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Executive Summary: 

 

1. The Task Force, established by a Resolution of the Governing Board in the 

fall of 2017, continued the initial consideration of the Head of College Title, 

referred to by the Governance and Nomination sub-committee of the 

Governing Board in the fall of 2016, pursuant to a letter written by a Junior 

Fellow requesting consideration of a new title for the College head. 

 

2. That letter referenced changes already made in doing away with  “Master” 

by Harvard, Princeton and Yale. That letter recommended consideration be 

given to the term “Provost”. 

 

3. The Governance Review sub-committee of Corporation, established to 

modernize overall governance in 2015, had already recommended a review 

of both the “master” and “visitor” titles and the formalization of the 

selection process for each. 

 

4. The change in title for the Head of College was supported by both the 

outgoing and incoming elected Dons of Hall when discussed at the 

Governing Board before the fall of 2017. 

 

5. The regrettable incident of September 26 at Massey did not begin the 

discussion around the term for College Head, although the unfortunate use 

of the term “Master” as part of the incident did heighten the intensity around 

the title’s appropriateness for the future. 

 

6. The Task Force considered at length the rationale and deliberative reasoning 

for the title changes at Yale, Harvard, Princeton and Rice in the United 

States, also considered the history of the term “Principal” used at Green 

College, the graduate residential college at UBC, on whose advisory 

committee the Head of College at Massey sits. 

 

7. The Task Force reflected on the Oxbridge traditions associated with the 

inception of Massey, and the uniquely Canadian purposes of Massey College 
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around diversity of disciplines and community, and its import in the present 

discussions. 

 

8. Careful note was taken of the fact that the vast majority of colleges at 

Oxford used other head of college titles, not “Master”. 

 

9. The recent decision of York University to do away with the “Master” title 

for all its eight undergraduate colleges, effective January 1, 2018, was also 

noted. 

 

10. The practice of Goodenough College in London, UK, with whom Massey 

has a partnership between alumni and the broader community, of using the 

title “Director” was also noted. 

 

11. The Task Force noted the importance of the enhanced diversity achieved at 

Massey over the last few years resulting in a higher percentage of the 

community reflecting Black, Indigenous and other demographic elements of 

the University of Toronto community, itself more reflective of the 

population of Canada as a whole. 

 

12. The Task Force recommended that in consideration of the Head of College’s 

title, Governing Board set aside terms associated with authoritarian 

dispositions such as “Master”, “Provost”, “Warden” in favour of a title that 

is inclusive, collegial, and reflective of the values and mix of the modern 

Massey Community. 

 

13. The title “Principal” was chosen by the Task Force because it is reflective of 

a head of College who is the principal “fellow”, with specific leadership and 

administrative duties unchanged from the present, with necessary legislative 

changes and changes in signage and stationery to be ensured reasonably 

soon. 

 

14. The Task Force agreed that its deliberations, findings and recommendations 

be shared in a timely and efficient fashion with the Massey community so 
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that comments and feedback might be canvassed before the Governing 

Board considers the recommendation herein. 

 

15. The Task Force, made up of members of the Senior Fellows, Junior Fellows, 

a Quadrangle Society member, the elected Don of Hall and representatives 

of the House Committee of the Junior Common room, urged the Governing 

Board to move with dispatch on the recommendation advanced in this 

report. 
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Introduction: 

 

This discussion paper and recommendation reflects the Task Force’s discussions 

and considerations during its meetings and reflections. These were about the best 

approach to maintaining the core of Massey College traditions and values around 

diversity in disciplines and within the community, as well as accommodating and 

encouraging a collegial engagement between College members from different 

generations, ethnic and racial backgrounds, gender identities, abilities, academic 

disciplines and walks of life. 

While Massey College has always had a strong commitment to diversity of 

graduate and professional second entry academic disciplines within the 

community, that diversity did not include women for the first decade after the 

College’s establishment. Until most recently, there were not many indigenous or 

Black junior or senior fellows or quadrangle members of the College community. 

The Task Force is conscious of the fact that definitions of diversity and inclusion 

are not and cannot be fixed in the status quo of the 1960’s. A graduate college 

reflective of the legitimate values inherent in academic excellence, the Massey 

community must be reflective of the increased diversity in the make-up of the 

University of Toronto, the community in which the University is situated, and the 

larger community and country of which the College is a part. The purpose of this 

discussion paper and recommendation is to lay out the thinking and reflections of 

the Task Force, indicate its recommendation for the future re the Head of College’s 

title, and contribute to a College-wide consultation in which this issue may be 

discussed and reacted to before the Governing Board, to whom the Task Force 

reports, makes a final binding decision on the matter. 

 

The members of the Task Force are: 

Alan Broadbent, Senior Fellow, Chair of the Governing Board, ex officio 

Michael F. Charles, Quadrangle Society Member 

Benjamin Gillard, Junior Fellow and Don of Hall 
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Judy Grant, Junior Fellow (representing the House Committee of JCR) 

Owen Kane, Junior Fellow (representing the Diversity and Inclusion secretariat of 

the College) 

Jennifer Orange, Junior Fellow 

Hugh Segal, Senior Fellow, Head of College, ex officio 

Professor Alissa Trotz, Senior Fellow 
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Origins of the Massey College Debate around “Master” 

 

The debate around the title “Master” originated long before the regrettable event 

on September 26, 2017, at lunch in Ondaatje Hall.  In fact, the matter of both the 

title of “master” and the title of “visitor” was addressed by a Governance Review 

Subcommittee set up by Corporation in 2015 to look at the necessity of 

modernization and update for the constitution of the college and the ensuing 

bylaws. It was among a wide range of governance updates reviewed and discussed 

by a Governance Review Committee that included the then Don of Hall, various 

Senior Fellow members of the then “Corporation” Board, reflecting disciplines in 

governance, the law, college finance and not for profit organization. Underlying 

those discussions were changes in the charity laws, composition of the college 

community, and best practices in not for profit and charitable self-governance that 

had taken place since the College was created in the early 1960’s. 

In the fall of 2016, a Junior Fellow who is now an alumnus of Massey, having 

since obtained his doctorate from the University of Toronto, wrote Hugh Segal a 

letter, also distributed to the Junior Fellowship and some others to raise the issue of 

whether the title “Master” continued to be appropriate for a diverse graduate 

college community in view of several considerations. Those considerations were 

cited as follows: 

- Another head of college title, other than Master, might better “reflect our 

community while still encompassing the same roles and responsibilities that 

come with the position.” 

- A name change would not take away “from the historical legacy of the 

position or the Massey College institution, or undermine the contribution to 

the community by Robertson Davies, The Right Honourable Vincent 

Massey and leaders that followed him.” 

 

Other reasons cited in the carefully written and coherent proposal made in 

the letter were: 
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- The demographics with respect to the membership of the Junior Fellowship, 

“have transformed over time to adhere and respond to the changes in broader 

society and societal norms.” 

- Massey has shifted from an “all male membership to one for all genders and 

now working towards a more diverse population featuring representation of 

peoples from all walks of life-whether it be from different socioeconomic 

structures, disciplines, countries of origin, racial and ethnic groups and 

more.” 

- We must consistently “aim to reflect and transform ourselves to be as 

inclusive as possible, and this includes how we use language, phrases, terms 

and titles.” 

- While noting the roots of “master” in the Anglo-French “meistre” and the 

Latin “Magister” which denotes the head, or teacher, or having authority, 

and that it appears on University degrees and in many other social arenas, 

the letter also noted that in the Oxford Dictionary, the term Master denotes a 

man/woman who has people working for them, especially as servants and 

slaves. The letter went on to underline the negative connotations associated 

with the term, especially in its association with the Trans-Atlantic Slave 

Trade, and as such, its continued use at Massey could well “contribute to a 

weakening of a sense of belonging and engagement in the Massey College 

community.” 

 

Noting that the writer did not believe that his colleagues at Massey College 

subscribed “to the negative connotations” of the term Master, the College should 

ensure that its intentions and impact are in alignment. In formally requesting a 

change in the term “master”, the writer noted that a meeting of House Committee 

of the JCR “agreed to a new alternative title “Provost” which means senior 

administrative officer in a college or university”. The letter cited other institutions 

where the title “Provost” was in common usage, to wit, Cambridge, Harvard, 

Worcester College, Oxford, Trinity College, Dublin, Columbia University, Cornell 

University, Princeton University and UCLA. 

That letter was taken to the next meeting of the Governing Board for consideration, 

with a direct call for change being made by the then Don of Hall. A discussion at 
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the spring JCR Junior Fellows meeting on the notion of changing the title also took 

place in 2017. 

The Governing Board, upon receipt and consideration of both the letter and the 

case made by the Don of Hall, referred the matter to the newly created Governance 

and Nominating Committee, chaired by two senior fellows. That committee, 

already charged with a series of governance changes and refinements on their 

agenda, determined that a special Task Force would be a better way to consider 

and reflect on this issue, and made a motion to that effect at the first meeting of the 

Governing Board in the fall of 2017. Subsequent to that motion being moved and 

passed, senior officers of the College informed the Governing Board of the serious 

incident that had happened in Hall at lunch that very day involving several junior 

fellows and a senior fellow and the use of the term “master” by a senior fellow as 

well as the phrase “feeling the lash”. 

While the understandable emotion and intensity of reaction that followed the 

regrettable September 26 incident further underlined the challenges around the title 

“Master”, the title and its appropriateness were already under discussion at Massey 

College. The then Master, Hugh Segal, in reaction to the September 26 event, set 

aside the title pending the outcome of the already established Task Force’s 

deliberations on the matter.   

The public media interest and the statements made by Simcoe Hall and Massey 

College about the event that took place on September 26 should thus not obscure 

the fact that the issue of “Master” and its appropriateness were already under 

review and that that review had been occasioned by a thoughtful and reasonable 

letter written by a Junior Fellow, and given due consideration by both the elected 

Don of Hall, The House Committee of the Junior Fellowship, and the Governing 

Board of the College. 

 

Discussions and Decisions at Other Institutions 

 

Massey College is not the first collegiate institution to consider the issue of the 

“Master” title, and its appropriateness going forward. 
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After considerable debate and deliberation, Yale University’s President and 

Argyris Professor of Psychology wrote to the university community to indicate that 

the Master title had been set aside and that, ‘The term “master” when used to 

describe the role in residential colleges will be changed to “head of college”. In 

describing the wide-ranging discussions and reflections that took place over the 

prior months, he made specific reference to the Council of Masters, the twelve 

heads of the existing residential colleges as being “especially salient”. He cited 

their finding that “...the reasons to change the title “Master” proved more 

compelling than the reasons to keep it, and the current masters themselves no 

longer felt it appropriate to be addressed in that manner.” 

In February of 2016, after a similar debate and discussion at Harvard, the Faculty 

of Arts and Sciences Dean, Michael D Smith, wrote an email to undergraduates at 

the Faculty of Arts and Sciences to indicate that each of Harvard’s 24 House 

Masters will now be called a “Faculty Dean”. It was noted that in early December 

House leaders had “unanimously agreed to change their title”. 

Harvard College Dean Rakesh Khurana was quoted as follows at the time: 

“Words matter. They shape our opportunities, our self-perceptions and our 

possible futures. They can open doors, and they can shut them. They can 

build a community that belongs to all of us, or they can delineate difference 

and assert privilege or create boundaries between people. Will changing 

words right every wrong and solve every problem? Of course not. But 

decisions like these can play an important part in the long term process of 

institutional change. One of the great things about Harvard is that we don’t 

follow tradition blindly or without thought. Indeed, the fundamental nature 

of a liberal education teaches us that tradition has to be in conversation with 

the present. Otherwise, it is simply a mechanical, empty ritual.” 

 

On November 18, 2015, following a period of debate and discussion, Princeton 

University issued an official release from its Office of Communications as follows: 

“The masters of the residential colleges at Princeton University have changed their 

titles to “Heads of College” effective immediately. Various former masters 

endorsed the change to “Head of College” in various ways.” 
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Jeff Nunokawa, head of Rockefeller College and a professor of English said “We 

think the new title is a better name for who we are.” 

 

“Though we are aware that the term “master” has a long history of use in 

universities (indeed since medieval times) it seems to me by now to be 

anachronistic and unfortunate for the positions we hold,” was the way Sandra 

Berman, head of Whitman College, and the Cotsen Professor of the Humanities 

and professor of comparative literature, shared her perspective on the change. 

 

In April of 2017, Rice University informed their student body that the term 

“College Master” was being changed to “College Magister”. The message, sent by 

undergraduate Dean John Hutchison, underlined the ways in which the Master title 

might be misunderstood outside the University community, and even among 

faculty, students, student families and other staff. The debate at Rice had begun in 

March of 2016. 

 

In Canada, the only analogous collegial institution to Massey is Green College at 

the University of British Columbia, which was in fact founded on the Massey 

model. The College, a graduate residential college with the same goals and general 

purpose in terms of interdisciplinary discourse and generational cross pollination 

as Massey College, was made possible through the benefaction of Dr. Cecil H 

Green in 1990, which was matched by funds from the province of British 

Columbia. Dr. Green, a Canadian, had studied applied science at UBC and then 

proceeded to MIT to complete a Master’s degree in electrical engineering. He co-

founded Geophysical Services Ltd, which then became the hugely successful 

Texas Instruments. His donation made the creation of the college possible in 

November of 1993. The main college building began in Graham House, a donation 

of the Graham family, from which Massey Senior Fellow and Trinity College 

Chancellor Bill Graham hales. 

 

The Task Force enquired as to why the Head of College at Green College was 

called “Principal” as opposed to “Master”. The response to the query indicated that 

this was the preference of Dr. Green upon the establishment of the College. 

Specific concerns about the gendered nature of “master” and the likely eventuality 

of a debate around the term “mistress” were cited as one of the contributing factors 



Massey College Head of College Title Task Force 

 13 

to the initial and permanent decision re “Principal”. Past principals, both 

permanent and acting have been female and male. 

 

While different institutions have their own unique character and identity, the Task 

Force came to several conclusions about what had happened elsewhere and how 

decisions taken elsewhere on the issue of “Master” might be considered here at 

Massey College: 

 

- Decisions taken elsewhere were not taken in a way that ignored the 

academic meaning and historical use of the term “Master” in making a 

change. 

- As is the case with Massey, the discussions about change began without 

or before any controversy had developed around the title “Master”. 

- In all cases, the existing holders of the title and role around the title of 

“Master” were among the most enthusiastic proponents of the change. 

- In the Canadian case of Green College at UBC (a college that was 

modelled on Massey and is, among any other Canadian examples, the 

most Massey-like, with the same graduate profile, community outreach, 

and interdisciplinary engagements) the title “master” was never 

embraced, and the title “Principal” was chosen instead.  

 

In more recent times, York University, which has many distinguished scholars 

among our Massey College Senior Fellowship, and which for some time has 

nominated a York Fellow and two York scholars at Massey annually, decided in 

December of 2017 to do away with the term “master” within their college 

leadership ranks. The decision, which comes into effect on January 1, 2018, means 

that the leaders of Bethune, Calumet, Founders, McLaughlin, New, Strong, Vanier 

and Winters Colleges will not be known as Masters but as “College Heads”. The 

decision was deemed by Lisa Phillips, interim Vice President Academic, as 

“reflecting York University’s long-standing commitment to principles of 

affirmative action, equity and inclusion.”  Dr. Phillips continued that, “…these 

principles have led us to examine the language we use, including the language of 

position titles, to ensure that we, as an institution, express ourselves in words that 

are clear and non-biased.” 
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The Reality of the Oxbridge Tradition 

 

Much is made of the linkage between the establishment of Massey College over 

half a century ago and the Oxbridge College traditions very much respected by the 

one of the college’s founders, the Rt. Hon. Vincent Massey, former Governor 

General of Canada (first of Canadian birth) and former High Commissioner to the 

United Kingdom during the years of the second world war. This distinguished 

Canadian received his MA from Balliol College at Oxford. He was Canada’s first 

diplomatic representative to the United States just before the statute of 

Westminster afforded all dominions complete independence in foreign policy in 

1931. As Canada’s first Canadian born Governor General between 1952 and 1959, 

and Chair of the subsequent Royal Commission on National Development in the 

Arts, Letters and Sciences, Vincent Massey was dedicated to Canada, its identity, 

culture and development as an independent country, with its own values, traditions 

and engagement on issues like northern development, respect for diversity, 

independence and cultural creativity and prowess. 

One of Massey College’s other Founders, Claude T. Bissell, President of the 

University of Toronto at the time of both the founding of the College, and the 

prime negotiator for the University of Toronto with the Massey family around the 

terms by which the College was established, wrote of Massey in this way in his 

biography in 1986, as follows in the period between 1949 to 1959: Vincent Massey 

“…made his major contribution. More than any other Canadian he was responsible 

for the first major movement of the arts and letters from the periphery of national 

concern towards the centre. It was a notable achievement.” 

While the connection of Massey College to the Oxbridge tradition is important and 

of value, so too is the commitment of its founders to an evolving Canadian ideal of 

diversity first conceived in terms of the mix of graduate students who would 

constitute its Junior Fellows from all disciplines available for graduate and 

professional study at the University of Toronto, in the arts, humanities, sciences 

and professions, and later acknowledged by the array of lived experiences of those 

pursuing the various disciplines.  
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Implicit in the agreement of the University of Toronto to make available the land 

upon which Massey College was founded, was a commitment on the part of 

Massey College to see the face of the University reflected in the makeup of the 

fellowship as a whole. Consequently, changing realities and values are as relevant 

at Massey as anywhere at the University. Measures that are respectful of difference 

and that recognise its inextricable relationship to academic excellence, including 

titles used, words and descriptions that are welcoming and embracing of that 

diversity, are to be seen as appropriate and intrinsic to the nature and mission of 

Massey College. There is nothing in the Oxbridge roots of Massey that overpowers 

the mission and vision of the College, which is very much part of the Massey 

family contribution to Canadian industry, culture, science and the arts. 

Of the thirty-eight Oxford colleges, the vast majority are headed by heads of 

college who are not called “Master”. All Souls College, upon which Massey was 

said by many to be modeled, has a “warden” as head of college. Brasenose, Green 

Templeton, Harris Manchester, Hertford, Jesus College, Lady Margaret Hall, 

Linacre,  Mansfield, St Anne’s, St Edmund Hall, St Hilda’s, St Hugh’s, 

Somerville, Regent’s Park, St. Stephen’s House and Wycliffe Hall colleges all 

have Principals as head.  

All Souls, Keble, Marton, New College, Nuffield, St Antony’s and Wardham 

College have Wardens as Head. Corpus Christi, Kellogg, Magdalen, St John’s, 

Trinity and Wolfson have Presidents as Head. Oriel, the Queen’s College, and 

Worcester have Provosts as head. 

Christ Church has a Dean, Exeter and Lincoln have a Rector, and Blackfriars 

College has a Regent as head.  

Only Balliol, Pembroke, St Catherine’s, St Cross, St Peters, University, Campion 

Hall and St Benet’s use the term “Master”. 

At Cambridge University “Master” is used more frequently across the thirty-two 

college head positions, although terms such as President, Warden, Principal, 

Provost, Mistress, are also found is use as well. 
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The Task Force’s conclusion from a review of the Oxbridge colleges is quite clear. 

There is nothing fundamental to or definitive about that tradition that makes 

“Master” an unavoidable title for College Head at Massey. 

 

Recommended Way Forward 

 

The Task Force reflected carefully on what other institutions had decided to do 

recently, the nature of the Oxbridge tradition, the best interests of Massey College 

as an inclusive, welcoming, scholarly community, and the changing demands of a 

truly diverse and open college where admission is granted based on the highest 

standards of academic achievement and community service.  

It reflected as well on the choices made by Green College at UBC, on whose 

advisory board Massey’s Head of College sits, and whose purposes reflect many of 

the founding and ongoing purposes of Massey and who chose the term Principal as 

opposed to Master at its inception. It also reflected on our college’s recently signed 

partnership with Goodenough College in London, a College created after World 

War I to provide an interdisciplinary experience for students attending graduate 

and professional university programmes in London, which has a Director as 

opposed to a Master. That College prides itself on the international and multi-racial 

nature of its fellowship and its outreach to a broader community beyond its doors, 

not unlike Massey itself. Goodenough has as its Chancellor Her Majesty the 

Queen. Massey’s Visitor is the Rt. Hon. Beverly McLachlin, former Chief Justice 

of Canada. Massey’s Honorary Senior Fellows are: The Chief of the Mississaugas 

of the New Credit First Nation, on whose traditional lands the College sits, 

currently Chief Stacey LaForme; His Royal Highness, Prince Phillip; and Sir 

Christopher Patten, Chancellor of Oxford. 

The Task Force also reflected on the efforts made by the Massey College 

administration to encourage applications from African-Canadian, Caribbean-

Canadian and Indigenous graduate students and applicants at the University of 

Toronto, efforts that helped encourage a broadening of the diversity of the Junior 

Fellowship and the College overall. 
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Taking all of these factors into consideration the Task Force recommends the 

following: 

- That the Governing Board of Massey College approve, at its earliest possible 

convenience, replacing the term “Master” for head of college, with another 

term, more reflective of the collegial and inclusive values and spirit of the 

Massey community, consistent with realities, norms and values of the entire 

Massey community. 

 

- That titles that imply any sort of authoritarian role for the head of college, 

such as warden, provost or master, which have connotations around 

dictatorial, imperial or unilateral disposition also be set aside. 

 

- That the title “Principal”, which reflects the role of the head of college as the 

principal fellow in the community charged with the day to day 

administrative and leadership functions now and traditionally associated 

with a head of college, be adopted at the earliest possible opportunity. 

 

- That a petition be made to the Parliament of Ontario to amend the 

appropriate legislation establishing the College, so that the section that refers 

to “…a head of college who shall be known as Master…” be amended to 

read “a head of college who shall be known as Principal”, and that the 

petition be made on a timely and efficient basis. 

 

- That pending the adoption of those amendments by the Parliament of 

Ontario and the proclamation of that amended legislation, the Governing 

Board  decide that the term “Principal” be used on all stationary, documents, 

outdoor and indoor signage. 

 

Next Steps 

The Task Force, in making the above recommendations, believes that sharing its 

findings with the College in an efficient and productive fashion, and seeking 

feedback from the Massey community would be a welcome step on the part of the 

College.  


