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Minutes of the meeting of the Academic Policy and Planning Committee held on 15th April 2004, from 3:00 to
5:00 p.m.  in Room 609, James (Administration) Building

Present: J. Beheshti, C. Bushnell, V. Choy, M. Crago, G. Demopoulos, Ph. Depalle, M. Dowsley,
J.Galbraith, M. Graham, W. Hendershot, H. Knox, H.G. Leighton, A.C. Masi (chairing),
S. McDougall, J. Zucchi, H.M.C. Richard (Secretary to the Committee)

Regrets: A. Bryan, E. Cooper, F. Groen, M. Kuan, L. Proulx, R. Roy, L.Vinet

Document circulated at the meeting:
03-APPC-04-42 McGill Course Evaluations – Report to the APPC, April 14, 2004

10.01     Proposed agenda  

Adopted with item 8 (Report on Course Evaluations) being considered immediately after item 4.

10.02 Minutes of meeting held on March 18, 2004

Approved.

10.03 Business arising

None.

10.04 Programs – Update (Martha Crago)

- M.Sc. (Applied) in Biotechnology: the program has been recommended for approval by the Comité des
programmes universitaires of the Ministry of Education.  McGill University is awaiting the official letter
from the Minister indicating that the program has been approved for funding purposes.   Students will be
admitted in September 2004. (Note: letter received by the Principal, April 15, 2004)

- Physical Therapy and Occupational Therapy programs: CREPUQ’s Commission d’évaluation des
programmes (CEP) presented favourable recommendations to McGill regarding the proposed B.Sc. Non-
practicing programs and the 58-credit M.Sc. (Applied) programs in PT and OT in October 2003 (the 88-
credit M.Sc. Applied was turned down).  Submission of the PT and OT dossiers to the Ministry of
Education has been delayed because consultations among the three universities offering programs in those
disciplines and with the relevant professional Ordres were necessary to help ensure a common position
with respect to the level of entry to the profession, from the bachelor’s to the master’s.  Consultations have
now taken place and letters resulting from them will accompany the dossiers as they go forward to the
MEQ.

- Inter-university B.Eng in Microelectronics, with U. de Sherbrooke and Ecole Polytechnique of U. de
Montréal: the dossier was submitted to CREPUQ’s CEPat the end of January 2004.  A site visit will be
part of the CEP’s evaluation.

- Inter-university Ph.D. in Oceanography:  on March 9, 2004, McGill advised its partners in the program,
i.e. U. Laval and U.Q. at Rimouski, and UQAM which was planning to join the Ph.D. program, that it
would be withdrawing from the program and would not be signing the new protocole d’entente that will
integrate UQAM.   McGill offered its own Ph.D. in Oceanography until 1988.  When the Institute of
Oceanography was closed (as per a cyclical review recommendation), staff and students continued to focus
on oceanography within the departments of Biology, Atmospheric and Oceanic Sciences, and Earth and
Planetary Sciences.   In the late 1980’s U. Laval approached McGill with a request to extend the Ph.D. in
Oceanography degree (still on our books) into a joint Ph.D. program: a protocole d’entente with U. Laval
was approved and signed by McGill in 1990.  When the proposal finally reached the MEQ in 1996, the
MEQ noted that McGill’s Ph.D. had no students and invited McGill, U. Laval, and U.Q. at Rimouski
which was offering a Ph.D. in Oceanography, to meet and develop a three-university program (as an
extension of UQAR’s Ph.D.).  A new protocole d’entente was signed in September-October 1999.   Given
the restructuring of oceanography studies at McGill, it has been difficult for McGill to participate in the
inter-university program, to enroll students in it, and have staff members committed to it.  McGill’s
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administration and the departments involved therefore decided to withdraw from the inter-university Ph.D.
program.  McGill will meet its commitments to students currently in the program, and research
collaboration will not be affected.  

10.05 Course evaluations – report  (03-APPC-04-42)

Associate Vice-Principal Martha Crago presented the report on McGill Course Evaluations.  The course
evaluation process was launched in 1980 and amended in 1992 and 2001.  At the outset it was designed as
a decentralized process with departments being responsible, except that scantron cards were processed
centrally, gathered and taken to the Computing Centre, now Network Communications Systems (NCS),
where the data are crunched.   In 1992, students were given “unrestricted access to the results of PART 1”
(of the evaluations), under three conditions, one of which being that the instructor should sign a “letter
granting permission”.  Prior to 2003, large stacks of data were delivered to the Libraries; departments were
responsible for withdrawing the data relating to course evaluations for which the three conditions were not
met.   With the web now being used as the tool for publicizing the numeric results of course evaluations, a
centralized process had to be put in place for collecting the permission forms and lists of instructors that do
not meet the other two conditions, and for withdrawing numeric results from postings accordingly.  For its
review, the Office of the Provost laboriously processed numbers manually and found that in Winter 2003,
only 60% of the courses in the three faculties under study (FAES, Arts, and Science) were evaluated; the
rest were not.   Only 50% of those 60% met the necessary three conditions for the dissemination of results.  
The numeric results of course evaluations for only approximately 30% of the courses taught in those three
faculties were therefore available to students.  The other difficulty has to do with the manner in which
numeric results are communicated: the format is not user-friendly and there are no standard questions that
would allow students to make comparisons.   No data were collected from instructors on how many
discuss their performance with their chairs but it is known that professors use the results of course
evaluations in their teaching dossier.  However in essence the present process was shown to be less than
satisfactory, in part because of the multiple steps and units involved.

A positive finding of the course evaluations process was that it yields a 50-60% response, which is
considered high.  It is not yet known what the full response to the MOLE pilot project will be.   The high
response rates reported in the preliminary results on page 6 may have been affected by the Hawthorne Effect
and the fact that students were repeatedly prompted; response should be tested over time in routine
situations.  Comparisons between computer-based and paper-based evaluations may also have to take
account of the window of time allowed and the possibility of emotional responses.  It was noted that the
pilot project was carried out, like paper-based evaluations, in the two weeks before the end of classes, and
was closed before the exam date.  Departments used their own questionnaires.   One huge advantage is that
the analysis of results is immediate and this avoids having to involve multiple units.  The process is
completely linked to Banner.  Confidentiality is assured: pushing the “submit” button breaks the link, and
typed comments are not identified with the student.  Log-in time could be checked. The problem of
gathering permission forms from instructors could be circumvented if blanket permissions were solicited,
allowing the possibility of withdrawing that permission at any time, as in the sample attached to the 1992
Report approved by Senate.  Permission could also be sought electronically. The Deputy-Provost stated
that he has written to Deans, offering to expand the computer-based course-evaluation pilot project to the
summer semester.  

Providing incentives for students to fill in course evaluations was briefly discussed.  Other universities
resort to a variety of incentives and rewards; some do not allow students to register as long as they have
not evaluated the courses they took earlier.  It was suggested that students should be educated to carry out
this exercise because, like voting, it is the right thing to do.  Student awareness of course evaluations
could be increased by prompts when students log into Minerva.  It was further suggested that some
marketing about how McGill cares about teaching, may be necessary for students to take course evaluations
seriously.

Use of course evaluation results for merit and promotion purposes was also discussed.  While academic
duties of full-time academic staff are described as including teaching, research, and “other contributions to
the University and scholarly communities”, it was felt that the focus for promotion to full professor tends
to be on research and the international dimension of research.  Teaching is taken very seriously in the
tenure process.  Course evaluations are only one of the ways that teaching performance can be assessed; this
was made clear in the 1980 policy, in the 2001 disclaimer placed a the top of disseminated course
evaluation results, and in the Teaching Portfolio Guidelines.  Candidates for tenure/promotion are invited
to make the best case for themselves and may use students’ comments accordingly, although numerical
evaluations are usually what is looked at first.   Departments are no longer required to type the students’
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hand-written comments to preserve their anonymity; a cautionary note to students warns them that “any
written comments that you choose to include will be used, as is, to provide useful information…” and
prompts them to take responsibility for the comments they make.  

It was advised that the third criterion for publicizing numeric results of course evaluations should
be reconsidered, i.e. whether there should be a minimum number of students in the class, or
whether a minimum percentage of students in the class should have responded.  

There was overall agreement that the experiment with computer-based course evaluations should
continue. Given the high response rate in the paper-based in-class evaluation, one should make sure
however that there will be no deterioration.

APPC briefly reviewed the recommendations on page 8 of the report.

Rec. 1:  an “owner office”, to integrate the course evaluation process with Banner
This was thought to call for an administrative decision.

Rec. 2:  one kind of format for the presentation of the data.
The recommendation requires rewording and also calls for an administrative decision.

Rec. 3:  greater standardization of questions where appropriate.
It was noted that an earlier attempt to standardize questions had failed: Senate had turned down a proposal
for ten common questions; only a pool of questions could be recommended.  In response to the suggestion
that standardization of the questions could and should be attempted, it was argued that this could not be
done independently of faculties; would the same questions fit a music performance course involving one-
to-one teaching and a lecture course?  It was not certain whether APPC should seek approval from Senate
for a set of standardized questions or whether it should make this subject to an administrative decision.  It
was suggested that a list of three basic questions, such as “is this a good course?”, should be possible, and
that departments could then add questions to that set of three.   Serious opposition was voiced to
simplistic questions such as “Is this a good course?”, “Is this a good professor?”.  It was stated that
teaching was a complex phenomenon, not a beauty contest, and that, unfortunate as this may be, it was not
possible for autonomous units to use a one-size-fits-all set of questions.  Teaching units have pedagogical
reasons for asking the questions they do ask.   How does one define “good”?   One should look for other
ways of saying “good”.  A student may not like the course but may have learned a lot from it.  It was
noted that the Faculty of Engineering uses a standard format for all its departments and is very satisfied
with it, and that attempts should be made to standardize questions at the faculty level.    

Rec. 4:  simplifying the granting of permission.
This was thought to require an administrative decision.

Rec. 5:  a method for identifying all courses/activities, student enrolments and instructors.
This also was thought to require an administrative decision.

Rec. 6:  a single new course evaluation policy.
It was advised that this should be done after new administrative modalities were investigated.

It was agreed that the first three recommendations should be accomplished and that the online
experiment should be expanded into the fall term with a broader audience, in parallel with the
traditional paper-based exercise, and that the results already obtained should be publicized.

The Course Evaluations Report will be presented to the Committee on Teaching and Learning on April 26.

10.06 Comité de suivi sur les programmes (CSP)

a) Report # 10 - on Earth, Water, and Atmospheric Sciences
(English translation) 03-APPC-03-35 (prev. circ’d)
http://www.crepuq.qc.ca/rubrique.php3?id_rubrique=187&var_recherche=Comite+de+suivi+sur+les+p   
rogrammes      (French text)

Professor Leighton presented and commented on the report.   With respect to Recommendation 5
regarding “intensification of collaboration between UQAM and McGill”, he noted that a joint course in
climatology was jointly offered with UQAM as an experiment (taught in English, with bilingual



APPC 15/04/2004/10

4

exams and written texts); many students took it but UQAM was not interested in pursuing it this year
when student numbers would have been lower.  Even though McGill is withdrawing from the inter-
university Ph.D. in Oceanography, students are being supervised through adjunct appointments and
there are a variety of active networks and much integration and interaction at the graduate level.  With
respect to Recommendation 6, Professor Leighton did not agree that “No measures have been taken in
verifying the complementarity of water science and atmospheric science courses”, noting that the main
barrier was language as McGill has a lot of international students.  Recommendation 7 was dealt with
under item 4.

b)   Report # 11 -     Post-doctoral       training       in         Medicine    (   03-APPC-03-39          (prev. circ’d)
          http://www.crepuq.qc.ca/article.php3?id_article=291    (French text)

       Dr. Bushnell presented the report which deals with residency programs, not graduate programs.

10.07 Proposed Policy on On-line Distance Education (03-APPC-04-40)

The proposed Policy on On-line Distance Education was developed by a Working group of SCTL on
which APPC was represented and was approved by SCTL on March 16, 2004.   As noted in the
introduction, “On-line distance education includes courses and programs taken by students who are
separated by time or space from the instructor and each other and that use electronic course delivery.”  The
policy is for those courses for which individuals would be enrolled but are not on campus and therefore
have no regular face-to-face contact with a McGill instructor and fellow students.  

The Policy on On-line Distance Education was approved for submission to Senate.  

10.08 SCTP Report on meeting held on March 11, 2004 (03-APPC-04-41)

The following programs were approved by APPC on motion by Professor Crago, seconded by Professor
Hendershot and will be submitted for approval by Senate:
- B.Sc. (Ag.Env.Sc); Major in Microbiology: Biotechnology
- B.Sc. (Ag.Env.Sc); Major in Microbiology: Environment
- B.Sc. (Ag.Env.Sc); Major in Microbiology: Ecology
- B.Com.; Major in Accounting.

10.09    Other business

None.

The meeting adjourned at 4:20 p.m.


