	




Sandra Macdonald, interviewed by Gerry Potter
Sept 19, 2017
Q: What do you teach? 
Sandra Macdonald: I teach in the massage therapy program, and I'm beginning my 24th year as a 
sessional faculty member. 
Q: So-- we're right here in your massage studio. 
SM: This is my massage clinic. It's in my home, and when I'm not teaching it there at the university, then 
my other job, which makes ends meet, is my own massage clinic. 
Q: Who built this clinic? 
SM: I built this clinic. When I purchased this home, it was a basement bedroom, and it had a closet and it 
had really ugly shag carpet. And so I got a crowbar and a sledgehammer and I took out the closet and we tore out the carpet and we sponge-painted these walls. It took about 12 hours with a little sponge, spot by spot, and the transformation took place. And this place came to life out of real sweat and a lot of love. 
Q: You mentioned love: how do you feel about your teaching job? 
SM: You know, my teaching job in the classroom, when I'm working with my students, is a magical 
experience. It exceeds my dream job and I really mean that. I have loved this job every year, and 
every year brings you a different group of kids and every year sees a mature group of people go. And 
there's always a little sadness because you do get quite attached. I mean, you spend the whole two 
years with these young people;, you get to really know them. You start to develop a really fabulous 
working relationship with them, not just as an instructor and student, but you get to know about their 
lives. Because massage therapy is very intimate and the kids are coming to class, these young adults are coming to class and we do the most bizarre thing in the world in the first or 
second class. They bring in sheets, just like I have on my massage table. We close the curtains, they 
take their clothes off, they get underneath the sheets, we teach them how to drape different areas of 
their body, and they start learning how to touch each other in a professional massage platform. Where 
do you do that? I mean, it's a very, very intimate relationship, and it's a very special bond. So that's why I 
call it so unbelievably magical, because it is really nothing less than that. And you get to see them 
develop as young adults. Some of them discover they love massage therapy. Some of them discover 
they got in the wrong line-up. That, too, is a wonderful thing because now they're free to go and do 
something else. 
Really, it is such a privileged position and you walk that path for 10 months of the year. 
We start in September and we go all the way to the end of June. And I've done that for a while now. I'm 
starting my 24th year. 24 years! And the people are never the same. All the stories are 
uniquely different. You get a different mix. We get way more women than we do men, which is always a 
little bit sad because the profession needs men. But you know: it is what it is.
Q: So you're developing people as well as sharing knowledge. 
S.M.: Oh, absolutely. You're helping them develop a sense of self-identity. And who do they really want  to become? It's in a very intimate platform and they tell you things they've probably never told their
 parents. And you become their quasi-parent. And you do, in many cases, care very deeply about them. 
Q: How do you feel about the precarious nature of your contracts?  You're getting contracts to have
reviewed and renewed, and you never know what courses you're going to get, or how many. 
S.M.: Most of the time I've known what I'm going to get, because I have quite a stable workload, to
 some degree. I teach most of the techniques classes and I have for many years. But what can happen is
 that you contrast that classroom experience and superimpose it against the business part behind the 
scenes for sessional faculty. And over these 24 years, five times, I have had a course taken from me by a 
full-time faculty member. And every single time that it happens it is jarring. You feel at a loss because 
this isn't just a job: this is my work; this is my profession. 
This isn't just about the money, but I need the money to live and pay my bills.
 And the massage program is unique, I think, to many programs. We have one full-time faculty and
 everyone else on staff is a sessional faculty member. 
Q.: So most of them are precarious contracts. 
S.M.: Yes. But a lot of these people have been here for many, many years. Some of our most recent
 faculty members have been there as long as 12 or 13 years. So there is a very strong committed core
 that have provided that base for this program, in some cases, for decades. And for me for 24 years. And
 there's a couple people that I think that have been there even a year longer than me. I mean that's
 commitment and mostly because we helped build this program. We nurtured it from the ground up. 
When we started, there wasn't a lot to work with.  You could barely find a book on massage therapists.
 Q: You've been doing it for 24 years. Why haven't they ever offered you a permanent job? 
SM: Well, this is an interesting story actually. For years, probably the last 15 years, I've heard:
"Sandra, we're hoping to develop and get permission to open up another full-time faculty position
 and you'll be the perfect candidate for that job." And that has always been the dangled carrot. And I've
 even-- I went and saw the previous dean and said, "Hey, when is this going to happen? Because I keep 
getting promised this possible position that I could apply for. " And guess what? It never happened. 
Right? It just never came to light. There's always been some budgetary restriction or you know, we're 
not allowed to hire anymore, or whatever. And it was always an excuse.
Q: There's always an excuse. 
SM: There's always an excuse. And trust me, our program is always full, right? Always full.
Q: This is at a college where the administrative expenses have really grown seriously. And most of the
 senior administrators are on the sunshine list, which means they make a lot of money as well. 
SM: It's pretty tough to read. Yeah. It hurts you.
Q: These people who are telling you they don't have enough money are making Fortune 500 kind of 
salaries.
SM:  They're making, compared to what I'm making, a staggering sum. And I don't doubt that they
 have very responsible positions. But I feel like I have a very responsible job as well. And sessional faculty
 do service. They do; they sit on committees; they contribute in many ways to the life outside of the 
classroom. We do professional development days. We do open houses. I mean, I've been involved in a 
lot. And full-time faculty are paid 20% of their salary for service: we don't get paid at all for service. In
 fact, last year we had a big committee meeting about service and sessional faculty and they had a
 moderator come in and faculty members from all aspects of Health and Community Studies met. And in
 many meetings the associate dean came and took notes and sessional faculty talked about the types of 
things they do for service which they are not paid for. And many of the faculty said, and many
 people in social work, said: we're giving up weekends to help prepare for events. I mean, I was floored
 by the work people were doing for free and in many cases people said they did that work because they 
feared outrightly-- they said this in this meeting, it was very brave of them--they feared that if they 
didn't, they would not get their teaching load.
Q: Now, you were talking to me about sustainability a little while ago. 
SM: That's right. 
Q: They can't afford to hire you after 24 years on a continuing contract?
SM: No. 
Q: What are, what are the university's policies on sustainability? Tell me a little bit.
AM: it's very interesting. I was thinking this morning, and it was just this morning I thought about it. We 
talk about one sustainable campus. Everybody's moved from the satellite communities downtown, and
they've done some amazing stuff. We just built the new arts building. It's supposed to be very green, but
 sustainability means many more things than that. So I looked up the definition of sustainability 
 in the dictionary and sit says: "To be maintained at a certain rate or level, or to be able to be upheld or
 defended. Sustainable Definitions of Good Education Practice." Now I want to take us to MacEwan's
 website, because I looked this up and it's beautiful what they've done. So here is MacEwan University's
 sustainability website and it is for the Office of Sustainability. And if you scroll down, it talks about bike
plans, urban beekeeping, leadership council, Interdisciplinary sustainability courses, the Office of
 Sustainability, and "What's the buzz?", "Be the Change", "Volunteer With Us", "Campus Sustainability
 Plan." And if you go into the campus sustainability plan, it's so much more than "let's recycle" or "let's 
just use blackboard and not waste a lot of paper" or" let's buy compost," which we've done too, which is 
really cool. Then we get to MacEwan University Strategic Campus Sustainability Plan 2017-2021. It 
was approved by the Board of Governors this year, February 23rd of 2017. And the very first statement 
says:  "The overarching goal of sustainability is to contribute positively towards the wellbeing of 
individuals, communities and ecosystems. To this end sustainability and higher education balances 
environmental responsibility, economic health, social equity and cultural vitality." So it's a very 
multifaceted definition. And the one I really want to home in on here, besides the bees and not 
wasting paper, is the social equity, because, if we really look in house you have to ask: Is 
this a socially equitable system? 
And there is a part of me that says the approach to the sessional faculty is an old approach. 
This is not a new issue. This has been going on for decades, and it's not just the concern of 
MacEwan University. It is the concern of all post-secondary education throughout the entire country.
 And let's not just paint MacEwan as bad, because MacEwan is not a bad place. What they've done:
everybody's done the same thing. Nobody has really thought outside of the box. And on
the page before this, which is really cool, it says: "In MacEwan's own world, be the change." Well,
 MacEwan University could be the change. They could be the trailblazing group that says: "We're not 
going to do what every other university in the country has been doing or every other technical school. 
We're actually going to elevate our sessional faculty."
We're going to start to treat them with a different level of dignity and respect and we're going to play
 our cards totally differently. They have an opportunity to be a leader in this. I looked up "social 
sustainability" and it says: "Social sustainability is the least defined and least understood of the different
 ways of approaching sustainability and sustainable development. Social sustainability has had
 considerably less attention in public dialogue than economic and environmental sustainability." The 
cost of not paying attention to this is drastic. It is a loss for the entire society. It is a loss to the MacEwan
 University proper. It is a loss to all sessional and continuing faculty. It is a loss to all the students. It is a
 loss to the entire ecosystem of education. And it is a heartbreaking loss. "Social
 sustainability is the ability of a community to develop processes and structures which not only meet the
 needs of its current members, but also support the ability of future generations to maintain a healthy 
community. "So profound. 
Q: So is your university practicing social sustainability in the way it is treating people like you? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]S.M.: No, no,  it falls short.  
I don't even know if anybody thought about it like that. In all fairness, I don't know if anybody even
 really has given it that kind of thought. These are not bad people. These are people that have followed a
 very old system and a very old, tired approach to post-secondary education. Maybe given the
 opportunity, we could see a new day. 
Q: Maybe. But there are also new business practices, right?  New business practices: Treat them as
 Units; get them as cheaply as possible. Break up those permanent jobs into little contract jobs. 
S.M.: Exactly. And statistics on a page. But we're not talking about statistics on a 
page. We're talking about people's lives and people that have been sometimes over-committed. People
 that have given probably more than they should have. In a lot of cases, people were deeply 
committed, especially, I think, to MacEwan because MacEwan is named for Grant MacEwan and
 everybody loved Grant MacEwan because he was such a beacon of society, of fairness and everything,
 being equitable, and the man walked the talk. How could you not love that mandate? 
Q: Does the university named after him walk the talk?
S.M:  Right now, as far as sessional faculty are concerned? No, they fall short.
Could they? Absolutely: they could. They could change that mandate. Yes, they could. 

Q: Now tell me some things that happened recently.  Tell me about the new contract that your faculty 
association, which is supposed to represent you, negotiated for you. 
S.M.: Well, we had contract talks that ended in June. I mean the results of those became public at 
the end of June. And I went to a meeting on June 19th and what took place was the revelation of the 
contract that was going to be put forward. And we had heard for months that this was going to be a 
stellar contract for sessional faculty and that there was going to be lots in it for us and it was going to be 
really equitable and that we should be really excited. And so I thought, hey, that's great because I'm
 looking for something--why wouldn't you be?-- It's a long time to commit. And so I went to the meeting 
and I showed up, and we were handed a substantive list of pay scales. And I looked up the 
pay scale for sessional faculty for the part I teach in-- we have three grids and an entry level one, two, and three-- and those grids had been collapsed into a flat rate.
Q: Under the new contract there are no grids anymore?
 S.M.: No, there's no grids. We'll be locked in at a flat rate. I have a degree; so I'm in the
 undergraduate degree grid. And it came in at three different levels and I'm at the top tier because I've
 been there for so long. 
Q: So what happens to your pay? 
S.M.: My pay takes in excess of a 22% pay cut. So I go from getting paid $6,670 per class course. 
And I teach for 60 hours. So that's a 60 hour block that I teach.
Q: And this is 60 contact hours?  When you say 60 hours, it doesn't include all the preparation and all
 the marking and all the extra time with students. 
S.M. No, that's just for one-on-one classroom time. Some of that time is paid as instructional hours, 
and lab hours are paid at a different rate. So it ends up to be 45 IHs but it's actually physically 60
 hours of teaching time. 
Q: When you say IH you mean instructional hours? 
S.M.: Yes, instructional hours. That's sort of how it works. And so that dropped down from 
$6,670 to $5,200 a year. It's a 22.111% pay cut. 
Q: So you lost about $1,400 per course?
S.M.:  I lost $1,470 per class I teach.  And earlier in this year, a full-time faculty member wanted to 
rearrange his schedule, for whatever reason, and he took one of my full-time classes that I'd taught for 
23 years. And there was nothing I could do about it. 
Q: So you're going to lose a lot of money under this contract. Over a year you would lose about...?
S.M.:  I'm going to lose, between this year and next year, I'm going to lose $10,455 and 82 cents. And my
 overall annual paycheque will drop down to-- including my holiday pay--next year: $36,977 and 78 cents. 
Q: And this new contract is from an administration which talks about social sustainability: social equity.
And this is negotiated by a faculty association which is supposed to represent your interests, where 
people like you and me are the majority of people teaching at that university. Yet it is not properly 
representing your interests. 
S.M.: No. And the excuse was that they had just so much money to work with this year and everybody
 had to get something. And the lower-tiered sessional faculty did see financial increases. But it makes
 me feel like--even though they say this is not so--that I helped pay for that. 
Now what organization, because, after all, we are in the business of education-- this is a business--
 would take money away from their most senior members? It is such a poor business plan. 
Q: And what faculty association, which is bargaining on your behalf, would endorse that? Has allowed it 
to happen?
S.M.: I don't know. I have no idea. It doesn't make any sense to me.  
Q: And you're aware that this faculty association removed or made it difficult for the only sessional on
 their bargaining committee to be part of their bargaining committee? And you're aware that they held
 a vote at a time when 80% of our members, according to the faculty association's definition of
 member, could not vote.	
S. M.: And they recently changed that definition of member, which is really sad. So that it became
 somewhat exclusionary and I'll be honest: I'm not up on all the politics. It's been a steep
 learning curve as to how does the big machine work and how do all the different bodies talk to each 
other. The average sessional faculty, in fact, the average full-time faculty, I don't even think, understand
all the groups and how they all talk and how they should all work. Most people
 historically have trusted that they would be well cared for by the institution and the association
 that represents them. 
Q: And in the end it isn't happening. 
S.M.: It fell short big time. Yeah. 
Q: How does that make you feel? How does this big pay cut and this failure of proper representation of 
your interests: how does that make you feel?
S.M.: It makes you feel many things on different levels. You know, from a pure financial level, you're
 really angry and, and you become a little bit afraid because you have to be able to float your own boat. I 
mean, you've been committed to this place for decades and now what was really not a huge paycheque  
is getting much smaller. And to be honest, most people barely believe you when you tell them what's
 happening because the public doesn't understand. They have no idea. So it hurts you that way and then 
you feel betrayed. You feel sold out. You feel cheated. Because how could you not? And then 
you're supposed to show up and still give in the classroom like you want to. And part of you thinks, well 
maybe I'll just not give so much. But then you get there, and it's not the students before you whose fault 
it is what has happened. 
And you know, you like what you do. So you start doing your thing and it's such a paradoxical,
 oppositional moment and you're very conflicted about it. And to be honest, I'm downright sad.  I'm
 really, really sad. And there's a grieving process involved in this. 
I went around last week and we have a number of petitions going and everybody who's 
eligible in the faculty association can sign. I ran around Health and Community Studies and I talked to full-time, part-time, even people that couldn't sign, about sessional faculty issues. And a number of people who were quite high up in other faculties said to me: "We could not make it without our sessional faculty: our programs would not run. And we fear that when this year is up and all of these really loyal, good people that we have had for a very long time get these massive pay cuts, that we are going to see a massive exodus out the door. And our programs will not be able to sustain the loss of their expertise.” Well, then, why is this happening? 
Q: Do you think we're going to be able to change it? Make it better? 
S.M.: I hope so. If not, I do think you'll see nothing but dust. And that will be really sad for everyone
 because these people, too, love their jobs. 
Q: Would you think about leaving? 
S.M.: I am not taking this pay cut. I will not take this pay cut.
Q: You won't come back?
S.M.:  I will not come back. 
Q: You've got a job here. All the time you've been teaching this area, you’ve been practicing it on the side. 
S.M.: If I take this pay cut, then I agree that it's okay, and this is not okay on any level. And I 
am done. And I love my job. I will disrespect myself to a point that I will not be able to look myself 
in the mirror. I can't take this pay cut. It's selling myself out and it's selling everything I believe in out.
 Q: That's very sad. 
S.M.: It's pathetic. It's gut wrenching. It's like a death. It is a death. 
Q: Thank you, Sandra. 
S.M.: You're very welcome. I appreciate it, Gerry.
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