
 
These questions are to President Indira Samarasekera: 
 
Madam President: 
 
Your post in Colloqy@Ualberta (http://www.ualbertablog.ca/2012/01/presidents-
edmonton-journal.html) helped clarify the context of your remarks quoted in the 
Edmonton Journal on January 17 2012 "Modest cuts at U of A won’t impact students, 
president says" 
(http://www.edmontonjournal.com/technology/Modest+cuts+impact+students+president
+says/6010880/story.html). The intent of the questions below is to afford you an 
opportunity to further clarify to the council the quotes that were attributed to you in that 
article. I ask three questions and then provide some background for these questions. 
 
QUESTION 1: Does the Edmonton Journal article accurately reflect your views on how 
the budget tightening since 2009 are not affecting the student’s experience at the 
University of Alberta? 
 
QUESTION 2: If yes, could you inform GFC which indicators you are using to arrive at 
this conclusion? Could you share both these indicators and your analysis with the General 
Faculties Council? (See reflection on indicators below.) 
 
QUESTION 3: Why, when given the opportunity to talk about the impact of the budget 
tightening on campus, you decided to narrowly focus on the 2% contraction in this last 
year when the conversation has been about the budget challenges over three years?  
 
Background on Budget Tightening: 
 
In that piece you are quoted as saying "So I don’t buy the argument that the two-per-cent 
cut is going to change their experience," which makes it sound like the budget challenges 
that might affect the student’s experience are limited to an isolated two-per-cent cut. 
 
However, the article where your quote appears is part of an ongoing conversation in a 
series of articles in the Edmonton Journal 
(http://www.edmontonjournal.com/search/search.html?q=University+of+Alberta+Budget
+Cuts). This conversation has focused on a budget tightening that started in 2009. The 
pressure caused by salary agreements that were already settled when the budget was 
flatlined starting in 2009 (some say that the growth in the expenses with the university 
administration during your term may also have contributed) meant that deans and 
department heads have been faced with effective budget cuts since 2009. These cuts have 
already resulted in the elimination of many positions. 
 
For instance, the Department of Computing Science has effectively faced a 1% budget 
cut in 2009-10 --- which central administration called "budget reorganization.” In 2010-
11 there was a 1% cut (deferred from 2009-10) plus a 5% cut + a 2% cut because of cuts 
in the "envelop program." Then in 2011-12 there was a 2%. cut This aggregated "budget 



tightening" represents a 10% cut over three years and resulted in the elimination of 11 
permanent positions in Computing Science alone (2 were vacant, 1 was vacated through 
incentives to retirement, and 8 were eliminated through involuntary layoffs). Many of the 
laid-off staff directly supported students. 
 
 
Reflection on the impact of budget challenges on student's experience  
 
The following reflection is intended to start a conversation about how one could assess 
the impact of the budget tightening on the student's experience. 
I conjecture that the cuts disproportionately affect the top 5% and the bottom 30% of the 
students (in terms of academic performance). 
 
The top 5% students because professors that are busier shouldering responsibilities that 
used to be taken care by laid-off support staff have less time to pursue grants and 
opportunities for their advancement.  
 
The bottom 30% are students most likely to not be following the prescribed schedule for 
an academic program, to have invisible disabilities, and to need to work while attending 
the university. These are the students that most need counseling, support services, and the 
most flexible offering of courses and scheduling options. 
 
With the considerations above in mind, some indicators that could be useful to assess the 
impact of budget challenges on the student’s experience include: 
 

• Number of positions that deal directly with students (sessional instructors, student 
advisors. lab coordinators, counselors, etc) that have been eliminated. 

• Number of involuntary job terminations of permanent staff (this would be an 
indirect measure of the morale of remaining staff). 

• Evolution of the full-time-equivalent faculty/full-load-equivalent student ratio 
over the past ten years (this is an indirect measurement of a department's ability to 
offer courses, sessions, teaching innovation) --- it is true that, as you said to the 
newspaper, no faculty member has been fired. However many positions have been 
terminated rather than re-filled. 

• Rate of renewal of laboratory equipment and facilities. 
 
I am sure that, given the task, your team along with many experts in this campus could 
develop a set of indicators to provide a sense of the quality of the student experience on 
campus and its evolution over time. 
 


