
Minutes 
SUNY Downstate Health Sciences University 

Special Council Meeting 
Preparation for Middle States Commission on Higher Education 

(MSCHE) site visit 
 

Virtual Via Zoom  
 

April 2, 2025 
1:00 pm – 2:00 pm 

 

 
Council Members Present 
Rev. Kirkpatrick Cohall, Chair 
Michael Connors, Esq. 
Dr. Marian Zavala 
Marlene Dietrich Heath 
 
Downstate Administration Members Present 
Dr. Pascal J. Imperato 
Dr. Jeffrey Putman 
Dr. Kane Gillespie 
Ann-Marie Cullen 
Ellen Watson 

Council members convened to review materials and prepare for the Middle 
States Commission on Higher Education accreditation site visit to 
Downstate scheduled for April 7–9, 2025. 

Documents reviewed: 

• Full Middle States Self-Study Report 
• SUNY ACT Handbook 
• SUNY Board of Trustees overview (web resources) 
• SUNY Shared Governance Structure summary 
• Two-page high-level summary of Self-Study findings 
• Expanded summaries of each Standard  

Council members received a detailed briefing on the Self-Study’s major 
findings and discussed how their advisory role interfaces with the 



accreditation process. Both Dr. Zavala and Rev. Cohall shared insights 
from their previous hands-on experience with accreditation visits. The 
upcoming site visit was expected to focus primarily on Downstate’s 
educational mission, with some attention to its research mission. 

Rev. Cohall had previously met with Dr. Pascal Imperato (Downstate 
Senior Vice President, Chief Academic Officer, and Chair of the Middle 
States Self-Study Steering Committee), Dr. Joyce Griffin-Sobel (Chair of 
the MSCHE site-visit team), and Dr. Scott Heinerichs (Dean of the College 
of Health Sciences, West Chester University of Pennsylvania) to coordinate 

the Council’s participation in the visit. 

During this meeting, the Council was advised that the MSCHE team 
requested a separate session with Council members on Tuesday, April 8, 
for approximately thirty minutes between 10 a.m. and noon. Confirmed 
attendees for that meeting included Reverend Cohall, Dr. Zavala, and 
Marlene Deitrich-Heath; Mr. Connors was unavailable. Also present during 
the MSCHE team meeting will be Dr. Imperato, Dr. Jeffrey Putman, and the 
SUNY liaison assigned to the site visit. 

The Council was reminded that the Council’s engagement with the site visit 
demonstrates Downstate’s commitment to inclusive governance and 
transparency. 

 

Downstate College Council: Excerpt from Downstate Self-Study Report (included 
verbatim) 

Although Downstate does not have a local governing board of trustees, it is supported 
by an advisory body known as the College Council. The Council is a key component of 
Downstate’s governance structure, established in accordance with Article 8, Section 
356 of the New York State Education Law. Its membership comprises nine citizens 
appointed by the Governor of New York for overlapping seven-year terms, along with an 
annually elected student representative. Notably, Downstate’s tradition includes electing 
a second, non-voting student to serve on the Council. 
 
The College Council primarily serves an advisory function, without fiscal or policymaking 
authority. Its broad duties include reviewing the budget, providing input on major 
campus initiatives, and advising on faculty, personnel, and student admissions. 
Additionally, it contributes to the evaluation of academic programs, student activities, 
and housing. While the Council does not oversee the curriculum or directly influence the 
educational mission of Downstate, its members—particularly the Council Chair—remain 



actively involved in significant campus functions, such as Commencement. 
In its regulatory capacity, the Council holds specific responsibilities related to the Code 
of Student Conduct, particularly concerning Title IX and other state and federal 
regulations. These duties involve balancing students’ rights to free expression, personal 
autonomy, and dignity, with the need to ensure fairness and protect the privacy of all 
parties involved in disciplinary actions. 
 
The College Council also plays a critical role in the presidential search process, with the 
Chair typically serving as the head of the search committee. The Council is responsible 
for recommending three candidates for the Chancellor’s consideration, leading to SUNY 
Board of Trustees’ final appointment. Additionally, Council members serve as advocates 
for Downstate and SUNY in their interaction with local organizations and legislative 
officials. 
 
As outlined above, the Council is intended to have nine appointed members. However, 
Downstate currently has three appointed members, with six vacancies due to delays in 
appointments from the Governor's Office. Despite campus recommendations submitted 
over the years, no new appointments have been made, leaving the Council without 
enough members to form a quorum for official votes. 
 
Although this has not impacted operations—no major votes on campus plans have been 
required—the situation remains a concern. We acknowledge the potential challenge 
posed by these vacancies and are actively working with SUNY and the Governor’s 
Office to resolve the issue. This is not unique to Downstate, as other SUNY campuses 
face similar delays in Council appointments. 
 
Despite the vacancies, the active member of the Council continue to provide valuable 
input, ensuring their advice informs key decision, even in the absence of formal voting. 
We are committed to restoring the Council to its full composition and will continue 
working with the relevant authorities to address this matter. 
 
The responsibilities and authority of the College Council are further detailed in the 
Handbook of the Association of Council Members and College Trustees of the State 
University of New York and the Policies of the Board of Trustees (Article VIII). [4, 10] 

 

Postscript 

Following the April meeting and the subsequent Middle States site visit, Dr. 
Pascal J. Imperato reported that SUNY Downstate Health Sciences 
University received full reaccreditation from the Middle States 
Commission on Higher Education. 
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