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MSU EXAMINES CHANGES MADE TO 
WELCOME WEEK

We have made a lot of progress!

It may be hard to believe as 
midterms and assignments pile up, but 
it has been only six short weeks since 
Welcome Week. Sifting through the 
hazy memories, you may remember 
some giant concerts and, perhaps, some 
choreographed dancing. What you may 
not know is how this Welcome Week 
was different than ever before.

This past March at a General 
Assembly of the MSU, students voted in 
favour of approving a new fee of $110 to 
every Level I, full-time student in order 
to help subsidize Welcome Week. The 
fee, which used to be more expensive 
and based on an opt-in model, is split 
between the MSU, Faculty Societies and 
several University partners in order to 
pay for all the swag, concerts, events and 
programming you see during Welcome 
Week. The institution of a universal 
charge not only made our McMaster 
welcome a more sustainable program 
going forward, but it also ensured that no 
student had to be turned away from any 
of our events during the week, for lack of 
a Mac Pass.

But the new fee also brought plenty 
of new tasks for the planning committee. 

For one, we wanted to make our events 
bigger and better than ever before. We 
also wanted to improve outreach to groups 
on campus that had not always been fully 
engaged in Welcome Week. Our main 
focus on this front was students living 
off campus. As more and more students 
do not live in residence in first year (this 
year the split was fairly close to 50/50), 
it becomes ever more important to make 
sure the off-campus students get a proper 
welcome to McMaster.

This work will continue next year, 
but what has been done so far is only the 
beginning. In the MSU, we are working 
hard to imagine what Welcome Week 
could be in the future. Working with the 
Student Representative Assembly (SRA), 
I have begun to put together a series of 
proposals that think more imaginatively 
about how we can improve Welcome 
Week for our incoming class. Could we get 
Faculty Societies more involved, creating 
opportunity for pride and connections for 
students with their academic division of 
the next four years? Could we make more 
use of small groups like the MSU does 
with our summer conferences, ensuring 
every student has the opportunity for real 
connections with their peers? Should we 
move academic programming into the 
second week of September, to allow both 
this programming and our community 
building to have a dedicated focus?

These are questions on which we 
would like your input. So please do not 
hesitate to contact me with your thoughts 
and opinions. And don’t forget to dream 
big; this is the perfect time for change.
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The Office of the Vice President 
(Education) has traditionally been 
uninvolved in Welcome Week and 
orientation activities at McMaster. 
Furthermore, the MSU and student 
groups on campus 
have concentrated 
their resources 
towards providing 
n o n - a c a d e m i c 
p r o g r a m m i n g 
(Faculty day/night, 
concerts, ClubsFest, 
etc). The role of 
informing students 
as to academic 
expectations, as 
well as awareness of campus resources 
has been largely run by University 
Administration.

However, following David 
Campbell’s Welcome Week feedback 
sessions, I began to question whether or 
not, as an institution, we have evaluated or 
strategically planned for one of the most 
important times in a student’s career. 
Post-secondary programs now enroll 
students of all ages and developmental 
stages. The largest shift in enrollment 
patterns is from students enrolling 
directly from high school because that 
was just a parental expectation, to 
students with multiple career routes and 
complex reasons for pursuing higher 
education. McMaster has also seen a 
rising influx of international students, 
as well as increasing cultural diversity 
on campus. The type and process of 
teaching and learning at the secondary 
level is a barrier to ready success at 
the post-secondary level of learning. 
The strong emphasis on rote learning 
(memorization), the absence of training 
in higher order thinking skills and 
the focus on test scores, has created a 
generation of students who struggle to 
adapt to university over their first year.

At McMaster, the Student Success 
Centre has implemented several well 
designed and intentioned academic 
modules into orientation, such as 
Summer Orientation, MACademics 
and the Common Reading Program. 
From anecdotal evidence, many students 
I’ve talked with have mentioned that 
they found these programs useful, but 
I wonder if they are the most effective 
methods of delivery in what is already a 
jam packed Welcome Week.

Arguably, a large portion of 
academic learning isn’t something that 
can be taught through a singular lecture 
format or within a two hour module.  
Some of the skills that a first year student 
should ideally have developed by the 
end of their first year are leadership and 
communication skills,  social learning and 

community engagement, self-directed 
learning,  development of  academic 
competence, development of cognitive 
skills  and  intellectual dispositions. 
These are skills that will prepare new 
students for adulthood, citizenship and 
the identification of a future career path.

Therefore, we need to cohesively re-
evaluate the provision of well-designed  
and implemented  orientation, including:  
placement  testing,  first-year  seminars, 
learning communities, intrusive advising,  
early  warning  systems, redundant 
safety  nets,  supplemental  instruction,  
peer  tutoring/mentoring, participation 

in extra curriculars 
and intramurals, 
theme-based campus  
housing,  adequate 
financial  aid 
(including on-campus  
work), awareness of 
health and wellness, 
internships and 
service learning.  All 
this needs to be done 
via effective teaching 

practices that take into consideration the 
varied demographics and learning styles 
of incoming students. All of the above 
are just some of the factors that will 
predict the persistence and success of a 
first year student.

A large portion of the above activities 
are already available in some form or the 
other, however many Welcome Week 
Reps commented that students aren’t 
aware or comfortable engaging with the 
resources. Therefore, the importance of 
building a connection with upper year 
leaders and mentors becomes incredibly 
important. Faculty Reps are largely 
underutilized at McMaster compared 
to Western or Queens University where 
societies run almost of all of academic 
programming, facilitating smaller groups 
during Welcome Week that keep in 
touch and act as a social net throughout 
the year. The MSU through its Horizons 
leadership conference has already seen 
the positive benefits of fostering peer 
groups with an integrated upper year 
mentor.

Over the next couple of months 
I will be submitting a proposal to the 
University citing some of my research 
and focus group findings, in hopes the 
Welcome Week Planning Committee 
will consider implementing new 
programs. One major idea supported 
by almost all participants at my focus 
groups was the moving of academic 
programming to the second week of 
school, and add sessions run by Faculty 
Societies, professors and Deans. As 
well, there have also been calls for more 
faculty events during Welcome Week 
where Reps can facilitate self-awareness 
exercises, leadership training and ice 
breakers within smaller group settings, 
which will ideally create a stronger 
sense of belonging within the incoming 
student body.

The project is at its preliminary phase 
and I welcome any feedback, feel free 
to send me an email with some of your 
transitional challenges to McMaster. 

“... the importance of 
building a connection 

with upper year leaders 
and mentors [has 

become] incredibly 
important

...but there’s room for improvement
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