
 
 
 
          

TO:   Senate 

QUESTION FROM: Senators Sebastien Duckett and Madeline Wilson 

RESPONSE FROM: Senator Christopher Manfredi, Provost and Vice-Principal (Academic) 

SUBJECT: Question Regarding Tuition and Fee Reimbursements in Light of  
COVID-19 and Broader Academic Implications  

MEETING DATE: May 13, 2020      

 
PREAMBLE:  

 

In the days following the March 11th classification of the COVID-19 
outbreak as a pandemic, McGill University announced the suspension of 
all classes and exams for what would end up being two weeks. No plans 
were made to make up for instruction lost during this suspension. On 
March 30th, many courses resumed via remote instruction, and did so 
until the culmination of the Winter 2020 semester.  
 
Because of their very nature, some courses were unable to transition to 
remote learning. In many of these cases, students paid for and received 
the credits for which they were enrolled, but no further instruction was 
delivered after March 16th, the first day of the two-week suspension. 
This was the case in, for example, performance-based classes in the 
Schulich School of Music, where large and small ensemble courses, 
private lessons, and graduating student recitals were not resumed. 
Additionally, in the Faculty of Science, some lab sections were unable to 
be moved online. In these situations, students paid for and received credit 
for these courses and sections, while only receiving a portion of the 
instruction that those credits are designed to represent.  
 
Calls for partial or total refunds for course and university fees have been 
issued by numerous groups on and off of our campus1. Most notably, 
students have called for prorated refunds for A) instruction lost during 
the 2-week university closure and B) courses in which instruction was 
physically unable to resume. In these cases, University administrators 
have communicated to student leaders that these possibilities will not be 
entertained at this time2.  
 
In situation A outlined above, the average full-time, international, 
undergraduate student in the Faculty of Arts lost approximately $610 
worth of instruction in the 2-week university closure alone3.  
 

                                                           
1 Appendix A: Open Letter from the Music Undergraduate Students’ Association (MUSA) 
2 Appendix B: Response from Dean Ravenscroft to Open Letter from MUSA 
3 Calculation based on 5 courses taken during a 13-week semester at 3 credits per course. 
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In situation B, the very nature of the credit-based system is called into 
question. Asking students to pay for credits without receiving the 
instruction those credits are designed to represent substantiates 
sentiments regarding the overly transactional nature of a University-level 
education.  
 
Students have also called for the partial reimbursement of other centrally-
collected ancillary fees for which the associated services were rendered 
inaccessible due to the short and long-term University closures, namely 
the Student Services fee and the Athletics and Recreation fee. While the 
University as a whole has not indicated an intention to grant partial 
reimbursements for these fees, Athletics and Recreation has been in 
regular contact with students regarding the potential issuance of 
reimbursements for independently-collected fees, such as the cost of 
intramural participation.  
 
At some American universities, students have pursued legal action 
against their schools, seeking reimbursements for tuition and fees. 

QUESTION: 1. What is McGill University’s stance on issuing refunds to students for 
instruction lost during the University closure (March 16, 2020 - 
March 27, 2020)? 

2. What is McGill University’s stance on issuing refunds to students for 
courses that were physically unable to resume in an online format? 

3. What is McGill University’s stance on issuing refunds for fees 
collected for services that are unable to be accessed during the 
University closure? 

4. When students pay tuition to McGill University, are they paying for 
instruction or are they paying for credits? 

RESPONSE: Thank you for your question, Senators Sebastien Duckett and Madeline 
Wilson. 
 
The University had recognized early on that the issue of refunds would 
be on the minds of our community, therefore a working group was 
quickly convened to determine what measures could be undertaken, 
within the directives established by the Quebec Ministry of Education. 
The resulting principles - governing what refunds for interrupted 
activities would be given and why - were then published on the McGill 
website on April 24, 2020. (See Principles Governing Refunds for 
Disrupted Activities, hereinafter referred to as Principles)  
https://www.mcgill.ca/coronavirus/article/mcgill-operations-student-
services/principles-governing-refunds-disrupted-activities.  
 
QUESTION 1: The Principles outlined on the aforementioned website 
provides the position of the University with respect to refunds, i.e. that 
there is no refunding of tuition for courses that are completed and for 
which students receive credit. This includes the two-week suspension for 
classes, teaching labs and exams.  

https://www.cnbc.com/amp/2020/04/13/students-are-suing-their-colleges-for-coronavirus-related-refunds.html?fbclid=IwAR2ol1EDhSyu0It1-sutVrHbwV6-P6781HITRZ9fIs-0LbIWakJAvxgqgWA
https://www.mcgill.ca/coronavirus/article/mcgill-operations-student-services/principles-governing-refunds-disrupted-activities
https://www.mcgill.ca/coronavirus/article/mcgill-operations-student-services/principles-governing-refunds-disrupted-activities


QUESTION 2: As per directives from the Quebec Ministry of Education, 
McGill made all efforts to offer students ways to finish their Winter 2020 
term, in ways adapted to the current emergency situation. For courses 
that could not be resumed online, alternatives were found to provide 
assessments that enable students to complete the courses and met the 
course requirements.  
 
QUESTION 3: As mentioned in the Principles, in cases of non-academic 
services paid for individually, such as parking and Fitness Centre 
membership, the prorated amounts corresponding to the portion of the 
services not rendered or adequately substituted are eligible for 
reimbursement.  
 
As for ancillary fees (e.g.; student services fee, information technology 
charge, athletics and recreation fees), they are a contribution to the 
general establishment and operation of a service, provide ongoing 
support for students throughout the year and are not associated with 
immediate or short term activities associated with individual students. 
The fees are paid for the general operation of the service and so no refund 
will be provided. 
 
QUESTION 4: When students are paying for tuition, they are paying for 
an education, where faculty transfer their knowledge to their students and 
ensure that their students can demonstrate that they have acquired that 
knowledge through a rigorous assessment process, resulting in the 
awarding of credits contributing towards a degree. 
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