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Colleagues,

The following is a summary of the Senate meeting which took place on Wednesday, October 19, 2011.

The meeting began with Dean Grant presenting resolutions on the death of Emeritus Professors Andreas P. Contogouris, Edward J. Stansbury and Jal Choksi.

Senate adopted the minutes of the last meeting (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/minutes_senate_september_22_2011.pdf), the report of the Steering Committee (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/report_of_the_senate_steering_committee_11_october_2011.pdf), and the agenda (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/senate_agenda_oct_19_2011_0.pdf).  

In her remarks from the Chair, Principal Munroe-Blum recapitulated some of the official announcements previously made by the Administration regarding the MUNACA strike, including the email entitled “We are all McGill” which she sent to the McGill community on October 18.  She indicated that the parties in the labour dispute have to date met eight times with the Conciliator, with more meetings scheduled, and that the order of the agenda items at these meetings is set by the Conciliator.   In the discussion which followed, Senator Han referred to the Principal’s “We are all McGill” email and stated that counter-narratives existed on the events which are purported to have happened.  She asked if there was any evidence regarding the identity of the persons involved.  The Principal responded in the affirmative, adding that she herself was present at the incident in question.

Senator Janda commented that the strike situation was a grave one, and that elements of the McGill community were starting to corrode.  He asked whether the standard which Administration has set for its conduct -- specifically its stated commitment to be at the negotiating table whenever it is asked to be there -- was high enough.  He suggested that the Administration should instead be at the table around the clock in order to achieve the quickest possible resolution.  He also remarked that huge work burdens were being faced by staff members, which creates dangers of burnout. Senator Janda indicated that we may have to start doing triage on our activities, and he asked if it could be acknowledged that there are certain things which we cannot keep doing.  Principal Munroe-Blum responded that she would let Senator Janda’s remarks stand as assertions and rhetoric.

Senator McDonough noted that the Administration is both the highest official voice of the University and one of the parties in the current labour dispute, and he wondered whether or not these two roles meshed.  He expressed the hope that more could be done to allow members of the community to share divergent views on the strike.  Senator Knight asked if updated information on the strike will be provided by the Administration; the Principal answered that it would continue to issue weekly updates on Thursdays.

Senate moved to the section of the agenda reserved for questions and motions by members.  The first question, posed jointly by Senators Gold and Janda, dealt with revised thesis review procedures (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/question_with_embedded_motion_regarding_revised_thesis_review_procedures.pdf).  Dean Kreiswirth opened his response by stating that procedures relating to graduate and postdoctoral studies have never come before Senate, nor should they.  He added that there had been extensive consultation on the new procedure, and explained that the changes were intended to help graduate students complete their degree in a more timely fashion.  Dean Kreiswirth took exception to the hypothetical conflicts evoked in the motion.  

Invited by the Principal to respond, Senator Gold stated that the changes involve matters of academic integrity and therefore fall under Senate’s jurisdiction.  He moved the text of the motion which had accompanied his written question.  Provost Masi argued against the motion, saying it would put students at risk of having their theses and their graduations delayed.  He stated that the policy related to theses belongs to Senate, but that the administrative procedures to implement the policy belong to an administrative office which is accountable to Senate if the procedures fail to produce the desired results.  He added that Senator Gold’s question raised legitimate concerns; the Provost indicated that he would be glad to take the matter to the Academic Policy Committee for review and then report back to Senate.  Senator Janda asked if APC could report early on the need for a buffer between the internal and external reviewers.  Provost Masi undertook to have a report back to Senate by January or earlier.  Senator Gold withdrew his motion on that basis.

Senator Janda next asked a question regarding the McGill strike policy for academic staff (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/question_regarding_the_mcgill_strike_policy_academic_staff.pdf).  Associate Provost White responded that the policy imposes no disciplinary measures other than loss of salary.  Regarding the hypothetical cases listed in Senator Janda’s question, Professor White indicated that it was impossible to answer in a general way because disciplinary matters are the responsibility of individual Deans, who consider such situations on a case-by-case basis.  On the specific point of liability waivers, she stated that it was unethical to ask students to waive their rights, that a waiver involving health and safety issues generally could not be enforced from a legal standpoint, and that the question of free and informed consent was not a simple one in view of the imbalanced power relationship between students and professors.

Dean Kirk indicated that students have expressed concerns to him about off-campus teaching and that they were against the idea.  Dean Aitken commented that Senator Janda’s question interprets picket lines in a literal sense, and added that doing the work of the University from any location still amounts to doing the work of the University.  Senator Barney read the preamble of a petition regarding the strike and tabled it.

The next question, posed by Senator Han, concerned academic freedom in relation to the strike (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/question_regarding_academic_freedom.pdf).  In his response, Provost Masi began by referring to McGill’s interpretation of academic freedom, which is described every year at the statutory information session on the tenure process.  He noted that academic freedom does not absolve academic staff from performing their academic duties, nor does it confer on professors the freedom to determine where and when their classes will be scheduled.  The Provost indicated that he found the preamble of the question misleading, and he expressed the view that nobody’s freedom of speech is being compromised.

The final item in this section of the agenda was a motion from Senator Clare regarding academic amnesty for students (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/motion_on_academic_amnesty_2011-10-12.pdf).  By way of background information, Senator Clare cited existing mechanisms for providing reasonable accommodations for religious holy days, student illness, and death or illness in a student’s family.  As debate of the motion began, Senator Nassim proposed an amendment, which was accepted as a friendly one, to resolve the question of what constituted reasonable accommodation under article 4 of the motion.

Dean Jutras spoke against the motion, citing the pragmatic grounds that it was unmanageable (there being no resources to monitor or implement it) as well as the larger principle that making ethical decisions or taking moral stances implies being willing to take the consequences.  Deans Grant and Kirk concurred, arguing that others should not bear the consequences of a student’s decision not to cross a picket line.  Senator Barney stated that the motion did not give students the right to evade their academic commitments for their political views; rather; it refers to questions of conscience and ethical or moral conflicts during a strike.  Senators Acker and Luke estimated that very few students would make use of the academic amnesty provided by the motion.

Dean Ferguson disagreed with the validity of the parallel being drawn with religious obligations.  Senator Cuello did not concur with equating morality with a political stance, and added that he found the motion impractical. Senator Sinacore proposed an amendment regarding situations in which group projects might be compromised and no reasonable accommodations are possible.  After some discussion regarding procedure, Senate agreed to regard the amendment as a friendly one.  

Senator Ma noted that students in Biology are given the option not to participate in dissections if they have ethical objections.  Senator Dudek considered that there was too much potential for abuse of an academic amnesty.  Senator Ma took exception to this view, saying that it called into question the integrity of students.  Senator Knight felt that the three days provided for by the motion could be accommodated.  She argued that the motion did not provide a blanket amnesty; that it was structured; and that students recognize the need to accept the consequences of their actions but that McGill needs to be a safe space in which to express one’s views.  

Provost Masi noted that, over the last decade, Senate has debated academic amnesty proposals on three previous occasions and had voted down all of them.  He stated that conscience was not something which only applied over a three-day span; rather, one either has a conscience or does not.  He stated that students do not have to ask Senate’s permission to exercise their conscience; they simply have to be willing to live with the consequences of doing so.  Senator Janda expressed the view that the motion is carefully crafted and that it identifies narrow circumstances in which to express dissent.  He commented that the view stated by the Provost was one which formerly was taken with regard to religious obligations; Senator Janda felt that McGill needed to go beyond this stance to create an accommodating community.  

Deputy Provost Mendelson considered the motion fundamentally flawed on several counts.  First, it confounds what is and is not a right.  Second, it cannot be implemented, since the University does not have the capacity at the moment to keep track of this.  Third, it would create a serious precedent; Professor Mendelson felt that Senate should not wade into these matters.  Fourth, the motion does not define what a strike is, so it could in principle be used by the students in the course of a strike called by the students themselves.  

Dean Manfredi commented that article 5 of the motion would encourage behaviour that should not be encouraged.  Dean Aitken remarked that the motion confused the concepts of conscientious objection, political action and religious observance.  Associate Provost White noted that the motion presented practical problems due to the unpredictability it would involve, in contrast with the known dates on which religious holy days fall.  She added that there was no way to know whether the number of students who would make use of the amnesty would be small or large, and that it is very time-consuming for instructors to prepare alternate assignments for students.  Senator Knight remarked that sick days are unpredictable too but that the University seems to be able to manage them.

Senator Janda moved that the motion be tabled, and that the matter be referred to the Committee on Enrolment and Student Affairs then brought back to Senate.  This motion was defeated.  Senator Paterson moved that the main motion be voted on by secret ballot.  This motion was defeated.  The main motion, incorporating the two friendly amendments made previously, was voted on and defeated.

Senate moved into confidential session to consider the report of the the Honorary Degrees and Convocations Committee.  When Senate returned to open session, Dean Aitken took the Chair so that Principal Munroe-Blum could present her annual report for 2010-2011 (to be posted soon on the Principal’s web page).  In the subsequent discussion, Senator Pekeles asked about the anticipated financial impacts of the MUNACA strike.  The Principal responded that MELS deducts from McGill’s funding the compensation the University is not paying to the staff members who are on strike.

Due to lack of time, the following agenda items were postponed until a later meeting:

- Presentation on the Association of American Universities Data Exchange/Collaborative on Academic Careers in Higher Education Survey (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-11_aaude_coache.pdf)

- Annual report of the Committee on Student Services (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-12_css_annual_report_to_senate_2010-2011.pdf)

- Annual Report of the Committee on Enrolment and Student Affairs (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-13_committee_on_enrolment_affairs_annual_report.pdf)

Provost Masi presented the 431st report of the Academic Policy Committee (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-14_431st_apc_report.pdf), which was adopted.  Regarding the proposal to create the Indian Ocean World Centre (IOWC), Senator Richard inquired about the rationale for considering China to be part of a region defined by the Indian Ocean.  Senator Gillon responded that this was due to the presence of trade links.  Senator Kirby commented that a primary means of self-understanding in this part of the world is religion, and noted that this topic is only given peripheral attention in the proposal.  Provost Masi responded that the setup does not preclude the affiliation of other topics.

As its last two items of business, Senate adopted the report of the Nominating Committee (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-15_report_of_the_senate_nominating_committee.pdf) and received the annual report of the Senate Committee on Physical Development (https://secureweb.mcgill.ca/senate/sites/mcgill.ca.senate/files/d11-16_scpd_annual_report.pdf), which was presented by Vice-Principal Nicell.  

The next Senate meeting will be held on Wednesday, November  16, 2011.  If you have any questions, please get in touch with us.   

Regards,
Your librarian Senate reps,

Daniel Boyer
Joan Hobbins
Marc Richard



