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The work of an ombuds office relies in great part on the willingness of the members of the 
university community to engage, question, and resolve the often stressful and complex 
situations impacting students. The Student Ombuds Office relies on additional campus 
resources to help support the student, bring clarity to the situation, and help alleviate stress.

This year’s annual report includes a number of case summaries to provide a snap shot 
of situations and scenarios, the consultation provided, and the result. These summaries 
cover common types of issues addressed by the ombuds office. Our focus this year was 
also improving the physical office in its new permanent location to enhance the student 
experience. This involved creating a larger and more welcoming space to improve 
accessibility, and privacy for those visiting the office or seeking resources.

In the year ahead, collaboration with our campus partners will continue to be a focus to 
ensure that students are supported. Another priority will be greater communication around 
ensuring that we have a fair and just campus community with a focus on the transparency 
of decision-making processes. Additionally, we plan to build on previous successes and 
promote awareness for the office and the services provided.

Best regards,
 

Kevin Wiens
Student Ombuds
ombuds@ucalgary.ca

MESSAGE FROM THE OMBUDS
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THE UNIVERSITY OF CALGARY STUDENT OMBUDS OFFICE

The Student Ombuds Office is staffed by one ombuds and serves the total university 
population of over 32,000 students in undergraduate, graduate, and professional degree 
programs. The office also serves students enrolled in Continuing Education and in 
distance learning programs at Red Deer College, the Downtown campus, the Foothills 
campus, and the Qatar campus. 

In early 2015, the Student Ombuds Office underwent significant changes to improve 
the accessibility and service delivery to students. In January 2016, a renovation of the 
office was completed. A new designated waiting area creates greater privacy, increases 
accessibility and provides a warmer and more welcoming space for students. The larger 
space can now accommodate multiple students at once and includes a collaborative 
meeting space with other student service offices or supports as required.

ROLE OF THE STUDENT OMBUDS OFFICE

The Student Ombuds Office is a confidential, independent, and impartial resource for 
all members of the university community on student related questions and issues. The 
Student Ombuds Office provides students with guidance and advice to help them 
understand policies and procedures; strategies and tips for constructively raising and 
resolving concerns; coaching and guidance to making informed decisions, and providing 
appropriate referrals to other campus resources. Students may access the office at any 
stage in a problem or dispute.

Some of the main functions of the office include:

• Discussion about concerns or complaints
• Explain the decision-making processes for an affected student
• Review relevant options available to the student
• Assist in the assessment of options so that the student can make an informed 

decision on how best to proceed
• Coach students on achieving resolutions in a respectful and professional way
• Clarify policies and procedures that impact students
• Look for common trends or patterns in the concerns and complaints received
• Where appropriate, promote discussion of university-wide student related 

concerns.

The student ombuds adheres to the Standards of Practice produced by the Association 
of Canadian Colleges and University Ombudspersons (ACCUO), which can be viewed at 
www.uwo.ca/ombuds/accuo_aoucc/english/SoP.pdf. The student ombuds is a full-voting 
member of ACCUO and is the western Canada Member-at-Large for the association. The 
student ombuds advocates for fairness and reasonable outcomes. The student ombuds 
does not defend or advocate for the student seeking assistance nor does it defend the 
university. 
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EVENT PARTICIPATION AND DEVELOPMENT

• Participated in undergraduate and graduate student orientation, September 2015
• Delivered various presentations to faculties and administrative offices on the 

function and role of the Student Ombuds Office, September 2015 – April 2016
• Completed Applied Suicide Intervention Skills Training (ASIST),  

October 2015
• Attended ACCUO Eastern Midyear meeting, February 2016
• Presented the 2014-2015 annual report, February/March 2016
• Interviewed and quoted for a UToday article, March 2016
• Interviewed and quoted for a Gauntlet article, March 2016
• Participating as part of the University of Calgary Implementation Committee for 

the Prevention of Student-to-Student Sexual Harassment and Sexual Violence, 
March 2016 – current

• Hosted a Student Ombuds Office Open House, April 2016
• Completed Campus and School Violence Threat Management training, April 2016
• Attended the Canadian Association for the Prevention of Discrimination and 

Harassment in Higher Education conference, May 2016
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Table 1. Annual number of students served from 2011-2016

1. Includes: Open studies/visiting, Continuing Education, alumni, formerly registered students, 
and prospective students

2. Open studies/visiting (15), Continuing Education (2), formerly registered (6), prospective students (5)
3. This figure was on 10 months of data as compared to 12 months of data for the previous 

reporting period

2011-2012 2012-2013 2013-2014 2014-2015 2015-2016

Undergraduate 298 247 262 230 345

Graduate 105 71 52 80 65

Non-degree 
seeking1 n/a n/a n/a n/a 282

Total 403 3183 314 310 438

THE YEAR IN REVIEW

For the annual reporting period of July 1, 2015 to June 30, 2016, there were  
438 individual students who contacted the Student Ombuds Office.
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Figure 1. Number of files opened per month (n=438)

Figure 2. Categories of students seeking support (n=438)

In addition: 
 

• 43 graduate students out of 65 were at 
the master’s level and 22 at the PhD level

• 150 students identified as International, 
attending on a student visa (34% of 
total caseload)

 ○ 111 undergraduate
 ○ 32 graduate (17 masters 

and 15 PhD)
 ○ 7 Non-degree seeking

Students are referred to the office in a variety of 
ways, which include:

• Student Accessibility Services (4)
• Residence Services (6)
• Student Conduct Office (6)
• Student Success Centre (9)
• Office of the Registrar (15) 
• Students’ Associations (21)
• Associate Dean (28)
• Course Outline (29)
• Website (37)
• SU Wellness Centre (57)
• Another student/friend (76)
• Faculty Advisor (150)
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Figure 3. Method of initial contact (n=438) 

Number of Students

Figure 4. Case distribution by faculty: undergraduate (n=345) 
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Figure 5. Case distribution by faculty: gaduate (n=65) 

Nature of Issue Total by nature of issue

Undergraduate Graduate Non-degree 
seeking Total

Teaching Assistantship 0 4 0 4

Readmissions 0 0 4 4

Admissions 0 0 5 5

Accommodations 9 0 0 9

Fee Appeals 6 5 1 12

Non-academic Misconduct 12 4 2 18

Supervisor Issue(s) 2 19 0 21

Reappraisal of Graded Term 18 1 2 21

Reappraisal of Final Grade 30 2 2 34

Registration Appeals 28 1 7 36

Academic Misconduct 43 6 1 50

Student Rights/Grievances1 67 22 6 95

Academic Appeals 112 8 2 122

Required to Withdraw 135 6 1 142

Total 462 78 33 573

When examining by faculty, it is important to consider the size of faculty, as generally the number 
of students seen from each faculty are proportionate to their total enrollment numbers.

Table 2 shows the breakdown of the main issues that students visited the office for. In some 
instances, there was clearly more than one presenting issue, and as such, the student’s issue is 
reflected in more than one category.

Table 2. Case distribution by nature of issue 

1. Examples for this nature of issue include allegations of: breach of confidentiality; lack of fair process and natural justice, reprisal 
and/or retaliatory measures, and unfair treatment
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GRADUATE STUDENT SUPERVISION

Scenario: A graduate student pursuing her master’s degree contacted the Student 
Ombuds Office upon referral from a close friend. She started experiencing issues with 
her supervisor after indicating that she was not interested in pursuing a PhD. She felt 
that the quality and consistency of feedback and support for her thesis had diminished 
and she felt that there were deliberate efforts to push her out of her current program. 
This caused the student anxiety before and after meetings with her supervisor and it 
was becoming increasingly worse. When the student first visited the Student Ombuds 
office, she was very hesitant to tell her story and to reach out for help.

Outcome: The student’s goal was to successfully write her thesis and complete her 
Master’s degree. While there were many complexities to the situation, initial strategies 
were explored to reduce her anxiety and also improve the relationship with her 
supervisor. These strategies were not fully effective, so the student sought further 
support from the Faculty of Graduate Studies (FGS). With the subsequent support 
from FGS, as well as support from the SU Wellness Centre, the student was able to 
successfully manage the relationship with her supervisor and navigate through the 
remainder of her program. She successfully defended her thesis and convocated.  
 
The complexity of this situation was able to be effectively managed through collaboration 
and problem solving from multiple offices and services across campus. By the end of her 
program, she felt comfortable and confident in accessing the available student supports 
and in asking for help.

CASE SUMMARIES

The following case summaries represent some of the typical issues and the type 
of resolution achieved (any information that could identify the student, faculty, 
or administrative unit has been removed or altered). Each consultation is unique 
and responses are customized to a student and their specific situation.
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GRADUATE STUDENT LEAVE OF ABSENCE

Scenario: A master’s student was referred to the Student Ombuds Office by his 
associate dean regarding the processes and policies about an official leave of absence 
from his program. It was suggested to the student that due to documented academic 
performance issues, as well as his own self-disclosed philosophical disagreements 
between his own personal beliefs and that of his supervisor, that he take a leave of 
absence. The student approached the Student Ombuds Office adamant that his student 
rights were being infringed upon and requesting support in launching an official 
complaint against two members of his department.

Outcome: Upon meeting, it became clear that the student was in a difficult situation 
with no easy resolution. A review of relevant policies and regulations, as well as an 
open discussion of his rights and responsibilities as a student resolved his feelings 
of mistreatment and that an infringement of his student rights had occurred. What 
followed was a collaborative meeting with the ombuds, student, supervisor, and 
department head. At the end of that meeting, and after much introspection, the student 
discovered this field of study was not his passion and he decided to voluntarily withdraw 
from his program. He thanked his supervisor and department head for challenging him 
and allowing him to come to this realization. 
 
The student provided an update a few months after he left his program to indicate 
that he had embarked on a new academic journey at a different institution. He was 
appreciative of the safe space the Student Ombuds Office provided as he explored his 
challenges, learned his rights and responsibilities, and discovered his new direction.

PLAGIARISM

Scenario: An undergraduate student was accused of plagiarism on a term paper and she 
was referred to the Student Ombuds Office by the decision letter sent from the faculty. 
The letter explained that she would be receiving a grade of ‘F’ on the paper and would 
be placed on probation. The student was concerned that she was notified late in the 
term and for a paper submitted approximately two months prior. She also felt that the 
errors made were that of carelessness and not academic misconduct. Due to the timing 
of the allegation and decision, she felt there was little choice but to withdraw from the 
class to prevent a low grade and ultimately a ‘W’ was earned for the course. 

Outcome: Upon meeting with the student, listening to the details involved, and 
explaining the different options available, the student decided to appeal the ruling on 
the grounds that the decision was too harsh given the circumstances involved. The 
appeals committee recommended to uphold her appeal and overturn the original 
ruling of academic misconduct. While the student also requested that the ‘W’ be 
removed from her record, that was not granted given the amount of term work she had 
completed. In their decision, the appeals committee noted the irregularities and results 
of the graded assessment and the delay in being able to appeal the plagiarism ruling in 
a timely manner as reasons for upholding the appeal. 
 
The student felt disadvantaged and negatively impacted due to the timing of when their 
work was returned. Additionally, there was more than a two month gap between when 
the appeal was submitted and when the appeal was heard. The Appeals Committee 
noted this was an undue length of time and unfair from a process perspective.
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CHEATING

Scenario: An undergraduate student was accused of cheating on a final exam but was 
only notified at the beginning of the next term in a meeting with the instructor. The 
rationale provided to the student was that an answer on her exam was incorrect, yet 
matched the correct answer of another question on a different version of the exam. 
The instructor concluded that the only way for the student to have gotten that answer 
was to have cheated from another student’s exam sitting close-by. Additionally, due to 
the fact that the student did not have the answer recorded on the cheat-sheet, which 
was allowed for the exam, the instructor determined that cheating had occurred. The 
decision from the faculty was a grade of ‘F’ on the exam, which also automatically 
caused a grade of ‘F’ in the course due to the requirement of passing the final exam in 
order to pass the course.

Outcome: This allegation caused substantial stress and worry for the student as she 
was emphatic that she had done nothing wrong. The student appealed to the faculty 
appeals committee on the grounds that the decision was unduly harsh given the lack of 
evidence and reliance on conjecture for the finding of responsibility for cheating. While 
the student submitted the appeal within 15 days of the decision being rendered, the 
appeal was not held until almost two months later. The appeals committee upheld the 
appeal and overturned the decision, determining that there was not enough evidence to 
find the student responsible for cheating. The final exam was graded appropriately and 
her final grade in the course changed from an ‘F’ to an ‘A’.

The student was negatively impacted by the delay in the appeals process.

DEFERRAL OF TERM WORK

Scenario: An undergraduate student experienced a loss of a close family member in the 
middle of the term, which caused her to miss some assignments and exams. While she 
was able to make alternate arrangements and catch-up, at the end of the term there 
was an outstanding assignment that she could not complete. With a grade of zero on 
the assignment, the student would still pass the course, but her request for a deferral 
of term work was denied. On the advice of her counsellor, she came to the Student 
Ombuds Office for support.

Outcome: Collaboratively we explored the reasons as to why the request had been 
denied. This led to the discovery that there were academic considerations for a course 
to be taken the following term, which could have been why the extension request had 
been denied. When clarity still could not be provided by the instructor, the student 
contacted the associate dean who met with the student and explained in detail why the 
extension request had been denied and the implications for not having the course work 
completed by the start of the next term. However, given the extenuating reasons for the 
request, an extension of three weeks was provided. 
 
One of the most challenging aspects of this case for the student was the lack of 
rationale initially provided to them. Upon learning of the reasons why the request had 
been denied, the student was much more understanding of the situation. The student 
felt that a lot of stress could have been avoided had a more complete explanation been 
provided at the beginning.
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REQUIRED TO WITHDRAW

Scenario: A PhD student was required to withdraw due to a failed second attempt at 
completing his candidacy exam. Because his examining committee remained the same 
for both attempts, the student felt there was potential bias in their evaluation of his 
performance for the second exam. The student submitted an appeal on the grounds of 
unfair procedure and bias.

Outcome: The student was granted an appeal and prior to the hearing consulted with 
the Student Ombuds on what to expect in the hearing and how to prepare. During the 
hearing the student argued that some of the questions during his exam were unfair and 
that because the composition of the committee remained the same for both exams, 
there may have been a possible bias. While all parties involved had empathy for the 
student’s situation, the outcome was that the student was withdrawn from his program. 
 
This case highlights that while many students are able to obtain a favourable outcome to 
their situation, some cannot. The student was referred to the Student Ombuds Office for 
support, and subsequently submitted an appeal on the grounds of unfair procedure and bias. 

IN CONCLUSION

These case summaries illustrate how the Student Ombuds Office supports students 
and they also highlight how collaboration and allowing a student to be heard can help 
resolve issues. These cases illustrate the complexities and challenges present when 
working with students in difficult situations. Rather than focus on the problem, the office 
has found success in analyzing what occurred beforehand as a way to work toward a 
solution. The main components and concepts include:

• A solution-focused versus problem-focused approach
• Analysing what was tried before and what the alternate options are
• Identifying what’s working
• Understanding that the student defines their reality
• Change is inevitable 
• Don’t over-analyze the problem in order to find a solution
• Connections with students can influence their success

 
There are a wide range of issues that students visit the office for, and each with their 
own presenting challenges and considerations. In the past year, the Student Ombuds 
Office has been diligently collaborating with other offices on campus in order to bring 
resolution to student concerns. This has been a highpoint during the reporting period. 
Building strong relationships across campus has also provided better service for 
students. It has resulted in more proactive referrals from staff and faculty. Whether it is 
solving a specific student concern or creating a direct pathway for student referrals, the 
result has been positive working relationships with many different offices on campus, 
which ultimately helps create a better overall student experience.
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Fairness may:
• Mean different things to different people
• Be applied differently at various levels of decision
• Lead to different outcomes under different sets of circumstances

To define fairness consider:
• People’s expectations and needs
• Policies and regulations of the institution
• Department/faculty/administrative standards and service philosophy  

People feel something is not fair when:
• They are not given an opportunity to present information
• They don’t have access to how decisions are made or are given no reason for the 

decision 
• They feel their concerns are ignored or turned against them
• They are treated differently than someone else

A person’s experience of fairness is based on three dimensions:
• Substantive: the decision itself
• Procedural: the process used to make the decision 
• Relational: how the person is treated at every step

The fairness triangle can be used by students, staff, faculty or administrators whether 
making a decision or being affected by a decision.

FAIRNESS

“That’s not fair” or “I am not being treated fairly” are common statements heard 
in the Student Ombuds Office. If a student perceives unfair treatment, it can 
significantly influence how they view and understand their interactions up until 
that point.
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Fairness can be analyzed from three different yet equally important angles. It’s easier to 
measure procedural and substantive fairness against established regulations, policies, 
or procedures, as relational fairness is vulnerable to emotional influence. This emotional 
influence is often at the forefront of a student’s experience and much harder to 
quantify. Using the fairness triangle to examine a decision can help to shape a person’s 
perspective and lead to more constructive, collaborative and supportive conversations.

THE FAIRNESS TRIANGLE

ELEMENTS OF RELATIONAL FAIRNESS

• Being approachable
• Listening
• Respecting confidentiality
• Being honest and forthright
• Making information clear and easily available
• Providing accessible problem-solving options
• Being clear about what you can and cannot do
• O�ering an apology if a mistake is made

ELEMENTS OF SUBSTANTIVE FAIRNESS

• Having appropriate authority to
   make a decision
• Ensuring that decisions are based on
   relevant information
• ...are not unjust, oppressive or
  discriminatory
• ...are not wrong in fact or law
• ...are reasonable

ELEMENTS OF PROCEDURAL FAIRNESS

• Providing notice that a decision is to be made and sucient information for an a�ected person
   to know what is required or what is at stake
• Providing an appropriate forum for an a�ected person to present his or her views and to be heard
• Being impartial and unbiased
• Making a decision in a reasonable time
• Providing clear and appropriate reasons for decisions

Ombuds office at the University of Victoria. (“Because Fairness Matters”) adapted from the Ombuds Saskatchewan fairness triangle (“Promoting Fairness”).
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STUDENT FEEDBACK ON SERVICES

All visitors to the Student Ombuds Office are invited to complete an anonymous 
online survey to provide feedback for the continued improvement and viability 
of the services provided. The survey results are submitted directly to the Office 
of the Vice-Provost (Student Experience) for initial review, and the results 
are then provided to the Student Ombuds Office. The surveys completed for 
this reporting period indicate a high level of satisfaction with the assistance 
and service provided to students. In general, students were satisfied with the 
confidentiality of the office, felt that their concerns were heard and understood, 
and appreciated that a plan was developed to assist them.

Currently, an updated survey questionnaire is being developed for 
implementation. The goal of the new survey is to increase completion rates 
by having fewer questions and providing greater flexibility for respondents to 
input their feedback in their own words. Survey responses will be included in the 
next annual report as a way to maintain transparency and accountability to the 
campus community.

FEEDBACK ON THE ANNUAL REPORT
 

The Student Ombuds Office welcomes formal and informal feedback on this 
annual report, as well as the services provided, in order to ensure that students 
are receiving the best support and service possible.

Please contact: 

Student Ombuds Office
Email: ombuds@ucalgary.ca
Web: ucalgary.ca/ombuds
Telephone: 403.220.6420
Location: MacKimmie Block (MB) 207
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Email: ombuds@ucalgary.ca
Web: ucalgary.ca/ombuds
Telephone: 403.220.6420
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