committee considered three action items, and 
received one discussion item and three information items.  
 
Mr. Haskett shared that the committee heard from Ms. Robin Davis of the North Carolina State Auditor’s 
Office. He mentioned that she provided the annual report on WCU’s 2025 Financial Statements audit and 
confirmed that again this year, WCU received a “clean” audit, with no reportable findings or deficiencies. 
The 2025 audited financial statements can be found in TAB E-2 of the Trustee materials and was 
recommended to the full board for acceptance. The motion comes from the committee and does not 
require a second. The Board unanimously accepted the 1025 audited financial statements.     
 
Mr. Haskett shared that Chancellor Brown, Mr. Byers, and Mr. Steinbicker presented the All Funds 
Budget Forecast for WCU for 2026-2027 to the committee. He shared that the All Funds Budget is a 
requirement by the Board of Governors and is intended to allow WCU’s stakeholders to better understand 
resource allocation, enhance stewardship, and improve transparency and campus engagement. The All 
Funds Budget Forecast for WCU for 2026-2027 can be found in TAB E-3 and TAB E-3A of the Trustee 
materials as was recommended to the full board for approval. The motion comes from the committee and 
does not require a second. The Board unanimously approved the All Funds Budget Forecast for WCU for 
2026-2027.  
 
Mr. Haskett shared that the committee heard from Mr. Byers and Mr. Walker that the design for the new 
Engineering Facility has been revised since it was approved by the Board of Trustees in the summer of 
2025.  The revisions were needed to bring the project in line with the budget appropriated by the 
legislature.  The revised design of the New Engineering Facility can be found in Tab E-4 of the Trustee 
materials and was recommended to the full board for approval. The motion comes from the committee 
and does not require a second. The Board unanimously approved the revised design of the New 
Engineering Facility.     
 
Mr. Haskett shared that the committee received a Capital Projects Update from Mr. Joe Walker. He 
reported on the status of major, on-going projects at WCU including the Apodaca Science Building 
Courtyard, the Moore Renovation, and the Athletic Facility Improvement project.  His Capital Projects 
Update can be found in TAB E-5 of the Trustee materials.  

Mr. Haskett shared that the committee also received three informational items: The Annual Summary of 
Financial Statements for Fiscal Year 2025 (TAB E-6); Internal Audit Update (TAB E-7); and The Audit 
Reports Issued since the last committee meeting (TABs E-8, 8-A, and 8-B) in the Trustee material.  

REPORT OF ADVANCEMENT AND ATHLETICS COMMITTEE 
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Crocker to give the report on the Advancement and Athletics Committee. 
The Advancement and Athletics Committee received three discussion items and two information items.  
 
Mr. Crocker shared that Ms. Brenda Holcombe and Ms. Ashleigh Simmons provided an overview of the 
scholarship process at Western Carolina University. Ms. Holcombe and Ms. Simmons provided 
information regarding the application process and the awarding of scholarships. Ms. Holcombe and Ms. 
Simmons’ presentation can be found under TAB F-2 of the Trustee materials. 
 
Ms. Ashleigh Simmons, Senior Associate Athletic Director for Student Success, provided an update on 
the Athletics Department's achievements and facility updates. Ms. Simmons also provided the committee 
with details about revenue sharing and the current transfer portal activity. Detailed information on the 
Athletics report can be found in TAB F-3 of the Trustee materials.   
 



Mr. Ben Pendry, Vice Chancellor for Advancement, provided an update on the Division of Advancement. 
He informed the committee about year-end plans as well as priorities for the upcoming fiscal year. Mr. 
Pendry highlighted the work of the Foundation Board and the priorities identified during recent strategic 
planning sessions. Detailed information is available in TAB F‑4 of the Trustee materials.  
 
Mr. Crocker shared that the committee also received two informational items: Advancement Boards-
Member Referral Form (TAB F-5) and Calander of Events (TAB F-6) in the Trustee material.  
 
REPORT OF SUBCOMMITTEE FOR EQUALITY POLICY CERTIFICATION  
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Hardister to give the report on the Equality Policy Certification 
Subcommittee. The Equality Policy Certification Subcommittee received three discussion items and 
one closed session discussion item.  
 
Mr. Hardister shared that Chancellor Brown welcomed the Subcommittee and thanked its members 
for their time, noting that WCU spent the Fall semester training employees on their Equality 
Policy responsibilities. The Chancellor explained that the Office of Legal Counsel led most of 
the training and that faculty, staff, and students demonstrated their understanding through regular 
conversations with Legal and other administrators. The Chancellor concluded by expressing 
satisfaction with WCU’s culture of compliance. 
 
Mr. Hardister shared that Mr. Browning reported that the Office of Legal Counsel led Equality 
Policy training for over 300 employees during Fall 2025, focusing on roles, responsibilities, and 
compliance and he thanked Associate Counsel Heather Baker for her partnership. Cross-
divisional collaboration revised scholarship practices, with Associate Counsel Kelly Tornow 
making key contributions. Increased awareness enabled proper identification and reporting of 
concerns. Shea notes that Policy compliance is now part of university culture and Legal will 
continue training and support. 

Mr. Hardister noted that Kelly Tornow, Brenda Holcombe, and Kathleen De La Torre outlined 
how WCU reviewed scholarship practices in 2025 to align with Equality Policy and legal 
requirements. The process included revising criteria, assessing risks, updating donor guidance, 
and ensuring consistent information. Key changes included adding a self-identification question 
for students, expanding definitions to include life experiences and socio-economic factors, and 
maintaining both student access and donor engagement. 

Mr. Hardister shared that the committee also received two informational items: Equality Within the 
University of North Carolina Executive Fall Semester Overview (TAB S-1) and Scholarship 
Practices: Alignment with Current Legal Requirements and the Equality Policy (TAB S-2) in the 
Trustee material.  
 
STUDENT GOVERNMENT ASSOCIATION PRESIDENT INFORMATION REPORT 
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Grady Jones to give the SGA President Information Report. Mr. Jones 
provided information on the Executive Branch, including Upcoming/Ongoing Events, Ongoing 
Collaborations and Partnerships, and Supplemental Funding. Mr. Jones provided information on the 
Legislative Branch and Judicial Branch. He also provided UNC ASG Updates. (SGA REPORT IS IN 
REPORT MATERIALS ON FILE).  
 
 
 



STAFF SENATE INFORMATION REPORT  
Chair Cooper recognized Ms. MacCallum to give the Staff Senate Report. Ms. MacCallum provided staff 
senate updates including, UNC Staff Assembly, Committee Updates for the Governance Committee, 
Resources and Development Committee, Scholarship Committee, and Staff Engagement Committee. Ms. 
MacCallum also referenced upcoming events. (STAFF SENATE REPORT IS IN REPORT 
MATERIALS ON FILE). 
 
FACULTY SENATE INFORMATION REPORT 
Chair Cooper welcomed and recognized Dr. Gomez, Vice Chair, to give the Faculty Senate Report. Dr. 
Gomez shared a summary of key Faculty Senate activities, including Enrollment: Out Top Institutional 
Priority; Faculty Realignment Incentive Program (FRIP); Academic Freedom Formal Definition; New 
Accreditation Framework (CPHE); Syllabi as Public Records; Faculty Senate Elections; Collaboration 
with Staff Senate; and Celebrating Faculty Excellence. Dr. Gomez also referenced the Open Positions for 
Spring 2026 University Faculty Elections. Dr. Gomez mentioned the celebration of faculty achievements. 
(FACULTY SENATE REPORT IS IN REPORT MATERIALS ON FILE). 
 
CLOSED SESSION  
Chair Cooper asked for a motion to go into closed session. Ms. Brown made a motion to go into closed 
session pursuant Article 33C of Chapter 143 of the General Statutes as stated in the publicly available 
closed session agenda. The motion was seconded by Mr. Hardister. The motion was unanimously 
approved by the board.  
 
Chair Cooper asked Chancellor Brown, Provost Starnes, Dr. Wargo, Mr. Browning, Mr. Pifer, and Mr. 
Pendry to remain for closed session.  
 
Discussion followed on the Closed Session agenda items.  
 
RESUMPTION OF OPEN SESSION  
Chair Cooper asked for a motion to return to Open Session. Mr. Robinson made the motion to return to 
Open Session. The motion was seconded by Mr. Crocker. The board unanimously approved to return to 
Open Session.  
 
ACADEMIC AND STUDENT AFFAIRS COMMITTEE RECOMMENDATION REGARDING 
TENURE AND PROMOTION CANDIDATES  
Chair Cooper recognized Mr. Hughes to present the recommendation regarding tenure and promotion 
candidates. Mr. Hughes presented the proposed tenure and promotion candidates to the full board for 
approval. The motion comes from committee and does not require a second. The recommendation of the 
tenure and promotion candidates was unanimously approved.  
 
ADJOURNMENT 
Chair Cooper adjourned the Board of Trustees meeting at 11:27 a.m.   


