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March 22, 2020 
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Queen’s University 
 
Dr. Mark F. Green 
Provost and Vice Principal (Academic) 
Queen’ University  
 
Dear Principal Deane and Provost Greene 
 

I am writing on behalf of the Queen’s University Faculty Association to express our concern 
about the recent dismissal of Queen’s track coach, Steve Boyd.   
 

Let me begin with some caveats to assure you of our appreciation of the complex nature of 
situations where free expression and employment obligations collide.  First, our comments are 
necessarily based on publicly available material.  Based on our own involvement in dismissal cases, we 
are acutely aware that in such cases the confidential facts and the word on the street often do not align. 
Second, we surmise that the basis for Mr. Boyd’s dismissal may not have been his utterances per se, but 
insubordination when he continued to post about the dismissal of disgraced Guelph coach Dave Scott-
Thomas after he was told to desist.  We recognize that the University has a right to dismiss employees 
for insubordination.  Third, we appreciate that academic freedom protection arises only from our 
Collective Agreement, which did not cover Steve Boyd, while the civil right of freedom of expression 
which all Canadians enjoy as a condition of citizenship, is not a condition of employment.  Fourth and 
finally, we also recognize that even had Steven Boyd been our Member, the academic provisions of the 
Collective Agreement do not license harassing or bullying speech.  In other words, even if Steve Boyd 
had been a QUFA Member, had his speech been harassing or bullying in character, he could have been 
dismissed on the basis of the character of his speech.   
 

We understand all these facts, distinctions and qualifications that might attend the decision to 
dismiss Steven Boyd.  Nevertheless, we remain deeply concerned about the University’s action and 
regard it as a violation of the values the University purports to stand for.  Steve Boyd was a respected 
and accomplished track coach at Queen’s, known in particular for nurturing a healthy, non-sexist 
environment for female track athletes and eschewing the win-at-all costs attitudes that can shelter 
abuses such as those that occurred at Guelph. This reputation has been attested to by numerous 
Queen’s track athletes since his dismissal. The speech in question consisted of posts to a Facebook page, 
and a discussion board, Trackie, both frequented by track athletes. This fact means that the speech itself 
and the context in which it was uttered are available to public scrutiny. What we see when we look at 
the posts is a respected professional commenting on the area of his expertise, which embraces the 
moral obligations team-mates owe one another and the penalties that institutions should suffer when 
they have ignored abuses in athletic programs.  We also see that arguments about these matters were 
civilly and patiently, if persistently urged.  The arguments may have been unwelcome to some of Boyd’s 
interlocutors because they implicate student athletes and their achievements in the offenses 
perpetrated and ignored at Guelph, but to style the posts, which are devoid of insult, invective, ad 
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hominem accusation, or belittling, as “bullying,” as representatives of Queen’s have done, is an abuse of 
language.  

 
While Steve Boyd was not covered by the Queen’s-QUFA Collective Agreement and therefore 

did not enjoy academic freedom, Queen’s has a Senate policy on free expression that covers the 
Queen’s community:  https://www.queensu.ca/secretariat/policies/administration-and-operations/free-
expression-queens-university-policy . The policy states that:  

 
Open inquiry and the freedom to speak, write, listen, and learn are foundational principles on which 
Queen’s University is built.  As such, the University is committed to providing an environment 
conducive to open dialogue and debate. The University is also committed to the principle that it 
should not restrict the expression of ideas or opinions that may be disturbing, offensive, or 
unpopular.  

 
The policy specifies that it “applies to those who lawfully use University facilities and resources,” a 
phrase evidently meant to extend the policy to persons beyond students and staff, but which also 
indicates that it applies to “intramural” speech.  For this reason, the Principal’s comments to Senate on 
February 25 that when an employee "acts extramurally in a manner that couldn’t be condoned 
intramurally, the University has a duty to act” are concerning. While we are mindful that unlike our 
Collective Agreement, such a free expression policy does not limit the University’s legal rights as an 
employer, it does establish an ethos for the University which is inconsistent with any order to 
professional staff not to express opinions pertinent to their field of expertise.  But QUFA’s concern here 
is not merely that a gag order on the extra-mural speech of staff for institutional reasons diminishes the 
force of the free-expression policy and the professional scope of non-academic staff.   Because our 
Collective Agreement, like the free expression policy, is subject to the Human Rights Code and the 
Occupation Health and Safety Act and their prohibitions on harassment, we are alarmed by the 
characterization of Steve Boyd’s posts to Facebook and Trackie as “bullying” and “actions that can’t be 
condoned.” Such characterization serves to haul arguments that are unwelcome—to students, to other 
institutions, possibly to donors—that is, arguments of a kind faculty make all the time in the fulfillment 
of academic responsibilities, toward the prohibited zone of harassment.   
 

QUFA believes the dismissal of Steve Boyd and the subsequent characterization of his actions 
departs from values that we believe we share with you and other senior administrators at Queen’s.  For 
these reasons we are dismayed and, frankly, bewildered, by these events.  
 
Yours truly, 
 
 
Elizabeth Hanson 
President 
Queen’s University Faculty Association 
 

https://www.queensu.ca/secretariat/policies/administration-and-operations/free-expression-queens-university-policy
https://www.queensu.ca/secretariat/policies/administration-and-operations/free-expression-queens-university-policy

