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Delegate Report by Marion Terry

On February 6-8, 2009, CAUT hosted its first equity forum. CAUT hosts gender equity forums ever other year, but 2009 is the first year that CAUT has held a forum for the equity of individuals with other differences: colour, race, physical ability, mental health, sexual orientation, etc. The purpose of the forum was to explore the ways that universities disadvantage people with these differences, and to identify means to address the problem.

The message that prevailed during the conference was that universities are supposed to be “an industry of equity” (James Turk, CAUT Executive Director), and should therefore be exemplars of equity within their own operations. Before we can solve equity problems, we need to acknowledge that these problems exist, and that makes people uncomfortable. Discomfort is thus a necessary first step to ensuring equity in the university environment, as is having people of privilege (notably experienced white males) give up some of their power (such as positions on the BUFA Executive) in order to make room for people who are disadvantaged by their differences.

Another theme of the forum was that equity is not sameness (Richard Atleo, Yasmin Jiwani). Atleo used the Nuu Chah Nulth Origin Story as an analogy, to show that just as people are different from animals without being superior to them, people can be different from each other without being superior or inferior. Atleo’s lesson was “I am equal to everyone else who is different from me.” As well, just as the people and animals in the Aboriginal origin story negotiated their reciprocal relationships in the natural world, people must learn to cooperate and accommodate each other in the human world. Equitable relationships are part of this learning experience. “Mutual misunderstanding creates mutual fear” (Atleo).
Yasmin Jiwani also insisted, “We need to get over the idea that equity means sameness.” Instead of striving for sameness, we need to embrace otherness. We tend to tolerate differences when we are fed them in small doses, but the indignities of everyday life add up to create “complete incarceration of self” (Jiwani). The elite racism that permeates university structures sets the tone for ambient racism. 
In 1984, the Abella Commission’s report, Equality in Employment, defined employment equity as a removal of barriers to employment based on anything other than skill and ability. The Abella Report focused not on quotas, but on resolving pre-employment issues such as education, childcare, and workplace conditions. Equity is not affirmative action; it is “not a numbers game” (Audrey Kobayashi), but a means to ensure inclusive working environments. Such social change requires changes in human relationships.“ Without equitable distribution of resources, equality is a hollow game” (Jiwani).
“Equity is like fixing the toilet” (Piet Defraeya). It is not a choice, but a necessity in the university milieu. We may not all like the way that equity policies play out in the real world, regardless of which end of the equity-inequity continuum we are on, but we all agree that equity is essential. The problem is that not everyone admits to the inequities that exist, and not everyone is committed to making whatever sacrifices are necessary to solve them. 
An underlying theme of the discussions that occurred during the forum was how to resolve gender-based inequity. The term double-othering was used to identify women who had “other differences.” These women saw women’s groups (such as BUFA’s Status of Women Review Committee) as equity seekers, and other groups as diversity seekers. Some forum participants cautioned that we need to avoid making a split between “women and others” within the context of equity and diversity; others noted that while the number of women on university faculties is increasing, the number of “others” is decreasing. It was also noted that universities record the number of female who are hired, but no one records the number of people hired within other designated groups (colour, physical ability, sexual orientation, etc.).

As a middle-aged female university employee, I was particularly interested when the issue of age was raised as a difference of equitable concern. Age factors into hiring practices for women, because university women are generally seen as “too old” when they are at least ten years younger than their male cohorts. University administrators are eager to be rid of older employees of either gender, in order to save money by hiring younger workers.

In terms of the informal power that affects employees with differences, one delegate described universities as “bastions of white power” – and no one disagreed. Employees of lesser privilege tend to be drawn into services that do not count for tenure and promotion. For example, women are expected to serve on social committees. Demeaning behaviour by privileged employees is bullying, as distinct from harassment. We need to stop apologizing for racist and other offensive behaviour while continuing to do it. 
In terms of formal power, the attitudes of senior university administrators were deemed critical. The problem in most universities is not policies regarding equity, but how they are applied. Most senior administrators do not recognize or believe that racism exists, so they resist efforts to combat it. The term “hysterical administrator” was used to describe administrators who are so fearful of the problem that they deny its existence. We need to teach senior administrators, most of whom are ex-professors, how to safeguard equity.
Hiring committees tend to short-list applicants who resemble themselves, so we need to make sure that these committees include not only women as well as men, but also people with other differences. The following questions were suggested as a means to identify applicants who would help to make the university environment more inviting: “How would you ensure that every student feels welcome in your class?” “What new ideas would you bring to the university community because of who you are?” “What initiatives would you bring to your academic discipline?”
Hiring, tenure, and promotion committees find reasons to reject professors who are different. For example, a professor who is a stellar teacher may be found lacking in research (even if that professor has as much research as an “acceptable” colleague), or a professor who does stellar research in one area may be found lacking in another. For tenure and promotion decisions in particular, it was noted that informal criteria such as “fitting in” and “belonging” are used to disadvantage people who are different. Delegates expressed a need to include diversity training in their preparation sessions for members of hiring, tenure, and promotion committees.
There was some discussion about the difference between visible and invisible differences. Inequities due to visible differences such as colour, gender, and physical ability are easier to redress. Invisible differences are subject to more subtle forms of oppression, such as the tendency to see some illnesses (both physical and mental) as more “authentic” than others. For example, our colleagues may accept diagnoses of diabetes (which they understand) but not multiple sclerosis (which has symptoms that may come and go). One delegate reported that his colleagues were very supportive of his mobility needs when he broke his leg, but they voted to remove him from the department while he was away temporarily due to a severe case of Seasonal Affective Disorder..
A prevailing theme that ran through the conference was ensuring equity for Aboriginal employees. Post-secondary education is still education for assimilation. There are only 50 Aboriginally run post-secondary institutions in Canada, and the First Nations University is the only Aboriginally run university that can apply for federal funding. CAUT’s censure of the First Nations University is a continuation of the effects of white colonialism in education (Bonita Lawrence). We need to use existing rich community models to give voice to Aboriginal ways of knowing and producing knowledge. We need to disrupt the whiteness that is embedded in our universities. Equity can be seen as a threat to non-Aboriginal employees (Richard Atleo). We fear what we do not know, and most people do not know Aboriginal ways.
The overall recommendations of the forum were as follows:

· Put equity on CAUT’s agenda, including an equity officer.
· Make equity a part of the hiring process, including the job ads – what they say and where they are placed.
· Expand the notions of inequity to include age, mental health, and other less commonly identified differences.
· Track data regarding hiring, tenure, and promotion of “employees of difference.”
· Include equity awareness as part of the training procedures for hiring, tenure, and promotion committee members.
· Include employees of difference as university union officers.
· Get out of the “talk shop” that we’ve been in for the past twenty-five years, and become activists for equity. 
· Change our perspectives and terminology from “accommodation” and “acceptance” to “integration” and “inclusion.” 
· Identify a clear process for employees who feel that they have not been treated equitably in the general workplace and in tenure and promotion decisions.
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