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Introduction

What would you do if your university or college was about 
to face a major labour disruption?
What are the many factors to consider?
Would you immediately cancel or suspend classes?
How would you support your newly admitted students? 
Your current students?
What kind of data would you be mining for information?
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What kind of data would you be mining for information? 
For decision making?
How would you enhance the recruitment process?
What remediation activities would you consider?
What strategic tactics would you employ once classes 
start back up?

Today we’ll be sharing how York, a large, urban 
university, managed a 72-day strike and continued to 
meet its enrolment goals through and beyond.



Agenda

Background on York
Situational background: the Strike
Challenges
Sample considerations

•Principles and policies; Governance; Data; Staff
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•Principles and policies; Governance; Data; Staff 
readiness and resilience; Timeliness and response; 
Recruitment and retention (enrolment 
management); Brand

Tactics
•Infrastructure; Communications and media 
relations; Tuition; Petitions and Appeals; Enrolment 
management

Learnings
Outcomes



Background on York
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York University

Location - Toronto
Size – 55,000+
8000 staff and faculty
Campuses – Two plus additional satellites
Diversity – more than 150 countries mature
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Diversity more than 150 countries, mature, 
university and college transfer, high school, 
aboriginal, male/female
Alumni – 200,000+
Undergraduate and graduate offerings – close to 
5000 courses offered per year
Domestic and international student body
Residential and commuter population – 2000+ in 
residence



The real York

Top ranked business school Î Schulich School of Business 
ranks 
Top ranked law school Î Osgoode Hall 
Top ranked faculty Î 91 per cent of our faculty have the highest 
educational qualification in their field

The largest concentration of professional humanists and social 
scientists in Canada
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scientists in Canada. 

The Canadian university on the NASA/Stanford theory of relativity 
experiment 

Canada’s lead university for the NASA 2007 Phoenix Mission to 
Mars. 

Unique program offerings Î Canada’s only degree in 
atmospheric chemistry and space engineering program in 
Canada; the first and largest comprehensive faculty of Fine Arts 
in Canada

Lead for sustainability - and we make coffee!



York is a source of strength
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Strike images
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Strike images
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And a not so nice image…
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Challenges
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Challenge #1: timely and accurate 
information

?
?
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?
?



Challenge #2: media and rhetoric 
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8_4GIpE0cg0



Challenge #3: enrolment management 

Then…

Year one students just beginning
January entry looming
November 1 government reporting date passed
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Refund dates passed

Now…

Regaining marketing share
Increasing entry averages
Increasing retention
Rebuilding image
Rebuilding community 



Challenge #5: recruitment and retention
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Challenge #6: institutional complexities

Government expectations
Board of Governors
Senate
Professoriate needs
Student needs across multiple degrees/Faculties
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Student needs across multiple degrees/Faculties 
Varying class and term shapes and sizes (1 hour 
lectures, 3 hour lectures, satellite locations on 
different schedules, different sessional date policies, 
etc.)

Potential for confusion emerges…

Who plays what role when?



Challenge #7: length of strike and 
erosion of community engagement
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Considerations
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Considerations

•Media
•Governance, Policies 
•Data
•Registrarial Principles
•Registrarial Tactics
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Registrarial Tactics
•Staff readiness and resilience
•Timeliness of response
•Recruitment and retention (enrolment 
management)
•Brand management



Media frenzy

CP 24 Interview  the 
saga begins
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http://www.cp24.com/servlet/an/local/CTVNews/20081106/081106_york_strike?hub=CP24Home



Governance and policies

What is your governance framework? What about academic 
and non-academic policies?

Senate Executive  
•Policy and guidelines framework

–University disruptions policy
–University deferred standing policy
U i i d i l d li i
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–University exam and sessional date policies
–Class cancellation policy
–Grading scheme and feedback policy
–Limits on the worth of exams
–Repeated courses legislation

Board of Governors
•Policy and guidelines framework

–Registration policy

President and Vice Presidents

Senior leadership



Senate Web site

•Role of Senate 
Executive

•Participation of 
Registrar
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•Role of senior 
leadership

•Academic 
communication 
and related 
remediation 
management

http://www.yorku.ca/secretariat/Strike2008/Strike.htm



Data

What data do you have?
How do you ensure data becomes useful 
information?

Office of Institutional Research and Analysis
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y
•Enrolment management reporting
•Institutional reporting
•York fact book
•Your own data (e.g. Ask an Expert)



Tactics during and 
after the strike
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Registrarial principles

Principle 1: Focus on students 
•Monitor all channels of communication for insights and information 
(including social media)
•Provide information to the extent possible

Principle 2: Focus on staff
•Keep meetings to a minimum
•Identify key roles early on
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•Shorten approval processes
•Keep people informed / provide messaging
•Leverage important strategic partnerships

Principle 3: Focus on the business paradigm 
– How can we change our business processes in a manner that best suits 
student needs without additional resources, additional time or 
compromising quality?
- What long term changes might be considered and emerge as a result?
- Consider traditional approaches but don’t be hampered 



Specific registrarial tactics

During the strike

•Staffing
•Sessional modelling
•Strike communications and media relations
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Strike communications and media relations

After the strike

•Tuition
•Petitions and Appeals
•Enrolment management
•Rebranding York
•Communications



Tactics during the 
strike
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Staffing

Is it clear who handles student communication? Which area 
actually has the capacity? Which committees, teams or 
working groups (systematic touchpoints) have you 
established that will serve you well in good times and bad?

Division of students: 
Registrar’s Office, Student Financial Services, Client 
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g , ,
Services, Admissions/Recruitment
•Relevance of each area varied by timing and event

Essential teams:
•Academic Scheduling team
•Communications team
•Systems team 

Registrarial meeting mechanisms? 
-Regular bi-weekly meetings supplemented by area specific 
tactical meetings
-One point of contact (with a back up) for dealing with senior 
administration



Sessional date modelling

Which team is best poised to respond quickly in 
a crisis like this?
Academic scheduling and systems

Close to 100 models created over a 72 day period
Considerations:
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Considerations:
•Practical considerations (sampling)

–12 meets minimum plus exam period
–Stop outs for particular holidays
–Classes/exams on weekends and evenings
–Study day – one day minimum
–42 exam periods minimum
–3 exams in one day (versus 4)
–Need for remediation by Faculty or program –
flexibility – e.g. law, education, nursing



Communications

“A lie can travel halfway around the 
world while the truth is putting its 
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shoes on.” 

- Mark Twain



Communication During A Crisis
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Best practices in risk and crisis communication (National Center for Food 
Protection and Defense, http://www.fpd.umn.edu).



Scope of Student Communications

The Registrar’s Office coordinated communications to all 
students on the following matters:

– Senate academic decisions 
– Impacts to academic and financial dates
– Availability of registrarial and campus services 
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– Financial issues 
– Academic remediation plans 

Not included in this scope: 

– Media relations:  handled by central Communications 
& Marketing
– Employee/staff matters:  handled by Human 
Resources
– Overall university communications handled centrally



Student Communications Team

Who is your team?  What are their roles?

• Vice President, Marketing & Communications 
• Vice President, Students
• University Secretary (for academic issues)

Content 
Development;
Review and
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• University Registrar

• Associate Registrar, Systems & Communications 
• Manager, Registrarial Communications   
• Director, Print & E Media Communications 
• Various Faculty and Departmental contacts

Review and 
Approval

Execution



Planning Ahead

How do you make sure you are ready to launch 
communications quickly?

• Plan for communications as soon as it appears that a disruption is 
very likely

• Registrarial Communications put the infrastructure in place:
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– established a Web site
– developed content and coordinate reviews and approvals 
– process and procedures for updating communications 
– ensured we were poised to “go live” as soon as necessary

• Procedures were established

– all communications approved by the designated group of 
senior executive members before publication 
– calling trees, communication lines were established; 
secured “on call” individuals to handle urgent requirements on 
a 24/7 basis



Communication Channels

What channels to use for official communications?  

• Our primary tool for communications to current students 
was the York University Web-site
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– used existing tools to point students to important 
bulletins and information 
– developed a dedicated “micro-site” to gather all 
information needed 
– protocol was that any communications about 
impacts to current students would either be hosted on 
the micro-site or linked to from one of our FAQ pages

• E-mail was also used when we wanted to ensure all 
students received critical or important information 



Overview of the Site

• Laid out as an “FAQ” (Frequently Asked Questions) site 
– Initially focused on departments within the Division of 

Students

• High level categories at launch date:
– General Questions
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– Admissions
– Current Student Questions 
– Glendon Student Services (another campus in city) 
– Sport & Recreation 
– Student Community Development 
– Career Center

• Bulletins
– Links to important information elsewhere on site



Sample General Questions

• What decisions have been made in 
the event of a strike?

• Is the University closed? 

• How long is the labour disruption 
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g p
expected to last? 

• What will happen to the academic 
year? 

• Will the strike affect public transit 
entering Keele Campus? 

• Is the Union permitted to have picket 
lines? 



Sample Current Student Questions

• What is the impact to the official 
examination period in December? 

• Will a strike affect my graduation 
status? 

38

• I want a refund on my dropped 
courses; how do I get one? 

• When will transcripts be available? 

• I have a mid-term exam; should I 
attend?



Other FAQ areas

Sports & Recreation: 
– I am a student athlete, will my varsity events 
be impacted by a strike?

Student & Community Development

39

y p
– Will I still be able to access counselling and 
disability services during a strike?

Career Center
–I have already booked an interview practice 
session. Will I still be able to attend it?



Managing Changing Information

How will changing information be managed?  

• As we received more questions and feedback from 
students or the community in general, more Q&A was 
added to the site 

• Updates to information were indicated by putting a date
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Updates to information were indicated by putting a date 
next to the new or updated questions so students could 
easily see something new was added 

• As the strike progressed and became more prolonged, 
new issues arose and we added more information to the 
site for students 

• With time even though there was uncertainty at some 
levels, in other ways there was more clarity, more 
decisions being made and more concrete information 
could be provided to students



Evolution of the Site

November 2008
Strike began: Nov 7

• very early stages of the strike 
• concerns about how long the strike might last
• requests for refunds
• concerns about service availability and immediate impacts

• information for students on how to keep up with their 
studies 

f “ f”December 2008
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• remediation information answering “what if” type questions 
for students 
• additional concerns for students who may be starting in 
Jan

• students wanted more concrete details about how this 
would impact the academic year
• wanted to know the revised sessional dates 
• financial concerns were escalating 

• site evolved into a “Back to Class” site with clear 
information  on remediation, sessional dates, impacts to 
summer, etc.

December 2008
Month 2 of strike

January 2009
Month 3 of strike; 

disruption ended Jan 29

February 2009
Classes resumed Feb 2 



Keep Up With Your Studies!
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Remediation
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Meanwhile……

The impact of unofficial communications needs to be 
acknowledged.  

• Students were using social networking as a tool to share 
their own information and frustrations
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• Keeping an eye on what was being asked and/or shared 
on blogs, Facebook and web pages was critical in order to 
react quickly to any misinformation as well as formulate 
new FAQ’s for students

• Community was bombarded with messaging, and quite 
often misinformation, from student associations, the union 
local, faculties, local news outlets etc.



Facebook

• Established by a first-year business 
school student, at its height the “anti-
strike” Facebook group had over 
5000 members; the group admin had 
an accompanying web site

• The site had over 1000 active
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The site had over 1000 active 
Discussion topics

• Viewing the topics was one way of 
identifying the issues and concerns 
students had so that we could ensure 
FAQ’s were augmented 

• Important: no one on our team was 
part of the group or actively engaged 
in discussions online



Facebook…continued

• Over 50 Facebook groups 
were created in support of or in 
opposition to the striking unit 

• The online community often 
had information well before we 
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ad o at o e be o e e
were aware of it 

• Students posted e-mails from 
profs and deans, links to news 
stories etc.  

• Lesson learned:  it is impossible 
to control the message 



Blogs

• At least one blog still exists on 
livejournal that is run by a group of 
students 

•The group is highly moderated and 
therefore comments were less political 

d ti b t “ h t d
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and more questions about “what does 
this mean to me” 

• This site was also regularly checked 
to keep pace with student concerns 

• Being familiar with one of the blog 
owners, we were able to correspond 
to post links to our updates from time 
to time and correct misinformation



E-Mail

• E-mail was used to send messages to the entire 
student population when important updates were 
available

• Examples: 
– suspension of academic activities due to labour 
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disruption 
– extensions to academic or financial deadlines 
– messages from the president 
– declaration of end to academic disruption 

• minimizing the amount of e-mail sent ensured that 
when students received them, they were aware that it 
was an important update and that follow up action may be 
required



“Ask A Student Services Expert”

• York uses “Intelliresponse” which 
operates our “Ask a Student Services 
Expert” service 

• Students ask questions in plain 
language and get a response 
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• We added a “strike” question to the 
knowledge database which, if used by 
students, would get them to a response 
linking them to updates and our mini-
site 

• The strike question was accessed by 
users over 11500 times

•The strike mini-site itself logged over 
3000 visits per day during the strike



Tactics after the  
strike
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Government involvement
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G_9Z6-F8r8M



Resumption of Academic Activities

Planning and coordination 
continues even beyond the crisis 
event 

• As planning began for resumption of 
academic activities, communications 
were being planned along side 
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• A “Back to Class” version of the mini-
site was in development for several 
weeks with important FAQ’s for 
returning students 

• The academic dates underwent 
several revisions based on various 
scenarios and the Web site was under 
constant review 

• Also being planned were 
communications for financial 
assistance, exams and more



Post-Strike Communications

Understand what students will need to know once 
the disruption is over.

Once the labour disruption ended, the challenge of 
communicating the impacts and changes and services 
for students began including:
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for students began including: 

– revised academic calendar for fall/winter as well 
as upcoming summer session
– remediation activities 
– financial assistance programs such as: 

– financial hardship bursary 
– extended government financial aid 
assistance 
– the “tuition credit opportunity” 



Tuition Credit Opportunity

How do you help mitigate the costs and impacts to 
students of the disruption? 

The Tuition Credit Opportunity gave students who were 
enrolled in fall or full year courses the opportunity to drop 
their course without academic penalty and use the 
fi i l l t d f t l t

54

financial value towards a future enrolment

Designed by students

Refunded tuition value only 

Had to be done by specified deadlines

Could not get a financial refund; amount had to be used 
towards an enrolment in the following academic year



The Tuition Credit Opportunity

Communicating to students

• We decided to continue using 
the “FAQ” format to deal with 
issues arising from the labour 
disruption even after classes 
resumed
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resumed  

• Information about the Tuition 
Credit for example was 
embedded in our “Back to Class” 
site and pointed students to 
information on how they could 
take advantage of the credit 

• Well over 10,000 applications 
were received from students 



Petitions and Appeals

•Established a 
senior level 
committee

•Developed refined 
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messaging and 
follow up

•Considered the 
importance of pre-
existing disclaimers



Enrolment management

Market share declines Î 14% to 8%

1st choice application declines by 6.5% Î now 8.5% 
but still lower than our 10% market share
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Declines in offers - 31% declined our offer and 28% 
didn’t apply Î the strike was the top reason for not 
attending York



Rebranding York

Distortion of brand image  

York = strikes
versus

York = dynamic innovative unique
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York  dynamic, innovative, unique



Lessons learned
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Lessons Learned

Communications frameworks help 
facilitate decision making

• If you can’t answer the basic 
“how what where and when” questions for
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how, what, where, and when  questions for 
communications,  something may be missing 
in the process 

• However it is okay to say “we don’t know that 
yet” – accept uncertainty in the process



Lessons Learned…continued

Social networking is very powerful

• You can’t control all the messaging

• Tracking social networking can be a powerful tool
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Tracking social networking can be a powerful tool 
– assign someone to keep track of what’s being 
shared 

• Social networking is a key tool for students; learn 
how to use it to your advantage 

- York U now has a significant official presence on 
Facebook with over 20 pages covering new 
students, prospective students, student affairs, 
faculties and registrarial services



Lessons Learned…continued

Make it easy for students to find the 
“official source” of information

– With so many people officially and unofficially 
involved in communications students need to
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involved in communications, students need to 
know where the credible source of information 
can be found 

– Centralize student communications; create the 
“hub” and in a crisis, collaborate to give 
students the one-stop-shop for their answers



Lessons Learned…continued

In a crisis situation process is important

– It is tempting to rush and not take the time to 
keep a list, hold daily meetings or make a plan
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– The plans mitigate risk and confusion overall 
and maintain clarity and some level of control 
in a crisis 

– Designate leads, keep notes, delegate 
tasks, check-in frequently and after all is 
over, keep your archive for the next crisis



Lessons learned….systems

Know your systems capacity to serve 
you.

• York University uses a “home-grown” student 
information system 
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• Home-grown enrolment system is run by a 
flexible set of dates that users can control and set 

• A number of online tools with ability to easily 
control messaging 

• Excellent working relationship with our partners 
in I.T.  



Lessons learned….tuition

Tuition is more than just the cost of a program –
What mechanisms do you have that help with 
managing the tuition experience for students?

Refund dates
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Tuition Credit Opportunity
Petitions Committees
Discretionary authority to waive fees
Messaging regarding fees 



Lessons learned…petitions and appeals

What kind of oversight committees do you 
have? Who sits on them? Why is this important?

Establish a senior level committee
Ensure transparent and consistent appeals 
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p pp
messaging that is laddered
Leverage existing processes and protocols; make 
refinements where appropriate
Consider implications of possible class action type 
suits
Indemnity clauses – Do you have one? Where to put 
it on your enrolment system? Implications for each 
progressive usage?
Be prepared to be over-ruled!



Lessons learned…enrolment 
management

How do you meet strategic enrolment 
management objectives in recruitment and 
retention when dealing through or the aftermath 
of a crisis?
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Lessons learned….legal issues
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Today

Where are we today and how is York faring?

Task Force on Student Life and Learning
White Paper Process
New University Academic Plan
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New University Academic Plan
Sustainability Task Force
Better Workplace Initiative
Disruption Task Force
Increasing market share
Increasing entering average
Increasing retention
…….



Questions?
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