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What Came Before

This Task Force is part of a continuous process of institutional introspection, 
adaptation, reaction, and growth. The observations and recommendations 
in this Report are neither the beginning nor the end of that process. The 
work of this Task Force should thus be seen in the context of a number of 
policy initiatives that serve to enable McGill’s Mission and Principles. In 
addition to the ongoing work of numerous University offices, committees, 
and working groups, we have found the following recent or current projects 
to be of particular relevance:  

  The Principal’s Task Force on Diversity, Excellence  
and Community Engagement (2011) 

  Report on the Open Forum on Free Expression and  
Peaceful Assembly (“Manfredi Report”, 2012) 

  Statement of Principles Concerning Freedom of Expression  
and Freedom of Peaceful Assembly (2013) 

  Statement of Academic Freedom (2014)

  Report of the Open Forum on the Recommendations  
of the 2016 CAMSR Report on Divestment (October 2016) 

  Provost’s Task Force on Indigenous Studies and  
Indigenous Education (June 2017Tw 
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small subset of the total community who participate and speak. There is 
a possibility that these participants do not represent the majority opinion. 
There is little question that those with the strongest opinions, particular on 
issues that get significant airtime, and those with the loudest voices tend 
to be heard more than others. Moderate voices and people who are less 
vocal are often left out of discussions. Active participation in community 
life may be a right, but it is one that many do not exercise for reasons of 
accessibility, availability, timing, language, or confidence. 

How we listened

When the Task Force was established, the terms of reference provided 
a specific list of tasks and timelines for completing its work. We were 
mandated to:

1   Design and implement a University-wide survey of students, 
faculty and staff to assess the extent to which our existing 
structures facilitate or inhibit free expression, respect and 
inclusion, with the survey to be completed by 7 December 2017.

2   Consult broadly with students across both campuses,  
through student organizations and via scheduled  
focus-group consultations, across the period November 2017 
through January 2018, to identify areas of particular concern  
and/or strength.

3   Identify and examine successful initiatives and best practices  
at peer institutions with respect to the protection and  
promulgation of core values. 

4   Hold an Open Forum on Campus Culture in January 2018,  
with a focus on community-building and mutual understanding, 
and drawing from the results of the Fall Term campus survey  
and consultation process.

5  Identify areas of University life that are susceptible to being 
particular sources of tensions and where the operationalization  
of our core principles needs attention.

The Task Force’s approach to listening informed our interpretation and oper-
ationalization of our mandate. We sought to create spaces for individuals 
and groups to express themselves without reservation, mindful that we 
had an obligation to translate what we heard into meaningful recommen-
dations. This meant that we structured our consultation process in a way 
that placed greater emphasis on problem-solving than problem-identifica-
tion. For example, the call for written submissions on behalf of University 
associations and groups invited specific recommendations, and focus 
group discussions were moderated to encourage conversations about 
what could or should be done. Because it is impossible to do justice to 
every idea or concern we heard in this Report, we have distilled what we 
heard into cross-cutting themes.
 Our efforts on the consultative processes mandated by items 1, 2, 
and 4, as well as additional initiatives, are set out below. While we outline 
here the processes that we undertook, the results of those processes are 
reflected in the thematic discussion in Part 2. 

Survey

In accordance with the Task Force’s terms of reference, within the first two 
weeks of operation a university-wide survey (Appendix D) was designed 
and disseminated to students, staff, and faculty on Monday 4 December, 
with a deadline of Thursday 7 December. A link to the survey was sent to 
students, staff, and faculty via an All Note (MRO). In addition, the survey 
was announced in both the student and staff versions of “What’s New”, 
and a final reminder was sent before the survey ended. We later learned 
that a large number of course instructors and sessional lecturers had not 
received the direct link email invitation to participate in the survey. We regret 
this oversight, and want to take this opportunity to urge the inclusion of 
these staff members in future university-wide surveys. 
 The survey was prepared and delivered in non-ideal conditions  
(a two week draft-to-implementation time frame, little time to design and  
re-design survey questions, no opportunity to do a pilot run) resulting in 
some imperfections. For example, the survey was seen as mischaracter-
izing the relationship between free speech and principles of respect and 
inclusion as mutually exclusive rather than mutually reinforcing. Moreover, 
exclusionary language was inadvertently used in what was a survey about 
respect and inclusion:  terminology of “academic” and “non-academic” 
staff was used, rather than the more appropriate “academic” and “admin-
istrative” staff.
 The overall response rate was 4.5%. Of 5,772 academic staff, 496 
(8.6%) responded, 499 members of the 3,638 administrative staff (13.7%) 
responded, and 1,202 of 39,261 students responded (3.1%). It is noteworthy 
that the Task Force received considerable negative feedback from students 
about the timing of the survey as it was conducted in the last week of term. 
This concern even extended to the view that the timing was indicative of 
a disregard for student participation. 
 The survey consisted of both directed choice and open-ended 
questions, and Task Force members and staff reviewed over 3,000 written 
answers, which included specific concerns and proposals. The questions 
were designed to read the pulse of the McGill community and gather infor-
mation about how principles of respect, inclusion, freedom of expression 
and academic freedom are experienced on campus. With response rates 
of 3.1% to 13.7% detailed statistical analyses are not appropriate. None-
theless, the results were valuable in issue identification and helped guide 
the choice of the discussion questions in subsequent consultations. 
 Despite low response rates overall, several key themes emerged among 
those who did complete the survey. However, the views we encountered 
on each theme were diverse and often did not reflect any consensus on 
what is being done well and what should be improved. While keeping in 
mind the caveat that consultations tend to reflect opinions on the far ends 
of the spectrum rather than those in the middle, there was significant 
polarization among respondents about the Boycott, Divest, Sanction (BDS) 
movement, anti-Semitism, Islamophobia, and the experiences of Palestinian 
students and allies on our campuses. Many respondents also mentioned 
the Residence Life Race Project, and this led to the creation of a Focus 
Group specifically about residence life. We heard from respondents from 
the Macdonald campus that they feel excluded from many discussions 
that occur on the downtown campus. And we heard from students and 
faculty that the classroom can be a safe space where a diversity of opinions  
and perspectives can be respectfully discussed, but it can just as easily 
be a space where controversial questions are dismissed or harmful  
discussions poorly managed. We heard from graduate students and interna-
tional students who felt socially isolated and overlooked by student services. 
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 It was in reviewing the survey results that the five themes highlighted 
in the Report began to emerge. These themes came into sharper relief in 
our subsequent Focus Group and Open Forum consultations.

Focus Groups

Building from the survey results, five (5) student-centered, closed-door 
focus groups were organized in January 2018 (Appendix E). These were held 
on both campuses, at different times on different days to try to accommo-
date a variety of schedules. Four of the focus groups emphasized specific 
themes: Teaching and Learning, Social Spaces, Graduate Student Life, 
and Residence Life, while a fifth one gave participants at the Macdonald 
campus an opportunity to identify any concerns. Each of the five groups 
had space for 20 participants, and the signup system reserved 15 spaces 
to students. Although the groups on Teaching and Learning, Social Spaces, 
and Graduate Life were all oversubscribed with substantial waitlists, actual 
attendance was disappointing, particularly among students. Bad weather 
may have played a factor on several dates (an ice storm, for example, 
occurred on the same day as the focus group on Social Spaces).

Students Sta� Total

Open –  
Macdonald Campus

3 4 7

Teaching and 
Learning

6 5 11

Social  
Spaces

9 4 13

Graduate  
Student Life

10 5 15

Residence  
Life

7 2 9

Total 35 20 55

   
Overall, while we had space for 100 people in focus groups, only 55 mem-
bers of the McGill community participated. Nonetheless, conversations 
during these focus groups were candid and constructive, and several 
participants have continued to engage with the work of the Task Force by 
sending in further feedback via email and other means.

Open Forum

The Open Forum on Campus Culture was held on the afternoon of Wednes-
day 24 January. It was advertised across the University, both electronically 
through email and What’s New and with a hundred printed posters displayed 
prominently on both campuses (Appendix F). Around 50 people attended 
(including Task Force members and Task Force resource staff, and some 
members of University leadership who were present solely to observe); 
38 people picked up numbers in order to speak. At its peak, there were 
25 people live-streaming the Forum and, as of 17 April, 183 people had 
watched it online, either live or subsequently. Several people who attended 
this Open Forum were recognized by members of the Task Force from 
prior attendance at a focus group session. 

 The subject-matter of the Open Forum was left as open as possible to 
facilitate the open expression of community concerns, and three different 
Task Force members moderated the discussion. Each moderator presented 
a topic for discussion (respect and inclusion; concerns and ideas; how to 
move forward), although participants were free to raise other points as well. 

Open Call for Submissions

The Task Force made an open call inviting on-campus groups to share their 
collective concerns and experiences and to propose recommendations 
via a 1 to 2- page written document sent to the Task Force email account 
by 31 January 2018 (see Appendix G). This call was boosted by a deadline 
extension and a concerted solicitation of campus organizations, and 
ultimately resulted in 18 group submissions. 
 In addition to these group submissions, the Task Force received a 
number of emails from individual students, faculty, and staff. Members 
of the community expressed their opinions on aspects of respect and 
inclusion, their confidence (or not) in the Task Force consultation process, 
and shared their personal experiences and frustrations.  

Resource Interviews

In addition to the foregoing, in the period between February and April, we 
met with numerous on-campus resource people with specific insight into 
issues of respect and inclusion, including students, staff, and faculty. A 
complete list of these consultations can be found in Appendix H. 
 
Beyond McGill

The question of what constitutes respect and inclusion and how they relate 
to university spaces more generally is an active concern of many of our 
peer institutions. Equity, diversity, and inclusion have been identified as 
one of Universities Canada’s (formerly the Association of Universities and 
Colleges Canada) five strategic priorities, in recognition of the social and 
academic value of empowering and mobilizing a range of ideas, talent, 
perspectives, and experiences. 

“We believe our universities are enriched by diversity  
and inclusion. As leaders of universities that aspire  
to be diverse, fair and open, we will make our personal  
commitment to diversity and inclusion evident.”

– Universities Canada, Statement on principles  
on equity, diversity and inclusion (October 2017) 

 As noted above, institutional contemplation of the issues raised in 
this Report is not unique to McGill. Some of the more public (highly medi-
atized) debates have focused on perceived tensions between university 
commitments to principles of respect and inclusion on the one hand and 
principles of free expression and, less frequently academic freedom, on 
the other. We note that early in our consultation process many survey 
respondents flagged a conceptual problem with framing these issues as 
mutually exclusive or necessarily in conflict. These comments prompted 
us to be cautious about the way in which we drew on the proliferation of 
university policies and statements of principle on freedom of expression. 
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While instructive, we have decided that this Report would better serve the 
needs of this community by focusing on promoting respect and inclusion 
both as an end in itself, and as a means of establishing the necessary trust 
to engage critically with challenging ideas and concepts in the pursuit of 
higher learning.
 Despite our commitment to tailoring this Report to the McGill context, 
for the purpose of comparison we provide here a few references to the ways 
that other universities have approached these issues. During the life of this 
Task Force, an incident at Wilfrid Laurier University, in which a teaching 
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debate. We were struck by the survey results, albeit from a limited sample, 
that indicated that, while some members of the community felt that they 
needed to restrict expression on the basis of personal identity, a significant 
number felt that they had to be careful about expressing their views on 
the basis that they might be denounced by their colleagues (39.3% were 
“very” or “extremely” concerned), an inaccurate account of their views 
would be posted on social media (45.4%) or an official complaint would 
be filed (27.9%). While the percentages were slightly higher for students, 
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were alerted to an equity-promoting initiative in Residences that, ironically, 
has triggered its own equity concerns. A significant number of survey 
respondents mentioned the “Rez & Race” Project, which, after detailed 
consultations with a number of staff, and discussion in the Residence 
Life focus group, we learned is a 3-hour long substantive program. The 
Task Force had a number of concerns with respect to the form, content, 
and facilitation of the workshops offered in Residence. In particular, the 
Anti-oppression, Race, and Colonialism workshop offered in residence 
was put in place in response to students who sought a common set of 
understandings and guidelines on how to live together in a shared space 
where interactions would inevitably lead to interpersonal conflict and issues. 
However, our understanding is that the workshops were devised without 
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 Questions on trust in institutional governance are not unique to McGill. 
Two principles which have been widely recognized to strengthen trust in 
governance are (a) demonstrably competent leadership and administration; 
and (b) decision-making grounded in collective values. 
 With respect to the former, the perception of fairness in the process 
of decision-making can be as important as the outcome. McGill must 
ensure that members of the community get a real sense of participation in 
deliberations and feel that they have a voice that is heard and respected. 
Signalling openness and transparency in institutional processes, and 
clear and well-publicized mechanisms of accountability, is fundamental 
to the legitimacy of leadership and for fostering higher levels of trust in 
the institution.
 With respect to the latter, value-based decision-making can pose a 
challenge in diversified contexts, where individual members of a commu-
nity may not always share values. However, given McGill’s commitment 
to its Mission and Principles, these can, and should, form the basis for 
value-based decision-making. For example, some scholars have expressed 
uncertainty that the University will safeguard their academic freedom, one 
of the University’s five core principles. Proactive reassurance on this front 
is necessary.
 The McGill community is undergoing rapid diversification, which, while 
providing extraordinary opportunities for intellectual and cultural evolution, 
also presents a complex set of challenges for all levels of governance. In 
diverse communities, there are fewer common understandings of the social 
rules for formal and informal interactions. Misunderstandings inevitably 
result, mistakes are made, feelings are hurt, and trust is diminished. 
 Fostering a climate of trust requires credible and concerted efforts at 
all levels to demonstrate willingness to understand each other’s perspec-
tives. The process must be initiated from the top, but it is a responsibility 
that lies with all members of the McGill community. It is important to share 
and discuss within the community efforts made during the last 20 years to 
address issues of equity and inclusion. Such historical narratives should be 
shared with the community in informal settings, and include the forthright 
acknowledgement of mistakes made and lessons learned (what went right 
and what did not). The use of digital media could be effective here.  
 The leadership must also actively engage with the process of con- 
sensus-building around the core values of McGill, as expressed in the 
Mission Statement and Principles. In doing so, the leadership must demon-
strate openness to engage in ongoing dialogue with members of the 
McGill community.
 What became increasingly clear to the Task Force is that building 
trust is essential to building relationships, and building relationships is 
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experienced, participating in governance provides a broader view and a 
deeper understanding of the diversity of the University community, Uni-
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Theme 4: Communications

Background
Underpinning a collective sense of purpose, trust, and good governance 
is communication. It is in talking and listening, communicating with those 
with whom we agree, and with those we don’t, that we are able to learn 
and grow and work collaboratively. Good communications are a collective 
responsibility, one that operates at every level: interpersonal, within and 
between units, with and on behalf of constituencies. Communication is 
vital to respect and inclusion; poor communication, particularly the failure 
to listen to each other, is their enemy. Every communication, and every 
silence, has the potential to bring us together, or to alienate and polarize. 
 We make these observations in the context of a rapidly changing 
communications landscape, in which technology allows for, and creates 
expectations of, instantaneous information exchange. The volume and pace 
of information is overwhelming, and the quality of the information is wildly 
variable as content validation often becomes of secondary importance to 
speed. With the rise of social media has come a corresponding decline in 
interpersonal conversation, along with all of the context and nuance that 
comes from face-to-face communication. 
 In this context, it can be difficult, personally or institutionally, to con-
trol either the flow of information or how it is interpreted. It is particularly 
challenging to tailor messages for a specific audience when one must 
assume that it will reach other audiences. Indeed, sending different, and 
especially inconsistent, signals to different audiences diminishes trust. 
 Our consultation process revealed that there is a widely shared 
perception, whether correct or not, that University communications are 
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Recommendation
University leadership must develop a communications strategy that 
is more personal and open, and this strategy must be anchored in the 
McGill Mission, with particular attention to the principles of inclusion 
and respect.

Specific action items include, but are not limited to: 

a  
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Conclusion
Living Our Mission

We recognize our privilege of being entrusted with carrying out this important mandate 
of identifying issues around respect and inclusion in our community. Each one of us on 
the Task Force has gained rich insights and perspectives about McGill.  We learned to 
appreciate diversity among our membership, we learned to trust one another, and most of 
all we learned the value of engaged listening. The five intersecting themes identified in this 
Report underscore the complex nature of the University community. The perceived erosion 
of trust in leadership, policies, and processes has to be reversed if we are to harness the 
rich diversity of our community towards the advancement of our Mission.  
 Although the ground underneath us is shifting, our foundations are solid. There are 
challenges as well as tremendous opportunities for McGill to renew our sense of collec-
tive purpose, our Mission, for the University to be an open and dynamic environment for 
all to learn and grow. We recognize a deep commitment among many members of the 
community to institution building processes. We invite the University leadership to actively 
engage in the process of consensus building around the McGill Mission and Principles. All 
efforts to advance inclusive diversity should be informed by the Mission and the Principles 
of the University. Efforts at all levels are important to reinforce the importance of collegiality, 
solidarity, and courage for governing a global university such as McGill. 
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Afterword

We include this Afterword to offer our reflection  
on our Terms of Reference and the consultation methods  

that we used to conduct our work. 

The Multipronged Approach to Consultation: We note that, like many 
universities, McGill conducts its institutional listening or consultative 
process via a multipronged approach: town halls, surveys, focus groups, 
document submissions, and interviews. Although we are not aware of a 
“manual” on how to create a wide-ranging consultation on a challenging 
problem in a collegial governance environment, there are obvious positive 
features of the multi-method approach: the capture of many types of voices 
in a heterogeneous community, the different pictures that emerge from 
narrative vs. survey data, and the benefits of gaining consensus viewpoints 
in a forum setting as opposed to the singularity of position papers. These 
benefits must be balanced against the fatigue that comes from frequent, 
and especially overlapping, consultative processes. 

Task Forces: Task forces and other consultation processes should be 
used in those areas in which there is a genuine need to gather data and 
implement change. Serious thought must be given to the issue of capacity: 
whether the University is likely to have the resources (financial, physical, 
human, or otherwise) to implement recommendations, and to respond 
in a timely fashion. In order to restore faith in the work of task forces, it is 
crucial that their reports and recommendations not only be implemented 
to the extent possible, but be seen to be implemented, with outcomes 
traced back to the relevant process. We have in fact suggested use of 
such a process for all recommendations for this Report.
 Clear mandates with realistic timelines must be formulated at the 
outset of the process. Timelines should be reflective of the scope of the 
mandate, and care should be taken to avoid timelines that clash with busy 
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Implementation of Recommendations

The recommendations in this Report should serve as the basis for future 
discussions, including focus groups organized around its recommenda-
tions and more formal University gatherings such as faculty meetings, the 
Academic Leadership Forum, Deans’ retreats, and others. 
 An implementation plan with goals, objectives, and timelines needs 
to be specified for each recommendation.
 A review and prioritization process with respect to the existing respon-
sibilities of staff tasked with implementing recommendations is needed to 
ensure that they have the bandwidth to tackle these additional obligations. 
Regular reporting back to the McGill community on progress made in 
accordance with the Report is necessary to build trust. For this purpose, 
a communications plan, not limited to reporting to Senate, should show 
progress and the development of indicators to track outcomes and identify 
gaps. Such indicators could be monitored via a dashboard accessible by 
the entire McGill community.

Substantive Recommendations 

1. Mission 
The breadth and depth of services made available to the McGill com-
munity should be assessed to verify how well they map on to the 
University’s Mission. This assessment will inevitably identify success-
ful initiatives that can serve as a model, as well as identify missing 
services and programs.
 
Specific action items include, but are not limited to: 

a  Creating an inaugural “Realizing McGill’s Mission” Day  
(a designated ‘pedagogical day’) in Fall 2018 where students,  
staff and faculty can participate in workshops, policy and  
program reviews and evaluations, and strategic planning.  
These would identify how initiatives further McGill’s Mission  
and Principles and what commitment of financial resources  
is required to support them.  

b  Building the capacity of Human Resources to respond to the 
needs of staff with disabilities. 

c  Revising the format and content of Residence Life workshops and 
modules with an emphasis on experiential learning, and enhancing 
students’ ability to navigate reasonable expectations of respectful 
behaviour when living together. 

d  Clarifying the role of the University in providing health and social 
services and programs.

e  Encouraging and supporting the creation of fora to  
promote and facilitate a broad range of conversations around 
contentious issues.
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2. Tru� 
Those in leadership positions across all sectors and in all spheres of the 
University 3mu0.3udents, staff, and faculty) should strive to lead by example 
in promoting a culture of openness.
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Appendix B
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Appendix C
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9.   (a) What existing practices at McGill do you believe contribute to 
the enhancement of respect and inclusion in campus life?

 [OPEN ANSWER]

  (b) What should McGill do better or differently to enhance respect 
and inclusion in campus life?

 
 [OPEN ANSWER]

10.  (a) What existing practices at McGill do you believe contribute 
to the enhancement of free expression and respectful debate in 
campus life?

 [OPEN ANSWER]

  (b) What should McGill do better or differently to enhance free 
expression and respectful debate in campus life?

 
 [OPEN ANSWER]

END PAGE

Thank you for participating. We value your feedback and welcome further 
feedback throughout the process. Please send any additional comments 
you may have to principals.taskforce@mcgill.ca. 
 A reminder that if you would like to seek support following experiences 
of exclusion or discrimination on our campuses, you may call our dedicated 
support line from Monday to Friday, 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. at 514-398-6199. This 
line is intended to facilitate connecting students and other members of 
our community with the resources appropriate to their concerns or needs.
In addition, a list of campus support resources can be found here.

For more information about the Task Force on Respect and Inclusion 
in Campus life, please visit our [website].
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Appendix E
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Throughout the process, we invited members of the community to share 
with us their ideas, concerns and suggestions on respect and inclusion in 
campus life both individually and as a group. We invited university groups 
to send us written submissions articulating their collective concerns and 
suggestions. Originally, we had asked for these letters to be sent by 31 
January 2018 and we received submissions from nine groups by that 
deadline. However, in the interest of encouraging more participation, we 
extended the deadline indefinitely and we made a concerted effort to 
reach out to various groups on campus, which increased the number of 
groups that sent us letters to 18. In addition to the announcement on our 
website and emails, we also made sure to encourage these submissions 
in our focus groups, Open Forum and email exchanges with members of 
the McGill community. Members of the Task Force actively and directly 
solicited submissions from underrepresented groups.

The following announcement was circulated via broadcast email on 10 
January: 

The Task Force welcomes brief written submissions from on-campus 
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Appendix h
meetings with resource people

From February to April, members of the Task Force had consultations with the following members of the McGill community. 

Meeting Dates Resource Person Role

2 February 2018 Pearl Eliadis
Adjunct Professor (Faculty of Law) in Civil Liberties and Member,  
Centre for Human Rights and Legal Pluralism

9 February 2018 Catherine Lu Associate Professor (Department of Political Science)

9 February 2018 Veronica Amberg Director, Social Equity and Diversity Education Office

16 February 2018 Allan Vicaire Associate Director (First Peoples’ House) 

16 February 2018 Tanja Beck
Associate Director – Advising and Accommodations,
Office for Students with Disabilities  

23 February 2018 
10 April 2018

Christopher Buddle Dean of Students

23 February 2018 Marisa Albanese Senior Director, Student Housing & Hospitality Services

16 March 2018 Angela Campbell Associate Provost (Equity & Academic Policies) 

16 March 2018 Victor Muñiz-Fraticelli Associate Professor (Political Science & Law)

19 March 2018 Bianca Tétrault
Sexual Violence Education Advisor, 
Office for Sexual Violence Response, Support and Education

23 March 2018 Members of Residence Life Staff

23 March 2018 Tynan Jarrett
Employment Equity Advisor, 
Office of the Provost and Vice Principal (Academic)

27 March 2018 Daniel Weinstock Professor (Law & Philosophy)

27 March 2018 Derek Ruths Associate Professor (School of Computer Science) 

6 April 2018 Alice Yue VP External of Arts Undergraduate Society

10 April 2018 Tre Mansdoerfer Incoming SSMU president (2018/2019) 

25 April 2018 Tanya de Mello Director, Human Rights Services, Ryerson University
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Appendix I
external research -  
selected biography

In the course of our deliberations, we have immersed ourselves in the public 
and scholarly discussions of the issues raised in this report. We have, as 
mandated, gathered and considered policies and statements from a number 
of other universitiests fVniversitiees.025 Tc 5atement
0 0 10 - TD





