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Time to Regain Faculty Control of University Council

Much has been written about facul-
ty-administration relations at the
University of Saskatchewan recently.
Some elements of what we are wit-
nessing at the University can also be
found at other institutions in Cana-
da, and more widely in North Ameri-
ca, where strong academic tradition
may not be as deep-rooted. But
some challenges are unique to us.
The most important of these —in my
view — is the absence of unquestion-
able faculty ownership of academic
decision-making.

University Council, ostensibly a self-
sustaining faculty-led body, is tasked
with academic decision-making at
the University of Saskatchewan. The
problem is that University Council is
faculty-led only superficially. In
practice, independent faculty mem-
bers form only a minority of Univer-
sity Council.

In this article, | would just like to
present the numbers game. Over
the last year, | have shared this in-
formation with the USFA and some
senior administrators. Although we
may quibble over minor details, the
main argument appears to be
sound.

Until sometime in 1995, academic

decision-making at the University
of Saskatchewan was the domain
of the General Academic Assembly
(GAA). Figure 1 shows the distri-
bution of votes in the GAA. All
faculty members are members of
this body and hence enjoy over-
whelming majority. The next larg-
est group is the students, who
cannot exceed 10% of the GAA
membership. Senior administra-
tors are only about 2% of the GAA
membership. The quorum for a
GAA meeting requires 150 mem-
bers to be present.

Figure 1: Distribution of Votes in the GAA

Then came the University of Sas-
katchewan Act of 1995, according
to which a new body, the Universi-
ty Council, was tasked with aca-
demic decision-making. Council is
ultimately answerable to the GAA
because the GAA can ask Council
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to reconsider some decisions, and
critically, the GAA can dissolve Uni-
versity Council.

Numerically, University Council was
to be different from the GAA; how-
ever, faculty would still be in a com-
fortable majority, and could even
continue to form the overwhelming
majority. The percentage of senior
administrators was still to be
around 2%. Students increased to
17%. Faculty representatives were
to form about 81% of University
Council membership. Figure 2 illus-
trates this graphically.

Figure 2: Allowed Maximum Representa-
tion of Faculty on Council

These faculty representatives in-
cluded members at large (45% of
Council membership) and repre-
sentatives of colleges (36% of Coun-
cil membership), two for each col-



lege. Here’s where things get inter-
esting. The U of S Act of 1995 al-
lowed both college representatives
for each college to be elected by the
college faculty members; it specifi-
cally required that at least one of
them be elected. Somehow, it was
decided at the University that only
one of the two college representa-
tives for any college would be elect-
ed, and the other would be the
Dean. This reduced the potential
faculty representation at University
Council to about 63% (45% + half of
36%), less than 2/3 majority now
(see Figure 3). It is unclear to me
how this decision was made to inter-
pret the Act in this way, maximally
reducing faculty representation at
University Council.

Figure 3: Allowed Maximum Representation
of Admin on Council

But things didn’t stop there. As Fig-
ure 4 illustrates, somehow, the re-
maining 18% of the college repre-
sentatives — who are to be elected
by their respective college faculty
members — seem to have been his-
torically hand-picked by the deans,
effectively reducing faculty-elected
members of Council to 45%.

This should not be allowed to stand.

Admin'+ Admin-appointed
38%

Figure 4: Actual Distribution of Votes on
Council

| spotted this sleight of hand a few
years ago and challenged it from
the Council floor. | was told that it
wasn’t materially a violation of
the Act, and | was assured that
elections would be held for one of
the college representative posi-
tions going forward. At the time
of the next Council elections, | was
happy to see that nominations
were called for these college rep-
resentative positions. However,
there was a procedural problem.
One had to pick whether to nomi-
nate oneself for a college position
— of which there was only one per
college — or to nominate oneself
for one of 54 member-at-large
positions. This to me appeared to
disincentivize nominations for the
college positions. | expressed this
concern to the University Secre-
tary’s office, and recommended
that faculty should be allowed to
nominate themselves for both
their college and the member-at-
large positions, and the college
positions should be filled first. My
suggestion was dismissed on the
pretext that a Council member
has to represent either their col-
lege or all faculty, and one can’t
possibly be willing to serve Coun-
cil in either of the two capacities.

Why not let those nominating
themselves indicate if they are so
willing?

Because of a lack of transparency, it
is difficult to know how the elected
college representatives ended up
being selected that year. In the lat-
est call for nominations for Council
membership, | noticed that there
was no mention of college repre-
sentatives. | found this surprising
considering there were at least
three vacant positions for college
representatives. | wrote to the Uni-
versity Secretary’s office to ask why
nominations were not being invited
to fill these positions. | was essen-
tially told that the Governance
Office works with the colleges to
“see that their vacancies are filled”;
however, “the responsibility rests
with the colleges.” In other words,
no elections for these positions.

Whether this reducing of faculty to
45% of University Council — a clear
minority — is by design or by some
accident, over the decades this has
led to a disengaged and apathetic
faculty, and a senior administration
that feels emboldened to presume
to lead the University’s academic
agenda. The University is a weaker
institution for it.

For some faculty, Council has be-
come an easy way to tick the Uni-
versity Service box on their CVs. For
others, it is a place to show their
loyalty to the administration to
hopefully join their ranks someday.
For the handful of independent-
minded faculty members - who read
the documents and try to offer use-
ful feedback - it is a humiliating ex-
perience; many are subjected to



mockery and belittling comments clearly and unquestionably the full 81% of elected faculty mem-

and occasionally accused of grand- domain of the faculty. bers on University Council al-
standing, just for trying to do their lowed by the University of Sas-
job. | feel that the time has come for katchewan Act of 1995. If deans
faculty to challenge this funda- want to represent their colleges
We cannot have a University where mental overreach by the admin- on University Council, let their
academic decision-making is not istration. It is time to demand the  college faculty members elect
them.
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