GESSA  2003 – Action Plan

The Action Plan is divided into six sections, each representing major objectives as outcomes of the GESSA Participatory Forum held March 19, 2003. Within each section, a rational is provided, along with a table listing key sub-objectives and their associated actions and expected outputs. The FES administration is approached for funding/ support for certain action items. A budget column has been added next to these action items that can be easily linked to the GESSA budget.

The six sections of the Action Plan are:

1. MES/ PhD Funding

2. FES Communication: peer to peer and FES to grad students

3. Expanding Graduate Enrollment

4. FES Institutional Memory and Good Governance

5. MES Relations with Faculty
6. Integration of International Perspectives into FES


1. MES / PhD Funding 

Rationale
As set out in the FES 5-Year Plan 2003-2008, major changes to the MES program were accepted by Senate in May 2002.  This is part of a larger strategic planning process FES is undergoing in order to address the Executive Response presented to FES by the President of York University that defined a series of actions FES must achieve in the next five years in order to continue as an independent Faculty.  Much of the FES 5-Year Plan objectives are to be achieved with the heavy burden falling to graduate students.  

In 2002-2003, graduate students accounted for 72% of the Faculty’s FFTE enrolment. Graduate enrolment is projected to continue to increase over 2003-2008. Revisions to the MES program implemented in 2002 saw the reduction of the average length of programs and cut GA funding to allow for limited funds to extend to the same number of students.  If the FES administration continues to increase enrolment, it must be accompanied by increased financial support.  GESSA believes that through active engagement with the FES administration, we can positively influence the FES administration to adopt a position of transparency and openness more in line with FES goals and objectives. 

It has been brought to GESSA’s attention that there are no clear consistent criteria for GA-ships, especially those allocated during the summer.  This leaves GESSA in a weak position in which to communicate concerns to the FES administration.  GESSA understands that the GA/ TA allocation is the primary source of funding while completing their degree.  This is especially true for MES students as they compete with PhD students for TA-ships and because the FES administration actively discourages and prevents students from completing their degree part-time.  Through close communication with the Dean, Graduate Program Director Barbara Rahder, OSAS Director, Janet Morrison, and GESSA participation at Faculty meetings and committees, graduate students can be empowered to become more active in matters that affect them. 
Actions and Output

Objective 1: Ensure the GA/TA hiring process is democratic through transparency and openness with MES/ PhD student body.

Action
Output
Status

A. FES administration to write and circulate a list of criteria used to allocate GA and TA positions, along with a list of names of fall 2003 and summer 2003 GA’s.
· A body of students informed and articulate about the funding process at FES. 

· A strong mutual starting point in which to democratize the FES funding process.

· Clear criteria by FES Admin to students on funding procedures.

· Decreased confusion, frustration and conflicts over funding allocation.


IN NEGOTIATION: would like written list prepared for summer 2003.

Update: Met with the Dean and Janet Morrison in May, 2003.  Janet explained that her office is always open to talk about these issues. She explained that Summer GA and Fall GA criteria are different. 

FALL GA criteria: She noted that FES bases funding on a GPA level of B+ (York scale – 9pt scale). 

SUMMER GA criteria: In 2003 she received 134 applications for 16-18 positions.  She said that criteria are primarily based on financial need (debt load, dependents, etc). Funding is primarily for PhD students and international students (who can not work off campus).  Most of the GA positions are in the office – and they usually re-hire the fall GA, so they don’t have to re-train anyone. Often summer GA positions are based on who the professor wants, an/ or specialized skill requirements.

NOTE: The only summer GA position that conducted interviews was the 5101 GA.  All the rest were allocated according to Janet M. 



B. FES administration to write and circulate a list of the number of GA’s declined by students and where the money was re-allocated.
· See outputs listed above.


IN NEGOTIATION

C. FES’s Research and Awards Committee to continue its $4000/ year RTF funding for GESSA to allocate.  Re-evaluate in 2004. 
· Less overlap in RTF funding; students only apply to one body (GESSA)

· Clear report-back mechanisms from GESSA to RAC to demonstrate projects/ students funded

· 
IN NEGOTIATION



2. Communication: 

· Peer to Peer 

· FES to Graduate Students
Rationale 

Graduate students repeatedly raised the issue of disconnectedness with the Faculty as a key communication problem.  Students attribute this to  a lack of a dedicated MES physical space (lounge), lack of community feeling, lack of support/ resources to locate other grad students with similar research interests, the nature of York’s commuter campus, large class sizes, and in some cases, advisor unavailability.  Some students are self-organizing to facilitate research/ reading groups as a direct result of classes being too large, and because some classes are not being taught due to funding cuts/ or profs on sabatical. MES students desperately need a physical space to meet if BES and MES enrollments are going to continue to increase, and if courses (taught by part-time contract faculty) are going to be cut. The lack of a physical space for MES students means that they have to share the small counter culture lounge area with the BES students.  This is also not a quiet space condusive to research/ or reading groups.  PhD students (40  every year) have a large lounge with offices, whereas MES students (140-150 every year) have no space.

Actions and Output

Objective 1: Improve peer to peer (graduate student) communication on research issues

Action
Output
Status

A. GESSA to have dedicated space in 5101 orientation/ course
· Increased communication between new MES students and student body.

· Increased support for incoming students by current students.


B. Develop electronic space (e-groups) for MES research clusters 


· Increased capacity for students to meet and discuss similar research areas with peers.

· One solution to the increasing enrolment, large class sizes and the nature of independent work of Plan of Study.

MES students to meet with Francis before Winter term is over.

Update: Andrew Robinson hired as summer GA to start e-groups. Testing in June/July 2003.


Budget: Students feel that funding dedicated staffing is needed to facilitate groups 

C. Begin dialogue on MES lounge/ space for 2003-2004
· Increased communication between MES students.

· Physical space to hold reading groups, research seminars, independent study courses.



D. Dedicate an MES-only lounge, and a PHD-only lounge in new FES building
· Increased peer-to peer communication between both MES and PhD student bodies.

· Provide a physical space to hold reading groups, research seminars, and independent study courses.
· PhD lounge will continue to facilitate a space within the overwhelming MES majority at FES 
TO BE NEGOTIATED 

Update: GESSA Members met with B. Peterson and R. McDonald – no promises made to GESSA that there would be a MES-only lounge.  GESSA and BESSA were the last groups to be consulted before plans were solidified. * Note – PHESSA consulted separately from GESSA.

E. Develop MES mentors (buddy-system)
· Increased peer support for course selection, funding help, plan of study process, etc.

· Address need that is not being met by FES administration 

Budget: funding (hours) is needed to set up mentor groups (summer GA)

F. Develop web-based database with students' names, areas of concentration, email, and resumes.
· Improved employment/ research opportunities for MES and PhD students

· Improved communication among graduate students in order to self-organize into research clusters.

Budget: a non-staff project will require funding to develop database (GA?)

G. FES administration to provide York U (grad student) logo
· Valuable networking tool for graduate students to communicate with while attending conferences, doing field research, internships etc. 
IN NEGOTIATION: GESSA Communications officer Susan met with Heather Kelly March 19 – GESSA was told we are not authorized to use old FES logo. Maxwell Brem on April 4 noted that Grad students would be able to use special York U logo. GESSA waiting to receive logo.

Update: Susan Robertson coordinated MES business cards (with York U student Logo) for students in June 2003. Thanks!


Budget: Students to fund printing costs themselves.

Objective 2: Improve FES-graduate student/ GESSA-FES communication 

Action
Output
Status

A. Re-evaluate FES –grad student communication tools/ vehicles (e.g. MES listserve) and develop strategic communication plan for Fall 2003 
· Improved FES success in reaching maximum number of students 

· Reduction in office inquiries

· Reduction in student information overload
Update: After confusion over whether MES students need a methodology course or not to graduate, this item seems a very high priority. There is no clear communication over most MES issues! 

B. GESSA to develop a short annual report for FES Admin (and student body)
· Improved financial accountability for GESSA

· Improved communication with FES Admin


C. GESSA to develop 2003 Action Plan and present to the Dean for timely response


· Increased dialogue between students and FES Admin due to written report detailing 2003 student concerns.

· Increase student visibility and monitoring in FES restructuring

· Accountability mechanism for both students and FES administration
Report written; sent to GESSA, PHESSA and interested students (from March 19 Forum) for comment.

Update: Met with Dean and Janet M to discuss contents – only got through 2 sections.

Action Plan sent to Bonnie Kettel, new MES Graduate Program Director on June 30.

D.  GESSA to ensure full participation in venues open to them as part of FES’s decision-making processes.
· Increased accountability and transparency as part of GESSA’s commitment to participate in the existing decision-making processes (e.g. different committees--especially Grad Curriculum--public meetings, consultations, etc).

· Decreased frustration by FES administration with different yearly executives. 


Jan 2003 - MES REPS ON ALL FES COMMITTEES 

March 2003 – 2 REPORTS to GESSA BY REPS

June/ July  - GESSA working to ensure all committees have MES reps.

3. Expanding Graduate Enrolment

Rationale

As noted in the recent FES 5-Year Plan 2003-2008, in 2002-2003, graduate students accounted for 72% of the Faculty’s FFTE enrolment.  Graduate enrolment is projected to continue to increase over 2003-2008.  If the FES administration continues to increase enrolment and cut courses (taught by part-time contract faculty) it must (1) accompany increased numbers by increased financial support, and (2) make its resource allocation plans available to students.  For example, with more BES and MES students expected for 2003-4, what is the plan for large classes that cannot fit into the rooms allocated? Are students expected and encouraged to seek courses outside the faculty? Will FES cap the number of students in graduate classes?  

Actions and Output

Objective 1: Ensure the FES administration is transparent and clear about the impacts of increased enrolment to the MES/ PhD student body.

Action
Output
Status

A. Develop clear guidelines about class size, and make these available to GESSA
· Clear communication between students, Profs and Admin on class size issues.

· Managed expectations of new students.
Dean noted in May he had a breakdown of class size over the last 10 years which shows it hasn’t changed much.  GESSA requested this document (still not received it).  This still does not address the fact that the average 19 is still too big for graduate level classes. 

B.Redesign ENVS 5101 to reflect student concerns:

· Extra scheduled 5101 time could be used for small student groups.

· 5101 Shadow Lake planning needs to better incorporation of PhD students

· Need event(s) in September to facilitate social relations

· Incorporate diversity workshops

· More field trips to acclimatize newcomers to Toronto

· Draw on second year MES students to act as co-advisors
· Increased collaboration with PhD students

· Increased communication between student expectations/ needs and faculty responses.

· Increased sense of community develops earlier due to early social settings/ events

· Research areas/ groups may form much sooner 


Student Concerns will be taken forward to 5101 course directors: Mora and Ray.

5101 – GA invited GESSA to be part of planning in may 2003.

4. FES Institutional Memory and Good Governance

Rationale
It is becoming increasingly urgent to monitor and respond quickly to the impact of FES changes both positive and negative. As graduate students, we are going to be (and already are) affected by the decisions made by the FES administration. Each year GESSA faces the problem of having to pick-up where the previous executive left off, and thereby lose valuable institutional memory.  By creating a well-informed and empowered student body and graduate executive each year, we can eliminate overlap, and work more effectively with the FES administration. Thus the fundamental objective of this section is to utilise the ‘FES Good Governance Map’ for peer education and FES/ GESSA accountability in order raise awareness on governance issues.  The FES Good Governance Map is a creative institutional decision-making map/timeline FES graduate students intend to begin over the summer.  GESSA will facilitate the project with materials, etc. and would like the community map to hang outside the GESSA office with the expectation that anyone can and will add to the map.  The map will plot: key events, dates, meetings, requests of the Faculty, etc.

Actions and Output

Objective 1: Ensure the collection of institutional memory is created and continues each year.

Action
Output
Status

A. Create a FES Good Governance Map
· Significantly increased institutional memory archive for GESSA, students, staff and faculty.

· Accountability mechanism for FES administration: listening vs. action.


GESSA to begin in May

Update: GESSA will use Action Plan as governance tool, while we focus on projects for the fall (sept newsletter, survey, revised RTF application, getting a computer)

5. MES Relations with Faculty

Rationale

Some students at the GESSA Participatory Forum on March 19 expressed concern that FES professors' doors are often closed. Although not all students expressed concern over this issue, it was the general consensus that MES students usually get to meet a select few profs (through GA, class, advisors) and that it is hard to widen this circle.  Increased advisor loads, combined with teaching, committee work, research etc, sees Profs with little time for students with whom they do not have existing advising relationships. Often, this leaves MES students lost in the Plan of Study process with only one advisor to consult. 

Thus it is critical to have flexible interim (5101) advisor relationships, allowing students to move groups to get to know other Profs.  

Actions and Output

Objective 1: Ensure the MES/ PhD student relations are improved.

Action
Output
Status

A. Develop more effective mechanisms for students and FES profs to engage in a dialogue.
· Increased student-faculty relations

· Increased resources for students to draw on as potential advisors/ students. 




B. Ensure 5101 student feedback from 2002 on advisor relationships is incorporated into 2003 planning
· More effective student-faculty relations

· Demonstrated active listening of student concerns and suggestions.


ACTION PLAN WENTTO 2003 5101 COURSE DIRECTORS in May 2003.

6. Integration of International Student Perspectives into FES

Rationale
International dimensions are integral to FES’s teaching, learning, research and institutional partnerships. The FES curriculum will have to respond to the diverse student body.  Many international students feel more alienated and disconnected to the FES community than domestic students therefore, it is critical that international students play a key role in many decision-making levels at FES.

Actions and Output

Objective 1: Ensure better integration of international perspectives in FES

Action
Output
Status

A. Place two MES students on FES admissions committee: one international and one domestic.
· Increased input of international perspectives into admissions process.

· Clear MES representation and input into the admissions process.

· MES advocates to ensure what is promised on admission into the faculty is delivered once students arrive at FES.




B. Ensure three student reps for Faculty Council are international students 
· Increased input of international perspectives in issues debated at Faculty Council meetings.
Presently: 2 International student reps

C. Dedicate one space on GESSA for an international student representative 
· Increased input of international perspectives in graduate student issues taken up by GESSA.
GESSA to look at revising representative structure for Fall 2003.
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