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OFFICE OF THE AVP UNIVERSITY AFFAIRS 

INTRODUCTION 

  

 
To my fellow students and the Board of Directors,   

From the moment I stepped on campus, I knew McMaster was home.  When I applied for this 
position, I talked about how important that realization was for me – home is inclusive, it’s empowering, it’s 
supportive, and it’s accessible. However, I know that no home is perfect, including my home at McMaster. 
It’s for this reason that I applied to be the Associate Vice-President for University Affairs (AVP UA).   

There’s no combination of words that can describe how humbled, grateful, and excited I am for this 
opportunity. My year plan is a collection of projects my committee and I seek to implement which lobby for 
changes that make our lives better, so I hope it does justice to the elements of student life you’ve been asking 
to see changed. That being said, I want to emphasize that the McMaster Students Union (MSU) is here to 
advocate on your behalf. If you’re ever excited about a project, concerned about a problem, have an idea you 
want to suggest, interested in being part of the University Affairs Committee, or want to talk about my 
work, my inbox is always open. 

 

As you read through this document, you’ll find that I’ve outlined several major goals for University 
Affairs this year. Some projects are small, while others are large and may require continued advocacy beyond 
this year. Some are a continuation of past projects, and others are new. Overall, many of the projects aim to 
increase accessibility and inclusivity on campus and include goals such as, but not limited to, increasing 
podcasted/recorded classes, improving the resources and response to sexual violence on campus, and 
understanding students’ health and wellness needs.   

I hope that this year I can create tangible changes we’ve been wanting for years, but I also hope that 
this year, I can set the foundation and plant the seeds for changes to come in the following years. I know it 
can be hard to see the fruition of all our efforts in the year we’re in office, but we’re all working towards the 
goal of bettering student lives, and I’m excited to play a part in it. With that, I welcome you to the 2018/2019 
University Affairs year plan. I encourage anyone reading this to engage with me, hold me accountable, and 
reach out to me both now and throughout the year. That being said, I’m thrilled to be working with the 
Board, with the SRA, and with my fellow peers; I have a feeling that this year McMaster will feel more like 
home than ever before. 

Faithfully Yours, 

  
Tasneem Warwani 
Associate Vice-President University Affairs, 2018-2019 
avpuniversity@msu.mcmaster.ca 
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GOALS 

   

 

Objective 1  Review of Health and Wellness on Campus 

Description  Last year, the University Affairs committee conducted a Health Services review, 
and the AVP UA reported their findings to the Dean of Students and Director of 
the Student Wellness Centre. However, the survey only received around 80 
responses, so both were reluctant to implement any changes. This year, I hope to 
complete a similar review, however, I intend for it to be more all encompassing 
of services on campus – that includes SWELL, the SWC, the MSU Services, the 
SAS and more. In addition, given that the SWC is expected to move to the Peter 
George building in November of 2019, this survey will provide the Director of 
SWC with a student perspective on how the new space should be organized and 
run including addressing current concerns such as privacy when talking to 
receptionists.   

Benefits  Mental health and wellness on campus has always been a priority for the 
Students Union, but we haven’t done a comprehensive review of the services 
available for our students in many years. This should provide us feedback on 
where we need to fill the gaps, and give the Education team a better idea of what 
advocacy we should focus on. In addition, this is an opportunity for us to present 
our view on how the SWC can improve, and given that they’re moving to a new 
space, it’s more likely that our opinions surrounding space changes will be heard. 
Re-doing the review also improves our relationship with the SWC since they 
were unhappy with the lack of responses we received last year.   

Difficulties  The two major difficulties are the scope of this review (i.e., the number of 
services on campus that we want to review) and the difficulty in getting students 
to participate in the review. Since the Peter George building has already been 
built, it may also be difficult implementing meaningful space changes. 

Long-term 

implications 

A comprehensive health services review allows us to ensure that our students are 
well supported. Gaps that are identified from this review will benefit students for 
years to come. The SWC move to the Peter George building is also a huge 
campus change, and we likely won’t see the SWC move after that for many years. 
It’s therefore incredibly important that we make this new space as student 
friendly as possible because now’s our chance to make changes that’ll benefit 
students from both an accessibility and a comfort perspective for years to come. 

How?  1) Review last year’s Health Services Review results 
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2) Identify the services that need to be reviewed  
3) Brainstorm new methods of trying to get student input  
4) Research the services available at other universities and how they 

operate 
5) Create surveys and focus groups with input from the services we wish to 

review  
6) Identify the major themes among the feedback we’ve gotten and present 

this to Rosanne Kent + Sean VK  

Partners  Dean of Students, Sean Van Koughnett   
Director of the Student Wellness Centre, Rosanne Kent 
UA Committee  
SHEC Coordinator  
AVP Services 
TRRA  
Caring Communities Coordinator 

 

 

Objective 2  Revamping Exams 

Description  Exams are the most stressful time of the year for students, and often present 
mental health challenges. Revamping exams to make them less stressful and more 
conducive to success > stress is something that’s very important to me. This can 
be accomplished through several smaller projects. 

1) Reducing the number of exams within 24 hours for students to identify a 
conflict.   

a) Current exam policy requires you to have 3 exams back-to-back 
in 1 calendar day or 3 consecutive exams over 2 days (i.e., 
morning, afternoon, night or afternoon, night, next morning) 
for you to defer an exam with no documentation. This adds an 
extreme amount of stress, and encourages unhealthy studying 
habits where students get little sleep to study. I want to advocate 
for 2 consecutive exams to be considered a conflict.   

2) Releasing exam schedules by the 5th Monday of each term.  
a) McMaster is one of the few schools who fails to have a 

publicized timeline for when exam schedules will be released. In 
addition, our exam schedules are released quite late in the term 
hindering students’ ability to plan and study effectively, as well 
as increasing the financial burden for international or out of 
province students.   
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3) Reducing high-risk exams  
a) Exams are already a stressful time of the year, and majority 

weighted exams increase the burden of stress on students. 
Courses should have measures in place to ensure that no 
students are writing exams that are over 50% of their grade, 
unless a professor offers multiple assessment weighting options 
to give students the higher grade.   

4) Creating a form to report assessment ban infractions. 
a) Currently, the assessment ban does not allow for professors to 

assign take home exams, quizzes, tests or exams worth more 
than 10% during the assessment ban period. However, many 
professors still schedule assessments during this period, and the 
only way for students to report infractions is through 
OMBUDS. This can be a tedious process/students may not be 
familiar with how to access OMBUDS to report such issues, 
resulting in less infractions reported. If a formalized process and 
form were developed, there would likely be fewer infractions. 

Benefits  Exams are the most stressful weeks for students. Small changes that are easy to 
make have a large impact on our students mental health, and therefore increase 
accessibility and equity. McMaster should be focusing on helping its students 
succeed, and these changes make exams more manageable. These changes will 
hopefully reduce the number of students who need to access the SWC due to 
increased mental and physical stress from exams, but it’ll also improve the 
academic standing of our students.   

Difficulties  Many of the changes that can help student life require an additional staff member 
in the Registrar’s Office, who can focus solely on exams. However, hiring an 
additional staff member for just this is costly. The MSAF might also make trying 
to reduce high-risk exams difficult given that the percentage weighting of the 
assessment missed must be redistributed.   

Long-term 

implications 

Less stress during exams allows the SWC to be less overwhelmed, and can 
hopefully lead to McMaster increasing its rankings in university academic 
standings. More importantly, it creates a culture and environment where 
students feel supported and can be successful with less barriers. 

How?  My committee will be heavily involved in the research of practices used by other 
schools as well as in the implementation of student surveys and focus groups 
(especially for the student voices re: high risk exams). My committee will also be 
responsible for developing and advertising an assessment ban form.  

1) Consult with Stephanie + Ikram & meet with the Registrar’s office to 
discuss the difficulties with it. Research other university policies to see if 
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it’s feasible.   
2) Submit a University Budget Submission in which this is an advocacy 

point. Follow up through meetings with the Registrar’s Office. 
3) Work with the Engineering Caucus for whom this is a priority. Meet 

with the MacPherson institute to discuss the academic implications of 
high risk exams. Research other university policies. Meet with the Deans 
of Faculties and the Provost to discuss a policy be implemented.   

4) Consult with OMBUDS regarding the number of assessment ban 
infractions they receive, and work with them to create a form to report 
these infractions. Run an advocacy campaign that allows students to 
know their rights regarding exams (including but not limited to 
infractions to the assessment ban and religious accommodations). 

Partners  Engineering Caucus  
President, Ikram Farah 
VP Education, Stephanie Bertolo 
Registrar’s Office (Melissa Pool) 
UA Committee 
MacPherson Institute  
OMBUDS 

 

 

Objective 3  Improving Bursaries and Scholarships 

Description  1) Advocating for the university to match the funding for the MSU’s 
Emergency Bursary fund  

a) The MSU established an Emergency Bursary Fund for any MSU 
member who suddenly encounters financial hardship. While 
this is a really great initiative from the MSU, it would be better 
if the university could match the funding for this Emergency 
Bursary Fund, allowing us to help more students or make more 
of an impact for the students we’re helping. 

2) Implementing a strategy to make scholarship more accessible and to 
better promote scholarship so more can be claimed  

a) Currently, scholarships are hard to find and have several 
requirements before a student can apply. This results in many 
scholarships going unclaimed. The scholarships available should 
be revamped to be applicable to more students and to make the 
application process more easily accessible. 
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Benefits  Both these projects work to increase financial accessibility for students. Financial 
hardship should not stop students from being able to access an education. In 
addition, there’s currently large banks of unclaimed money that could be used to 
support students who really need it. By revamping and better advertising 
scholarships, we can help the students who need it.   

Difficulties  Many scholarships are given by donors who identify criteria they wish to see 
from recipients making it hard to make them more accessible. The university will 
also have to identify a space in their budget to match the bursary fund with. 

Long-term 

implications 

University continues to be more expensive and between tuition, textbooks, and 
living costs, it can be financially inaccessible. It doesn’t make sense for us to have 
money dedicated to students if students aren’t benefiting from it. By making 
bursaries and scholarships more student centred, we’ll create an environment at 
McMaster where students are prioritized regardless of socioeconomic status. 
This will also help in ensuring all scholarships are claimed year after year.   

How?  1) Identify which scholarships aren’t being claimed and how many people 
try to claim the Emergency Bursary Fund every year 

2) Work with Ikram to advocate to the Registrar’s Office 
3) Work with the UA Committee + Advocacy Coordinator to run a 

campaign to better advertise the financial help that’s available 

Partners  President, Ikram Farah 
Registrar’s Office   
UA Committee  
Advocacy Coordinator 
Macademics 

 

 

Objective 4  Making the academic experience and classrooms more accessible 

Description  1) Advocating for all courses to be at minimum recorded but ideally 
podcasted  

a) Podcasted and recorded courses are important to address 
accessibility concerns that currently exist with the academic 
experience. Most classes are already equipped with the 
technology needed to podcast/record lectures, but professors are 
often unaware of how to use the technology. The MacPherson 
Institute has already been working to encourage 
podcasted/recorded courses, and many university staff are 
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willing to help professors learn how to do so.   
2) Advocating for the implementation of a late-withdrawal policy similar to 

the one at the University of Toronto  
a) McMaster should follow in UofT’s example in implementing a 

late-withdrawal policy. This policy allows students to withdraw 
from a course before the last day of courses. The course shows 
up on transcripts as LWD and does not affect students’ GPAs or 
other elements of academic record. This increases how 
accessible our classrooms are given that sometimes, the 
circumstances that lead to dropping out of class past the 
drop-add date is out of a student’s control. This should not affect 
a student’s transcript and academic record. 

3) Encourage and incentivize the use of OER’s in all faculties to increase 
financial accessibility   

a) The price of textbooks continues to increase, and it’s becoming 
harder for students to access the resources they need to succeed 
in the class without sacrificing necessities like groceries. OER’s 
are a great initiative that the university should be encouraging 
because it increases financial accessibility and makes the 
academic experience more equitable. Many of the textbooks 
used by classes have counterparts covering the same topics 
available in the bank of OERs. 

4) Have syllabi for all courses available on Mosaic at the time of course 
selection so students can see the mark breakdown and topics for the 
course. 

a) Students often sign up for courses without knowing what 
they’re getting themselves into. While past course outlines can 
sometimes be found, and reviews from students who’ve taken 
the course are useful, courses change from year to year based on 
the prof and course evaluation feedback. Students should be able 
to see what they’re signing up for to confirm their interest in the 
course before the first day of classes. Course outlines also 
identify assessment dates which helps students better plan their 
semester to avoid multiple assessments in a day.   

Benefits  A more accessible classroom allows for students to succeed academically more 
often. Whether it’s because of a physical, mental health, or financial challenge, 
the classroom can often present unfair disadvantages to students. We want the 
academic experience to be as stress free, equitable, and fair as possible for our 
students, and making the classroom more student friendly is a huge first step in 
that. 
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Difficulties  1) Profs are often worried about low participation and turnout or copyright 
issues   

2) This causes additional work for the Registrar’s Office and administration 
may be worried that this will be used by students for the wrong reasons 

3) Profs sometimes want to use specific textbooks because they’ve been 
using them for a long time, or because they wrote the textbook and it’s 
not part of the OER bank  

4) Profs might think it’s too much work to write their syllabus in advance 
or think it might hinder students from taking their class 

Long-term 

implications 

The academic experience shouldn’t be hard but there are so many barriers that 
continue to make it difficult. If we can make it so the only barrier to success is 
how much a student studies, then students will study more and do better. This 
helps both students and McMaster’s ranking as a school. 

How?  1) Work with the Academic Affairs council to identify students’ academic 
concerns  

2) Lobby to the Provost and Registrar’s office to implement a late 
withdrawal policy  

3) Participate in textbook broke campaign 
4) Work with MacPherson and the Deans of faculties to implement 

recorded classes and a tutorial on recording/podcasting technology as 
well as copyright protection 

Partners  UA Committee  
MacPherson Institute  
VP Education  
Registrar’s Office 
Macademics Coordinator  
Academic Affairs Council   
Provost, David Farrar 
Education Team  

 

 

Objective 5  Advocating for sexual violence response training to all student facing staff 
including but not limited to academic advisors   

Description  Academic advisors, SWC counsellors, and other staff members interact with 
students on a daily basis. When students experience sexual violence on campus, 
these are sometimes the staff members they feel comfortable disclosing their 
experiences to, or these are the staff members that they accidentally disclose their 
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experiences to in the spur of the moment. Unlike student leaders on campus, 
most student facing staff do not go through sexual violence response training. It 
is important, given that student facing staff impact students so greatly, that they 
know how to respond to any reports or disclosures of sexual violence. They 
should, therefore, receive the same, if not more extensive, training that student 
leaders receive from SACHA and the SVRC on campus.   

Benefits  Right now, students are often better equipped than staff to respond to and 
support sexual violence disclosures. This is unfortunate given that students have 
so much face-time and interaction with student facing staff. In order to create a 
safer campus students should feel comfortable disclosing their experiences to 
student-facing staff. This creates a safer campus, and can help students feel more 
supported on campus. 

Difficulties  Training all student-facing staff will be a taxing job for just one Sexual Violence 
Response Coordinator given the number of staff. In addition, mandating such 
training may be difficult based on whether student-facing staff are unionized and 
whether they would be receiving compensation for such training.   

Long-term 

implications 

Training our student-facing staff sets a precedent at McMaster when it comes to 
our response to sexual violence on campus, and shows that we take our students 
safety and well-being seriously.   

How?  1) Consult with WGEN about any student experiences they may be aware 
of   

2) Research the policy for sexual violence response training other 
universities have  

3) Meet with the SVRC on campus to discuss this training  
4) Potentially run an anonymous survey to see if students have had 

negative experiences with student facing staff regarding sexual violence 
disclosures or reports 

a) This may be difficult given that these are often experiences that 
can be hard to talk about for survivors   

5) Lobby to David Farrar, the Provost   

Partners  Sexual Violence Response Coordinator 
WGEN Coordinator 
Provost, David Farrar 
Deans of every Faculty 
UA Committee 
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LONG-TERM PLANNING 

 

  

Overarching 

Vision 

Increased student engagement in University Affairs 

Description  The University Affairs committee has always had very large turnout relative to 
other committees. However, I hope to engage students in a way that retains that 
large volunteer turnout and in a way that engages with students who don’t want 
to be involved in the committee. This engagement is important when we’re 
trying to get feedback from students about changes they want to see. I want to 
position the University Affairs committee in a way that students know who they 
can reach out to, and know what we’re doing. 

Benefits  More student engagement makes it easier for us to advocate to university 
officials. With a higher engagement and more responses to our surveys and focus 
groups, university administration will take us more seriously and be more open 
to listening to the changes we suggest.   

Year 1  ❏ Consistently update the MSU University Affairs page  
❏ Create update videos with other AVPs  
❏ Create promo material for the UA Committee  

Year 2  ❏ Continue AVP Update videos  
❏ Team up with the SRA to run transparency fair   
❏ Receive feedback from committee + students about their engagement 

levels with UA 

Year 3  ❏ Continue what worked from previous years   
❏ Improve the use of the Advocacy Twitter and Facebook accounts 

Partners  Communications Director, Michael Wooder 
VP Education, Stephanie Bertolo 

 

 

Overarching 

Vision 

Develop model for University Affairs Committee 

Description  The position of AVP University Affairs and the University Affairs committee are 
fairly new. Last year, the AVP struggled with volunteer management and 
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retention which took away from working on projects. I hope to continue 
working towards establishing a strong committee structure that addresses theses 
issues and allows those taking part in the committee to feel useful.   

Benefits  A strong committee encourages student engagement while also strengthening 
the work we are able to accomplish. This   

Year 1  ❏ Collect anonymous feedback periodically   
❏ Try different methods for the first few meetings and see which method 

is preferred 
❏ Be open to ideas from committee members  
❏ Implement work days and discussion days 
❏ Reflect on project successes/challenges and how the committee structure 

contributed to that   

Year 2  ❏ Review transition report and see what needs to be changed/what 
worked well   

❏ Continue points from Year 1 

Year 3  ❏ Create document outlining best practices for committee 
❏ Follow points from Year 1 and 2 

Partners  Other AVPs  
SRA  
Education Team  
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GOALS 

 

  

List 5 things that you would like to have prepared for the beginning of September 
❏ Initial podcasted/recorded classes research  
❏ Established committee times + committee projects 
❏ Meet with Rosanne Kent for Health Services Review  
❏ Create committee meeting structure  
❏ Finish University Budget submission 

 

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

) 

❏ Meet with Deans for recorded/podcasted courses 
❏ Present at the University Budget meeting 
❏ Change Residence Life’s contract to increase confidentiality with sexual violence disclosures 
❏ Anonymous committee feedback  
❏ Textbook broke campaign 

  

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

) 

❏ Review of health and wellness services on campus  
❏ Establish late withdrawal policy 
❏ Have syallbus bank implemented for 2019/2020 course selection 
❏ Revamp of scholarships 
❏ Assessment ban infraction form  
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MASTER SUMMARY

 

(tentative calendar and checklist) 

 

May 2018  ❏ Transition into role   
❏ Meet with Stephanie & understand priorities for the year & establish 

summer projects 

June 2018  ❏ Revist work on Pride Crosswalk (talk to past AVP, student who brought 
the idea forward, reach out to Facility Services)   

❏ Meet with the BOD about University Budget priorities 

July 2018  ❏ Complete Pride Crosswalk 
❏ Research practices and policies from other schools for University Budget 

ideas   

August 2018  ❏ Complete final draft for University Budget Submission  
❏ Create individual & committee year plan 
❏ Set recurring committee meeting date  
❏ Update University Affairs section on the MSU website 
❏ Meet with AVP EI about ArtSci name-blinding  

September 2018  ❏ Begin social media engagement 
❏ Compile podcasted/recorded classes research  
❏ Meet with Kate Whalen about compost bins  
❏ Meet with MacPherson about podcasted/recorded classes and see 

progress that Faculty of Science has made 

October 2018  ❏ Meet with Residence Life   
❏ Talk to Hospitality about tupperware discount 
❏ Meet with SVRC and Provost about training to student facing staff 

November 2018  ❏ AVP Update Video  
❏ Work with Registrar’s Office to address exam concerns 

December 2018  ❏ Anonymous committee feedback  
❏ Meet with OMBUDS create assessment ban infraction form 

January 2019  ❏ Begin Health Services Review  

February 2019  ❏ Scholarship revamp  
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March 2019  ❏ Report findings of Health Services Review to Director of SWC + Dean 
of Students 

❏ AVP Update Video 

April 2019  ❏ Write transition report and reflections from the year 
❏ Consult with next AVP UA 
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