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The Deteriorating 
Working 
Environment at 
Queen’s 
The Administration’s responses to 
QUFA’s proposals show a 
misunderstanding or insensitivity to 
important work-environment issues 
 
By Allan Manson 
Chief Negotiator, QUFA 
 
and 
Bargaining Team Members, QUFA 
 

In this round of 
bargaining, the 
Bargaining Team and 
QUFA Executive have 
been working to improve 

the conditions of our work environment 
and to maintain protections that we 
have earned in previous Collective 
Agreements.  
 
Driving these efforts is our concern with 
the deteriorating conditions under which 
we teach, perform research, and do 
creative work in the current Queen’s 
environment. To different degrees, all 
teachers, researchers, librarians, and 
archivists are suffering the impact of 
reduced budgets and increasing 
workloads.  
 
Unfortunately, while the tone at the 
bargaining table has been civil, the 
proposals tabled by the Administration 

and their responses to our proposals for 
modest and inexpensive changes reflect 
either a lack of understanding of the 
current work environment or an 
insensitivity to it.  
 
In the hope that a detailed account of 
how the academic environment at 
Queen’s has deteriorated might be 
helpful to the Administration, I sent a 
long letter to their Chief Negotiator Dan 
Bradshaw, and I asked him to share it 
with the senior Administration and the 
Board of Trustees.  
 
This letter documents the inverse 
relation between diminishing faculty 
complement and increasing student 
numbers in several units, outlines the 
changes in student needs that have also 
made teaching more demanding, and 
describes the way in which the constant 
demand for change driven by technology 
and administrative initiatives has 
burdened academic staff. He has assured 
me that it was given to the Provost and 

the Principal, but he chose not to 
distribute it to the Board.  
 
So that you will know the picture of the 
work environment we have painted, here 
is my letter in its entirety:  
 

*** 
 

Certainly, Queen’s is experiencing a 
deficit in its operating budget. The 
causes of this situation are multiple, and 
we don’t need to explore them here. 
What matters is that the Administration 
has responded in the following ways. 
First, the central Administration decided 
to download responsibility for funding 
compensation increases entirely onto 
Faculty budgets. The purpose was to 
force units to “assess” the costs of any 
increases. Second, units have been 
subjected to both real and threatened 
budget reductions. Third, in his first few 
months at Queen’s, Principal Woolf 
approached QUFA and asked that we 
take a voluntary salary cut as a 

In Other Bargaining News 
Both good news and bad news is emerging from the bargaining table 
 

Since our last QUFA Bargaining Alert!, there have been three noteworthy 
developments, some good news and some bad news. First, the Administration has 
withdrawn its proposal to subordinate academic freedom to matters of external 
accreditation, which we had rejected. This is good news. Second, the Administration has 
tabled a proposal to increase the hurdles of the tenure process. This was not good 
news, and I am sure you can anticipate our response. Third, by 24 March 2011, both 
parties had tabled almost all of their remaining normative proposals. The new ones 
have not yet been discussed in detail. Also, we have not yet commenced any discussion 
of money issues.  
 
As we move forward, we will keep you fully informed.  
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contribution to the amelioration of 
Queen’s fiscal situation.  
 
By implying that QUFA Members have 
yet to “contribute” to dealing with 
straitened circumstances, the central 
Administration shows its isolation from 
the reality of the work experience at 
Queen’s. For years now, our Members 
have been striving to be the best 
teachers, researchers, librarians, and 
archivists within a work environment 
that imposes increasing demands on our 
time, provides less support for our work, 
and makes being an academic more a 
question of survival than of success. In 
the current academic environment, the 
clichéd expression, “I gave 110%” has 
taken on new meaning.  
 
For the past few months, we have been 
talking to people from various disciplines 
across campus about their working lives. 
Their remarks strike common chords. 
What follows is not meant to be a 
scientific analysis; it is simply a 
recounting of stories and data that have 
been provided. Hundreds of our 
Members are concerned about the 
quality of the academic environment 
within which they and their colleagues 
are working.  
 
Class Size 
 
Many, though not all, units are 
experiencing a dramatic increase in the 
number of students enrolled in various 
courses. In one unit, since 2005, second- 
and third-year courses have increased as 
follows: 
 

1. from 144 to 207 students;  
2. from 87 to 195 students;  
3. from 42 to 97 students;  
4. from 38 to 98 students;  
5. from 33 to 100 students; and  
6. from 46 to 80 students. 

 
These changes are attributable to 
reduced course offerings, which can be 
traced to a diminishing faculty 
complement. Over the same period, this 

unit also experienced an increase in 
graduate students from 34 to 57, with a 
steady state projected at 67.  
 
To see the impact of a diminishing 
complement, another unit traced 
changes from 1975 to 2010. During that 
period, the complement was reduced 
from 27 to 23. While that reduction may 
not seem large, in 1975 only one 
Member had a reduced teaching load, 
while now there are nine Members with 
a reduced teaching load for research and 
administrative reasons. Here is the data 
on teaching for that unit (please see the 
table above).  
 
These are just two examples. There are 
many others. One can easily see how 
much more work needs to be done by 
fewer people. Teaching loads 
have decreased in some departments, 
but these reductions were meant 
to compensate for increased research 
commitments, not larger numbers of 
students; increased class sizes negate 
their intended effect. Moreover, a look 
at student numbers alone does not take 
into account the increases in the 
legitimate demands of students, 
discussed below, nor the diminution in 
support.  
 
Support 
 
Many, but not all, units rely on Teaching 
Assistants to share the workload, 
especially in large courses. Over the past 
few years, we have observed a 
diminution in the allocation of TA hours 
in many units. Some colleagues have 
reported reductions in TA hours of as 
much as 33%. We have also seen 
problems with the timeliness of TA 
appointments, including cancellations in 

August of allocations promised in the 
Spring. For teachers, these two problems 
result in more work. Sometimes, 
teachers have even been required to 
redesign courses at the last minute to 
accommodate a reduction in TA 
allocations.  
 
All across the campus, we are 
experiencing a reduction in support staff. 
This reduction hits smaller units harder, 
since they entered this era with less 
support. Small units are typically reduced 
to one administrative assistant to 
perform all administrative and support 
functions. As a result, staff are 
overworked. One colleague sent this 
response: 
 

Our administrative support staff are 
overtaxed, and it is showing in their 
stress levels. A staff member here 
recently noted that they had been 
working at the university for almost 
25 years but could honestly say that, 
for the first time, they no longer 
enjoyed coming to work. This 
sentiment has been echoed by many 
staff and faculty. 

 
Another consequence of the increasing 
workload of staff is that more work of an 
administrative nature previously done by 
staff must now be done by faculty 
members. Moreover, technology and 
new university systems make new 
demands on teachers, researchers, and 
staff. These demands are discussed 
below. However, with reduced support, 
these new demands fall more often than 
not on the shoulders of teachers and 
researchers. Our Members have stepped 
up to these challenges, but all these 
tasks take time away from teaching and 
research. What is more common is to see 

Year 1975 2010 

Number of graduate students 37 100 

Approximate number of undergraduate students in first year 1,100 1,600 

Approximate number of undergraduate students in second year 795 2,100 

Approximate number of undergraduate students in third year 152 400 

Approximate number of undergraduate students in fourth year 34 125 
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our Members just expand their working 
hours to accommodate these extra tasks. 
 

Rising Student Expectations and 
Demands 
 

With greater competition for admission, 
the quality and preparedness of Queen’s 
students have increased markedly over 
the past few decades. These students 
face greater competition in the job 
market as well as more competitive 
standards for admission to graduate 
school and professional programmes. As 
a result, our students are more 
demanding of us and of our time. This is 
a legitimate part of our job as teachers. 
Our current students want to engage 
more actively and more intellectually in 
classroom discussions. They want to 
meet their teachers outside of class to 
discuss problems, projects, and new 
ideas. They want to discuss drafts of 
their work in progress. They want advice 
about their futures. This is part of a 
teacher’s job. We understand that, and 
we do not begrudge our students the 
time required to meet these increased 
demands. However, our senior 
administrators need to know that this is 
not the classroom of the past.  
 
Another legitimate but steeply increasing 
student demand is for references for 
jobs, graduate school, professional 
schools, internships, and clerkships. As 
the world becomes more competitive 
and more responsive to credentials, our 
students are more concerned to enhance 
their situations by pursuing further 
education. While competition for 
admission may be increasing, so are the 
number of opportunities for further 
study. As anyone knows who regularly 
writes reference letters, if a teacher 
agrees to write one, it cannot simply say, 
“x was a student in my class and received 
a grade of y.” To have any influence, the 
letter must be thoughtful and detailed. 
This not only makes writing the letter 
more time consuming, but it probably 
also explains why some students want to 
meet with teachers outside of class.  

Pedagogical Demands 
 
Collectively and individually, we are 
experiencing and sometimes developing 
new approaches to teaching. The 
impetus comes in part from the 
availability of new technologies, but also 
from developments within our 
disciplines. As well, our increasingly 
competent and technologically skilled 
students have new expectations. These 
influences are welcome, and our 
colleagues at Queen’s are responding in 
creative ways.  
 
Some of our graduate programmes have 
increased dramatically in size. Clearly, 
this means more supervision by fewer 
faculty, more supervisory committees, 
and more thesis examinations. In many 
units, Term and Continuing Adjuncts 
participate without the compensation to 
which they are entitled because the unit 
budgets are fully committed.  
 
As teachers, we continue to struggle with 
the current exigencies. Across the 
campus, we see colleagues investing 
time and energy in developing new 
courses, new delivery formats, and even 
entirely new programmes. We all 
recognize the centrality of teaching to 
the academic enterprise. While our 
senior administrators like to take credit 
for the quality of our teaching, what are 
they doing to facilitate it?  
  
Administrative Demands 
 
Certainly, the Collective Agreement 
creates its own demands on our time. 
Appointment Committees, RTP 
Committees, and Workload Committees 
all need to be staffed. This is the price of 
trying to maintain democratic decision-
making and fair collegial processes.  
 
However, we are also faced with other 
demands. Let’s look at the past year. We 
have seen decanal initiatives to merge 
units in two faculties. There were no 
established processes for mergers, so 
our Members invested dozens of hours 

at meetings attempting to develop 
processes that would facilitate reaching 
fair decisions on the proposed mergers.  
 
Then, there was the Principal’s 
“Academic Mission.” Certainly, this 
project was important. Working with 
short timelines, many of our Members 
participated in developing faculty input. 
While there may have been some 
question of whether anyone was 
listening, the point is simply that these 
initiatives take time. New committees 
and new task forces pop up all over. We 
are called upon to participate more and 
more in academic and administrative 
processes. Our Members do their part. 
They are good citizens, and their work 
weeks disappear under the burden of 
meetings and report writing.  
 
Technological Demands 
 

While we applaud the availability of new 
technologies, we also appreciate the new 
demands they place on our time. Take e-
mail, for example. During the pre-exam 
period in the past, I would receive a 
handful of requests to schedule private 
appointments. I still get those requests, 
but I also get hundreds of e-mail 
questions. We answer the questions 
because we are responsible to our 
students. However, the duration of the 
work day lengthens, and time is taken 
away from other things, especially 
research.  
 
Now, we are also experiencing changes 
in electronic information and record 
keeping systems with all the glitches and 
training that comes along with it. The 
goal may be efficiency and even cost-
saving, but the stress on staff is palpable. 
For us, these changes produce new 
demands on our already overburdened 
time. 
 
Some units are fortunate to have 
technical staff. However, in most of our 
units, such assistance does not exist. 
Take Moodle, for example. In most units, 
the teachers need to do this task 
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themselves. That means investing time in 
the training, suffering through the 
learning curve, and then doing all the 
work. Once again, these are new 
demands on our time. 
 
Conclusion 
  
We have tried to give a brief account of 
some of the ways that the demands of 
academic work have expanded. I’m sure 
there are other examples that we have 
not mentioned. Most of these comments 
relate to teaching because these are 
common problems. Our research is more 
individualized, and resources and 
funding levels vary depending on one’s 
discipline. There cannot be any question, 
however, about the effect of increased 
teaching and administrative demands on 
our research time. 
 
How has the central Administration 

responded to these pressures? 
Professors retire or die and they are not 
replaced. Professors are seconded to 
administrative positions. They are rarely 
replaced, although the unit budgets 
continue to contribute to those persons’ 
salaries. At the same time, class sizes 
increase and courses are eliminated from 
successful programmes. Senate oversight 
of academic matters is being 
undermined by the Administration and 
the Board. Our Principal tells us he is 
interested in developing a new 
“academic mission,” but all we see on 
the ground is a new style of corporate 
management. 
 
Allan Manson can be reached at 
mansona@queensu.ca. 
 
QUFA Bargaining Alert! is edited by 
Robert G. May. He can be reached at 
mayr@queensu.ca. 

 

Spread the Word 
 

QUFA encourages you  
to print out and post a copy of  

QUFA Bargaining Alert!  
in a visible place in your 

department or unit. Thanks! 
 

 


