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Report of the Ombuds for Graduate Students 
 

2019-2020 Activity of the Ombuds 
 
This report details the activities of the Ombuds for Graduate Students for the period between 
July 1, 2019 and June 30, 2020 and includes information about the number and types of 
activities as well as some analysis of interactions with students, faculty and staff over the past 
year. In particular, this report provides information about the types of consultations provided 
to students and issues that brought them to the Ombuds. Appendices A and B provide a 
summary list of activities with information about each interaction. The Ombuds keeps 
password-protected, de-identified records about consultations that includes month and year, 
college and program, basic demographic information about students, a brief summary of the 
issues, an estimate of the degree of complexity and time involved. Consultations are also coded 
using the International Ombudsman Association (IOA) Uniform Reporting Categories (see 
Appendix C).  
 
Figure 1. Ombuds activity for Spring 2017, 2017-18, 2018-19 and 2019-20 
 

 
 
The 2019-20 year was similar to 2018-19 in terms of activity and an increase over previous 
reporting periods. Figure 1 shows Ombuds activity for Spring 2017 as well as 2017-18, 2018-19 
and 2019-20 academic years. These figures include student consultations as well as outreach 
and information efforts so all activity by the Ombuds. Figure 2 shows a month-by-month 
breakdown of all Ombuds activity including student consultations and outreach and 
information 2019-20 while Figure 3 provides a comparison of student consultations for 2018-19 
vs. 2019-20. As we see in Figure 3 there were different “peaks” and “valleys” in activity across 
the two years but overall rates were similar.  
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Figure 2. Ombuds activity (Student Consultations and Outreach & Information) 
 

 
 
Figure 3. Ombuds student consultations 2018-19 vs. 2019-20 

 

 
 
From July 1, 2019 through June 30, 2020, the Ombuds had 44 interactions with students and 13 
contacts with faculty and staff, primarily to raise awareness of the program. This represents an 
increase in effort over previous years in outreach to programs. 
 
The time required for consultations ranges between 30 minutes and 5 hours. At the upper end, 
this often means that there were several meetings or a lengthy consultation with additional 
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support. The average estimate of time is 1.68 hours per student served up slightly from 2018-
19. For each consultation, the Ombuds estimates the level of complexity using a scale of 1 
(basic or simple) to 5 (complex). Basic issues include providing information about resources on 
campus or where to get help in formatting a thesis or dissertation, for example. More complex 
issues often deal with interpersonal challenges among students or between a student and a 
faculty member. The average estimate of complexity for 2019-20 was 3.66 as compared to 3.04 
in 2018-19 and 2.5 in 2017-18. This represents a perceived increase by the Ombuds in the 
complexity of issues students share in consultations.  
 
Figure 4 provides a percentage breakdown of student consultations by college. This represents 
the majority of consultations with the Ombuds; however, college information about a student’s 
program and college was not available for all students who scheduled consultations.  
 
Figure 4. Ombuds consultations by college July 1, 2019 and June 30, 2020 
 

 
 
Approximately a third of consultations (32%) were with students in the College of Liberal Arts 
and Sciences, 20% in the College of Computing and Informatics, 18% in the William States Lee 
College of Engineering, and 9% in the Cato College of Education. The remaining colleges 
represented fewer than 7% of consultations each.   
 
A fairly equal number of international and domestic students scheduled consultations with the 
Ombuds in 2018-19. Figure 5 provides a percentage breakdown of consultations for domestic 
and international students. This split is similar to figures reported in 2018-19. Figure 6 provides 
a breakdown by sex (Female, Male, Unknown) with about 60% of consultations with female 
students and 40% with male.  
 
 
 

2

9

2

14

3
4

8

2

BCOB CCI CHHS CLAS COAA COED COEN Unknown

2019-20 Consultations by College



 6 

Figure 5. Percentage breakdown of Ombuds consultations for International and Domestic 
Students between July 1, 2019 and June 30, 2020 
 

 
 
 
Figure 6. Percentage breakdown of Ombuds consultations by Sex between July 1, 2019 and June 
30, 2020 
 

 
 
 
The International Ombudsman Association (IOA) provides a list of uniform reporting categories 
that can be used to identify the types of issues brought to the Ombuds. These include issues 
dealing with Evaluative Relationships, Career Progression and Development, Service and 
Administrative Issues, and Legal, Regulatory and Financial issues to name four of the nine 
categories. These categories are used by the IOA and its members to track interactions and 
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work by Ombuds across settings including higher education, healthcare, government, and 
business so cover a range of issues including many that relate more to employer/employee 
issues. The IOA gathers this information from members to produce reports. See Appendix B for 
a full list of the IOA uniform reporting categories with descriptions for each. This report includes 
one additional reporting category that not included in the IOA list—Information—to capture 
those times when a student, faculty or staff members needed information not related to the 
IOA codes. For example, a student or faculty member might inquire about whom to contact for 
information about graduate assistantships or where to find a specific policy document on the 
UNC Charlotte website. Figure 7 provides a percentage breakdown of the consultation types 
brought to the Ombuds in 2019-20.  
 
Figure 7. Ombuds consultation types using IOA categories (July 1, 2019 to June 30, 2020) 

 

 
 
As we see, Evaluative Relationships represented 44% of consultations with the Ombuds. 
Typically, these are issues between a student and faculty such as a concern with treatment by 
an advisor, course instructor or program coordinator where there is a power differential 
between the student and faculty or staff. These also included concerns brought by students 
about related to their work on a grant or in a lab, for example. Services and Administrative 
Issues (22%) are those concerns dealing with the application of policies or timeliness of 
services. Examples include graduate appeals, withdrawal options, and rules regarding changing 
programs. Sixteen percent (9%) of contacts with the Ombuds were for information. These 
requests, which came from students but also faculty/staff and administrators, often related to 
where to find a policy or document online or what office to contact with a question. Other 
categories reported represent less than 7% each. See Appendix C for a description of the 
categories.   
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Additional Activities in 2019-20 
 
In addition to consultations, the Ombuds works with campus partners to increase awareness of 
the service. Here is a list of some of the activities in addition to student consultations during 
2019-20:  
 

• Inclusion of the Ombuds New Graduate Student Orientations and receptions held by the 
Graduate School.  

• Meetings with graduate program directors (GPDs) in colleges including (Belk College of 
Business, College of Engineering, Cato College of Education, College of Computing & 
Informatics, College of Health & Human Services.  

• Met with Associate Deans at a GEM meeting of the Graduate School and with the 
Director of Niner Central. 

• Reminders sent to graduate program coordinators through GPDNet, GPSG and the 
newsletter of the Center for Graduate Life’s Grad Student Weekly. 

 
Outreach is an important in raising awareness about the Ombuds to graduate students but also 
to those who work with them including program coordinators, faculty, staff and department 
chairs. In 2018-19, more of these outreach efforts were directed at students through classes 
and workshops while in 2019-20 most were to GPDs. The Ombuds also worked with the 
Graduate School to update content on the Ombuds website and create a flyer to share with 
programs and students.  
 
The Ombuds also met with the chair of the Graduate Student Funding Taskforce to share 
information about funding for graduate students that impacts international students. In 
particular, the challenge of tuition surcharges on international students when funding from 
home or families diminishes or becomes unavailable.  
 

Observations & Themes 
 
The 2019-20 academic year brought new and significant challenges for graduate students but 
also themes that have been consistent over the past three years. With the closing of campus in 
March, 2020 consultations moving virtually into Google Meets and Zoom. On the whole, this 
format worked well and is a vehicle for consultations that should continue. It’s convenient for 
students and may allow for easier access for some students to the Ombuds even when we 
return to fulltime face-to-face interactions on campus. The COVID-19 pandemic brought some 
new concerns—access to campus services and labs, changing expectations for graduate 
assistantships and changes to the content and format of dissertations. However, many of the 
concerns continued to center around relationships with faculty mentors and programs 
(evaluative relationships).  
 
It’s also important to consider the kinds of issues brought by students to the Ombuds and the 
complexity of those issues. The increase in the average estimate of complexity from 3.66 in 
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2019-20 from 3.04 in 2018-19 and 2.5 in 2017-18 suggests that issues students bring to the 
Ombuds are more challenging or complex, often requiring more time and more than one 
meeting to address. In 2019-20, a consistent theme relates to challenges between faculty and 
students (evaluative relationships). The work of the Ombuds is often to help students to resolve 
issues before they escalate and help the student consider resolution options. This often 
includes finding someone to serve as an intermediary (the department chair often or associate 
dean), ways to have a productive discussion with faculty and program coordinators, and 
information about appeals processes. It is vital that chairs and associate deans have the tools 
and training to facilitate these issues and to be responsive. Many chairs are proactive but this is 
an area that is critical to helping students resolve issues with faculty mentors. There are times 
when mediation could be helpful. The Ombuds currently does not offer this but it’s something 
to consider either as part of the Ombuds role or with a mediation group on campus.  
 
Funding continues to be an issue for students, international students in particular, but the work 
of the Graduate Student Funding Taskforce has helped reduce some of the key stress points. 
One area that comes up is having a source of funding for graduate students for one semester or 
one year to complete a program. It is not unusual for a student to reach the end of funding a 
department or college will offer and need one more semester’s support. Again, this challenge is 
particularly critical for international students who have limitations on borrowing and work.   
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2020-21 Goals 
 
Goals for the coming year include building on successes from the current academic year, 
particularly efforts at outreach and communication to students but, also, to do more to reach 
faculty and administrators with information about the Ombuds. Here are some goals for the 
coming year:  
 

1. Continue outreach efforts. The Ombuds should continue to be a part of the New 
Student Orientation held for graduate students prior to the Fall and Spring 
semesters. This is one of the best ways to get in front of a large number of graduate 
students early in their program. Both the formal presentation and the informal 
“meet and greet” parts of this event are good venues for raising awareness. These 
can be done virtually or in person. It’s also important to continue outreach to 
Graduate Program Directors. For 2020-21, email and Zoom sessions offer a way to 
share information with students and GPDs. One idea is to host monthly information 
sessions (Ask the Ombuds or something like that) with a guest from one of our 
campus partners (Title IX, Health, Counseling Center, the Graduate School, graduate 
students who share some experience/expertise) followed by a short Q&A. These 
could be 30 minutes or so.  

 
2. Continue meeting with campus partners. The Ombuds helps students connect to 

campus resources so it’s important to develop and maintain those contacts. While 
many campus offices are aware of the Ombuds there is a need to continue updating 
those contacts and sharing information.  

 
3. Professional Development. The IOA training and workshops have been enormously 

beneficial. We can evaluate additional offerings in the coming  year. 
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Appendix A. Summary list of Outreach, Information & Referrals 
conducted in 2019-20 
 

No.  Date College Program Notes Reporting Category 

1 September 
2019 

  Graduate Enrollment 
Management (GEM) 
Working Group 

Met with Associate Deans at GEM 
meeting to share about work of 
Ombuds and to get their help 
identifying ways to reach out to 
GPDs in their colleges.  

Outreach & Marketing 

2 September 
2019 

BCOB Belk College of Business Discussion with the Associate Dean, 
Jennifer Ames Stuart, to find best 
way to reach out to GPDs in BCOB.  

Outreach & Marketing 

3 September 
2019 

Niner Central Niner Central Met with Kimberly Laney, Director 
of Niner Central, to share 
information about Ombuds and 
thoughts on when Niner Central 
may refer students to Ombuds.  

Outreach & Marketing 

4 September 
2019 

CCI CCI GPD meeting Met with GPDs in the College of 
Computing and Informatics to 
share about work of Ombuds.  

Outreach & Marketing 

5 September 
2019 

COED Cato COED GPP meeting Shared information about Ombuds 
with GPDs 

Outreach & Marketing 

6 September 
2019 

  New Faculty Learning 
Community 

Shared information about Ombuds 
with New Faculty Learning 
Community 

Outreach & Marketing 

7 September 
2019 

  Graduate and Professional 
Student Organization 

Shared information about Ombuds 
with GPSG 

Evaluative Relationship 

8 October 
2019 

  Graduate Student Funding 
Taskforce 

Met with chair to discuss funding 
concerns shared with Ombuds: 1) 
uncertainty with assistantships 
leading to fears of losing GASP 
funding for doc students, 2) 
challenges faced by international 
students who pay tuition 
surcharges. 

Advocacy 

9 October 
2019 

BCOB BCOB Graduate Advisors Shared information about Ombuds, 
answered questions 

Outreach & Marketing 

10 October 
2019 

CHHS  CHHS Graduate Program 
Directors 

Shared information about Ombuds, 
answered questions 

Outreach & Marketing 

11 March 2020 CHHS   Guidance on whether a situation 
might involve a research integrity 
violation.  

Insight 

12 April 2020 CHHS   Checking in and sharing update on 
a consultation.  

Information 

13 June 2020 COAA   Faculty outreach about a grant idea 
used by a colleague. Referred to 
Faculty Ombuds Office. 

Referral 
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Appendix B. International Ombudsman Association (IOA) Uniform 
Reporting Categories 
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