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COMMUNITY MATTERS: A LETTER TO THE MCMASTER STUDENTS UNION 
 
“The world needs dreamers and the world needs doers.  But above all, the world needs dreamers who do.”     
– Sarah Ban Breathnach 
 
Dear Members of the McMaster Students Union,  

 
I often say that my first experience with the McMaster Students Union (MSU) is in my current capacity as President.  
However, this isn’t entirely true. While my presidency is certainly the first time I have been wholeheartedly involved in the 
MSU, my introduction to the organization actually happened during Reading Week of my first year.   
 
I was lucky enough to secure a last minute spot on a service-learning trip with an MSU club.  Despite joining the team just a 
few days before our departure, feeling nervous and out-of-place I was welcomed as one of their own.  We spent the week 
building houses and bonding through leadership activities.  By the end of the week I was reminded of what it felt like to 
truly belong.   
 
Today, after months spent studying the MSU, I find the source of my admiration for this organization entirely preserved 
from that first experience.  The MSU brings people together.  In so doing, it helps people realize their potential, value and 
niche.  As the organization continues to evolve—at times pushing forward to do more, others laterally to explore new ideas 
and sometimes falling behind and out of touch—we have to remain grounded by our fundamental purpose; to draw into 
true society all students at McMaster University (MSU Constitution, Section II-Purpose).           
 
This letter is an attempt to reaffirm our constitutional mandate and to capture my vision for the MSU in the year ahead.  At 
every level of our operation, be it at the Student Representative Assembly, amongst the full- and part-time staff or within 
our volunteer groups, we need to build community.  We need to bring people together, work together and learn together.  
Only when we do these things can our individual efforts manifest as something much greater than what we are capable of 
on our own.   

 
The Purpose of University 

 
There is a rampant misconception that being a university graduate in itself is something remarkable.  In fact, it may not 
even be relevant.  We’d like to imagine that employers, professional schools and funding agencies wait eagerly for us to 
pour out of convocation, ready to don six figure salaries and dream jobs.  Of course, they do not.   
 
Very few people have an interest in what we know.  People don’t care how many facts we can regurgitate about chemical 
compounds or historical quells because anybody with an iPhone and a question could tell you the same things in a second.  
Our knowledge base is replicable and thus unimpressive.   
 
If we leave university defined solely by the contents of our degree then we cannot and will not compete—we will never 
know more than Google and we will never explain it better than Wikipedia.  Graduates, defined in this way, do not push 
boundaries, provoke thought or inspire action.  They don’t define the renowned institutions that make them and they 
certainly do not change the world.  Students do.   
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Students, defined not by the answers they spew but by the questions they conceive, are agents of change.  Unlike rote 
knowledge, the ability to think is not yet obsolete.  Criticism, scrutiny and trained intuition cannot be programmed into an 
app.  Our ability to reason is what makes human beings such mesmerizing organisms and its development is the fruit of 
higher education.   
 
The purpose of university is to entrench studenthood within its pupils.  When the university is looked to as an environment 
for shaping thoughtful citizens—rather than as a mere assembly line meant to produce job-ready pawns—studenthood will 
thrive.  Pupils will leave stripped of their institutional definition as a student but with their thirst to learn left intact, if not 
empowered; at once necessarily transformed but fundamentally the same. 

 
The Purpose of Student Government 

 
If the purpose of university is to encourage studenthood, then the role of student government is to uphold that mandate 
and to empower students to adopt it as their own. 
 
Upholding the role of university – the academy is unquestionably dedicated to providing thoughtful and student-focused 
education.  I have been amazed to see that university administrators harbour a passion for student life that rivals our own.  
As student government, our job is to hold administrators accountable to the student-centered vision they have set.  At 
times this will require that we ask difficult questions and shine light where others would rather we do not.  However, our 
voice will always be heard so long as student government is willing to speak.   
 
As we hold the university accountable to our shared vision, we must recognize that the academy does not exist without its 
own set of parameters, often fiscal, set by the government.  While the university is faced with the ever present and 
unoriginal challenge of doing more with less, students need to ensure our voices echo to those in government who can 
support the system.    
 
Building an environment where students feel empowered– as we encourage students to adopt contemplation as a 
lifestyle, we have to appreciate that this endeavor is every bit as complex as it is important.  Despite this inherent 
complexity, I believe the solution is remarkably simple: just bring people together.  Such a place will offer a sense of 
belonging where each is afforded a comfort zone within which we can experiment and outside of which we can explore.   
 
Student government boasts incredible horsepower when it comes to bringing students together.  Immediately I think of the 
30+ student-run services or 350+ campus clubs that harness passion from their participants.  Moving forward, it is critical 
that we recognize the unique opportunity we have to reach students and that we use it to enhance student life. 

 
The Year Ahead 
 
As the MSU navigates its duties for advocacy and service provision, we should do so not with something to prove but with 
something to learn; not with an inherited sense of obligation but with unbridled excitement.  Imagine what the MSU, or 
McMaster University—or the world for that matter—would look like if we were all as excited about what we do as we were 
when we first realized that we wanted to do it.  That excitement is not a gift of context or circumstance, but a choice we 
can make every single day.  
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I’d like to offer my thoughts as to how community building can manifest in the day-to-day operations of the MSU.  While 
our paths will often feel singular, I hope they converge upon an interest in bringing students together.   
 

1. Focus on the endgame. Our bottom line is the student experience.  Regardless of the project, we need to stay 
grounded by this principle.  With every challenge we face we have to ask ourselves why we are slowing down: is it 
because things haven’t gone as we may have planned or it is because the end result for students has been 
compromised?  Only when we’re confident that it’s the latter should we push back, rethink and redesign.  

 
2. Recognize Success. There will always be opportunities for us to focus on negative things: “students don’t get 

enough of this!” or “students aren’t satisfied with that!”  While our role in student government is certainly to shine 
light on gaps in the student experience, our default position should focus on the wonderful work that happens 
here every day.  From there we can build up and out to meet student needs.  If we lead with compassion, empathy 
and gratitude then I truly believe that we’ll be met with the same.   

  
3. Build Teams.  Wherever there is a group of people working together, build a team.  Build a team amongst your 

volunteers, your staff and your audience at a presentation.  Build a team with the people you work closest to and 
build a team with those you’d never think to include.  If our goal is to draw into a true society all students, then we 
need to lead by example.   

 
4. Collaborate.  The MSU does not operate on an island of student interest.  Many groups on campus are centered on 

the same core values as we are, and we should look for ways to collaborate with them when it makes things more 
efficient and effective.  As we build these connections, it should be with an interest in others’ opinions, 
appreciation for their experiences and respect for their boundaries.  In return, we will ask for the same.   
 

As we embark upon the year ahead focused on community and excited to reach students, it is critical that we acknowledge 
how rarely the MSU will be faced with a challenge that cannot be overcome with reflection on these core values.  Every 
step we take is a choice to think about students, to be good people to work with, and to find passion and excitement in the 
ordinary day.   
 
I am so excited for the year ahead.  I hope you are too. 
 
Yours with a relentless belief in community, 

 
 
 
Teddy Saull 
President & Chief Executive Officer 
McMaster Students Union 
 
June 7, 2014  
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Objective  Freeze the MSU Fee 

Description As a non-profit organization in a healthy financial position, we should be looking for 
ways to extend our operation without incurring significant costs on students.  The 
MSU fee levied every year makes up our operating budget and has traditionally 
increased annually by CPI.  In the winter of 2014, the SRA voted to freeze this fee 
(i.e., the increase by CPI was not applied).  I believe we will be in a comfortable 
position to maintain the freeze on this fee for the 2015 budget submission and 
again in the next few years.    

Benefits By freezing the fee we are able to save students’ money.  In so doing, we set a 
precedent for responsible fee collection (i.e., not taking more than we need) and it 
encourages us to constantly think about how we can spend money more efficiently 
within the organization.  

Difficulties Without the injection of an additional $30k-$50k annually (that’s usually how much 
we would see through the annual increase), there is less room in the budget for 
special project funding (i.e., new projects set by the SRA, board initiatives, etc.).    

Long-term Although this is certainly a viable plan in the few years to come, freezing the fee 
indefinitely would not account for changing conditions that may face the 
organization in the long run.  A major difficulty, then, is finding a way to keep the 
spirit of a frozen fee alive beyond the current administration.   

How This will have to be passed through the SRA when we approve the fee to be levied 
on students for the 2015-2016 academic year.    

Partners Accounting department (Comptroller) and VP Finance of the MSU.   

 

Objective  Participatory Budgeting  

Description Students pay into a handful of student fees: some for the MSU, others for Athletics 
& Recreation, so on and so forth.  One such fee makes up the Student Life 
Enhancement Fund, which is established annually to drive innovative, student-
focused projects.  The challenge with this fund is that students rarely make 
submissions.  Instead, the projects selected for funding often come out of student 
affairs and the MSU (which is not necessarily a bad thing).  What we would like to 
do is get more students involved in the allocation of this money (~$400k/yr) through 
a Participatory Budgeting-esque setup. 

Benefits Not only will this be a good opportunity to get feedback from students and run 
initiatives they actually want to see, but it also allows students an opportunity to feel 
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like they have a say in the way their money is spent (because they do!).  

Difficulties Upon early analysis in May 2014 our executive, in collaboration with the full time 
staff, have decided that building a voting and submission program into our current 
website would not be the most efficient approach to soliciting student feedback and 
submissions for the fund.  It would require a lot of back end programming on the 
website that, while possible, is not the best approach considering our alternative.   

Long-term Instead of programming this as an MSU webpage, we would like to lobby the 
university to enhance its submissions website to resemble a more student-friendly 
and interactive voting portal.  Based on principle, it makes sense that where the 
university is looking for student feedback that they do so in a way that is in fact 
student-friendly.  If we are met with resistance on this point because of funding, we 
will put a submission through SLEF to enhance access to the fund itself!  We 
thought this was clever.   

How We will be meeting with the Student Services Committee throughout the summer 

where we can voice our concerns and begin to brainstorm website upgrades.  From 

there we will work with the web designers to get things on track and to see the 

vision through.  Late in the fall we hope to have the website revamped, at which 

point we will launch a marketing campaign that promotes the new and exciting 

portal for submitting ideas.   

Partners Student Services Committee, their web designers, and then our marketing 
department.   

 

Objective  Exam Upgrades 

Description By the end of a four year degree, students will have spent the equivalent of an 
entire academic year in exam season.  During this time, students’ schedules are 
dynamic as they adapt to meet their study needs—this often means late nights, 
disrupted eating patterns and consequential impacts on health and wellness.  I 
want to make a few small but hopefully significant changes to the way exam time 
feels on campus in effort to meet the needs of our student population during this 
unconventional time.  Specific objectives: 

1. Longer gym hours 

2. Access to food late at night  

3. Extended library hours starting a few days before the first exam 

Benefits Student wellness and potential for academic success.  

Difficulties 1. To my knowledge, Athletics & Recreation is facing tight financial 

constraints.  They also have a new director coming in, who has yet to be 

hired and may not be settled in time for me to pass this through their 
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channels.  Furthermore, many of the staff working at DBAC and the Pulse 

are students, who themselves will have exam schedules while I advocate 

that they work longer.  Lastly, it will be difficult to provide convincing data 

that suggests students do want longer gym hours at this time beyond the 

support I received during presidential campaigns.  

2. We run in to similar staffing issues and data availability to support my claim 

that students are looking to eat late at night.  For me to convince Hospitality 

Services that this is worthwhile, their concern will only be the bottom line 

(i.e., will they be generating more revenue with these extended hours).  If 

Hospitality is not willing to get on board, we will look to our own food 

providers within the MSU to seek out alternatives and revenue 

opportunities.  If worst comes to worst, I will personally bring coffee to 

Thode at midnight during exams.   

3. Working with the library, we will have to decide where we think peak times 

in student studying will be.  There are only so many days budgeted for 24-h 

service in a term, and based off of the student feedback and scheduling 

concerns I saw this year I think we need to find a few days before exams 

start to run these hours.  This may result in cutting 24-h studying on other 

days, but we will do our best to minimize impact and do our best for 

students. 

Long-term It is my hope that any upgrades we are able to accomplish this year will serve as a 
pilot for what students need in years to come.  Suppose we run later gym hours and 
they are packed, student grades increase dramatically and campus is filled with 
happiness then we will probably be in a good position to keep Ath & Rec interested 
in the shift for years to come.  On the other hand, we may see that we increase 
service and nobody uses it, in which case it makes sense for the university to cut 
back and save money (which in many cases comes from the students themselves).   

How I have contacted OUSA for support with the research side of things.  I have already 

met with the librarian, and will have to wait until a new Ath & Rec director is hired 

(likely end of the summer) before making a move on that point.  For food service, I 

will begin by lobbying to the manager of Hospitality Services to keep the food shop 

at Mary Keyes residence open late (since it is right beside Thode).  If that fails, I will 

look in to getting Union Market service for late night caffeine and snacks to the 

libraries.  

Partners Athletics & Recreation, Hospitality Services, Library, Vice President Administration 
(Roger Cauldry), Union Market, possibly student wellness and eventually our 
marketing team. 
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Objective  Peer Tutoring Network 

Description We would like to provide students with affordable, course-specific tutoring.  In the 
process, we would like to create opportunities for upper year students to teach their 
peers, gaining valuable experience and occasional paid work.   

 

Critically important to this objective is that we are not concerned with who provides 
this service.  That is, this does not necessarily have to become a new MSU service.  
Our emphasis instead is the end result for students.  As it stands, the Student 
Success Centre runs a tutoring network.  If there is a way for us to energize that 
program to build something that students are willing and excited to use, then that 
will be the direction we take.  This allows us to avoid the duplication of services on 
campus and gives us an opportunity to keep student needs at the forefront of work 
provided by Student Affairs.   

Benefits Students can afford a tutor to succeed in class; upper year students gain 
experience.  Benefit for both is human interaction.  

Difficulties There are many moving parts when it comes to a project like this.  How do we 
ensure tutor quality?  What is the scope of our task; is it to just put people in contact 
and let them figure out the tutoring, or is it to play a more active role?  How can 
faculty societies have their input heard and applied through implementation?   

Long-term We think this will be most sustainable through the development of a university 
offering via Student Success.  It is not sustainable for the MSU to make a new 
service every time we see a gap in student life; first we should ask what else exists 
on campus and look to support.  If we are not able to achieve something through 
the partnership, we can look to setting up a pilot service and at that point (likely 
closer to the end of term one), we will know that it is a gap we have to fill.   

How In collaboration with SSC and with ongoing feedback from students, we will work 

towards a website and administrative system that reflects the service we had 

initially conceived during presidential elections (similar to the setup of the 

engineering model).   

Partners SSC, student groups for feedback (Academic Affairs Council, President’s Council, 
etc.)  
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Objective  Better Frost Week 

Description Frost Week needs to be a better experience for students.  The main objective here 
is to create a week that is fun, organized and student-centred.   

Benefits Student wellness, opportunities to meet new people, building culture into 
McMaster’s student life.  

Difficulties Unlike Welcome Week, we do not have a levied fee on students which gives all 
groups fewer funds to work with.  Furthermore, given that Frost Week follows a 
month of exams and then a 2-week holiday, it is very difficult for student groups to 
plan events.  Anything we run would have to have been planned well in advance.  

Long-term One day, I hope that Frost Week is a staple to student life.  Continuity between 
Homecoming and Welcome Week would be the goal.  This year, I hope we get the 
ball rolling so that this can evolve in years to come.   

How This is something I will coordinate through the Student Relations Committee.  More 

than running programs that are costly, I want to do things that are simple and 

create more opportunities for students to come together and meet each other.   

Partners Student Relations Committee: Ath & Rec, Residence Life, IRC, MSU, Student 
Success, Faculty Societies, Alumni 

 

Objective  Clubza 

Description The McMaster Students Union maintains a vast Clubs system, currently boasting 
more than 360 distinct groups.   In light of expanding the accessibility of our club 
system to the undergraduate population, the MSU would like to expand the current 
searchable functionality of the Clubs module.  Think Songza for Clubs – Clubza. 

Benefits Students will be able to navigate our extensive clubs directory with ease, better 
able to find clubs and get involved.  

Difficulties We don’t anticipate too many struggles with coding this into our website, given that 
most of the information we are looking to organize already exists on the current 
interface.  Our challenge will be getting clubs to learn the system and use it in a 
way that ensures they are easy to find for students looking to get involved.  

Long-term This is a really exciting project that will hopefully evolve and outlive my 
administration.  I can see this feature one day taking over the entire website, and 
maybe one day the university!  Imagine a simple search engine that could help you 
locate not just a club, but a relevant service, an academic advisor, an accessibility 
root, a place to book your next doctor’s appointment... it could be incredible.  
Clubza is just the beginning.   
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How Following assessment from the Information Systems Committee, this project will be 

sent to our web development company.  I expect it will be ready to go for clubsfest 

in Welcome Week, and thus can be incorporated into the training for clubs’ 

executives. 

Partners Full time staff, Clubs, Factor(e) 

 

Objective  Safer Off-Campus Community 

Description Students have concerns with safety in the community surrounding campus: 
assaults and burglarized homes are not uncommon.  I would like to work with the 
city to start thinking about ways to make this place a safer space to live.  
Understandably, a project like this will never be completed; my major goal here is to 
start the conversation with the city and university, looking for opportunities as they 
come up to make it a safer space.   

Benefits The benefits of enhanced student safety are obvious: fewer crimes committed 
against our students is directly related to feelings of comfort and wellbeing.  
Furthermore, a safer community will foster closer connections between the student 
body and Hamilton residents living as our neighbours.   

Difficulties Things like policing are such complex issues both politically and financially.  Often 
problems related to safety are systemic and reflective of broader trends in the city, 
province and country.  With lighting, especially down the rail trail, we face the 
challenge of bylaws (light pollution for residents) and cost (lighting is incredibly 
expensive).  Furthermore, student turnout for voting in government elections has 
traditionally been low.  This makes it difficult to convince political candidates to 
include student-focused points to their platforms.  

Long-term Ideally we are able to get the conversations started this year with both the 
university and the local government.  I also want to see some small projects funded 
through Participatory Budgeting and similar avenues.   

How This is a tough point to fill because I am still learning about the best ways to deal 

with government.  I have started by meeting with Ward One Councilor candidates to 

put this on their radar and brainstorm solutions.  I will also work with our university 

to brainstorm ways to affect tangible change.    

Partners City of Hamilton, Hamilton Police, Government Relations, SCSN 
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Objective  Support Student-Group Autonomy 

Description With the recommendations that have come out of the Red Suits investigation, now 
more than ever we need to be sensitive to the university overstepping their 
boundaries with autonomous student groups.  The MSU must stand up for the 
autonomy of faculty societies and other student groups, defending the ability of 
students to manage themselves and providing meaningful service provision and 
advocacy on behalf of their constituents.   

Benefits Autonomous student groups are the cornerstone of student life.   

Difficulties The university has to step in where they see the values of the institution being 
compromised.  Our job is going to be acting as a reasonable liaison and trying to 
keep the university accountable to what it can actually tell students to do (or not to 
do). This may be a point of contention between the MSU and university 
administration, but as long as we remember that we ultimately all want the same 
things (well-supported student body), we should be able to preserve productive 
conversation.   

Long-term Student groups are really the lifeblood of a university, and this cannot change in the 
long run.  

How Ongoing conversations with university administration, providing resources 

(information, coaching, etc.) to student groups, looking for ways to insert the MSU 

into conversations and planning where the university has called for action (e.g., 

university says student groups need training, make sure the MSU is part of that 

training).  

Partners University Admin, Student groups. 

 

Objective  Student-Centred Student Centre 

Description MUSC is undergoing an analysis in the coming year to determine what 
improvements need to be made.  We want to make sure the student voice is clear 
through this process, with a special emphasis on creating new space for student 
activity.   

Benefits Our student centre was built for a student population of roughly 15,000.  Today we 
are well over 20,000.  With the evolution and growth of our student body, so too 
does our space need to evolve and grow.  More space provides more opportunities 
for programming, studying and socializing.  In this way, we create more 
opportunities for community building.   

Difficulties With the growth of this space, we will have to make decisions about what types of 
projects we want to invest in.  Some of the necessary changes (i.e., matching the 
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building’s size to the student population) will cost large sums of money that may be 
brought to students.   

Long-term We have to consider more than student needs this year when voicing our opinions 
with MUSC upgrades.  

How Our MSU executive sits on the committees that review proposed changes and 

upgrades to MUSC.  We also have capital reserves that may be allocated to some 

of these upgrades, depending on the will of students and quality of proposals that 

come forward to the committee.   

Partners MUSC Board of Management, Hospitality Services, Security Services 

 

Objective  Late Night BBQ 

Description Students in residence often go home on the weekends.  In collaboration with 
Residence Life and Campus Events, we want to strategically plan programming on 
one weekend per month to try to keep students on campus, building connections 
with each other and forming ties to their new home.  Keeping students on campus 
will hopefully draw more of the off campus students in to these events.   

Benefits Community building.  

Difficulties We will have to look for ways to minimize negative impacts of late night 
programming on our local community.  Otherwise the challenge with starting a new 
tradition is getting buy in from those it is targeted to.   

Long-term I dream of the day when “Late Night BBQ” is a tradition known throughout the 
country!  Students will tell stories about where they met new friends and had 
hilarious good times after a club night while enjoying a delicious hamburger.   

How I am currently working with Residence Life and Campus Events to figure out what 

will work and how to make this an effective program.   

Partners Residence Life 
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Objective  Committee Room Revamp 

Description As it is, the committee room reflects poor working conditions and takes away from 
the integrity of the high quality work we want our part time staff and committees to 
accomplish in the space.  

Benefits Space that suits the needs of our employees will improve productivity and 
encourage use of the space by our team. 

Difficulties It is difficult to meet the needs of every single occupant; costly. 

Long-term The new space will be used to accomplish good work in years to come.  This is 
really an investment for years to come and in my opinion a necessary capital 
expense.  

How Collect feedback from those who use the space on what they would like to see; hire 

a consultant; bring proposed renovations to EB and SRA for feedback and capital 

allocations/expense approvals; have contractors complete the job before 

September.   

Partners External consultants, contractors.   
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GOALS to strive for 

 

 
 

List 5 things that you would like to have prepared for the beginning of September 
 

1. New and improved committee room. 

2. Clubza ready for student use.  

3. Plan for peer tutoring network solidified. 

4. Late Night BBQ planned for September/October  

5. Participatory budget planned 

 
List 5 things you would like to have completed during the fall term (1st) 
 

1. Frost Week planned 

2. Campus skating rink in pilot phase/prepared to pilot term two 

3. Participatory budgeting website ready for use and implemented for SLEF call for proposals term 

one. 

4. Established stance on community safety with elected ward one councilor  

5. Exam upgrades accomplished 

 
List 5 things you would like to have completed during the winter term (2nd) 
 

1. Late Night BBQ winter alternatives 

2. Frost Week executed and feedback collected for growth in future years 

3. Peer tutoring piloting or else set up with a firm timeline for launching the following year 

4. Freeze the MSU Fee 

5. Run participatory budgeting and exam upgrades again 


