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In February, the Ministry of Labour announced a review of the Labour Relations Act and Employment 
Standards Act to explore how to “best protect workers while supporting businesses in our changing 
economy.” One of the key trends to be examined is “the increase in non-standard working relationships 
such as temporary jobs, part-time work, and self-employment.” As the use of contract faculty is on the 
rise at Ontario’s universities, OCUFA will work to ensure that the challenges faced by these professors 
are considered in this review. 

Contract faculty is an umbrella term used in the university sector to capture workers in several 
employment situations with little to no job security, including sessional faculty and faculty with limited-
term appointments. Sessional faculty are generally hired only to teach and are remunerated on a per-
course basis, receiving separate contracts for each course taught. Faculty with limited-term 
appointments, while hired on contracts of limited duration (usually 1 to 3 years), are more likely to 
perform the full range of duties – teaching, research and service. Both sessional faculty and limited-term 
faculty are precariously employed, with no guarantee of employment after that contract has expired. In 
addition, the challenges faced by sessional faculty include relatively low pay, and lack of access to 
benefits and pensions.  

In terms of improving the terms and conditions of work for our contract faculty members, there are 
many issues that can be discussed. To prepare for effective participation in the government’s upcoming 
consultations, OCUFA has put together a preliminary set of policy recommendations for the 
consideration of the Collective Bargaining Committee. We would appreciate your feedback on the 
identified priorities listed below. 

 

Preliminary recommendations 

Employment Standards Act: 

1. Equal pay for work of equal value 
 

Too often contract faculty are paid less than their full-time colleagues for performing work of equal 
value. Contract faculty deserve fair remuneration commensurate with their experience, performance 
and responsibilities. Many of our associations have tried to bargain for compensation for contract 
faculty that is prorated to the compensation full-time faculty with similar responsibilities and 
qualifications receive for teaching. 
 
Minimum standards that require equal pay for work of equal value regardless of a worker’s classification 
as part-time, temporary, or contract workers could help sessional faculty obtain fair compensation. 
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2. Equal access to benefits 
 

Many of our contract faculty lack access to adequate benefits.  
 
Minimum standards that require equal access to benefit programs regardless of a worker’s classification 
as part-time, temporary, or contract could help sessional faculty obtain access to benefits. 
 
3. Access to pensions 
 
All universities in Ontario have pension plans, but the growing numbers of contract faculty members 
who work in our universities too often do not have access to workplace pension plans. To access almost 
all plans in the university sector, contract faculty must meet the statutory requirements set out in the 
Pension Benefit Act (PBA). First, these thresholds require two years of continuous employment at the 
same university. Second, they require employees to earn 35 per cent of the Year’s Maximum 
Pensionable Earnings (YMPE) or work more than 700 hours in each of two consecutive years (whichever 
is less). These are difficult thresholds, sometimes impossible, for many contract faculty to reach (e.g. 
consider the requirement of 2 years’ continuous employment for those who work per-course contracts 
at multiple schools). 
 
Lower or no statutory thresholds in the PBA would help contract faculty to better access workplace 
pension plans. 
 
4. Treatment of multiple contracts with one employer as additive and continuous 
 
The use by employers of contracts to create discontinuous service should not be allowed to stand in the 
way of the achievement of workplace rights.  
 
Mechanisms should be explored for disallowing the use of temporary, part-time or contract employment 
to create a second class of workers in our universities and the broader economy. 
 
5. Addressing hours of work and overtime pay for contract faculty 
 
The reality for many contract faculty is that the conditions and intensity of their work require that they 
work more than the maximum hours set out in the ESA. Consider the following situation, typical for 
sessional faculty in our sector: 

A contract faculty member is notified that they will be teaching a course just before the course 
begins (i.e. 1 or 2 weeks before term begins). They need to prepare syllabus, readings, lectures 
etc. before the beginning of term. The reality is that in most cases this will result in working 
more than the maximum hours allowed under the ESA, likely without overtime compensation. 

No hours of work are typically laid out in these contracts (this means that they are also not adjusted as 
expectations shift with enrolment or other factors) – faculty members are just expected to do the work 
necessary to complete the course. Sometimes hours of work are “deemed” to help workers qualify for 
Employment Insurance (EI). However, when considered by the employer, the deemed hours of work are 
often underestimated.  
 
Mechanisms for improving the enforcement of existing minimum standards should be explored so that 
the actual hours worked by sessional faculty are acknowledged and fairly compensated.   
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Labour Relations Act: 

6. Merging bargaining units 

Several OCUFA member associations have multiple bargaining units, with the more recently certified 
unit consisting of either contract faculty, teaching-stream faculty or librarians and archivists who were 
certified later than the tenure stream bargaining units. This multiple unit structure is simply a historical 
anomaly based on the timing of various certification drives and cannot be attributed to any principle of 
community of interest.   

These second units tend to be much smaller, and often consist of more vulnerable workers without job 
security, and with a greater proportion of women than in the tenure stream units. Rationalizing these 
units will make bargaining more effective and efficient, as well as lead to both lower transaction costs 
and easier to manage collective agreements. 

The Ontario Labour Relations Board (OLRB) should be empowered to merge bargaining units or to 
combine newly certified workers into an existing unit, if requested by the union. 

7. Ensuring the right to organize in a union 

We are pleased to be working in partnership with the broader labour movement on developing an 
agenda for OLRA reform that will bring more balance to the organizing process. Academic research 
clearly shows the important role unions play in reducing income inequality and improving workplace 
fairness. Ensuring the right to organize will assist OCUFA’s member associations in organizing new 
categories of academic workers in the future, as well as bring more fairness to employment for all 
Ontarians. 
 
The OLRA should be amended to ensure all workers have the right to organize in a union and that unions 
are afforded the rights required to represent their workers effectively. 

 


