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MINUTES
Wednesday, October 19, 2011
12:30pm, Room 2009
Absent with regrets: Sandra Alsaffawi-David, Burton Taylor, James Stevenson, Andrey 

Mazurkov, Zak Mashadi
1. Call to Order @ 12:39pm
2. Chair’s Remarks (Marcel Malfitano) 
Marcel: Thank you to everyone who came out on Sunday for the building opening. On that note, let's move to the next agenda item. Chris Guerreiro, a third year student, is here today. He is here to talk about an upper year mentor program that he and I have pioneered. Please listen to what he has to say first. There will be time for questions.
3. Upper Year Mentors (Marcel Malfitano)
Chris Guerreiro: Thanks for having me in to talk about the program. Marcel and I feel strongly about this program. Everyone here is familiar with the first year Dean's Fellows program. I'm sure we all had an experience where a Dean's Fellows came through for us and helped you receive a good answer to an important question. The question has been raised that upper year students already have a support network to answer these questions. In many cases this is true, but in some cases this is not the case- particularly when upper year students take a class that is out of their area of expertise. You also find students that are not so entrenched in the law school community. These students may not have the support network you do and could use someone to go to.

In light of this, we thought we would adopt the Dean's Fellows principles- mentorship from a validated source- and apply them in a more limited system. Our initial conversations led us to believe there was demand. Bruce Ryder and Rhonda Bessner approved a pilot program which would provide a broad mandate for upper year mentors. Put simply, upper year mentors would be available for students. The upper year mentor program will not run sessions. The value proposition to the mentors is that they will be able to get closer to professors and be recognized for their success in a class. Most importantly, the program presents the opportunity to build professional goodwill amongst students. The people we have approached be mentors are on board, as well as the professors. We are running the pilot currently in 3 classes: tax, labour and employment and business associations.

 

This is where we stand with the program today. The plan is to run it through to the end of the semester. The mentors have been instructed to make themselves visible and available to students. Mentors are to tailor their services to the questions they are given.

After exams we will have a conversation about what works and what doesn't. We expect there to be areas for improvement. We would look to feedback from the pilot to draft uniform best practices should the program be institutionalized.

 
Marcel: Just as an example, Professor Tucker introduced the mentor to the class and put the mentor's contact information on the website. What it boils down to is an individual who is available, flexible, has been through the course before, and can give ideas and information on how to approach the course taught by a particular professor.

Fahad: Who is the upper year mentor for tax? The class has not been made aware of this person.

Chris: That is unfortunate. I will look into this.

Marcel: At least two professors said they wanted to wait to see how the pilot turned out.

 

Chris: The primary concern for some professors is that they would need to build an additional provision for a new member of the teaching team. They wanted to know the exact scope of responsibility a mentor would be taking on.

 

Marcel: Another concern we've encountered is that professors don't want students to speak for them as regards to what was on the exam. This concern is easily dealt with, however. It has been overcome in the Dean's Fellows program. This issue can be easily resolved by having the mentor have regular communication with the professor. We discourage the mentors from focussing on substantive material. However, each professor has a different approach to material, so it's important to know how to approach each class.

 

Chris: It's also the case that certain areas of law can be difficult to get into. It's not always the case that professors are clear. I would have preferred last year, for example, to have someone explain to me the basics of security law. My professor was brilliant, but she was operating in her own realm and it was difficult to piece together all the layers of delegated authority. Having someone to show you what is critical from a students' perspective is absolutely vital.

 

Also, I want to mention that we plan on focusing only on foundational, large enrolment classes. We feel this is the appropriate area for the program.

 

Tom: I have two concerns. First, if there is a problem with how material is being given to students, shouldn't we focus on improving teaching rather than on creating a mentor? Second, for me a big part of what you learn at law school is the ability to determine what is important in a mass of information. This proposal seems to side-step this learning.

 

Chris: I think the Dean's Fellows model shows that there is a need to have an intermediary. Everyone's learning objectives are improved by being shown a course roadmap from the student perspective on day one.

As to your second question, I struggle thinking that the best way to achieve this learning is by leaving students out in the cold when we could be supporting them. 

 

Marcel: I think it's always the case that not every student will use this as a resource. The students that do will use it because they perceive it as an advantage. I think it's not so much helping people out but giving people the opportunity to help themselves

 

Dave:

Thanks for coming in, Chris. I think you should be commended for the idea. My first question: who is selecting the upper year Dean's Fellows?

 

Chris: Ideally the professor will be. It would someone who was a high achiever in the class.

 

Marcel: The professor will choose the student based on achievement and familiarity/comfort.

 

Dave: Thanks. That makes sense. My second question: I think we already pigeonhole students into taking certain courses (e.g. business associations, tax, evidence). I understand that it makes sense to have the program focus on courses that students take, but I don't want it to further pigeonhole course selection.

 

Marcel: In structuring this, we've tried to focus on a broad spectrum of courses. Labour and employment, for example, is somewhat off the beaten bath. 

 

Chris: Building on Marcel's last point, I see the mentorship program as reactive to the pigeonholing phenomenon, not driving it. I don't believe students will be driven to take a course because there is a layer of support. We want to take out the need to rely on an informal and potentially unreliable networks and replace them with reliable and institutionalized frameworks.

 

Jess: Thank you very much for coming in. A lot of what you said is different than how I thought the program was to be run. I have strong reservations. I think the program comes from great intentions, but I have seveal concerns. I hope you consider them going forward.

First, I'm concerned about student demand. My research shows indifference from students regarding this program. I'm not clear that there is a student demand. I think we should try to see if this is what students want.

Second, I agree with Tom's concern about the role students should play in solving their own problems. We should also encourage students in upper years to approach their professors. For example, I was very confused in a class last year and I connected with the professor. My relationship with him developed significantly by this direct communication. I think a third party in the mix creates a dynamic that is not necessary at an upper year level.

In terms of material, I agree that there should not be substantive coverage because the curve is so tight. An A in a course is not far from a B. The problem with covering only procedural topics like how to build a summary is that these topics are significantly less important to upper year students.

Finally, I have concerns about student selection. There is already enough in upper year that alienates classmates based on grades. I think there is already a grade-focused culture and the mentor program would further promote it. Grades can be discouraging and frustrating and a mentor program might create undesirable dynamics in the classroom. Unlike Dean's Fellows, mentors could potentially be section and year-mates. I think grades are too sensitive and we don't need another mechanism to support divisions in the classroom.

 

That all said, I appreciate your intent and think there could be other mechanisms to fulfill that intent: for example, alumni mentorships, the academic success program, or simply relying on the informal networks you should be building among your colleagues.

 

Jon O’Kane: I like the idea, but I'm concerned that we are reinventing the wheel. Mentors would not hold sessions. Instead, the responsibility is placed on students. During my undergrad there was an online database of tutors which worked well. I want to find a way to make the people accessible but not create layers of people. I like the idea, but I think another option exists.

 

Jeff: First off, I have two Dean's Fellows in the room and that system has worked out very well. One thing that hasn't been mentioned are transfer students. Perhaps this is could be a very valuable resource for new students to Osgoode. Not every student has had the Dean's Fellows experience. I see where you're coming from with regard to the database, Jon, but who will do this work? We have in front of us a person who is willing to put together a program.

I don't see an upper year student necessarily as a middle-man. Why should we limit a potential resource for students? I think it's a question of branding and optics.

I commend you for coming, Chris. I do wonder if there would be a formal way for determining student sentiment.

 

Joey: What is student caucus' role in this? Why is this matter here?

 

Marcel: Student Caucus will be making a recommendation to the assistant dean whether the pilot should continue.

 

Preston: I think it sounds like a great idea.

 

Chris: I want to pick up on a couple of themes. As concerns the matter of the position of the mentor, that it is up to the professor and mentor subject to guidelines and best practices we establish. If you have experience with the 1L Dean's Fellows model, you will know that there are a diversity of ways of getting to a good result. A mentor position is not designed to stroke the egos. You don't need to be an A student to be a mentor.

The reason why I don’t think an online database would work is that the credibility of the office is related to its relationship with the professor. The reality is that in 95 person classes it is very difficult to establish a relationship with a professor. Many students are also intimidated by the classroom environment. If we go the route of having a database, I think you lose the co-planning element. I view the model as facilitative of the type of contact we want to establish. 

 

Tom: Thank you very much for coming in. Before you go, I just want to say that I think the acid test for this program would be a formal survey conducted in every course where there was an upper year mentor. If there are even a few people who find the mentor helpful, it should continue.

 

Chris: We will have real data very soon. We are on the same page that if there is no demand, we will not continue the program.

 

Fahad: I very much appreciate you coming in. If the purpose of the pilot program is to provide an acid test I see problems. I am in one of these classes and until today I was unaware of the program.

 

Chris: I will need to reach out to that class and ensure there is further communication.

 

Jess: I think how Chris presented this is fantastic. However, currently mentors are a self-selected group of high achieving students.

 

Marcel: We will revisit the issue once we have more data.

 

Jeff: My only remaining question is what will be real data? Who will be in charge of collecting this data?

 

Marcel: Chris and I will report to caucus with data. 

 

Joanne: To be honest, I don't know how we can base our decisions on data from one semester. The data will very likely be unreliable.  I don't think there is any other practical alternative for getting information, however.

 

Preston: I personally don't think the data is overly important, and I say this coming from a statistics background. I would like to see how students are receiving it, but our endorsement of it will only have so much impact on the assistant dean.

 

Dave: I do think that the assistant dean would take our opinion seriously should there be reservations about this from Student Caucus.

 

Marcel: I have reason to believe she would.

 

Jess: My concern is that the program will have a different effect than its intention. 
4. Committees Report (Jessica Diab) 
Jess: I received two Faculty Recruitment Committee reports from Burton.

Marcel: There is an important Priorities and Finances meeting happening soon.

Tom: The Tenure and Promotions Adjudicating Committee has met two times recently. There were two applications for professorship and one application for pre-candidacy. All three files were approved through a very thorough and exhaustive review process. I was satisfied with the results.

Joanne: I have an update from the Admissions Committee. Three years ago we implemented a new admissions policy. We will be looking for feedback on whether the policy has been effective at increasing diversity. We will also be looking at whether joint university-college credits should be recognized as university credits. Technically people are currently able to game the system by getting higher marks at college-university programs and then applying to Osgoode. Moving forward, the committee will be releasing a ten-page document in December to solicit opinions regarding the admission process.

 

Dave: The equality committee will be holding a townhall to solicit information on where the committee should direct its efforts. Please encourage people to come out.
5. Communications Update (Thomas Wilson)

Tom: I think it would be a great idea to write an article on the mentorship program. What do you think?

 

Joey: What would be the lens for the article?

 

Tom: I think it would make sense as an informative piece saying what has happened so far and to solicit opinions from the student body.

 

Marcel: I think we should make a Student Caucus board.

 

Tom: I'll start working on it during office hours.
6. Legal & Lit Report (Dave Shellnutt) 
Marcel: Legal & Lit didn’t have a meeting last week, so there are few new issues.

 
Jess: Was the email Elena sent regarding lockers sent to all students?

 

Dave: Yes.

 

Jess: I don't have to email her if I want a personal locker?

 

Dave: No. We are also in the process of dividing office space for clubs. There was a security issue on campus last week. Apparently a security officer harassed a student and followed them to class. York university has been told that this is outrageous. They agreed, pending an investigation. There will hopefully be a public apology in the class. It's my opinion that a person should not be allowed to be asked for ID by security unless they are clearly participating in questionable behaviour. I have told York that this is my position. 

Regarding the JCR, the issue right now is that we can't find Legal & Lit's business licence. This is significantly delaying an already frustrating process.

 

Marcel: Will there be bartenders hired at the JCR?

 

Dave: Yes

 

Fahad: Will there be non-alcoholic space at the JCR?

 

Dave: Yes- all days except Thursday are non-alcoholic. The room can also be booked for events.

 

Fahad: Are there plans for other school-wide events other than pubs?

 

Dave: Yes. For example, we have a pumpkin carving coming up, paintball is also in the works. 

 

Fahad: I flag this because I have received feedback from people feeling ostracized at Osgoode's many alcohol-centred events. This was especially the case for orientation week.

 

Dave: I'm in 100 percent agreement with you. That's why we don't run the bar every day.

 

Fahad: What's going on with the townhall on branding?

 

Marcel: There is a branding group being put together by Dean Sossin. Joanne and Jeff will be part of an advisory group on branding in the school. A townhall will likely happen in January.

 

Fahad: I'd like to be involved.

 

Marcel: Great, the more the merrier.

 

Dave: One last thing- we are part of the Student Representative Roundtable. There is a Community Safety Council and we are now on it to address Osgoode issues.
7. Senate Report (Sandra Alsaffawi-David)
Tom: Sandra has informed me that there is a student senate caucus meeting next Monday and a Senate meeting next Thursday
8. Locker Area Safety (Joanne Thai)

Joanne: Students have approached me about danger in the locker area. There are currently no mirrors. Hopefully they can be installed. I don't know how to approach this issue, so I bring it up here.

Dave: It's probably your best bet to bring it up with Peter Lee.

Joey: If you can get the Dean involved you may see a faster response.

Marcel: I will write them both an email.

9. Lerners Cup (Thomas Wilson & Jeff Mitchell)
Jeff: An issue I've heard from students is that the majority of participants are cut after the first round. Also, at later rounds there are a significant number of second year students. I think we need to ask what the focus should be for Lerners cup? Is it a first year moot? 

In addition, some students were upset that 2Ls could receive distinguished oralist prizes.

Tom: I bring this issue up with Jeff because I've heard much of the same thing. This is the third year in a row a 2L-1L team has won Lerners.

Jon O’Kane: I think we can politely talk to the mooting society and convey our concerns. I think there is some utility in allowing upper year students to do the moot if they have not done it before. I know James pretty well and he thinks he should have been disqualified from winning distinguished oralist. 

Preston: Second year students have already had mandatory moots in class.

Jon O’Kane: However, the competitive environment of Lerners is different, I think.

Jess: I think there is a significant opportunity for first year's to learn from upper years they partner with. I think we focus too much on the competitive nature of the competition. It's really about learning.

Marcel: I did participate in Lerners this year. I did it because my mentee asked me to. I do, however, agree with the criticisms we've heard. At the very least, I think the distinguished oralist prizes should be restricted to first years. I think these are concerns that the mooting society can entertain.

Preston: I'll bring up both views from Caucus to the mooting society. 

Jon Ungaro: To further on Jess' comments, I think there is a great deal you can learn from partnering with an upper year student. There is an incredible opportunity for people pairing with upper year students. Perhaps there can be two preliminary rounds to allow more people to gain experience.

Tom: If we accept that 2L teams are more likely to go through I think that the current arrangement limits the possible learning experience for 1Ls. There is a great deal to be learned by a first year who makes it to the final rounds where they are judged by professors and Judges. I think this is an experience that should be set aside for 1Ls.

Jess: I think it's important to look at the potential decrease in participation if upper year students are not allowed to participate.

Jeff: There is also the issue of perceived bias with upper year students judging their year-mates.

Fahad: At the end of the day, the purpose of the moot is to encourage students to participate. Whatever gets that done should be encouraged.

Joanne: In my section people teamed up together. I don't think there is significant fear from participating that upper year students address.
10. Other business
Eric: The couch is coming today for the office. I need $17.50 per person.

Tom: Sandra wanted to bring up the issue of non law students in the building. I thought the table of students outside the JCR was particularly disruptive yesterday.

Dave: That table was left out by the administration on Sunday. The students should not be faulted for sitting in it.

Tom: That makes sense.

Joanne: Regarding the library, on Monday night it was very difficult finding a table. The library was filled with undergraduate students from York.

Jess: I will email Louis.

Jeff: Does anyone have a sense what would happen if someone did a sweep of the library. Are we simply not asking for seats?

Dave: I like the way the University of Toronto manages this issue. They have a law-student-only floor. Reserving a floor may sidestep access to justice issues.

Fahad: I think we should approach Louis as he asked us to do just that.

Joanne: We are not saying to close the doors to undergrads. The problem is if law students can't use their own library.

Jess: Dave, what is your response to that issue?

Dave: I'm leery about allowing law students to remove other students.

Fahad: I agree with Dave, but this is an issue that we can bring up faculty. The library has been reduced from 4 to 2 floors to accommodate bigger offices.

Jeff: Would you feel better if there was a designated non-law-student area?

Dave: I'd be happy if there was an area that we, specifically, can use. If the downstairs were open to everyone that would work for me.

Marcel: There has still been no movement on photocopier issue in the library. I will talk with the Dean.
11. Adjournment @ 2:20pm
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