
APPC 26/09/2002/02

Minutes of the meeting of the Academic Policy and Planning Committee held on 26th September 2002, from 3:00
to 5:00 p.m.  in Room 609, James (Administration) Building.

Present: L.Vinet (Chair), J. Bilec, C. Bushnell, M. Crago, G. Demopoulos, M. Graham,
F. Groen, W. Hendershot, A. Lau, P. Martineau, A. Masi, N. Peters, G. Philie,
L. Proulx, H.M.C. Richard (Secretary of the Committee)

Regrets: E. Cooper, Ph. Depalle, H. Knox, F. Sagel
Guest: N. de Takacsy (item 6)

02.01 The proposed agenda was adopted with the addition of one item: Student exchange with the
University of Leoben, Austria under item 6.

02.02    The minutes of the meeting held on 4th September 2002 were approved as circulated.

02.03 Business arising from the minutes

Centre for Research on Pain / Centre de recherche sur la douleur, (revised proposal).  It was reported that
the text of the proposal has been revised but is lacking a few CVs.  It will be submitted to the Chair of
APPC as soon as the proposal is complete, so that he may decide whether it can be submitted directly to
Senate for approval.

02.04 Report on Senate meeting on September 18, 2002 (342nd APPC Report)

-  Teaching Portfolio: Teaching Portfolio guidelines appended to the “Regulations Relating to the
Employment of Academic/Librarian Staff” (02-APPC-09-08)

The Chair reported on Senate’s discussion of the revisions to the Teaching Portfolio guidelines submitted
by APPC as part of its 342nd Report (Senate, September 18, 2002).  APPC had thought that calling them
“instructions” would be appropriate and that the document should be as clear as possible.  MAUT took
offense that it had not been consulted a second time before the document was sent to Senate and disagreed
with the change of title from “Guidelines” to “Instructions”.    It was noted that under A. Teaching
Statement, the phrase “It is expected…” was not consistent with “instructions” and should be deleted, and
the sentence should begin with “Four main categories…”.   It was remarked that if the text were called
“Guidelines” and if all “shall”s were replaced by “should”s, the message would still be clear, i.e. that not
doing what the text advises would not be in the interest of the staff member; not much would be lost by
reverting back to the initial title.  Regarding the addition of the category on “teaching approach”, as
suggested by MAUT/CUTL, it was commented that although it was not possible to judge whether one
approach was better than another, it was a useful exercise to think about and write down what one’s
teaching philosophy is, and to reflect on the activity of teaching and put those thoughts down.  It is
possible however for a person to cover all the points well in writing and yet be a poor teacher, hence the
need to take into account students’ course evaluations.

 It was suggested and agreed that    the       title       should       be       changed       from       “Instructions”       back       to       “Guidelines”,       that   
“It is expected that” should be deleted, and that all “shall”s should be changed to “should”s.   The newly
revised up text will be sent to MAUT and it will be pointed out that APPC took into consideration and
included CUTL’s input as well as the remarks made in Senate, and integrated all of it in the text
accordingly.  

02.05 Model Graduate Students’ Progress Reports
- Guidelines and Policies for Academic Units on Graduate student Advising and Supervision, June 19,

2002 (02-APPC-09-03)
Model Objectives Report Form,
- Model Graduate Student Progress Record, to be filled in by the student,
- Model Progress Report Form, to be completed by the supervisor and/or supervisory committee, June

19, 2002 (02-APPC-09-04)

Dean of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies Martha Crago reminded the Committee that work on the project
has been going on for two years and that the purpose was to devise a way of making expectations clear to
students, tracking students’ progress in research, and providing feedback to students, so that they move
forward in a satisfactory and timely fashion.   Section 3 which is highlighted in bold is the proposed text
to be added to the current “Guidelines and Policies for Academic Units on Graduate Student Advising and
Supervision” (1994, 1999).
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Discussion ensued.  The point was made that McGill is one of the Canadian universities without a
progress report procedure, which is standard practice in other universities.   At McGill, some but not all
departments  have one.  Students throughout the University would be well served by a clear setting of
objectives and regular feed-back from their supervisor.  It was argued that research may take other directions
than those specified in the objectives stated on a grant application and that objectives set should therefore
only serve as a reference and allow room for explaining why research evolved the way it did.  The “Model
Objectives Report Form” should not be prescriptive and the Graduate Student Progress Record might
include the following: “If changes occur to objectives, please state…”.  The student could explain why
objectives changed and such a statement would protect everyone.  The process allows room for flexibility.
One of the purposes of the exercise is to make sure a standardized conversation between students and
supervisors takes place and that relations between them, if deficient, improve.  It was also noted that since
the responsibility of academic supervisors involves the wise use of the research funds allocated them, it is
the supervisors’ own decision to elect to remove a student’s funding support in order best to carry out the
research program presented.

The need for sensible implementation was stressed.  It was argued that rather than view the progress report
as a good opportunity for conversation, some departments may well think of it as a another unnecessary
bureaucratic procedure given the small number of students who make unsatisfactory progress.  Dr. Crago
responded that in fact many students do not complete their degree and McGill has a surprisingly low
degree-completion rate and late withdrawal rate.  Late withdrawals are a terrible waste of time and
resources, and difficulties could be detected well before the withdrawal occurs if a helpful reporting system
were in place.  Progress reports should not increase but rather eliminate complications and improve the
relationship with the supervisor.   It would seem wise for a department to know where its students are and
what they are doing.  Furthermore, the paper trail eliminates inter-personality problems and protects both
sides.

Inconsistencies in the proposed time frames were detected in paragraphs i. and ii.  of the proposed text of
section 3 of the Guidelines and Policies document.   It was suggested that ii. might read: “At    least       by    the
end of the first year and then once a year thereafter…”  The position of the advisory committee was also
not clear: it was pointed out that a committee is often not assigned until the end of the first year of the
program and in many programs, a supervisor may not be appointed until the second year.  It was suggested
that the “Model Objectives Report Form” should be revised so that the signatories include the Department
Chair or graduate program director or Chair’s delegate.

In response to a suggestion that perhaps this progress report process should apply only to Ph.D. students,
because a master’s program is much more structured, it was replied that not all master’s programs were on
the Engineering model; some are highly unstructured; in fact there is an enormous variety across the
University and students in most master’s programs very much need that kind of guidance.    Progress
forms are of even more value for master’s students, especially in their first year.   

Although forms may be routine in some departments, it may be necessary to introduce them in
departments that do not have such a procedure.  It was argued that forms may not be necessary in some
units: every year a departmental meeting may take place at which students’ progress is evaluated and
following which students who are not making progress are sent a letter and the letter is filed; such
departments may think the proposed model forms may not be necessary and may reject the proposed layer
of bureaucracy.   One element however was found lacking in this practice: the student is not in the room
when the evaluation is being done; the proposed process gives the student a chance.  Perhaps departments
which already have in place a process for evaluating students’ progress could review and make adjustments
to their procedure.  

The two major goals of the proposed policy were summarized: 1) to detect problems when they arise and
deal with problematic cases; 2) to help students by clarifying expectations and providing supervisors with
guidelines for good graduate student supervision.   It was noted that despite section 2.v. of “Guidelines
and Policies for Academic Units on Graduate Student Advising and Supervision” which stipulates that
“There should be clear procedures by which students receive guidance and constructive criticism on their
progress on a regular basis…”, some departments never provide any progress reports.  It was noted that the
paragraph however does not specify the setting of clear objectives and “should” could usefully be replaced
by “must”.  Departments do not know how to get students out of programs because no procedure and paper
trail have been devised.   Should there be a mechanism in place, there is no wording that specifies that
students can be asked to withdraw and how.  It was suggested that a sentence could be added to read: “In
the event of documented lack of progress, students could be asked to withdraw”.
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It was wondered whether departments had been canvassed and whether quantitative data were available for
making a decision for introducing what could be regarded as an invasive procedure; would it be wise to
impose it on departments that already have a process because of a few departments?  Did the problem
warrant that level of intervention?  The proposed bureaucratic steps may seem aggravating to professors
who supervise their students well.   Would benefits outweigh the bureaucracy?  Would it be possible to
simplify the proposal as a general policy matter and attach a proposal to follow, though not rigidly, for
dealing with certain cases?  It was felt that rather than create more bureaucracy with a form, responsibility
should rest with the student supervisor.  

In response it was noted that the comprehensive examinations process had been introduced for the sake of
departments which had no such process and that it was best to have expectations written down.  This
usually resulted in much greater clarity.  The difficulty lies with the procedure for enforcing the policy
rather than with the policy itself.   It was suggested that in cases where a departmental committee already
carries out an evaluation of its graduate students at regular intervals, the progress forms could be submitted
to that committee to assess.  G10 data show that time-to-completion is unreasonably high at McGill and
there is a high proportion of students leaving and leaving late.   Another goal of the proposed process is to
have students graduate or leave in a timely manner.  

Clarity in what is expected from the student was described by one Committee member as an invaluable
element for the student to have from the beginning of the program, much like a course outline, and
certainly guidance of great value for the student embarking in the first year of a program.  It would not be
wise to adopt the process only when problem situations are encountered; it is essential to have a clear
statement of objectives for all students as this will make a difference in the way student set off and will
help prevent difficult situations.  If clarity, comfort level of students, time-to-completion are some of the
elements at stake, it was wondered whether a less heavy mechanism might not be found, whether all this
could not be done on line, or whether a checklist might not be more useful.  Running pilots was also
suggested.   Given the fact that some departments already have such a process, some of which use more
complex forms, it was noted that nothing would change for those departments aside from perhaps a few
adjustments.  If it is true that students belong to the department not to the supervisor, then someone in the
department, other than the supervisor, should be paying attention to what is going on.   The critical point,
as was emphasized, was that the student should sign off.  This was thought to be essential from an ethical
point of view.  The proposed process would therefore seem to be necessary for any department to adhere to.
  

Before concluding the discussion, the Chair proposed a round-the-table survey of views and opinions:
Overall APPC members wished to see:
- a simplified, lighter, and flexible process; simplification in language and method; a toning down of

the language style and form; an online component;
-  a requirement for clear objectives and a statement that if progress were not satisfactory in two

successive meetings, a student may be requested to withdraw;
- departments taking ownership of the student progress evaluation process;
-  use of face-to-face meetings and written documentation, though forms may seem too constraining

(substitute a checklist of points to be covered, for those departments that are not using forms);
- a University policy and mechanism for ruling students out of a program;
- a mechanism for reporting departmental mechanisms to the Dean of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies

and for suggesting modifications to them;
- 
Though it was suggested that a contractual, signed agreement was questionable when most students seem
to be doing fine, and that not all students should have to go through the proposed process (only on an
exceptional basis, i.e. students in Ph.D. 6 or 7 or more), it was noted that it would be rather difficult to
use the process on a minority of cases and that this covenant between supervisor and student is precisely a
preventive kind of process, to prevent students from getting to Ph.9, 10, or 11.

The Chair concluded that the Committee had found the principles behind the proposal laudable and
generally agreed with the policy.  The document will be reworked so as to shorten the policy statement and
soften the language.  The forms should be offered as models and academic units should be requested to
report on the process they have adopted as a means of implementing the objectives of the policy.  The
language of section 2.v. will be tightened along the lines suggested in the discussion and will include a
statement that documented lack of progress may lead to a request that the student withdraw.  It should also
be made clear that progress reports are to be kept in departmental files and problems and preventative steps
are to be dealt with at the departmental level.  Units will be asked to report on the reporting procedure they
have in place to reflect the University policy.
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02.06 Student exchange: University of Leoben, Austria – Institutes of Automation and Mechanical
Engineering (02-APPC-09-09)

Associate Vice-Principal de Takacsy presented the proposed student agreement, stating that it had been
negotiated by the Faculty of Engineering directly with the Montanuniversität Leoben.  This is an
institution of good repute very much focused on the scientific and engineering disciplines.   In technical
fields, language should not be too much of a difficulty.   The student exchange with the University of
Leoben was approved in the name of Senate.  Approval will be reported to Senate.   

02.07 Broad questions
-  Issues relating to Graduate Studies
 

The Chair proposed, and it was agreed, that this item should be at the top of the agenda for the next
meeting of APPC.  Dean of Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies Martha Crago mentioned that one of the
components of the issues relating to graduate studies had to do with admission and retention and present
level of funding.  Informative data will be presented to the Deans for discussion in the faculties and
throughout the University. Enrolment of graduate students, and response to government innovation
strategies also require follow-up and discussion.  It was suggested that in the case of time-to-graduation a
progress report may not change what is perceived as a cultural phenomenon; in some disciplines reduction
of the time to completion may be viewed as a reduction of the value of the degree and some professors may
see nothing wrong in slow progress.  It was argued that the case regarding a shortage of Ph.D. graduates is
being made and the need to graduate more Ph.D.s requires that students move through programs faster in
order to make room for new students.  Responsible use of resources and other factors support the case for a
closer monitoring of students’ performance and for reinforcing in students the awareness that timely
completion is important.

02.08 Other business

None.

The meeting adjourned at 5:00 p.m.


