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Introduction

Thank you for this opportunity to present the 2017 
Annual Report for the Office of the Ombudsperson 
for Students. This report covers the period January to 
December, 2017.

In the 9th year since its establishment, the Ombuds 
Office continued to see a rising caseload.  While 
more cases might indicate continued and increased 
challenges faced by students at UBC, I am pleased 
with the growth in numbers more positively shows 
that students are better reaching out for resources 
like the Ombuds Office to help them navigate 
university rules and processes, decisions and conflict 
in their university life. Some students have brief, 
one-time consultations with us while others have 
complex situations that require prolonged support 
and assistance over a number of months, sometimes 
years. Other students come to the Ombuds Office on 
multiple occasions for different issues. 
 

“At core, ombudsmen in higher education are 
engaged in helping to safeguard, as far as possible, 
a positive student experience at higher education 
institutions.”1  

While the Okanagan Ombuds Office was closed 
between February 2016 and December 2017, the UBC 
Vancouver Ombuds Office continued to respond to 
inquiries from UBCO students, staff and faculty.  The 
Executive of the Student Union Okanagan (SUO) 
reinstated its funding commitment and the Okanagan 
Ombuds Office was re-opened in December, 2017. 
We were pleased to welcome Michael Jud as the new 
UBCO Ombuds Officer. We appreciate the SUO’s 
initiative to re-establish the office and we thank 
Deborah Buszard, Deputy Vice-Chancellor and Ian 
Cull, Associate Vice-President, Students for their 
continued support.

My gratitude also goes to Prof. Ono and the 
Ombuds Advisory Committee for their insight and 
advice that assist us to deliver responsive ombuds 
services at UBC.

Joy Coben, as Ombuds Officer on the Vancouver 
campus, has over the years worked with thousands 
of students, faculty and staff to enhance students’ 
experience of fairness and respect. In 2017 we also 
had the opportunity to have the able assistance 
of Patricia Penaflorida, a Work Learn student who 
brought her keen skills and perspectives to assist us 
in promoting our resources and enhancing access to 
the Ombuds Office.   

At both the Vancouver and Okanagan campuses, 
we look forward to supporting the university’s 
strategic goals in a way that advances fairness for 
students in every aspect of their university life.

Respectfully submitted,

Shirley R. Nakata
Ombudsperson for Students
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1  Behrens, Rob.  Being an Ombudsman in Higher Education: A Comparative Study.  European Network of   
  Ombudsmen in Higher Education, June, 2017
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What We Do

Canadian ombuds centre their work on the 
foundational principle of fairness. In our first 
annual report, I introduced my conception of 
what fairness might look like in an environment 
like UBC and I identified some key pillars:

Fairness is a legally grounded concept that can be informed by the core 
values of the organization and its communities. A university setting requires a 
conceptualization and application of fairness that is different than what might 
be appropriate in a bank or municipality. That is, fairness is a context-specific 
concept and must, in its practical elaboration, be appropriate and responsive 
to the organizational mission and values. On our campuses there are ongoing 
relationships between students and the many people who represent and 
act as the university. Hence the strong need for a sense of community, 
realization of the responsibility to be mutually accountable to one another, 
and a commitment to act with compassion to calibrate how students should 
experience fairness at UBC.

How We Do It

Fairness is the “what” we do. The 
“how” is defined by the Ombuds 
framework of independence, 
impartiality and confidentiality. And 
in the university setting we promote 
fairness with  the overarching goal of 
building students’ competencies and 
confidence to move forward through 
the challenges they might face by:

• Creating a warm and caring 
environment in which they can 
share their concerns;

• Hearing them out without 
judgment and validating their 
emotions;

• Giving them relevant information 
about possible options, policies 
and processes to pursue;

• Helping them to self-reflect on 
how they may have contributed 
to their current situation;

• Encouraging them to keep their 
eye on their big goals; and

• Providing them with the 
constructs and vocabulary of 
fairness to self-advocate.

We are also guided by the 
framework of UBC’s core values 
and its commitment to embed 
equity and inclusion throughout 
all of its activities. Fairness cannot 
be achieved without equity and 
inclusion and equity cannot be 
attained without fairness that is both 
perceived and experienced.
 

Compassion

AccountabilityCommunity

FAIRNESS
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Reflections & Observations

2017 was marked by events that impacted us globally and within our local 
communities. From the #MeToo movement to silent protests on football 
fields, we witnessed very public ways of expressing our ideas and beliefs about 
integrity, fairness, justice and compassion.

On university campuses, how we 
prevent and address sexual misconduct 
continued to be a priority as resources, 
policies and procedures were 
developed. The desire for generous 
and critical spaces to discuss race and 
racism and the nature and content of 
“reconciliation” continued to be heard 
from all constituencies.

Whether it is in the global, national, 
or local environment, these issues and 
events that touch our core values as 
members of a university community 
have a deep and sometimes life-
changing influence on us. While there 
may always be disagreement about 
the outcome or resolution in any given 
situation, I am confident that everyone 
would agree that the process should 
always be fair.  

Fairness all round must be 
demonstrated, not just intended, for the 
university to achieve sound and robust 
outcomes that foster trust, which is a 
necessary condition for the university 
to achieve its stated commitment to 
excellence in student learning and the 
student experience. Communicating 
and demonstrating fairness are also 
critical to enhance student health and 
wellbeing. 

The recommendations after each of 
the following observations are made to 
the Deputy Vice-Chancellor, Provosts, 
Vice-President Human Resources and 
Vice-President Students to consider for 
implementation within their respective 
areas of authority and responsibility. 

Taking it personally 

The standards and expectations the 
university holds regarding academic 
and scholarly integrity, respectful 
and non-discriminatory conduct 
are fundamental in defining the 
character and aspirations of UBC 
as an institution. When there is 
an alleged breach of one of those 
standards, it is not surprising 
that decision-makers sometimes 
communicate in ways that reveal 
indignation and condemnation, not 
of the behaviour, but of the person 
whom they believe to have violated 
the rules.

Taking it personally or making it 
personal impedes fairness. Decision-
makers have immense power. With 
this comes the weighty responsibility 
to follow due process and university 
policy and procedure so that the 
outcome is fair and can withstand 
internal and possibly, external 
scrutiny. When an allegation, yet 
unsubstantiated, evokes in the 
decision-maker a sense of personal 
offence or moral indignation, a 
reasonable perception could arise 
that the decision-maker’s capacity 
to make a fair and unbiased decision 
has been compromised.   

Recommendation

• Faculty and staff who have the 
authority to make decisions 
must be trained to be aware 
of the human urge to make 
judgment on the student’s moral 
or ethical character. Focus on 
the conduct in question and 
even if the evidence may appear 
to be overwhelming, create the 
opportunity for the student to 
tell their side of the story to 
demonstrate that there has not 
been pre-judgment of the case;

• Decision-makers should 
avoid communicating  
“disappointment” or describing a 
student’s “poor moral character”. 
If the evidence, fairly assessed, 
supports a finding of a breach 
of a rule, then address the 
conduct, apply the appropriate 
standard for a consequence and, 
in keeping with the university’s 
commitment to student 
learning, we can then work as a 
community to help the student 
move forward in a constructive 
manner. 

I felt very inspired after meeting you because of your 
kind and professional nature. I actually really enjoyed 
our talk together.” 
— student

 “ 



Delay

Workload and resource pressures 
can contribute to unavoidable delays 
in responding to emails, providing 
information, and reaching decisions.  
“Justice delayed is justice denied” 
is not only about the experience of 
unfairness; delay can result in good 
decisions being voided due to the 
passage of time.

Recommendation
 

• If a decision-maker can’t 
respond in a timely manner, at 
a minimum, they should let the 
student know why there is a 
delay and what an anticipated 
timeframe might be;  

• Create structural mechanisms 
to remind decision-makers of 
timelines (e.g., bring-forward 
systems, calendar entries, etc.);

• Look at systemic ways in which 
recurring delays might be 
addressed.

The “Ambush”

Students receive emails from their 
instructors or staff requesting their 
attendance at a meeting, sometimes 
with only a vague reference to 
“serious allegations” or nothing at all. 
We have heard that this approach is 
employed because letting the student 
know too much about the topic 
of discussion might allow them to 
prepare for the meeting, concoct their 
story or collude with others. 

Firstly, reasonable notice of the 
issues or allegations that have 
arisen is central to a fair process. 
Secondly, springing the details on the 
student at the meeting can have a 
significant and negative impact on the 
student’s ability to respond calmly, 
comprehensively and constructively. 

Recommendation

• Full particulars need not 
be disclosed in the initial 
communication to a student, 
but fairness requires notice by 
way of a few lines that describe 
the nature and timeframe of the 
allegations;

• Information about resources for 
advice, support and advocacy 
should always be included in 
communications with students 
so that they can learn and 
understand the process that is 
underway and be prepared to 
have constructive and forthright 
meetings.
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Check out the Fairness Toolkits at 
www.ombudsoffice.ubc.ca
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Communication gaps and 
disconnects

Most processes and decision-
making at UBC are conducted in 
a timely and thoughtful way. On 
occasion, because we believe that 
we are operating with good intent, 
we overlook the need to explicitly 
communicate important pieces of 
information to students. For instance, 
an instructor’s delay in referring an 
academic misconduct case to the 
Dean’s Office might be due to a 
variety of well-justified reasons, but 
for the student the silence over the 
months of waiting for a decision can 
be agonizing. In a decision to deny a 
student’s request for a concession, 
the student is assured that there was 
careful consideration of all the facts, 
but what was considered and why 
those facts were given weight are not 
explicated. 

Recommendation 

• Decision-makers should not 
assume that the student is aware 
of or understands what they are 
doing. A short email letting the 
student know that the matter is 
still in progress is not only fair 
but also a respectful gesture;  

• While the decision might be 
apparent and obvious to the 
one making it, explaining why 
that decision was reached and 
explicitly identifying the facts 
considered and the standards 
applied are integral to a fair 
decision-making process.

Finding a door in

UBC has many resources and 
services that are intended to assist 
students in every aspect of their 
university life. In times of stress or 
distress, however, it can be difficult 
for students to find the right or the 
best door to knock on. One student 
told us she was referred to 12 
different places before she landed at 
a resource that could help her. 

2 Behrens. Ibid p. 65-66

Even in relatively simple 
cases, for example, appealing 
a grade, students can be 
unsure about the first step, the 
appropriate form, timelines 
for filing etc. In complex 
situations, students are 
expected to self-diagnose 
their issues in order to locate 
the right resource, when often 
they need the resource(s) to 
help them name their problem. 
If the first door isn’t the right 
door, then we should strive to 
ensure that the second door is.

Recommendation

• Enhance access to your 
resources and services 
with an intentional 
focus on the diversity of 
our student population 
(e.g. for students with 
disabilities, language 
barriers; international 
students; mature 
students).

• Ensure every member in 
units that interact with 
students is aware of the 
network of resources on 
campus and understands 
how to make effective 
referrals.

Studies in Australia, England 
and Wales revealed student 
concerns that their university 
processes were “overly 
complex, unfair and took too 
long”. Students described 
feeling “disheartened”, 
“demoralized” and “a sense 
of futility”. A majority of 
students in one study reported 
that it was difficult to find the 
procedures to follow, they felt 
the university had not taken 
their issue seriously, and 
believed they had not had a 
fair hearing.2
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Cultivating Fairness

If we aren’t actively, intentionally 
cultivating fairness into our daily 
work – as a student, staff or faculty 
member – we are contributing to 
an environment where unfairness 
can arise in our interactions with 
students. What the duty to be 
fair actually requires of us is not 
always intuitive. The principles of 
procedural fairness, a cornerstone 
of administrative law, include some 
essential practices that we must 
include in our interactions with 
students such as notice, disclosure, 
an unbiased decision-maker, reasons, 
and avenues for review of decisions.

But we should strive for more than 
the basic legal requirements of 
fairness. There are some other vital 
ways in which we need to enact 
fairness in a post-secondary context 
and in particular at UBC, given its 
commitments to integrity, mutual 
respect, equity and inclusion:

• Acknowledge power 
differentials in the myriad of 
ways in which they manifest 
within the university context. 
They arise in the student-
instructor, employee-supervisor 
relationships, as between units 
or disciplines, staff members and 
faculty members. Importantly, 
privilege and power have 
a profound impact on how 
hierarchies are established and 
maintained. Fairness, perceived 
and experienced, is deeply 
impacted by these power 
differentials.

Whose versions or opinions do we 
tend to believe or prefer? Where 
and in whom do we tend to place 
our support? How do each of us use 
our privilege in ways that further 
marginalize the marginalized?

• We are all biased. In 
endeavouring to create fair 
rules, apply fair process and 
reach fair decisions, we need 
to acknowledge our biases 
and understand that while 
eliminating our unconscious 
biases is basically impossible, 
we can implement structural 
mechanisms to check our 
biases and help us enact fair 
processes that will lead to more 
just outcomes. This applies 
to all processes affecting 
students – disciplinary, grade 
appeals, concessions and 
accommodations, hiring, housing, 
and others.

• Access to information is not 
equitable. Whether it is a policy, 
email communications, resources 
or support, a diverse community 
of students will not be able to 
access information in the same 
way. Therefore when we speak 
of treating a student fairly, we 
need to seek to understand and 
respect the different capacities, 
ways of understanding, and ways 
of connecting into university 
information and systems.

• Anticipate diverse ways of 
understanding matters that you 
might think are obvious and 
elementary. We assume that we 
are all on the same page about 
what is right and what is wrong; 
what academic integrity means; 
what constitutes plagiarism; what 
respectful demeanour looks like. 
And when these rules – some 
more explicit than others – are 
seen to be violated, we are quick 
to make judgments. Fairness, 
in this place of higher learning, 
requires us to continuously 
challenge our assumptions and 
our personal and local views of 
the world.

Ombuds “speak in lofty phrases 
such as ‘fairness’ and ‘academic 
freedom’ and ‘due process’ 
and ‘professional ethics’.” 
“Almost inevitably you become 
respected, but not liked.”3

Talking to you and 
your help with 
questions and 
editing really helped 
prepare me and 
made me feel much 
more confident 
going into my 
hearing today.” 
— student

 “ 

3 Koster, Francis. A Paper on the Role of the Ombudsman in Higher 
Education. American Association for Higher Education, 28th National 
Conference, Chicago, 1973.
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Working Across Campus

In 2017, I had the privilege of working 
with many different individuals, 
working groups and committees. 
Some highlights include:

• Equity Enhancement Fund Project 
on Intercultural Fluency and 
Excellence in Graduate Supervision 

• UBC Day of Learning marking the 
75th anniversary of the Japanese 
Canadian internment and the 5th 
anniversary of the UBC Honorary 
Degree Ceremony for the 1942 
Japanese Canadian Students 

• UBC Strategic Plan – Equity & 
Inclusion Working Group 

• UBC Freedom of Expression 
Working Group

We continued to work with our 
partners and on committees:

• AMS and GSS Advocates 
monthly meetings

• Vice-Presidential Strategic 
Implementation Committee on 
Equity & Diversity
• Race & Leadership Working 

Group
• Retaliation Working Group

• Asian Canadian Community 
Engagement Initiative

• Associate Deans Roundtable
• Faculty of Graduate and Post-

Doctoral Studies – Supervision 
Leadership Group

• Hot Lunch Steering Committee
• Policy 95 Working Group
• Implementation Committee 

– Dean’s Task Force on 
Mistreatment in the Learning 
Environment

• WinterConnections Planning 
Committee

We delivered workshops and 
presentations:

• Student Leadership Conference
• Academic Leadership 

Development Program
• Senate
• Student Senate Caucus
• GSS Executive
• Student Legal Fund Society
• Gamma Phi Beta Sorority

We are members of and work with 
professional associations and 
conferences:

• Association of Canadian College 
and University Ombudspersons 
(ACCUO) 

• ACCUO Western Regional 
Ombuds 

• Forum of Canadian Ombudsman 
(FCO) 

• FCO and ACCUO Conference 
Planning Committee

• NorthWest Dispute Resolution 
Conference

• California Caucus of College and 
University Ombuds

• Forum of Canadian Ombudsman 
and Osgoode Hall Law School 
Ombuds Certification Program 

• Continuing Legal Education 
Society – Sexual Misconduct 
Policies Conference

Our gratitude to: 

The Ombuds Advisory Committee 2017
Margot Young, Chair
Jakob Gattinger
Max Holmes
Brianne Howard
Louise Nasmith
Teilhard Paradela
Janet Teasdale

Student Volunteers
Amarpreet Grewal
Delaney Griffiths
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Visitors

Vancouver Campus 406

Okanagan Campus 45

Total 451

2017 Statistical Information

Caseload Per Year
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Note: 
The Okanagan Campus Ombuds Office was closed from February 2016 
to December 2017. The office re-opened in January 2018.
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Types of Visitors

Undergraduate 231

Graduate 110

Post-baccalaureate, Certificate & Diploma 25

Other or unknown 40

Total 406

Vancouver Campus Statistics

Note: 
Other may include prospective, certificate diploma and unclassified students, faculty, staff, parents, medical 
residents, post-doctoral fellows, 3rd person and anonymous visitors.

Initial Method of Contact

Faculty

Applied Science 68

Arts 98

Commerce 36

Dentistry 5

Education 27

Forestry 2

Interdisciplinary Graduate Program 3

School of Kinesiology 2

Law 5

Land & Food Systems 19

Medicine 22

School of Music 3

School of Nursing 5

Pharmaceutical Sciences 10

Science 54

School of Social Work 3

School of Population & Public Health 1

Vantage College 3

Other or Unknown 40

Total 406

Level of Study

Undergraduate 1st year 43

Undergraduate 2nd year 50

Undergraduate 3rd year 59

Undergraduate 4th year 79

Post-baccalaureate 25

Masters 65

PhD 45

Other or unknown 40

Total 406

Phone

E-mail

On-line
74

In person

126 122

84

Note: 
Other may include prospective and unclassified students, staff, faculty, parents, post-doctoral fellows, 3rd-
party inquiries, etc.
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Nature of Concern

Academic 228

Senate Appeals 11

Misconduct 58

Housing 19

Interpersonal Conflict 98

Financial 52

Employment 10

Total 476

Note:  
Some visitors have more than one concern.

Academic Concerns

Academic Standing 51

Admission 12

Advising 22

Course or Program 110

Faculty or School 8

Practicum 12

Other Academic Concerns 13

Total 228

Senate Appeals

Misconduct Concerns

Academic

Non-Academic

Other

42 9

7

Interpersonal Conflict Concerns

Advisor 3

Head of Unit 2

Instructor 26

Student 23

Supervisor 22

Other 22

Total 98

Disciplinary Decisions: 2

Academic Standing Decisions: 9

Note:  
Some visitors have more than one concern.

Financial Concerns

Financial Aid/Loans 11

Scholarships/Awards 6

Tuition Fees 20

Other 15

Total 52



Status and Level of Study

Canadian Graduate Students 54

Canadian Post-baccalaureate 
Students 19

Canadian Undergraduate Students 130

Permanent Resident Graduate Students 12

Permanent Resident Post-baccalaureate 
Students 2

Permanent Resident Undergraduate Students 35

Study Permit Graduate Students 44

Study Permit Post-baccalaureate 
Students 4

Study Permit Undergraduate Students 66

Unknown 40

Total 406

Action Taken

Advice & Information 296

Intervention 33

Referral Only 13

Advice, Information & Referral 37

Other 27

Total 406

Age

60+ 5

55-59 3

50-54 6

45-49 14

40-44 11

35-39 22

30-34 40

25-29 72

20-24 153

15-19 23

Unknown 57

Total 406

Consultations Per Visitor

Note: Consultations are in-person visits, email and phone

1-5 consultations

6-14 consultations

15+ consultations

77
291

38

Note: Other - no action or abandoned.
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I just wanted to thank you 
again for compassionately 
listening to my long 
talks and for your wise 
and genuine support. I 
cannot explain how much 
your words and presence 
calmed me down.”
— student 

 “ 
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Okanagan Campus Statistics

Level of Study

Types of Visitors

Graduate Students 6

Post-baccalaureate Students 0

Undergraduate Students 36

Other or unknown 3

Total 45

Faculty

Arts and Science 23

Education 1

Health and Social Development 6

Management 4

School of Engineering 10

Other or Unknown 1

Total 45

Age

60+ 1

55-59 0

50-54 0

45-49 0

40-44 1

35-39 0

30-34 5

25-29 12

20-24 13

15-19 9

Unknown 4

Total 45

Initial Method of Contact

Phone

E-mail

On-line

16

28

1

Note:  
Other may include prospective, certificate diploma and unclassified students, faculty, staff, parents, medical 
residents, post-doctoral fellows, 3rd person and anonymous visitors.

Undergraduate 1st year 5

Undergraduate 2nd year 11

Undergraduate 3rd year 9

Undergraduate 4th year 9

Post-baccalaureate 0

Masters 2

PhD 4

Other or unknown 5

Total 45

Note:  
Other includes prospective and unclassified students, staff, faculty, parents, post-doctoral fellows, 3rd-party 
inquiries, etc.
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Nature of Concern

Academic 33

Senate Appeals 0

Interpersonal Conflict 9

Misconduct 2

Housing 1

Financial 3

Employment 1

Other 3

Total 49

Academic Concerns

Academic Standing 6

Admission 0

Advising 3

Course or Program 22

Faculty or School 1

Practicum 0

Other Academic Concerns 1

Total 33

Note:  
Some visitors have more than one concern.

Misconduct Concerns

Academic: 1

Non-Academic: 1

Interpersonal Conflict Concerns

Advisor 0

Head of Unit 3

Instructor 2

Student 1

Supervisor 3

Other 0

Total 9

Financial Concerns

Financial Aid/Loans 1

Scholarships/Awards 0

Tuition Fees 1

Other 1

Total 3

Note: 
Consultations are in-person visits, email and phone

1-5 consultations

6-14 consultations

15+ consultations

36

3

6

Consultations Per Visitor



You’ve helped me 
a lot and I am now 
definitely moving 
forward in my life.”
— student 

 “ 
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Action Taken

Advice and Information 37

Intervention 2

Other 1

Referral Only 2

Advice, Information and Referral 3

Total 45

Status and Level of Study

Canadian Graduate Students 4

Canadian Post-baccalaureate 
Students 1

Canadian Undergraduate Students 29

Permanent Resident Graduate Students 0

Permanent Resident Post-baccalaureate 
Students 0

Permanent Resident Undergraduate Students 0

Study Permit Graduate Students 2

Study Permit Post-baccalaureate 
Students 0

Study Permit Undergraduate Students 5

Unknown 4

Total 45

Note:  
Other - no action or abandoned.
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UBC Vancouver Campus 
2017 Satisfaction Survey Results (%)

% Strongly 
Agree

%  
Agree

% Don’t 
Know

%  
Disagree

% Strongly 
Disagree

% 
N/A

Information about the Ombuds Office was 
easy to find. 42.4 35.6 1.7 16.9 3.4 0.0

The CK Choi Building location is a 
convenient location for the Ombuds Office. 15.5 34.5 13.8 17.2 3.4 15.5

My initial contact with the Ombuds Office 
was promptly acknowledged. 79.7 16.9 0.0 3.4 0.0 0.0

I was able to meet with an Ombuds Office 
representative quickly. 79.3 17.2 0.0 1.7 0.0 1.7

I was treated with respect and courtesy. 91.5 8.5 0.0 0.0 0.0 0.0

I was given different options and/or 
suggestions on how I could proceed. 59.3 35.6 3.4 1.7 0.0 0.0

The consultation with the Ombuds 
Office helped me to pursue my concern 
constructively.

66.1 28.8 3.4 1.7 0.0 0.0

I felt that my issues were treated with 
sensitivity, concern and confidentiality. 83.1 15.3 1.7 0.0 0.0 0.0

The Ombuds Office website is easy to 
navigate and has helpful information. 30.5 25.4 32.2 5.1 0.0 6.8

I feel better prepared to effectively deal with 
similar situations in the future. 52.5 30.5 10.2 3.4 1.7 1.7

I would recommend the Ombuds Office to 
a friend. 78.0 18.6 1.7 1.7 0.0 0.0

Without the assistance of the Ombuds 
Office, I would possibly have sought legal or 
other alternatives outside the university.

18.6 18.6 25.4 13.6 13.6 10.2

This report contains a statistical analysis of the results to the survey titled 
2017 Satisfaction Survey: Office of the Ombudsperson for Students. The analysis 
includes answers from 59 respondents who took the survey.  
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C.K. Choi Building
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Vancouver, BC Canada V6T 1Z2
Tel: 604.822.6149
Email: ombuds.office@ubc.ca
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227B University Centre
3272 University Way
Kelowna, BC Canada V1V 1V7
Tel: 250.807.9818
Email: ombuds.office.ok@ubc.ca

Web: ombudsoffice.ubc.ca


