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Note on Methodology 

This report is a compilation of UPSA documents, individual student documents 

that have been shared with the UPSA, and individual feedback provided to the 

UPSA by students. 

Excerpts taken from program statements or individual student contributions are 

identified as such, and do not represent the viewpoint of the UPSA nor the student 

body. 
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The UPSA would like to thank the students as well as the Administration* for their participation, work, 

and dedication to continuously improving the academic life and community of the United Nations 

Mandated University for Peace 

 

 

 

*For the purposes of this document Administration refers to all staff and faculty 
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Executive Summary 

The University for Peace was established by General Assembly resolution 35/55 with a clear 

determination to promote peace, understanding, and tolerance and carries the aspirations of many 

including the high expectations of its students.  

 The UPEACE Student Alliance was created in November of the 2013-2014 Academic Year in order to 

provide a voice for students to shape their academic experience. After three months at UPEACE, 

students came together to tackle the concerns that they could not solve on their own.  

The following report is documentation of the concerns of students who chose the UPSA as a vehicle 

through which to have a voice in order to create a better UPEACE. As a UN-mandated institution of 

higher learning we know that UPEACE can do better; it will take cooperation and participation from staff 

and students in order to accomplish this. 

The students of UPEACE have taken a proactive role in their academic experience, they have identified 

concerns and recommended a variety of solutions; they have shared these with the Administration and 

staff in numerous emails, meetings, and reports.  While the UPSA acknowledges the work on the part of 

the Administration and staff for meeting with students and opening a dialogue, many challenges remain. 

This report highlights academic concerns that significantly affect the academic quality of many 

programs including academic content, grading, and faculty turnover. 

It examines situations that have arisen at UPEACE but have not been adequately addressed, including 

student safety, proposed water boarding simulation, gender insensitivity, cultural insensitivity and 

racism amongst students and staff. 

It also highlights key administrative challenges that have also affected student experiences including 

student visas, accreditation, and a lack of transparency and accountability on the part of the 

administration; as well as a pervasive attitude by the Administration and Staff that projects 

responsibility for the solution of these concerns onto the students themselves. 

Finally this Report makes key recommendations to the Administration and the Governing Council on 

how to address these concerns. 

Many of us have enjoyed our experience at UPEACE, yet we know it is our responsibility towards future 

generations of UPEACErs to voice our concerns in order to create an environment and promote a 

University that is truly deserving of the name the United Nations Mandated University for Peace. 

 

2013-2014 UPEACE Student Alliance 
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Recommendations  

 

For the Governing Council of UPeace 

Ask the UPeace Administration to submit a Plan of Action by July 1st, 2014 to address the 13 

recommendations documented in this report. 

Schedule a follow up meeting with the Administration and student representatives in January 2015 to 

assess progress on the Plan of Action. 

Endorse the UPSA and encourage the Administration to provide one academic credit per semester to a 

UPSA representative from each academic program. 

Give students the right to representation in future meetings of the Governing Council and UPeace 

Administration.  

 

For the UPeace Administration 

Coordinate with staff and faculty to create a Plan of Action by July 1st, 2014 to address the 13 

recommendations expressed in this report. 

Schedule individual program meetings in October with students to assess progress on the Plan of Action. 

Meet with student representatives and the Governing Council in January 2015 to assess progress on the 

Plan of Action. 

Provide a ten minute allotment of time for a UPSA representative to speak during orientation for the 

2014-2015 Academic Year. 

Provide one academic credit to one student from each academic program per semester to be elected as 

UPSA representatives, meet with the representatives bi-monthly, and encourage student-administration 

dialogue. 
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Creation of the UPSA  

After attending UPEACE for three months it became quite 

clear to many students that there were some issues that 

needed to be addressed. In November of 2013 more than 

fifty students attended a meeting in which the issues below 

were listed, and the mission statement of the UPSA was 

democratically agreed upon. The mission statement was 

finalized, signed by 87 students and sent to the Rector in a 

formal statement. You can read the mission statement in the 

attached annex. 

Issues Listed by Students in the first meeting: 

Lack of Academic Feedback 

Lack of an apology for the last minute cancellation of the 

Urban Governance Program 

Security Issues not being addressed 

Visa Issues 

Administrative issues in general – housing, processes, 

everything!  

Accreditation follow-up 

Lack of student representation in decision making 

Professor repression/changes in faculty 

Cancellation of courses w/out informing students 

Classroom priority to outside contracts  

Professors reproducing student work w/out permission 

Course syllabus – accessibility/reliability/readers! 

Morning and afternoon track for class 

Course evaluations – we need more time, different formats 

Structure and organization of the university 

Internships- no support from the university 

UPSA Activities 

Established November 2013  

Task Force Report  

Student/Rector Meeting in 

January 2014 

Follow up meetings with the 

administration: visa, financial 

duress policy, academic 

feedback 

Semester Fiesta Party   

UPeace Peace Run 

Letter on behalf of Jessup 

Final Report 2013-2014 

Meeting with the Council 
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UPSA Activities 

According to priority voting, the UPSA chose to address the first three major concerns listed by students 

during its first meeting in its Task Force Report; these included a lack of academic feedback, visa issues, 

and lack of communication between staff and students. The UPSA Task Force report goes into greater 

detail of the above issues, as well as recommendations on how to address them; please find the full 

report in the Annex, page . These concerns will be further addressed within this report as well. 

The Report was submitted to the Rector and made electronically available to all staff in January 2014; 3 

representatives of the UPSA then met with the Rector in order to present the report and its 

recommendations. This meeting was followed up with an open student meeting with the Rector, in 

order for all students to participate in the discussion. 

 

 

Student Meeting with the Rector 

The UPSA coordinated a student/Rector meeting at 

the start of the second semester in order for the 

Rector to talk about how the issues in the Task 

Force Report would be addressed as well as to allow 

students to speak directly with him, more than sixty 

students attended this meeting.  Emotions ran high, 

both on the part of students and the Rector, yet a 

number of agreements were made: the Rector 

would follow up on academic feedback with the 

staff and organize student/staff meetings for each 

program; the UPSA would coordinate a visa 

staff/student meeting to discuss the visa process; 

and the UPSA would follow up with staff on a 

communication map/organizational chart of the 

institution.  

“I believe the program meeting 

regarding feedback was 

productive.  I also appreciated 

the solutions-oriented discussion 

regarding the proposed 

negotiations class.  I strongly 

believe in listening to multiple 

voices rather than implementing 

top-down decisions, and I hope 

this shift in philosophy will 

continue.” 

- Student letter to the Rector, p 46 
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Results of the Student/Rector Meeting 

The Administration organized program meetings for students 

to speak with program directors about specific issues within 

respective programs, including feedback. The Rector attended 

many of these program meetings and students appreciated the 

opportunity to speak about their programs; the outcome of 

these program meetings varies according to the program, and 

will be discussed later.  

The UPSA organized a Visa meeting between relevant staff and 

students. This meeting was a great opportunity for both visa 

staff and students to learn the challenges associated with the 

visa process from both perspectives. It was agreed that while 

many of the visa challenges are outside of the staff’s control 

and that in many cases they go above and beyond their duties 

to help students with the visa process, communication was a 

key area that needed to be improved in the process.  

The issue of communication had been raised respectively in 

program meetings and the Visa meeting; yet the major 

concerns of students regarding communication have been that 

there is no formal system in place for complaints and there is 

no transparency nor accountability when those complaints are 

not addressed.  UPSA representatives met with relevant staff 

and opened a discussion on a communication map, staff 

welcomed the idea yet unfortunately the communication map 

has not been created.  

 

A Note on Individual Feedback 

The UPSA would like to thank every student who took the time 

to contribute to this report both individually and collectively. 

The number of concerns and compliments within the individual 

feedback could not all be included within the main body of the 

report and we encourage staff, students, and the Council to 

explore the individual statements included within the Annex, 

starting on page 43. 

 

“I am concerned about the 

learning content at UPeace 

because it tends to 

unbalance, projecting mostly 

problems without 

approaches or steps to 

finding solutions. As a 

student of International 

Peace and Conflict Studies, I 

would at least expect that 

out of the two semesters, 

each semester should treat 

modalities to peacebuilding. 

Our courses have been over 

burden with wars, conflicts, 

wrongs, blames, etc., with 

less or nothing on solutions. I 

would expect that, while 

writing my thesis, my 

supervisor would expect me 

to among others, make 

recommendations to the 

stated problem. Why can't 

this be same with our course 

content? 

- Student feedback, p43 
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Academic Concerns 

Academic Content 

Academic quality has varied greatly amongst programs, yet 

the UPSA would like to note a number of concerns. The 

visiting professor system as well as having resident faculty out 

of country for a significant proportion of time has made access 

to professors difficult. A number of students have had little or 

no communication with their thesis advisors, and for those 

students who have questions about assignments or grades it 

can be difficult or virtually impossible to connect with their 

professors via email.  Some programs have made democratic 

decisions about courses that were then overturned, and some 

professors seem to teach from a mono-cultural as opposed to 

an inter-cultural context. A number of students have raised 

concerns over the flexibility of many professors on deadlines 

for assignments. Some professors have been too generous in 

extending deadlines for papers without proper justification 

such as illness or personal emergencies; in some cases 

students have been notified about a deadline extension after 

the original deadline had passed when their papers had 

already been submitted.  This is unfair to students who work 

hard in order to submit their papers on time and secondly this 

affects the work ethic of students and professors in general 

at UPeace who learn that timelines in general are not 

respected and may contribute to the issue of receiving 

feedback in a timely manner. Finally, students were informed 

in the beginning of the year that UPeace had a Writing Center 

for those who wished to improve their writing skills, yet 

students who tried to access this service did not receive 

support.  

Academic Feedback 

UPeace students undertake an intensive nine month Master’s 

Program. Academic feedback is extremely important for 

students to know their academic strengths and weaknesses 

and to be able to improve progressively over the year. The Student Handbook provides that students 

will receive grades within three weeks of the end of a course. Students in a number of programs have 

experienced delays of up to three months in receiving grades,  and in some instances have spent 

months without grades for any of their courses.  

 “…such action conducted by the school 

is sending signals to the students that 

there is no academic accountability 

which has also been illustrated by the 

fact that I and one of my peers 

received the exact same grade and an 

identical comment on our papers in 

one of the courses ….The comment 

made by the teacher was identical in 

the sense that it was copy-pasted, 

word by word, and had no connection 

to what my peer’s paper was about 

but rather mine. It became quite 

obvious to me that specific residing 

teachers … may give out grades 

randomly without even reading the 

papers. Moreover, the student 

handbook clearly states that students 

should be given feedback on their 

assignments. However, it is more a rule 

than an exception that some specific 

residing teachers only give very short 

comments that do not touch upon the 

writings of the assignments itself. 

Consequently, this just strengthens my 

suspicion that some specific residing 

teachers do not read the assignments, 

hence grades are being obtained by the 

students after completion of the 

course.” 

-Student feedback, p 54 
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When students do receive grades, it has been the norm to receive a 

numerical grade with no explanation of why they received the grade, 

where they could have improved, etc. Furthermore, for many 

students who wish to improve their English writing skills there is no 

comment on grammar or structural errors (please see page 32 for a 

Peer Review Program Proposal).  A number of students have received 

perfect scores on a number of assignments, or similar feedback, 

leading some to question the sincerity of the grade. 

 

 

 

Recommendation on Academic Content and Feedback 

The UPSA recommends that the Administration enforce the three 

week deadline with the inclusion of a written explanation of all course 

grades for all of its professors. Professors who continue to disregard 

these requirements should be warned and terminated if the problem 

persists.  

The UPSA recommends an accessible Writing Center or the 

implementation of a Peer Review Program in order to provide support for students who require or would 

like feedback on grammar and structure, please find a proposal for this program on page 29 of the 

Annex.  

The UPSA recommends that the Administration carry out an internal audit of the grading system. 

 

 

Faculty Turnover 

Over the course of the year students in a number of programs have been affected by resident Professors 

and Program Directors who have chosen to leave abruptly. During the academic year Ameena Al Rashed, 

Julia Hoffman, Victoria Fontan, and Veronica Hilillo left UPeace.  Students have also been informed that 

Rob Fletcher, Adam Baird, Virginia Cawagas, and Daniela Ingruber will also be leaving UPeace. When 

faculty members leave early students are affected in a number of ways. Courses and programs change 

at the last minute sometimes resulting in courses that are not adequately prepared or are taught by 

Professors who are unfamiliar in the subject. In some cases the course is canceled completely and 

students are asked to take an unexpected week off and make up the course in double sessions at a later 

date. In some cases students have been left without a program director for months. 

Peace Education Program. 

“The course has been so 

enriching to me. It helped me 

understand peace in a 

comprehensive way… it has 

been a combination of theory 

and practice. We not only 

learnt about concepts but also 

pedagogical skills to enable us 

transfer knowledge to others. 

The course was interactive and 

it provided space for critical 

thinking. Intellectual 

engagement with lecturers and 

students was great experience I 

had in the class.” 

-Student feedback, p 57 
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 In addition, many students made the decision to attend 

UPeace because of a certain faculty member due to their 

credentials and specializations and were disappointed to find 

that the faculty member had already left or chose to leave 

two months into the program. Finally, many students 

become concerned to find that so many quality faculty 

members have left and wonder why this is happening at 

UPeace.  

 

 

Recommendation on Faculty Turnover  

The UPSA understands that the Administration cannot force 

faculty to stay, yet we believe that the reasons that so many 

faculty members do leave should be explored and addressed 

by the Administration.  

 

 

Joint Statement from Students in the 

International Law and Human Rights Program 

“We would like to acknowledge the dedication and 

commitment of our program Director, Mihir Kanade, as well as congratulate the Administration on their 

decision to promote him to the Head of the International Law Department. On behalf of the ILHR to 

program we would like to note that Mihir has been extremely professional in his communication with 

students, his lectures have been well planned and presented, and he provides legitimate and timely 

feedback on our coursework. Overall he should be commended for his work at UPEACE. In fact we think 

the program would be improved if all lecturers shared these characteristics.   

Concerns 

Our program has consistently received grades from courses past the three week mandated due date. 

During the first and second semester it took as long as three months to receive course grades.  

Students addressed this issue through a number of channels, notifying program professors, staff, the 

Dean, and ultimately the Rector within the first semester. There was no improvement in the second 

semester. 

As well as receiving course grades well past the accepted time limit, our program has had consistent 

issues with the quality of feedback on the grades received. It has been the norm to receive a numerical 

 “There are many examples of how 

the University for Peace is failing 

to provide basic services to 

students, from students arriving 

and being told their program was 

not going to be offered, to at least 

4 faculty (some heads of 

departments) leaving mid-

semester and leaving students 

without a thesis supervisor, to 

multiple, last-minute changes in 

schedules, to unclear, incorrect or 

untimely instructions for obtaining 

visas (and recently the denial of 

my partner’s visa request), to not 

having a classroom for courses, to 

not receiving grades or feedback 

in a timely manner.“ 

-Student Letter to the Rector, p 43  
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grade with no comments on why the grade was given, how to improve, or in some instances why the 

paper/presentation/project received a perfect grade. This issue was also brought to the attention of 

program professors, staff, the Dean, and the Rector in the first semester. We would like to thank the 

administration for creating a clear policy with visiting professors on the requirement of quality 

feedback in the second semester, and we have seen much improvement on this matter. That being 

said, the problem has not been resolved completely; specifically the UNHCR returned papers without 

anything more than a numerical grade, and the Universal System of Human Rights professor provided a 

single sentence of feedback. We encourage the administration to continue to enforce this policy. 

We would like to note that timely and quality feedback on our coursework is the only way that students 

can improve their academic skills, specifically in an intensive one year Master’s program. 

Over the course of the semester our program has consistently seen an overlap in the subject matter for 

courses. A number of courses, specifically the Foundation Course in Human Rights Law in conjunction 

with Regional Human Rights Systems; Foundation Course in the United Nations and Other International 

Organizations in conjunction with  Universal Systems of Protections of Human Rights. In some instances 

the overlap has been so great that we feel like the courses were so similar to the extent that the 

majority of the info was repetitive. This concern was raised during a program meeting in which students 

requested that UPEACE staff take a more proactive role in providing more information to visiting 

professors on courses the students have already taken, as well as to have the program director 

coordinate appropriate course content together with visiting professors. 

One of the unique aspects of UPEACE is that a number of courses are taught by visiting professionals 

from all over the world. For the ILHR program the majority of our courses are taught by visiting 

professors. We have had a number of great visiting professors; yet we would like to note some of the 

issues that have arisen due to the visiting professor system. While professors may be working 

professionals with relevant organizations and are extremely knowledgeable in their field, a number have 

difficulty translating their experience in an academic environment. For example, one professor’s lectures 

literally consisted of him reading out loud to the class from the same documents he assigned as course 

readings.  

The visiting professor system is also vulnerable to last minute course changes, cancellations by the 

visiting professors or other changes such as combining a two week morning class into a one week full 

day class. In some cases the administration has had to use a substitute professor to fill in at the last 

minute – resulting in a professor who is unprepared to teach the course; for example the professor for 

half of our two week International Organization class was unprepared. In addition, the last minute 

schedule changes greatly affect Costa Rican students who work throughout their Master’s Program.  

It is our understanding that these are unfortunate aspects of the visiting professor program. We suggest 

that professors who consistently receive bad reviews in course evaluations, make last minute schedule 

changes, and do not follow guidelines on timely and quality feedback not be invited back to teach at 

UPEACE. 
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Final Remarks 

We would like to note that we paid a significant amount of money to attend UPEACE and that we 

expected a quality academic program. Some of the issues that we have mentioned individually do not 

amount in themselves to significantly lessen the quality of our academic program, but combined, these 

issues have significantly affected the quality of our academic experience at UPEACE.” 

             -Students of the International Law and Human Rights Program 

 

Joint Statement from Students of the International Law and Settlement of 

Disputes Program 

May 19, 2014  

Dear Council,  

We have been asked by the Student Alliance to submit a statement of feedback for our programme, the 

International Law and the Settlement of Disputes (ILSD), which we understand is intended to improve 

our programme administratively and academically. However, we have some concerns about how this 

feedback is being presented and used and we would like to voice our concerns about this.  We would 

also like to note that this statement does not express the opinions of all the students of the ILSD 

Programme. 

We fully support the notion of having a Student Alliance but we feel their focus and actions should be 

aimed at supporting the students. Although we realize this is the overall goal of the current Student 

Alliance we feel their approach has sometimes taken attention away from other avenues to address 

important issues. We do however also realize that some actions which have been presented to be on 

part of the Student Alliance are in fact more representative of personal feelings of certain students 

rather than the Student Alliance as a whole, and we fully recognize that there are many students 

associated with the Student Alliance who are very good representatives and have a more problem-

solving approach to issues.  

An example of actions taken by Student Alliance members has been to demand grades within 3 weeks. 

Professors have been advised by students, on behalf of the student body, that there is a strict deadline 

of three weeks in the Rules for the University of Peace, although Article 8 in the Student Handbook’s 

Chapter II on Student Rights states the following: “A Student has the right to timely feedback and to 

have papers, tests and all other evaluated submissions graded and returned within a reasonable amount 

of time. For the purposes of this article “reasonable” shall generally be defined as 3 weeks.”  Although 

the Article refers to three weeks it also provides leeway, which is understandable due to the majority of 

the visiting faculty having full time jobs and large commitments parallel to their lecturing at the 

University. We understand the value attached to feedback to further one’s education and academic 

experience, but we also believe that by funnelling attention and energy on specific issues and demands 
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it distracted from other issues that could further the positive experience of the student body and the 

approach taken created a divide between the faculty and the students, felt even by those not partaking 

in the Student Alliance’s activities.  

While there are several issues many students would like to address to the University and improve, the 

focus of the Student Alliance at times seemed to be on demands rather than supporting the University 

and the student body. This narrow focus has led to little attention to issues presenting themselves 

within the student body as a whole. An expression of this narrow focus led to minimal attention being 

paid to a student leaving the University as a result of disagreements between the participants in a 

course. 

We also feel the real concerns raised by the Student Alliance which affect the International Law 

Programmes have been received and addressed by the recently appointed Head of Department, Mihir 

Kanade.  

We have all invested a lot into this University and we really appreciate what it has taken for many 

students to come to this University from all around the world. We hope the Student Alliance will take 

into consideration our above stated concerns. 

In terms of the programme experience in general, we would like to first highlight a few of the positive 

elements in our programme.  

The University provides a forum for people to come from all around the world to study International 

Law which in this forum provides for true international perspectives on the discipline providing an 

invaluable backdrop for our careers.  

The Programme allows for the opportunity to be taught by renowned professors from varying 

backgrounds. We would like to acknowledge the professors, particularly from the second semester, and 

the resident faculty that have added great value and enhanced the experience of the programme. We 

would particularly like to acknowledge the following professors that truly added to the intellectual and 

academic experience of the students: Visiting Professors Gudmundur Eiriksson (The Law of the Sea), 

Juan Amaya Castro (International Law and Transnational Adjudication) and Terrence Hopmann 

(Negotiations and Alternative Dispute Resolution), and resident faculty Professors Mihir Kanade 

(Interantional Economic Law) and Juan Carlos Sainz-Borgo (Borders, Conflict and International Law).  

A negative element in the programme was however a scheduling breakdown in our class for 

International Law and Diplomacy as students were looking forward to the course. This marred the 

overall quality experience of the second semester. We are however glad to know that Mihir Kanade is 

addressing the issue by having backup professors next semester in instances where a scheduling 

breakdown may occur.  

We also recommend that there be a greater focus at the University to sign agreements with 

international organizations or other universities to promote academic interchange and internships so 
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that students may develop their professional careers with the 

support of an internationally recognized institution. 

Our stance is to strengthen the University with the help of the 

student body. We believe that Mihir Kanade has addressed many 

of the issues raised this past academic year and which have been 

brought to the attention of the Council within the Department of 

International Law. We have faith that this will have a positive 

impact on the Programme next year.  

We thank you for your attention. 

 

Respectfully,  

Students of the International Law and the Settlement of Disputes 

Programme 

 

Events of Concern 

Security 

During the week of orientation the Security session was canceled 

due to circumstances outside of the Administrations control. Over 

the course of the first month a number of security incidences 

occurred. This included a student being robbed at gun point in 

Ciudad Colon and an armed invasion of a non-student residence in 

El Rodeo. The student who was robbed took it upon herself to 

inform students of the situation, and the UPSA applauds her for 

that. The armed home invasion was not discussed by the 

Administration, nor did they notify students of the incident even 

though two armed men had evaded police and were thought to be 

in the el Rodeo area for a 24 hour period. A student asked a staff 

member if they could notify the students of the incident via email 

so that students would take appropriate precaution; the email that 

was sent a few days later mentioned security in general and did not 

notify students of the event.  

This same student took it upon herself to ask residents in El Rodeo 

about security in general, she was told that there had been two 

other incidents of armed robbery in El Rodeo within the last 3 

Excerpt from Student Letter 

About Security 

“As a student living in El 

Rodeo, I have had to piece 

together information and 

rumors from my landlords, 

community members, and 

other UPEACE students to 

figure out exactly what has 

happened in El Rodeo. From 

what I have gathered, since 

July there has been one armed 

robbery at Memo Market, and 

two armed home invasions, 

one in which an entire family 

was tied up and threatened, 

and another in which the 

families dogs were poisoned 

and the attackers attempted 

to kidnap someone. 

Since learning about these 

incidents I have changed my 

behavior accordingly. I no 

longer feel it is safe to walk 

home alone after dark, I carry 

pepper spray, and I am more 

observing of my surroundings 

– including the cars that 

approach me on the road. I am 

not afraid by any means, but I 

am more proactive and take 

more precautions.” 

-Student Letter to 

Administration, p 36  
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month period. The student then wrote a letter to the administration, signed by 87 students, asking for a 

security session, and for an email system to be put in place to keep students informed of security 

situations. The administration addressed this student while she was in class and said that security was a 

very important matter and that they would address the situation. The issue was never brought up by the 

administration again. 

Over the academic year at least seven students were robbed at gun point and one student was 

hospitalized after being stabbed. The administration did not notify students of any of these events. 

Once again, the student who had requested action by the administration took it upon herself to compile 

an email documenting all incidents and then had it forwarded to the student body. This situation has not 

been addressed. Please find the security letter and email in the annex. 

 

 

Recommendations on Security  

The UPSA recommends that the Administration make student security part of orientation week; this 

should include discussion on types of criminal activity that students have experienced in the past, 

recommendations on prevention, identification of a staff member a student should contact when they 

are a victim of a crime, and what sort of services are available to students who become a victim of a 

crime including counseling. 

The UPSA recommends that students be made aware of violent criminal events that occur against 

students or within the El Rodeo and Ciudad Community by the administration when they happen, 

through email. 

 

Jessup Moot Court  

The International Law Department is the largest department at UPEACE and attracts the greatest 

number of graduate students. UPEACE is also an international organization and as such has the 

opportunity to send students to the world renowned Jessup Moot Court Competition in Washington DC. 

This competition is a wonderful opportunity for Law students, and the fact that the status of UPEACE 

allows for its students to bypass regional qualifying rounds and proceed directly to the finals is an 

opportunity that should be supported both academically and financially by UPEACE.  

UPEACE students have participated in Jessup for a number of years; this year a number of dedicated 

students from the 2012-2013 academic year supported and helped trained the 2014 UPEACE Jessup 

Team throughout the year. The 2014 Jessup Team coordinated early on with the Dean of Academic 

Affairs and a student coach was assigned to assist the team in training as well as fundraising. Over the 

course of the year the student coach became less involved, yet advised the Jessup Team that they 
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should focus on preparation of their case for the competition and that fundraising for the costs of 

transportation and accommodation for the competition would be taken care of.  

As the year progressed the Jessup team took it upon themselves to invite and request academic help 

from both resident and visiting professors. The team realized a month and a half before the 

competition that no fundraising had taken place and they took it upon themselves to ask the 

administration, students, and the UPSA for funding. This was a significant task for the team who 

continued the preparation of their case throughout the fundraising process.  Furthermore, Jessup 

participants are given 3 credits by the school for their intense academic commitment and time spent at 

the competition, we would like to emphasize that it is crucial for the Administration to provide a 

competent advisor for the Jessup Team in the coming years. (Jessup letter to the Rector provided in the 

Annex, page …) 

Recommendation for Jessup Moot Court  

The UPSA recommends that the Administration provide full support, both academically and financially by 

funding transportation costs for the Jessup team to the Competition in Washington D.C. and providing a 

competent advisor from the faculty for the Jessup Team in the coming years. 

 

 

Proposed Waterboarding Simulation 

During the second semester students and the respective professor, in a course entitled “Media, 

Terrorism, and Insurgency,” debated doing a simulation of water boarding in the classroom. This topic 

was controversial, and a number of students both within the course and outside of the course raised a 

number of concerns. One student in particular raised an objection to the activity and in the ensuing 

chaos this student chose to leave UPEACE and finish her courses online. The UPSA cannot make 

assumptions as to why this student left, yet since this incident, a number of students have raised 

concerns over how this situation was handled (please find two student statements about the incident in 

the Annex).  

This particular event reinforces and reflects the lack of administrative communication and professional 

misconduct in terms of how this situation was handled by both the Rector and the Dean of Academic 

Affairs, further demonstrated by the fact that the Rector organized a meeting solely with the students of 

that particular class two months after the incident had occurred, without the inclusion of the concerned 

student and the professor who was teaching the course. 

Recommendation on Proposed Waterboarding Simulation 

The UPSA requests that an investigation into the proposed waterboarding simulation be made, and how 

it was handled by the administration to be properly evaluated in order to prevent such an incident in the 

future.  
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Excerpt from a student letter to the Rector 

“…Just as the student, Kate Whitlock, who brought this inhumane, illegal and unethical proposed 

exercise to your attention should not be criticized or attacked for taking steps to prevent the torture of a 

human being, you deserve no criticism for taking action to prevent this torture from occurring. However, 

steps should have been taken to protect her; her identity and her message of appeal should not have 

been widely disseminated, and Kate's identity should not have been shared with the Media/Terrorism 

course participants. It is …disheartening that a student left this university, in part, for what resulted 

from doing what many, if not all of us came here to do – to work against the commission of inhumane 

practices.  

Persons from nearly every component of the UPeace community – students (including myself, who as a 

member of the course did not fight to stop the planned water-boarding), administrators and faculty – 

were complicit in creating the conditions that led to the near violation of human rights on our campus 

and Kate's decision to leave a less than peaceful environment. The responsibility to create and maintain 

a safe and secure environment where diverse identities and often conflicting viewpoints, are 

respected lies with all UPeace community members. We cannot build and maintain such a safe space if 

we all do not make greater effort to put into practice the human rights and peacebuilding principles that 

we learn and share here at UPeace. It is my sincerest hope that we can learn from the many missteps of 

this water-boarding matter and work together to make our university 

safe and functional.” 

      The full letter, p 49 

 

 

Sexism, Cultural Insensitivity, Racism, and Unprofessionalism 

A number of students have raised concerns to the UPSA over the 

professionalism of the staff. These concerns have not always been 

shared with the Administration due to the simple fact that this 

exists within the Administration. These concerns include a lack of 

cultural sensitivity, for example in many cultures it is inappropriate 

for males to greet females with a kiss on the cheek. A number of 

students have heard staff make racist remarks, for example 

generalizations on the academic ability of a group of students from a 

geographic region, or general remarks about the way females dress 

from a certain country or about their physical appearance. A number 

“One of my meetings with 

the Rector in support of a 

student threatened to be 

expelled from school for 

late payment was 

EMOTIONALLY VIOLENT 

(use of verbal abusive 

language, inappropriate 

conduct and body 

language, was raising his 

voice, etc.)” 

-Student Feedback, p 48  



 

20 
 

of students have heard sexist or gendered comments from staff as well, for example these have 

included general statements about the way “women” argue as well as a general lack of respect including 

referring to a female student as a “girl” when they should be addressed as a woman. Furthermore, 

members of the Administration have been perceived as being disrespectful, unprofessional, and in 

extreme cases emotionally violent with students. UPEACE is an International Organization as such 

students expect an academic environment free from discrimination and respectful of all people, cultures 

and genders.  

Equally important, students have shared concerns about treatment from other students in this regard 

as well. More than forty-seven countries were represented in the student body this year, creating a 

diverse academic and community life at UPEACE.  At the end of the year one class chose to discuss 

discrimination at UPEACE, reflecting on their experience over the academic year. It was made quite clear 

in this discussion that students must improve intercultural communication amongst themselves, and 

would benefit from a larger discussion on discrimination. 

 

Recommendation on Sexism, Cultural Insensitivity, Racism, and Unprofessionalism  

The UPSA recommends that UPeace implement gender mainstreaming within UPeace and host an 

annual “Common Language Training” on sexism, racism, gender issues, cultural sensitivity, non-violent 

communication and interpersonal mediation for all students, staff, and faculty in order to facilitate a 

culture of safety and peace at UPeace. 

 

Administrative Challenges 

Visa Process 

A number of students have had problems obtaining visas from Costa Rica in order to attend UPEACE. 

While this is an immigration problem in many cases attributable to third party countries, there are other 

elements at UPeace that continue to aggravate the situation. 

Concerns 

• Inconsistent information provided to students  

• Information is not communicated in a timely manner 

• Lack of consular information by the UPEACE visa staff 
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The visa issue affects students, and the institution of UPEACE as a 

whole in a number of ways. 

Students arrive as much as two months late for classes. As a result, 

they end up having to catch up on previous classes while undertaking 

current coursework. This implies that they do more independent work 

outside their normal schedule, with minimal involvement of 

professors. This not only minimizes their student experience, but also 

puts them at a disadvantage because missing introductory courses 

means that they are not able to understand other courses as well as 

those students who attended introductory courses. 

In many cases, students have to miss their flights, while those who are 

able to extend them still find no other option but to pay extension 

fees. In addition to this, some students have had to involve lawyers to 

be able to deal with last minute consular demands that were not 

explained by the UPEACE visa staff, and continue to face travel 

restrictions through the majority of their stay in Cost Rica. 

During the Visa meeting held with visa staff and students in May 

communication was identified as the key issue. This includes two 

aspects; the first is the provision of more accurate and honest 

information about the visa process to both prospective students on the 

UPEACE website as well as during the admissions process, including the 

welcome booklet provided to those students who have been admitted.  

At this point in time, the UPSA applauds the latest version of the 

welcome booklet which contains updated information, yet 

encourages the information provided to prospective students on the 

UPEACE website to more accurately reflect the visa process. This 

would include information on the statistics of how many students are 

delayed by the visa process and how many months of classes they 

missed due to the delay. The UPSA encourages the administration to 

implement an earlier deadline for applications for students who fall 

under groups three and four of the Costa Rican visa tiers.  The second 

aspect of communication is very simple, timely communication from 

staff to students on the status of their visa applications is crucial.  Students have waited weeks for a 

response from Upeace staff on questions regarding their visa status; even if staff is still waiting on the 

government of Costa Rica or third parties and no further progress has been made students have the 

right to be kept informed.  

 

 “Many of us suffered from visa 

delay issues.  We were repeatedly 

told that UPeace is so 

accustomed to that issue and it 

will be solved soon after.  

However, we had to wait 1 or 2 

months at least and in some 

cases up to 5/6 months.  I do 

think just because UPeace Staff 

are so accustomed to that issue 

doesn't automatically allow them 

to be less cautious.  Many of us 

suffered from that experience 

physically, emotionally, and 

intellectually.  When everyone 

was having a good time during 

that December break, we were 

messed up with all these 

assignments.  Doing online 

courses and having physical 

presence in the class is 100% 

different” 

-Student feedback, p 50 
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Recommendation on Visas  

The UPSA recommends that the administration continue to hold student/staff meetings annually for staff 

and students to share experiences and best practices in navigating the visa process. The UPSA 

recommends that visa information is accurate and remains updated on the UPEACE website for 

prospective students, and that finally, all communications by students regarding their visa status should 

be answered by staff within 48 hours, even if the student’s visa status has not changed. 

 

Accreditation Process 

The UPSA would like to congratulate the Administration on the successful accreditation of the four 

programs within the Environmental Department. We believe that this is a huge step for the University 

as a whole and encourage the University to continue to pursue accreditation for the remaining 

departments at UPEACE. 

Accreditation has been a concern shared by many UPEACE students from all programs. The lack of 

accreditation has made it impossible for many students to access student loans, and in some cases 

prevents graduates from receiving full recognition of their Masters Degrees which affects the types of 

jobs and salaries that one can expect in the career field. Accreditation is also a key aspect of legitimacy 

in the eyes of many UPEACE students, to funders, other academic institutions, and credential 

recognition services. UPEACE will continue to attract more quality students as more programs become 

accredited. 

Recommendation on Accreditation 

The UPSA recommends that the Administration continue to vigorously pursue accreditation for the 

International Law and International Peace Studies Departments as well as inform students of the 

progress of accreditation. 

 

Lack of Transparency and Accountability 

The UPSA would like to acknowledge the many students and staff that have participated in meetings 

with the UPSA throughout the year in order to clarify their concerns with the Administration as well as 

to offer recommendations. Individual students as well have dedicated a generous amount of time 

writing personal letters and meeting with staff in order to seek solutions throughout an intensive nine 

month Master’s program.  
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Many students have taken it upon themselves to address issues; 

these have included the security situation, the proposed water 

boarding simulation, the cancellation of the diplomacy course in 

the International Law and Settlement of Disputes program(see 

Annex VI, page ), as well as the communication, visa, and 

feedback issues. Yet, there is little transparency within the 

Administration once these concerns are raised, no system of 

communication, and little to no accountability when nothing 

changes. 

Students have to navigate through the many channels of UPeace 

in order to find who they need to speak with to solve a problem. 

For example, regarding academic feedback students first spoke 

with the program administrator, then the program director, 

then the Head of the Department, and then the Rector after 

more than 3 months of trying to address the problem. The 

student who was concerned about security first asked a staff 

member to send an email, then drafted a letter and had it 

signed by the majority of students, emailed it to all staff and 

students, and then addressed the situation through the UPSA 

and the Rector. Still, this was not enough. The student then 

attended another UPSA/Staff meeting, gathered the information 

from students who had been victims, drafted an email and sent 

it to the Administration who then sent it to all students. To date 

there has been no security session and no implementation of an 

email notification system; follow up on many issues has not 

occurred. 

The students who have taken an active role in trying to 

improve UPeace have consistently been confronted with a 

“take care of it yourself attitude” from all levels of staff. For 

example, a visiting Professor was late in sending the instructions 

for a course assignment. A student asked a staff member if they 

had received the assignment to distribute to students through 

email, the staff member replied no and then asked the student 

to send a reminder email to the professor; the staff member 

should have done this themselves.  During the Student and 

Rector meeting in January students asked how the Rector was 

going to address the Task Force Report, he replied that students 

needed to organize and attend more meetings; this should have 

been addresses within the Administration. When the UPSA 

proposed a communication map – which entails detailed 

 

 “The tuition we pay is in return for getting 

the education and related support that we 

have been promised – on the website, in the 

student handbook, and in person.  We 

expect to receive – without asking, 

advocating, begging, and pleading – the 

educational services that we have paid a 

great deal of tuition to receive (and that the 

institution has the obligation to provide as 

per its mandate). 

These issues have been brought up 

numerous times:  individually, by the student 

alliance group, and in large-group meetings.  

It is the responsibility of the University to 

problem-solve, implement solutions, and 

follow up on these solutions.  In short, the 

University has a responsibility to students.  

This accountability is not evident to me, as a 

student.   

An educational institution, particularly one 

that preaches peace, cannot and should not 

be run like a corporation.  This structure is 

the antithesis to peace.  Post-secondary 

education necessarily needs to include 

students and faculty as top priorities. “  

-Student Letter to the Rector, p44 
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knowledge of the organization of the administration- the 

Administration said it sounds great, but the UPSA must do it. 

Students pay a significant amount of money to receive an education 

at UPeace; their duty is to study, respectfully raise concerns with the 

Administration when they arise, suggest alternative solutions and to 

carry on their studies. Students expect a professional staff, 

transparency, and accountability. 

 

 

Recommendation on Transparency and Accountability 

The UPSA recommends that the Administration complete a communication map and provide this to all 

students and staff. It should detail the organizational structure of the Administration, who students 

should contact first when an issue arises, provide guidelines on an adequate response time by staff, and 

who to contact when concerns are not resolved. 

The UPSA recommends that the Administration share this report with all staff, work together to create a 

Plan of Action on addressing these concerns and submit it to the Council by July 1st, 2014. The 

administration should hold a student/staff meeting in October of 2014 to assess the implementation of 

the Plan of Action, as well as any new concerns students may have. The Administration should meet 

again with students and a representative of the Council in January 2015 to provide an overall assessment 

of the implementation of the Plan of Action and address any concerns that remain unresolved. 

 

Recommendations for the UPeace Administration 

1. Enforce the 3 week time limit and mandatory written feedback policy for both visiting and 

resident professors. Terminate those who consistently ignore this policy. 

 

2. Implement an accessible Writing Center or a Peer Review Program in order to help students 

who wish to improve their writing skills. 

 

3. Explore and address why so many quality faculty leave UPeace.  

 

4. Re-Evaluate the visiting professor system; do not invite professors who receive bad reviews, 

cancel last minute, or ignore grading criteria back to teach.  

 

5. Ensure that courses do not overlap in content and that they are consistent with the yearlong 

course plan. 

“Before I came to UPEACE I 

spoke with about 15-20 alumni. 

They spoke of administrative 

and academic integrity 

problems. It is apparent that 

many of these problems are 

long standing.” 

-Student feedback, p 61 
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6. Provide a security session during orientation; provide services to students who are victims of 

crime, and notify students of violent criminal events that occur against students or within El 

Rodeo and Ciudad Colon. 

 

7. Provide encouragement, funding, and academic support to the 2014-2015 UPeace Jessup Team. 

 

8. Investigate the water boarding simulation incident and how such an issue should be handled in 

the future. 

 

9. Implement gender mainstreaming and host an annual “Common Language Training” on sexism, 

racism, gender issues, cultural sensitivity, non-violent communication and interpersonal 

mediation for all students, staff, and faculty in order to facilitate a culture of safety and peace at 

UPeace. 

 

10. Update the UPeace website with accurate information on the Visa process for prospective 

students; hold annual staff/student meetings to discuss the visa process; ensure that all student 

emails regarding visas receive a reply within 48 hours. 

 

11. Continue to vigorously pursue accreditation for the Law and Peace Departments and keep 

students informed of progress. 

 

12. Complete a communication map and make it available to all students. 

 

13. Make this report available to all staff, include staff in the discussion on a Plan of Action; submit a 

Plan of Action to the Council by July 1st, 2014 on how the Administration will address these 

issues. Hold a student/staff meeting in October 2014 to assess progress; hold a 

student/staff/Council meeting in January to assess progress and any student concerns that 

remain 

 

14. Institutionalize the Student Alliance; make it mandatory for students from each program to 

elect one UPSA representative and provide one academic credit for each semester of their 

participation; meet with program representatives monthly to encourage dialogue.  
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Concluding Remarks 

This document is the concerted effort by numerous students and the UPSA to identify 

student concerns about our academic experience in order to strive for a better UPeace. 

UPeace is a very special institution, these concerns require the utmost attention yet the 

vocalization of these concerns is not meant to take away from the wonderful experiences 

that all of us have had as a part of the UPeace family.  

The UPSA looks forward to the next academic year; with the continued support of the 

Rector, the Council, future students, and all of the staff at UPeace many great things will 

happen.  

Many of us shall leave with lighter hearts knowing that we did our best to contribute to the 

United Nations Mandated University for Peace. 

- UPeace Student Alliance 2013-2014 
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Annex I: UPSA Mission Statement 

       

 November 25th, 2013 

UPEACE Student Alliance Mission Statement                                                                        

 

Whereas the recognition of the inherent dignity and of the equal and inalienable rights of all members of 

the UPEACE community is the foundation of a just, principled, and peaceful academic environment, 

Whereas all UPEACE students can benefit from a safe, confidential, and private space to channel their 

questions, issues, and concerns regarding the academics and administration of UPEACE, 

Whereas all UPEACE students are entitled as students to have a voice in the administrative and academic 

affairs of their educational environment, 

Whereas the UPEACE community as a whole will benefit from an open dialogue with UPEACE students, 

Whereas all UPEACE students may benefit from a legitimate student body to formally represent them in 

matters with the UPEACE Administration,  

 

Therefore the students of UPEACE hereby proclaim that the UPEACE Student Alliance is a legitimate 

student body to be formally recognized by the UPEACE Administration for the purpose of advancing 

students interests and rights within the institution of UPEACE. 

 

 

This document was signed by 76 students  
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Annex II: UPSA Task Force Report 

 

 

UPSA Task Force Report 
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This document is not intended to be an exhaustive list of the problems and issues discussed. The 

UPEACE student body is large and diverse. Not all students have experienced the issues mentioned, nor 

do all students agree on the recommended solutions. 
 

The purpose of this document is to give a brief report on some of the concerns and recommendations 

that students have generally discussed. 
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Academic Feedback 

 

Academic feedback is an essential part of effective learning which is intended to give guidance for future 

performance. Timely feedback assists students to understand the subject being studied and provide 

them clear guidance on how to improve their academic experience.  

There has been a lack of effective academic feedback from the faculty to students since the start of the 

semester in August. We, the students at UPEACE are concerned at the manner in which academic 

feedback is given and hence, raise the following issues. 

 

Concerns 

1. Delay in receiving academic feedback 

2. Receiving grades but no constructive or specific evaluation 

 

Many students at UPEACE in a number of programs have received their academic feedback months after 

their work was submitted. In many cases students have received their grades yet have not received any 

legitimate and constructive feedback regarding the quality of their work, what worked well, what can be 

improved, etc.  This is unusual compared to other academic institutions. Even after weeks into the new 

course, most of us have not received academic evaluation for the previous course. Rather than getting 

immediate grades, we prefer a constructive feedback that will help us identify our academic strengths 

and weaknesses. This issue has arisen regarding student papers, projects, and presentations. 

A number of students have raised their concerns on this issue with the professors themselves, other 

professors, and the Dean of Academic Affairs. To date, we feel that the issue has not been addressed to 

our satisfaction. 

The purpose of giving immediate feedback is to assist students to improve their academic skills. The 

more delay that occurs in giving feedback affects the improvement in the quality of our studies at 

UPEACE as the year progresses. Therefore, academic feedback needs to be provided while students are 

still mindful on the topic, assignment or, performance in question. 
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Recommendations 

Effective Academic feedback is important for raising students’ confidence, self-awareness and 

enthusiasm for learning. We suggest that the administration implement a new policy regarding 

academic feedback before the start of the second semester. 

 

1. Constructive and timely academic feedback must be sent to the students within two weeks of 

the end of the course. 

2. A clear and concise clarification on whom to approach within the administration, to raise our 

concerns in regards to future issues with academic feedback at UPEACE. 

Communication  

Many students have expressed their concerns in regards to timely and effective communication 

between the Administration and students on a number of issues. When there is a lack of communication 

it can create logistical issues for both the Administration and students. Lack of communication can also 

lead to feelings of student disempowerment in certain situations regarding the future of academic 

programs and the student academic experience in general. 

Concerns 

There has been lack of communication between the administration and faculty to students on a number 

of issues: 

1. Changes in program coordinator or person in charge of academic programs causing confusion 

and distress on students 

2. Last minute notices on class cancellation, room changes, and meetings; last minute notices on 

important logistics, specifically finger printing and bringing passports to the office 

3. Security Letter: the administration sent one faculty member to the International Law Program 

class who states that the security letter was being addressed and taken very serious. This was in October 

and there has been no follow up since. 

 

Recommendations 

We recommend the following solutions to be implemented as of January 2014: 

1. Changes in program coordinators and professors should be discussed in open forums with the 

students from the program affected. Students should be given the opportunity to voice their concerns. 

These meetings should be coordinated by the administration once the need for such changes in program 

coordinators and professors is initially identified. 
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2. Students should be given a minimum of one week prior notice if they have to attend to logistical 

issues outside of normal class time or to bring important documents to campus. 

3. The issue brought up by the security letter needs to be addressed with a plan of action on the 

part of the administration and communicated to all students. 

 

Second Concern 

Course evaluations are an important aspect of Administration and student communication regarding the 

quality of the academic experience at UPEACE. The current system of online course evaluations is not 

deemed suitable for the following reasons: 

1. The short time frame results in low participation rates of the students 

2. The online format makes some students uncomfortable regarding anonymity and discourages 

some students from writing their feedback in an honest manner 

3. Some students in the past feel that they have experienced different treatment from professors 

after having given negative feedback 

 

Recommendations 

A paper course evaluation form should be distributed during the last class of each course by a staff 

member who would collect the evaluations and place them in a sealed envelope.  10-15 minutes should 

be allocated to this process, which will be completely anonymous. This would ensure a higher 

participation rate and give more students more confidence to express their views.  

 

Student Visas 

 A number of students have had problems obtaining visas from Costa Rica in order to attend UPEACE. 

While this may also be an immigration problem in some cases attributable to third party countries, there 

are other elements that continue to aggravate the situation. 

Concerns 

• Inconsistent information provided to students  

• Information is not communicated in a timely manner 

• Lack of consular information by the UPEACE visa staff 
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• Enforceability of the UPEACE - Costa Rica treaty that guarantees facilitation with the    visa 

process  

The visa issue affects students, and the institution of UPEACE as a whole in a number of ways. 

Students arrive late for classes  

As a result, they end up having to study under so much stress to catch up on previous classes. This 

implies that they do more independent work outside their normal schedule, with minimal involvement 

of professors. This not only minimizes their student experience, but also puts them at a disadvantage 

because missing introductory courses means that they are not able to understand other courses as well 

as those students who attended introductory courses. Moreover, despite the fact that they do not use 

most of the services until they arrive in Costa Rica, they still pay for the services even for the time they 

were absent.  

 

 Students are forced to bare an extra financial burden  

In many cases, students have to miss their flights, while those who are able to extend them still find no 

other option but to pay extension fees. In addition to this, some students have had to involve lawyers to 

be able to deal with last minute consular demands that were not explained by the UPEACE visa staff.   

 

The visa issue has existed for years without remedy and effects the image of UPEACE 

The issue has become so widely known that it is one of the main topics expressed in many UPEACE 

reviews online. This not only affects the image of UPEACE, but also discourages students from applying, 

specifically those from countries that are classified as “category D” under Costa Rican visa application 

procedures. Similarly, despite the beautiful experience of living in such a culturally diverse environment, 

for those that have had visa issues, they may not recommend UPEACE to other prospective students 

because of the complexities associated with visas.  

 

The issue also questions UPEACEs’ standing as an international institution of higher learning 

UPEACE and Costa Rica have signed and ratified a treaty regulating the operation of UPEACE in Costa 

Rica (Cost Rican Law N 6754); within this document Costa Rica agreed to facilitate the visa and residence 

process for students and their spouses. Yet, student attendance is highly determined by Costa Rican 

immigration. This trend compromises the organizations legitimacy, as treaty provisions are undermined.  
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Recommendations  

The visa issue is very complicated and requires more attention. We believe that there are two first steps 

that can be accomplished at the start of the second semester. 

1. The UPEACE website should accurately reflect that the visa process for both Asian and African 

students requires much more time and involvement than most other regions of the world. These 

students should be aware that the process might delay their arrival and effect flight costs. Students from 

these regions should be encouraged to apply sooner. 

2. A meeting should be held, open to all students and UPEACE staff who have been involved with 

the visa process, within the first month of the second semester. A number of students outside of the 

Africa and Asia region have experienced issues and may have suggestions on how to improve the visa 

process as well. UPEACE as a whole can benefit from this meeting to understand the challenges from 

both sides, so that a comprehensive approach towards a solution can be found. This meeting should also 

address the Costa Rica-UPEACE relationship. 

 

 

Annex III:  Peer Review Program Proposal 

Why UPEACE Needs a Peer Review Program 

UPEACE is an international university that attracts students from all over the world. The diversity of 

students in any given year contributes to a diverse learning environment and community, an important 

factor that draws many students to the university in order to gain a more international perspective and 

experience.  While English is the only language used within class many students have varying levels of 

English fluency, and the majority of students speak English as a second language (ESL). 

 Over the course of the current academic year it has come to the attention of students and staff that 

some students have more difficulty than others in writing papers in English; at the same time it has also 

been noted by students confident in their English skills that their papers are returned without any sort 

of grammar correction. Professors do not have an adequate amount of time to correct grammatical 

errors in student papers.  Many of the ESL students chose to come to UPEACE in part to improve their 

English skills in preparation for international careers, while those who are more confident in their 

English skills would also benefit from such feedback; yet many do not receive adequate grammatical 

feedback on their written assignments which makes it difficult to improve. 

 A number of students have independently sought help from their peers in this regard.  A handful of 

students have been editing papers for their peers this year; while these students should be applauded 

there are a number of obstacles that arise in such an ad-hoc process. Students who are peer editing for 

others in their program are sometimes reviewing papers on the same subject matter as the ones they 

have to write. A few students have taken on an enormous task as peer reviewers, often helping three or 
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more students at any given time and devoting as much as ten hours a week in the process.  Many 

students who would benefit from a peer review do not ask for help from other students and do not 

know that such help is available. 

In hopes of helping students in the future, we would like to propose a Peer Review Program to be 

established at UPEACE. Such a program would provide legitimate and guided assistance to students who 

wish to improve their English and writing skills, as well as improve the academic quality of UPEACE 

graduates overall. 

 

Peer Review Program Proposal 

A Peer Review Program (PRP) could be instituted as part of the UPEACE scholarship program with a 

small number of students dedicated to peer review, with a total dedication time of fifteen hours per 

week per student 

Or 

UPEACE could offer a 1-3 credit program to students who wish to become peer reviewers and dedicate 

15 hours or more over a semester to editing papers or the program could be a combination of both, 

using some students from the scholarship work program and some students who volunteer in order to 

earn school credit. 

The PRP would require a minimal amount of organization and oversight by a dedicated staff member 

which would entail: 

1. Making the PRP known to students; both to encourage students to become peer editors as well 

as to provide information for students who may wish to submit their work for review.  The PRP could be 

announced during orientation day and the UPEACE website could host a page dedicated to the program 

with contact information 

2. Establishing PRP guidelines (see below) 

3. Training session for those students who would like to become peer editors, led by Ross Ryan 

4. Evaluation of the student peer reviewer as a requirement for admittance into the program  in 

order to maintain consistency and quality of editorial skills 

5. Dedicating a staff member who accepts the submitted papers and then delegates the editing to 

peer reviewers;  this would also entail record keeping in order to ensure that peer reviewers are 

dedicating the necessary amount of time in order to earn credits or meet requirements of their 

scholarship work program 
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6. Progress reports for students who are utilizing the program to improve their writing skills; this 

could entail coordination between the student reviewer as well as the dedicated staff member in order 

to learn best practices  and improve the PRP for the future 

Recommendations on PRP Guidelines 

1. Peer review students should be editing hard copy papers in pen to ensure that students have to 

fix the errors themselves for their final draft. 

2. Peer review students should dedicate a minimum of 30 minutes  for an average 3,000 word 

paper in order to meet with the student in person for every written submission in order to verbally 

explain the edits and answer questions. 

3. Peer review students should be assigned student papers outside of their own program to 

maintain academic integrity. 

4. Peer review editing entails grammatical and structural editing only. Comments and suggestions 

on the subject content  of the paper should remain the responsibility of the grading professor. 

Next Steps 

Organize a staff meeting to discuss the proposal and discuss the possibility of a pilot program to 

commence in August.   

 

Annex IV: Security Letter to the Administration 

October 21st, 2013 

Dear UPEACE, 

During orientation, there was a session scheduled to address security. It was cancelled. In the last four 

months there have been a number of violent criminal activities that have taken place in Mora County 

including three armed robberies in the last four months in El Rodeo. Not only is the campus located in El 

Rodeo, but a large number of students live in the town as well. I personally spoke with Christine Oatis 

the day after the armed robbery that took place the night of October 9th, and expressed my personal 

concern that the students were not being informed of the situation. Christine was kind enough to pass 

along the message and UPEACE sent out an official email in the following days regarding security. It was 

a generic message that did not address the robbery in El Rodeo.  

As a student living in El Rodeo, I have had to piece together information and rumors from my landlords, 

community members, and other UPEACE students to figure out exactly what has happened in El Rodeo. 

From what I have gathered, since July there has been one armed robbery at Memo Market, and two 

armed home invasions, one in which an entire family was tied up and threatened, and another in which 

the families dogs were poisoned and the attackers attempted to kidnap someone. 
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Since learning about these incidents I have changed my behavior accordingly. I no longer feel it is safe to 

walk home alone after dark, I carry pepper spray, and I am more observing of my surroundings – 

including the cars that approach me on the road. I am not afraid by any means, but I am more proactive 

and take more precautions.  

A number of students that I have talked to in the last two weeks were completely unaware that any 

crime had taken place in El Rodeo.  

I appreciated the email sent in August from Yamile regarding safety issues in Costa Rica, and feel that 

addressing more local crime in this way would be greatly beneficial to the safety of UPEACE students. 

Furthermore, the failure of the administration to handle the armed robbery of a student at gun point in 

Ciudad Colon in August in a professional and empathetic manner requires that the administration create 

an official policy for these types of situations. If the student wishes to inform the student body the 

administration should support it through administrative and emotional support. The administration 

should provide assistance when asked for and follow up with the student. 

UPEACE is an international community with students who come from a variety of backgrounds. While 

some students may be aware of the issue of crime in Costa Rica, it is important that UPEACE inform and 

educate the greater student body about crime in Costa Rica. 

The UPEACE administration has failed to take a proactive stance regarding the safety of UPEACE 

students.  

We would like to see this issue addressed in the following ways: 

1.) An official UPEACE email sent to all students once the administration has confirmed with local 

police any major violent crimes that take place in Mora County, especially in El Rodeo, Ciudad Colon, 

and San Bosco. Major violent crimes include armed robbery, assault, car jackings, and home invasions. 

This email would include all of the pertinent facts, including what happened, where, when, and how. 

2.) A non-mandatory Security/Safety Seminar hosted on campus that would include a 

representative from local law enforcement and a representative from the UPEACE administration to 

brief students on the types of crime that are most common, how to protect oneself, and the protocol 

that should be followed when students are the victim of a crime. This seminar should be an opportunity 

for students to ask questions, discuss, and interact with the Administration and local law enforcement. 

3.) An official UPEACE policy on how to support students who are victims of crime. Including whom 

students should contact, providing assistance to the student with contacting local law enforcement 

when needed, the provision of counseling services upon request, and any additional support required.  

 

A number of students including myself would be happy to discuss this with the Administration and we 

look forward to having an open and informative dialogue that represents the true spirit of UPEACE. 
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       Regards,  

Heather Van Wie 

 

This letter was signed by 89 students 

 

Annex V: Email to Students on Security Written By a Student 

Student Robberies 

August 2013: 

 A female student was walking home alone in Ciudad Colon around 9pm and was robbed at gun point, 

the thief took her cell phone – the only thing she was carrying. 

January 2014: A male student and his friend were leaving a bar in a very popular bar area of San Jose at 

1am in the morning. The student was stabbed by a guy on the street and was then robbed.  

February 2014:  

A male student was robbed at gun point around 7 or 8 pm in San Jose outside of his condominium near 

the office for La Nacion. Two men approached on a motorcycle and one jumped off with a gun and 

approached the student demanding his cell phone. The student had no phone but gave the thief is 

wallet. 

Four female students were robbed at gun point in the bus stop outside of Multiplaza/Walmart in 

Ezcasu/Santa Ana around 7:30 pm. The thief came back a second time asking for more money. 

A female student was robbed in the neighborhood of the EU building in San Jose around midday. The 

thief had a semi-automatic weapon and stole her cell phone. 

 

Comments/suggestions: 

If you have an Iphone install the find my phone app and give friends your password info so they can 

locate it immediately if it is stolen – one student said the police station did not have internet access. 

Never use your phone on the street, carry the absolute minimum necessary when traveling.  

Never carry your passport – just a photo copy. 
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Always give the thief whatever they ask for. 

Avoid bus stations at night. Use a taxi when at all possible and stay within the establishment (mall, 

restaurant, etc.) while you are waiting for the taxi.  

Carry written phone numbers of friends and the UPEACE emergency number with you at all times so you 

can call for help quickly. 

Other Security Issues Students should be aware of… 

Between July 2013 and October 2013 at least three instances of armed robberies occurred in El Rodeo. 

Memo Mercado was robbed at gun point, and at least two homes had armed home invasions, in one 

instance the dogs at one of the homes were poisoned. 

In August 2013 a female student had used her debit card in both Jaco and Multiplaza to purchase items; 

her debit information was stolen and used to purchase almost 1,000 US dollars in goods over the 

internet. Suggestion: use cash whenever possible. 

 

 

Annex VI: Letter to the Rector from the Jessup Team 

The 55th Jessup International Moot Court Competition 

Washington DC, April 6-12, 2014 

What is Jessup International Moot Court Competition?  

Jessup International Moot Court Competition is the world's largest and most prestigious moot court 

competition, drawing over 550 teams from top law schools representing close to 100 countries. The 

competition is a simulation of a fictional dispute between states before the International Court of Justice 

(ICJ). Teams are required to submit memorials and prepare oral pleadings for both applicant and 

respondent. Most countries hold domestic competitions to select the best teams to advance to the 

international rounds. 

 How is UPeace able to participate in Jessup International Moot Court Competition? 

As an UN-mandated university, UPeace has the privilege to advance directly to the international rounds. 

This year the UPeace Jessup International Moot Court Team (the Team) is composed of four students: 

one from North America (Canada), one from Europe (Sweden), one from Africa (Rwanda), and one from 

Asia (Thailand). 

Why is Jessup International Moot Court Competition the most prestigious moot court competition in the 

world? 
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Jessup International Moot Court Competition draws the world’s most prestigious judges and scholars to 

judge the oral rounds in Washington DC, including but not limited to: 

Stephen M. Schwebel - Former Judge and President, International Court of Justice, Yale Law School, 

Johns Hopkins University, 

Dame Rosalyn Higgins - Former Judge and President, International Court of Justice, Fellow at London 

School of Economics and Hague Academy for International Law, 

Claudio Grossman - Former President, Inter-American Commission on Human Rights,  

Richard J. Goldstone - Former Justice of the Constitutional Court of South Africa; Former Chief 

Prosecutor for ICTR and ICTY,  

Pieter Jan Kuijper - Principal Legal Advisor and Director for External Relations in the Legal Service of the 

European Commission,  

James Crawford - Jesus College, University of Cambridge,  

Roy S. Lee - former Secretary, International Law Commission and Sixth Committee of U.N. General 

Assembly, etc.  

It is also one of the best platforms for law students to establish networks for their university and future 

profession. 

 

What has been done in regards to the preparation for Jessup International Moot Court Competition? 

UPeace Jessup Team has been preparing since September 2013. The Team has worked on the case 

approximately 30 hours a week and held at least one mandatory weekly meeting every Wednesday 

afternoon to discuss the Compromis, the statement of facts for the fictional case given by the 

International Law Students Association (ILSA). The Team conducted legal research regarding relevant 

international laws and their application to the case. In October, the Team started drafting and writing 

the memorials both for the applicant and the respondent. During the university’s winter break in 

December, the Team held all-day meetings and wrote the memorials at the University, and for 

approximately two weeks, the Team worked at the University until two o’clock in the morning and some 

days, the Team stayed up the whole nights to complete the memorials. The final 100-page memorials 

were submitted to ILSA in January 2014. 

Since the submission of the memorials, the Team has held meetings every Tuesday and Thursday in 

preparation for the international oral rounds, which will be held in Washington DC from April 6-12, 

2014. On several occasions, the Team organized meetings with some visiting professors on weekends so 

as to adjust the schedule in accordance with the professors’ availability. Professors, visiting professors, 

and internationally-leading legal experts who have been helping the Team with oral practice rounds 

include Prof. Mihir Kanade - Director of the UPEACE Human Rights Centre, Prof. Francisco Aguilar - Dean 
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for Institutional Development, Prof. Olger Gonzalez - Inter American Court of Human Rights, Costa Rica, 

Prof. Frans Jacobus Viljoen - University of Pretoria, South Africa, Prof. Pia Carazo, Bonn, Nordrhein-

Westfalen, Germany, Prof. Luis Diego Obando, Associate Legal Officer, UNHCR, Costa Rica. 

Why should the university support student participation in Jessup International Moot Court Competition? 

Upeace is a unique university that promotes multiculturalism and opens doors of opportunities to its 

students. Indisputably, participating in the Jessup competition is one of the most prestigious 

experiences UPeace students can attain. During the Foundation course, the International Law students 

were introduced to Jessup International Moot Court competition by UPeace alumni and past 

participants, who reaffirmed that the Jessup team would require a great amount of hard work, 

perseverance and dedication. Nevertheless, it would not go unrewarded, as Jessup would engender not 

only an unmatched learning experience, but also an invaluable opportunity to practice international law 

and take part in a competition against the best top law school students from the around the world. It 

should be noted that the Jessup international moot court competition is the only forum where Upeace 

International Law students can master the art of mooting, which is essential for practicing lawyers. At 

the moment mooting is not incorporated in the two International Law programs at Upeace.  

The University has recognized the superior level of engagement required from Upeace participants since 

it gives the team members three credits each as a part of the Master’s program. In order to receive full 

credits, it is mandatory that students complete all requirements of the course upon which was agreed as 

per their payment of tuition fees. Consequently, members of the Team will not be able to fulfill such 

requirements should they fail to participate in the international oral rounds in Washington DC. It should 

also be noted that the University assigned an official coach, Mariateresa Garrido, to assist the team 

members in their preparation. However, the coach has only been present at three meetings and failed 

to make any efforts in helping the Team since October 2013. This has been made known to the Dean of 

Academic Affairs in December 2013. 

UPeace Jessup Team members have had an in-depth learning experience of international law as well as 

how to prepare and write memorials. Assisted and trained by international experts, the Team has 

contributed to vibrant discussion and knowledge sharing not only in classes but also with the whole 

UPeace community. 

Having significantly learned through this experience, the Team strongly recommends the University to 

continue supporting future International Law cohorts to take part in this exceptional competition.  The 

Team is convinced that the Jessup International Moot Court Competition will attract the best law 

students to enroll at the University to benefit from not only incredible UPeace faculty and staff, but 

more so its distinctive international status and close relationship with the United Nations. Representing 

UPeace at the Jessup international rounds in Washington DC, the Team will play an essential role as 

ambassadors and promoters of UPeace’s positive image to the global stage. 

What will be the consequences should the Team cannot participate in the Jessup International Moot 

Court Competition during April 6-12, 2014? 
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In case of failing to participate in the Jessup competition after having been granted a privilege to 

advance to the international rounds, teams are required to submit an official letter to Jessup 

International Moot Court Competition organizing committee, composing of, inter alia, International Law 

Student Association, the American Society of International Law, White & Case, top international law 

firms and universities in North America, Europe and Asia to elucidate the reasons why they are not able 

to take part in the competition. Such failure will be subject to a negative reputation of the University as 

well as having a profound impact upon UPeace future cohorts. 

Why is the Team facing financial difficulty? 

In September 2013, the Team was promised by the UPeace official coach that the financial responsibility 

would be handled by a fundraising team. However, such matter has never been carried out by the 

responsible person. As a result, in addition to a tremendous amount of workload, the Team has been 

forced to conduct its own fundraising which so far has raised less than two hundred dollars. This amount 

is definitely inadequate for the Team to be able to participate in the Jessup international rounds in 

Washington DC. Therefore, without the support from the University, the Team has no option but to 

withdraw from the competition and submit the official letter to ILSA and White & Case to explain true 

reasons of inability to participate. 

Please kindly find an estimated budget attached herein.  

Forecasted Budget for Jessup team 2014 

We hereby submit this budget indicating the costs for the Jessup team 2014. The total sum indicated 

herein is for all participants in the Team. Taking into consideration the importance of staying close to the 

location of the competition and that the Team members have to stay together in order to prepare for 

the rounds, this accommodation alternative is the most practical option. Additional costs including 

meals and transportation will be covered by each member.    

Travel, flight round-trip, San Jose - Washington D.C. (April 5-13, 2014):  

$ 800 per person. 

800 × 4 = $ 3.200 in total   

Accommodation in Washington D.C. (April 5-13, 2014): $ 350 per night for four persons. Eight days of 

stay.  

350 × 8 = $ 2.800 in total 

 

Total amount requested:                $ 6.000 
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Annex VII: Individual Feedback from Students 

In May the UPSA requested students to send feedback on their overall academic experience at UPEACE 

that would be shared with the Rector. We received a number of responses from students ranging from 

requests for updating the computer lab to expediting the accreditation process, to the implementation 

of a formal complaint system.  Not every concern could be addressed in the main body of the report . 

Student 1: Update the Computer Lab 

I would just like to offer some feedback about the technology, specifically the computer lab, at UPeace.  

I don't have a personal laptop and need to use the computer lab on a daily basis, often early in the 

morning or late into the night.  There are generally only one or two reliable computers in the entire 

room.  If other students need to use them as well, there are obviously not enough to go around.  Several 

of the computers are operational but cannot be connected to the internet, cannot be logged into, etc.  

I've brought this problem up to the technology office every time I encounter it, and they are usually able 

to fix them temporarily, but I can come back the next day to encounter the same network problems; 

often these problems occur on the weekend when no one is around to help.  Use of the computer lab is 

completely unreliable and definitely affects my studies.  There should be at least 5 working computers at 

all times, and these networking issues re. The Internet and log-ins should be resolved for longer than a 

day or two at a time. 

Student 2: Learning Content, democratic procedure, student welfare/housing 

I have three issues to share on my experience at Upeace.  

1. Learning content 

2. Democratic procedure in the learning process 

3. Welfare of Students and the economic needs of host community 

1. Learning Content 

I am concerned about the learning content at Upeace because it tends to unblance, projecting mostly, 

problems without approaches or steps to finding solutions. As a student of International Peace and 

Conflict Studies,I would at least, expect that out of the two semesters, each semester should treat 

modalities to peacebuilding. Our courses have been over burden with wars, conflicts, wrongs, blames, 

etc, with less or nothing on solutions. I would expect that, while writing my thesis, my supervisor would 

expect me to among others, make recommendations to the stated problem. Why can't this be same 

with our course content? 

2.  Democratic Procedure in the learning process 

While I recognize that the intended Professor for Approaches to Peacebuilding course: Oliver Richmond 

turned down, and the school made alternative arrangements to fill up that gap, the alternative 

arrangement does not reflect our decision. The class was asked to vote for what they wished in the 
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absence of Oliver Richmond, among three options. The WHOLE class unanimously voted against 

replacing the Peacebuilding Class with Child Soldier Disarmament option. However, the coordinator of 

IPS went ahead and imposed his choice without implementing the democratic decision made by the 

class. If the students are asked to vote and their choices/views are not respected, then why make 

mockery of the process and our time? 

3. Welfare of Students and the economic needs of host community 

 The Housing Unit needs to take up the welfare of students seriously and ensure that members of the 

host community wishing to register their housing units with Upeace meet minimal basic standards. 

Majority, if not all of the houses we have, the furniture: reading chair, reading table, mattress, etc, 

which are the very basic thing any student needs, are not in good condition. The University should, as a 

matter of policy, take pictures of reading chairs in our classrooms, with tables, and give to desiring host 

member as a standard requirement to be qualified for housing business with upeace. 

 I have personally endured a physical health issue resulting from using a bad chair, table and a slacked 

mattress. The case is not perculiar to one host family, in all three places I moved to. In all these, the 

Student Services tell me if I want better facilities, I should increase my rent fee. This is ridicuolus as all I 

see is a quest to increase economic interests of the host but not to address the needs of students. 

 

Student #3: Accreditation 

I would like to bring the issue of accreditation to your attention.  This is an issue that I have been 

exploring for the past 2 years and has been a big part of my final decision to attend UPeace.   

As you know, I work for a Canadian Academic Institution -- Yukon College -- and it important in this 

context to legitimize academic credentials.  Yukon College will not recognize this degree if it is not 

accredited with the SINEAS designation, which affects both my academic and professional credentials.  I 

did a great deal of research before coming, and I received the information in May, 2013 (as per the 

attached emails) that by October, 2014, I could expect SINEAS designation for the Peace Education 

program.   

When I recently contacted Mónica Paniagua, the Admissions Officer with the Department for Academic 

Administration, I was told that this process will not be completed for at least another year.   

This is clearly very disappointing news.  It affects my eligibility to apply for tuition reimbursement, and it 

impacts my job security that holds Masters credentials as a prerequisite for employment.   

I would like to ask you to do anything in your power to ensure that this process is accelerated and that 

students are kept up-to-date on the progress.  It is an issue that affects many students in their ability to 

get/keep employment, qualify for internships and be considered for post-graduate education. 
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Student #4: Communication, UPeace Garden 

In general I feel that there is a need for more communication between the administration and students.  

On a more specific note, I feel that the UPeace garden deserves more attention. It is has the potential to 

be an important part of the curriculum and a connector among the campus and community for 

embodying peace and sustainability. However, I think it needs more support administratively and 

financially to do so. 

 

Student #5: Accreditation, Visas, Non-Transparency, Non-Accountability 

Dear Dr. Rojas, 

I wanted to follow up with my comments that I have delivered at the last two meetings.  First of all, let 

me thank you for agreeing to hear the student’s concerns and meet with them in a group format.  I 

acknowledge that that puts you in a very difficult situation.  I appreciate your willingness to be present 

to hear the students concerns. 

I want to explain what this experience has meant for me.  I have been dreaming about coming to the 

University for Peace for the last 5 years, and I seriously began this planning process 3 years ago.  I did a 

lot of research on the University, I came specifically to study with Virginia Cawagas and Swee-Hin Toh, as 

I had prior contacts with them from Canada.  My planning involved making financial plans, taking leaves 

of absence from my workplace as well as my partner’s, seeking funding, making arrangements with my 

daughter’s schools – both here and in Costa Rica, organizing many documents that were relevant for my 

academic entrance as well as for my visa, and finding appropriate housing for my family and me.  My 

decision to come here was not one that I took lightly.   

During this planning process, I had a great deal of difficulty getting answers from the University on the 

visa process, credential recognition, and my scholarship application.  I spent countless hours emailing 

and phoning in an attempt to clarify logistics, and I realized early on that there were issues with 

communication and accountability.  I found this unsettling and frustrating, as I was putting a great deal 

of trust in the University to facilitate my experience. 

When I arrived and realized that a large number of staff members had been fired right before my arrival, 

that provided some degree of explanation for the lack of service I felt I had received, yet, issues have 

been ongoing, and many, such as the issuing of visas, are still ongoing.   

There are many examples of how the University for Peace is failing to provide basic services to students, 

from students arriving and being told their program was not going to be offered, to at least 4 faculty 

(some heads of departments) leaving mid-semester and leaving students without a thesis supervisor, to 

multiple, last-minute changes in schedules, to unclear, incorrect or untimely instructions for obtaining 

visas (and recently the denial of my partner’s visa request), to not having a classroom for courses, to not 

receiving grades or feedback in a timely manner.  Students have gone through proper channels to have 
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their needs and requests addressed, and have often times met not only with their concern not being 

addressed, but additionally have incurred disrespectful treatment.  These are not unreasonable or 

special requests.  They are basic expectations for any student attending any post-secondary institution.   

The tuition we pay is in return for getting the education and related support that we have been 

promised – on the website, in the student handbook, and in person.  We expect to receive – without 

asking, advocating, begging and pleading – the educational services that we have paid a great deal of 

tuition to receive (and that the institution has the obligation to provide as per its mandate). 

These issues have been brought up numerous times:  individually, by the student alliance group, and in 

large-group meetings.  It is the responsibility of the University to problem-solve, implement solutions, 

and follow up on these solutions.  In short, the University has a responsibility to students.  This 

accountability is not evident to me, as a student.   

An educational institution, particularly one that preaches peace, cannot and should not be run like a 

corporation.  This structure is the antithesis to peace.  Post-secondary education necessarily needs to 

include students and faculty as top priorities.   

I enrolled at the University for Peace not only to be inspired, to earn a high-quality Master’s degree, and 

to learn in a diverse and unique setting, but also to learn about how to better support students as a staff 

member at the educational institution I belong to in Canada.  I have been very pleased with the 

commitment and professionalism of the instructors I have worked with, but the support I, and many 

other students, have received from the institution is sadly lacking. 

I want to acknowledge the positive nature of this week’s (January, 2014) events.  I believe the program 

meeting regarding feedback was productive.  I also appreciated the solutions-oriented discussion 

regarding the proposed negotiations class.  I strongly believe in listening to multiple voices rather than 

implementing top-down decisions, and I hope this shift in philosophy will continue. 

Thank you again for your time, efforts, and willingness to listen.   

 

Student #6: Communication, Non-transparency, Water Boarding, Cultural Insensitivity…. 

My overall experience at UPEACE was positive because I decided to make the most out of it and kept a 

good attitude although the conditions were not always favorable!   

Here is a list of issues that have affected me either directly or indirectly that should be taken seriously by 

the administration: 

1. Lack of communication (from the administration-students) on several important issues: 

Before coming here, I was informed by the Student services that medical coverage was mandatory 

hence, I paid over 1000 Euros prior to coming here to have a year medical coverage. I realized too late 



 

47 
 

that we were also paying for this service as part of our tuition. This proved to be wrong information and 

I could not claim for a reimbursement on time!  

2. Lack of transparency from the school with regards to the management of money (no breakdown of 

the student tuition fees + graduation, etc.) 

Some of us are paying for graduation ceremony and won’t even attend 

 

• Absence of training on security situation in Costa Rica, mainly in CC and SJ: a session was 

supposed to take place in the beginning of the year but never was rescheduled- students kept 

uninformed 

o Feeling that the school is covering up and making it look like an extremely safe environment 

whereas it is not: many aggressions reported 

 

• Some of the administration staffs are not cultural sensitive! 

o Rector and other members of the administration (including professors) SHOULD NOT assume 

that all students want to give them a kiss on the cheek or to hug them! This is not professional in 

addition to being gender and culturally blind.  

o In my culture, we avoid physical contact with persons from the opposite sex unless they are very 

close 

o A staff made very racist comments towards specific groups at upeace 

o The same staff and another one compliment women students on a regular basis, which is NOT 

APPROPRIATE OR PROFESSIONAL 

 

• In my experience, the school proves completely useless in helping students get internships. 

There should be a database and established contacts at this point in time where upeace students get 

priority or at least a number of spaces reserved for them to intern where they wish to! 

 

• In the first part of the school year, we were unable to get our grades and appropriate feedback 

in a timely manner  

o A professor clearly told a student –friend- that he does not read papers. THIS IS PROBLEMATIC 

o Feedback is most of the time not very constructive or useful 
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o The grades are surprisingly high and do not necessarily reflect the work quality 

o I have a feeling that this is done on purpose to silence the students from complaining! I could be 

wrong.  

The visa process was extremely long and painful. There is only one CR embassy in the whole African 

continent! 

The residency process is also lengthy. I am leaving CR in a few days and STILL HAVE NOT GOTTEN MY 

RESIDENCY 

o In fact, I was almost denied access at the airport on my way back from a trip in April 

Lastly but most importantly, I share the same feelings as Carl Lawson with regards to the email he sent 

about the student and my dear friend Kate Whitlock and the inhumane treatment she suffered as a 

consequence of the school’s inefficiency to solve a problem! The university failed in protecting her and it 

only shows how ineffective the administration is in encouraging whistle blowers to come forward and 

express their concerns when needed. There is a huge trust issue and students don't know whom to turn 

to in case they wish to complain or raise a concern. I myself would not know who to turn to or who to 

trust in case I encounter a problem!! 

Recommendations: 

• Administration of the school should initiate a meeting at the beginning of the year and then 

regularly during the year to check in with students and ensure they have a space to raise their concerns  

• Staff should all benefit from a gender training to understand the impact of hierarchy and the 

power relations!  

• Staff should also benefit from a multicultural training to better deal with diversity on campus 

• Staff should also benefit from Non violent communication training and learn how to effectively 

communicate with students from different backgrounds  

o One of my meetings with the rector in support of a student threatened to be expelled from 

school for late payment was EMOTIONALLY VIOLENT (use of verbal abusive language, inappropriate 

conduct and body language, was raising his voice, etc.)  

• Have a safe space or a focal point to whom students can file complaints  

• There should a break down of all the fees students are paying 

• Upeace should have a policy in dealing with late payments from students  

• Sexual harassment policy should be more strict and students informed about their rights and 

complaint mechanisms 
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• The psychologist should hold longer office hours and be more accessible to students 

 

Student #7: On the Gender and Peace Building Program 

Although the gender course was messed up after Ameena left UPEACE, the classes were good content 

with good professor. Especially, Nadine was great and should be invited to UPEACE definitely next year. 

Selection of the course that we take should be flexible according to our interest. Prof. Sara Sharrat did 

not approve switching the course except 3 cases, although many students wished to do so.  

Although gender and other 2 departments were combined in the class of "introduction to the course" 

and " Research Methods", they should be held separately to increase understanding  on gender area.  

-There were no break between the courses from January to mid of March at all in our course, and 

everyone was so tired. There should be enough break between the classes. 

 

Student #8: Proposed Water Boarding Simulation Activity 

Dear Dr. Rojas,  

I would like to address the proposed water-boarding activity for the completed MPS 6040 Media, 

Terrorism and Insurgency course, led by Dr. Victoria Fontan, and subsequent events. As the lead 

administrator of our institution you were duty-bound to stop any activity that could harm the well-being 

of members of our campus community, or would violate Costa Rican law, international law, UN statutes, 

and UPeace policies or codes of conduct. Just as the student, Kate Whitlock, who brought this 

inhumane, illegal and unethical proposed exercise to your attention should not be criticized or attacked 

for taking steps to prevent the torture of a human being, you deserve no criticism for taking action to 

prevent this torture from occurring. However, steps should have been taken to protect her; her identity 

and her message of appeal should not have been widely disseminated, and Kate's identity should not 

have been shared with the Media/Terrorism course participants. It is disheartening that a student left 

this university, in part, for what resulted from doing what many, if not all, of us came here to do – to 

work against the commission of inhumane practices.  

Persons from nearly every component of the UPeace community – students (including myself, who as a 

member of the course did not fight to stop the planned water-boarding), administrators and faculty – 

were complicit in creating the conditions that led to the near violation of human rights on our campus 

and Kate's decision to leave a less than peaceful environment. The responsibility to create and maintain 

a safe and secure environment where diverse identities, and often conflicting viewpoints, are respected 

lies with all UPeace community members. We cannot build and maintain such a safe space if we all do 

not make greater effort to put into practice the human rights and peacebuilding principles that we learn 
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and share here at UPeace. It is my sincerest hope that we can learn from the many missteps of this 

water-boarding matter and work together to make our university safe and functional. 

 

Sincerely, 

Carl Lawson 

 

Student #9: Visa, Feedback, Professionalism, & Over-Flexibility Concerns 

Thank you so much for this opportunity.  I have a couple of points to mention based on my academic 

experience with UPeace.   

1) visa issue 

Many of us suffered from visa delay issues.  We were repeatedly told that Upeace is so accustomed to 

that issue and it will be solved soon after.  However, we had to wait 1 or 2 months at least and in some 

cases up to 5/6 months.  I do think just because of Upeace staff are so accustomed to that issue doesn't 

automatically allow them to be less cautious.  Many of us suffered from that experience physically, 

emotionally, and intellectually.  When everyone was having a good time during that December break, 

we were messed up with all these assignments.  Doing online course and having physical presence in the 

class is 100% different.  Especially in the case of APS, myself, we got the admission on 1st Dec 2012.  So 

what's the point that we didn't get visa until Sep 2013?? 9 months?? So my request is pls make it at all 

costs for the sake of students' motivation and inspiration in his/her academic journey.  The experience is 

so depressing.  Learn lesson and make it efficient.  

 

2) academic feedback 

Pls develop a mechanism among all the professors and agree to a timeframe that you'll provide 

feedback to the students.  One of the weak points of Upeace is too many visiting professors and limited 

resident professors. As such, there are times that "inconsistency" is manifested in the institution.  In my 

case, I got the result after 3 months of submission.  At some cases, we didn't get feedback but only the 

grades.  We want constructive feedback. Critiques and comments. Not just the grade. I do think Upeace 

can improve on this.  

 

3) professionalism of the staff 

I wanted to believe that Upeace is an academic institution running with professional staff.  But the 

reality is different.  I had personally experienced 2 times (or more) where the staff members showed 

unprofessionalism and lack of sensitivity.  I don't want to name details but if you want I can write this as 
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well.  In brief, pls improve the communication with students. Students are somehow customers. Be 

responsible with what you say and be accountable for this.   

4) over flexibility  

Rules are made to make our life easier. I understand there should also be a room for flexibility on case 

by case basis. But somehow I think Upeace is too flexible. For instance, we were told to submit a paper 

on a particular date. So we did it. But later we learned there were students who didn't care about that 

deadline.  I don't know how did they manage it but it is unfair for those who beat the deadlines. If some 

people are exceptionally free from deadlines, why some had to meet??? That kind of inconsistency and 

over flexibility reduce credibility of Upeace.  

All in all, I want to believe that Upeace is doing great in terms of academic matters as well as 

administrative matters.  I do hope that Upeace will listen to the voices of students and take necessary 

measures to improve as soon as.  

Thank you! 

 

Student #10: Scholarship Concerns 

I would like to give an anonymous feedback for Administration Team of UPEACE.  

Last year, I was applying for for full scholarships outside of UPEACE but I have not been selected in the 

end.   

Later, the UPEACE Administration send me an email said I am on the waiting list, as soon as IF there is 

someone who wants to give up the scholarship opportunity, they will give me a priority for getting this 

opportunity.  

I was waiting and waiting finger crossed… After long weeks by weeks of waiting, they send me another 

email said that all students has been selected but unfortunately not me, but I am still a qualified student 

who wish to study in the UPEACE.  

School would like to give me 50% scholarship opportunity, would you still want to come and study? 

First of all, I could only afford 20%-30% of scholarship for my own savings, and I was asking if there is 

further opportunity to asking for more scholarships or may I work as a part time student in the Library? 

They said 'There is NO chance like this, we only could afford 50% off'. 

I still want to come and study my Masters, so I asked my family's help again for collecting money from 

relatives as well.  

Once I arrived at school, I found some students even get full scholarships and some of them only need 

to pay 30% which I was asking for Administration before.. 
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I was very much disappointed, why they said there is NO SUCH further scholarship opportunity but there 

are still some students who already benefit from it? 

It was lying to former students who were asking them for further scholarship, because I was really not 

able to pay for 50% for my own.  

Above all, it is unfair to tell applicants different options to choose for them.  

All applicants has to be equal and consider with their work experience plus motivation of studying in the 

UPEACE, and most importantly economic situations.  

Sometimes I saw students who may have appropriate economic background, but still they can get full 

scholarships or 30% off and can travel different country frequently, since then, why should every 

students in the UPEACE pay for their responsible tuition although they really had difficulties and didn't 

get opportunity equal as other students in order to get full scholarships?  But Administration said 'There 

is NO SUCH scholarships less than 50%, 'still there are many students already benefit from it ??? 

Hope this helps to improve Administration's work.  

Thank you. 

 

Student #11: Cancellation of International Law and Diplomacy Course, Academic Quality 

I am a student at the International Law and the Settlements of Disputes (ILSD) program, writing in 

regards to the course International Law and Diplomacy (ILD), 2 credits supposed to be offered between 

April 28th to May 9th 2014.  

 

During introduction week in august 2013, the students were informed that the course would be taught 

by Mr Francisco Aguilar, Dean of Institutional Advancement and Legal Affairs between the above 

mentioned dates. However, on a meeting in January 2014 with the Dean of Academic Affairs (DAA) and 

at that time also the Head of Department (HD 1, until April 2014), the students were informed that Mr. 

Aguilar would no longer teach the ILD class due to complaints from students about his teaching style and 

threats from some students in the ILSD program that they would not attend the ILD class if Mr. Aguilar 

was to facilitate it. Furthermore, the students were informed that the DAA/HD 1 was searching for a 

substituting professor that would teach the class and that we did not have to worry. Two days (Saturday, 

April 26th 2014) before the class was scheduled to begin the ILSD students received an email (see annex 

1) from the Academic Support Officer (ASO) at the Department of International Law (DIL) with a brief 

outline of the course, basically stating that different ambassadors would be teaching the course and 

information about the second week of the course was pending. However, no syllabus of the course, 

readings, assignments etc. was provided.    
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The first day of class, Monday April 28th 2014, the class gathered in the appointed classroom. The class 

was supposed to start at 9 am, but no ambassador appeared. After approximately 30 minutes the 

DAA/HD 1 appeared and apologized on behalf of the absent ambassador and informed the class that the 

ambassador was not to be found or reached, but that we should give her some time. After additionally 

30 minutes the DAA/HD 1 appeared again with the same message and when asked about the absent 

syllabus, readings and assignments for the class, he informed us that the responsibility for the 

realization of the course was given to the Chilean ambassador and consequently he was to provide such 

information. Up till today, the students have not received any such information from the Chilean 

ambassador nor from the school. The students waited until 12 am, when the class was supposed to end 

and left the classroom. Later the same day we received an email from the ASO on behalf of the DAA/HD 

1 saying that the class on Tuesday April 29th was cancelled, without any further explanations. On 

Wednesday 30th and Friday 2nd 2014 the two announced ambassadors came and held interesting 

seminars about their respective diplomatic missions and foreign policies, however they barely touched 

upon the international law aspect of diplomacy.  

On Monday May 5th 2014, the class was waiting in the appointed classroom for three hours without any 

information from the DAA/HD 1 or any other representatives from the DIL. One of the students from the 

class went to ask the ASO for information in regards to our class, however the ASO did not have any 

information available, which is understandable since she would have to receive such information from 

the person responsible for the planning and organization of the course. Later that day the class 

approached the Rector of UPEACE who basically told the group of students that he did not have time to 

see them. The group also approached the newly appointed Head of Department (HD 2, since May 2014) 

who did his very best in trying to find a solution to the absence of teaching in the ILD class. After 

consultation with the HD 2 it was jointly decided that the ILSD students should carry out self-studies of 

the readings from last year’s syllabus and that the he would come the following Friday May 9th 2014 to 

go through some important jurisprudence with the class. The remaining classes were cancelled.  

 

The class deeply appreciated all efforts made by the HD 2, especially that he walked an extra mile in 

order to give the students a little bit of teaching. On Tuesday May 6th, a group of students had a 

meeting with the Rector of UPEACE to get an explanation on what happened with the organization of 

the course and the absence of the ambassadors supposed to teach it. The only explanation given was 

that it was a misunderstanding between the school and the Chilean ambassador and that it was 

unfortunate that the class was somehow cancelled. However, he ensured us that we would get our 

credits for the course anyway.  

 

As a student of the ILSD program I am deeply concerned about the academic quality at UPEACE. I have 

been studying at different institutions around the world and never encountered a school policy giving 

grades to students who basically did not take a class.  Additionally, such action conducted by the school 

is sending signals to the students that there is no academic accountability which has also been 



 

54 
 

illustrated by the fact that I and one of my peers received the exact same grade and an identical 

comment on our papers in one of the courses taught in the ILSD program. The comment made by the 

teacher was identical in the sense that it was copy-pasted, word by word, and had no connection to 

what my peer’s paper was about but rather mine. It became quite obvious to me that specific residing 

teachers at the DIL may give out grades randomly without even reading the papers. Moreover, the 

student handbook clearly states that students should be given feedback on their assignments. However, 

it is more a rule than an exception that some specific residing teachers only give very short comments 

that do not touch upon the writings of the assignments itself. Consequently, this just strengthens my 

suspicion that some specific residing teachers do not read the assignments, hence grades are being 

obtained by the students after completion of the course. 

 

My second concern is in regards to the lack of effective ways to provide information to the students and 

the way students are being treated by representatives in leading positions of the school. The example 

given about the ILD class above is a common approach adopted by representatives in leading positions 

of the school in regards to providing information and finding solutions to student concerns. In my view it 

is not only impolite but rather disrespectful to have any person sitting around waiting without even 

giving any information on what caused the absence of scheduled classes. It is not surprising that UPEACE 

outsources the responsibility for teaching courses at the university to external actors, however what is 

very interesting is that UPEACE takes no responsibility in regards to whether these courses are being 

provided or not. As a student I assume that UPEACE has a responsibility towards its students including 

organization and supervision of classes offered and making every possible effort to follow through with 

the courses provided in the curriculum of the programs. However, I understand that unforeseen events 

may happen, but even then it is the responsibility of the representatives in leading positions at the 

university to act in a timely manner in order to find sufficient solutions and provide information about 

the current situation. Instead, after notification by the students, the HD 2 in conjunction with the 

students had to come up with an emergency solution which was not sufficient but probably the best 

according to the circumstances.  

 

Finally, I applaud the decision of UPEACE to the appointment of the new Head of Department (HD 2). Mr 

Kanade is an invaluable asset to the school and the students. Not only is he an extremely knowledgeable 

individual and professor with excellent teaching skills, but also a true problem solver, always making 

every effort possible to come up with solutions that are student friendly. His leadership skills are 

impressive, and illustrated by his extensive efforts to transparent discussions with students of the 

department in regards to improvements of the programs. At the last student meeting in May 2014 he 

presented a plan of action for the DIL addressing students concerns, which I believe would lead to great 

success if implemented throughout the university.       
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Dear ILSD students, 

The course DIL-6028 on Diplomacy and International Law, 2 credits, will take place from  28 April to 9 

May in Classroom No. 3. The course will take place in seminar format from 9.00 AM to 12.00 PM, with 

Ambassadors from different embassies in Costa Rica giving lectures. The first seminar on 28th April will 

be delivered by the Ambassador of Spain Ms. Elena Madrazo. You will be informed early next week 

regarding the evaluations for the course. 

First week: 

Monday 28:              Ambassador of Spain, Ms. Elena Madrazo. 

Tuesday 29:            Info pending 

Wednesday 30:       Ambassador of France, Mr. Jean Baptiste Chauvin. 

Thursday 1 May:    Holiday – no class - 

Friday 2 May:         Ambassador of Canada, Ms. Wendy Drukier. 

  

Second week:         Info pending. 

  

Schedule: 

28 April - 9 May 2014 

(Thursday 1 May Holiday) 

Classroom No. 3, 9am – 12md 

  

 

Student #12: Intercultural Understanding, Non Violence, Visa, and Security  

           1) As introduction of Upeace courses, the following subjects to be integrated as a part of very first 

orientation.  

A. Inter cultural understanding  

 B. Non Violent ways of transforming conflicts and Nonviolent communication  

 C. Inner Peace and Stress & Anger Management  
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 2) Each course should at lease reflect the detailed case studies from different regions including Asia, 

Africa, Americas, Middle East and Europe.  

 A. Depending on the professor's background and teaching experience, the lecture tends to have 

limitation on the contents to be shared within class. Although students can bring different experiences, 

it will be also recommended in the future course materials and contents of the courses to be much more 

intercultural than monocultural.  

3) Personal Space and Trauma Healing Sessions  

 A. Many of the students are from the conflict affected countries and each student has difference space 

and preference for their personal experience and privacies. Such consideration is to be given during the 

class as well as outside the class.  

 B. Mutual understanding and peaceful communications at campus and outside campus shall be 

recommended as Upeace community at all times.  

 C. Zero tolerance policy for sexual harassment and any other insults as well as bullying in and outside 

campus to be strictly implemented for the safety of all personnel at campus at all times regardless of our 

race, religion and ethnicities.  

 

 4) Visa Issues.  

 A) Each student has prepared the necessary documents a long time before to apply for the student 

visas. After one year, there are some students who could not receive the resident card. This is not a 

favorable practice as there should be an official communication from immigration office the specific 

requirement and the estimated time to be processed the student visas. This affected the students 

informal and other official travels outside Upeace. During the stay at the Upeace, the visa should be 

given as the earliest stage as possible upon arrival.  

5) Security Issues  

There has been a number of incidents occurred in Ciudad Colon since last year. However, there is no 

regular security update for students.  

Last year, there was a major stop of water services and some blackouts for some time during the year. 

However, there was no advice from Upeace. Such information and helpdesk should be prepare for 

students safety and security.  

 6) Simulation for earthquake and other emergencies  

There was no emergency drills at Upeace although Costa Rica experience some earthquake and other 

disasters. The simulation exercise at all campus is recommended to prevent any unexpected casualties 

among others. Emergency Education is to be mainstreamed on campus.  
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Student #13: Visa, Peace Education Program 

Student visa delay has inconvenienced me personally. This issue need to be addressed urgently. 

Peace Education Program. 

1. The course has been so enriching to me. it helped me understand peace in a comprehensive way. 

2. The course has been a combination of theory and practice. We not only learnt about concepts but 

also pedagogical skills to enable us transfer knowledge to others. 

3. The course was interactive and it provided space for critical thinking. Intellectual engagement with 

lecturers and students was great experience i had in the class. 

4. The assignments during the course were academically challenging enough. We enough opportunity to 

engage with resource materials in writing academic papers. 

5. The course provided me with enough new materials on peace and how to educate for peace. 

I am satisfied with the way the course has been designed. It is very comprehensive and educative 

enough in helping students address peace issues. 

Student# 14: ILHR Program, Health Care, Grades, Racism 

As a student of the International Law and Human Rights Program (ILHR) I would like to give my highest 

commendation for Mihir Kanade who served as the Director of the ILHR program over the academic 

year and has now been promoted to the Head of the International Law Department. In my opinion, 

courses taught by Mihir were of the highest academic quality: he was always well prepared, organized, 

provided substantial readings, encouraged the class to think critically, and returned sincere grades with 

constructive feedback. Outside of lecturing Mihir has proved to be extremely professional in dealing 

with program issues, responding to emails, etc. I would also like to note that Mihir provided our entire 

program with a plan to improve the department next year as well as time for a democratic discussion on 

his proposals. I believe that a lot will change for the better next year if the Administration provides Mihir 

with the support to make these changes. 

I would also like to note two other staff members that have done an amazing job. Luis Murillo, our 

infirmary nurse has been professional and has gone above and beyond his duties in helping me 

personally with medical and insurance advice. Angela Willis has as well been extremely professional in 

her work, this includes insurance matters, housing, and during UPSA/Staff meetings that I have taken 

part in. As a student who has been highly involved with the medical system while in Costa Rica I would 

like to commend UPEACE on having an excellent health team. 

Academic Concerns 
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I have had a number of wonderful professors over the year yet I also have some concerns. including the 

quality of the course content and academic feedback. I personally received excellent feedback and my 

course grade within 3 weeks for my first class; Mihir was my professor. After that first grade I did not 

receive any grades or feedback for another 3 months. After raising the issue with the administration 

over the course of a few weeks I began receiving grades that had been over due by almost 3 months; 

two of these grades were given to me by resident professors, they were indeed perfect grades. I found 

myself wondering if these perfect scores were meant to appease me, or maybe that the professors had 

not done a thorough job of reading my paper? Or perhaps I am a perfect student?  

I highly encourage an internal audit by the administration of grading policy. 

My program has had many courses overlap, professors who have not followed their own syllabus, and 

professors who are quite brilliant but do not know how to teach graduate students. I understand that 

student feedback on courses has been minimal due to students themselves who do not complete course 

evaluations. I encourage program directors in the future to speak with students at the end of the year in 

order to know what professors should be invited back, just as Mihir did this year. 

Racism 

Over the academic year I heard a number of racist comments from staff as well as students. This was an 

issue discussed by students and Mihir in the second to last day of classes at the end of the year. It 

shocked me to hear the comments of my fellow students who felt that racism and discrimination were 

present amongst students and staff at UPeace. I highly encourage some form of workshop within the 

first semester at UPeace to promote non-discrimination, gender, and intercultural communication. 

Discrimination in any regards deeply effects students and staff who are subjected to it. 

Finally, I would like to say that the above concerns reflect on the quality of students that are graduating 

from UPeace. I, and I hope many of my peers, came to UPeace in order to be challenged and become 

prepared for a career in International Law. The academic concerns I have shared make me wonder if I 

am truly prepared. 

 

Student #15: Library 

Feedback on the Library:  

 

 Even though the librarians are very helpful, I have often found it difficult to find a book without their 

help. It is better if each of the shelves are numbered to make it as user friendly as possible. Stickers from 

a previous system should be removed. It will be easier to find books if more books have the numbering 

stuck on the outside.  
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 The electronic databases for papers was changed in January, and I have found it difficult to download 

papers from JSTOR outside of campus. A comprehensive search engine (such as Ebscohost) that can 

search through multiple databases would be a worthwhile investment.  

Cheers 

Student #16 Negotiation Class 

"Whilst a negotiation class and an alternative dispute resolution class would be important for our 

degree program, the executive decision making with respect to introducing this course during our 

academic year without the seemingly lack of consultation with the department of law and/or the 

students over the academic quality and content of the course was clearly reflected in what was taught. 

The majority of the students were not satisfied with the course based not only on the academic content 

but also the lack of tailoring of the course to incorporate the multicultural context of the school, given 

the fact  that to some departments it was a mandatory course." 

Student #17: Intercultural Education and Classroom Dynamics 

Classroom Dynamics Need Attention!! February, 2014   

For more information, contact Alice Swett.  als.swett@gmail.com   

Good learning environments are influenced by the classroom structure, the professor’s role, and the 

students’ role.  This document was put together by a diverse group of students representing 6 

countries on 3 continents, then shared with the larger student body.  Its purpose was to try to help 

everyone think about what we can do to maximize learning potential in UPeace classrooms…. …& also 

to prepare future students & professors for what to expect.     

Suggestions that might help this year Students  

o Be aware of your influence in the classroom.  Are you helping others learn? 

 o Step outside your comfort zone. If you are a talker, try speaking less.  If you are a quiet listener, try 

talking more if you want to.  Ask for help if you need it. 

 o Assume that others are trying to do their best.   Structure o More small group discussions  o Give 

people the option of sharing in writing vs speaking in class o Student blog?  Have students tweet about 

class? 

 o How is the seating arranged?  

 o Professor actively facilitates discussion, i.e.:  asks for contributions from people who have not yet 

spoken,….. requires 5 second pause between speakers…. Over-rides interruptions…keeps a speaker’s 

list, etc.   

 o Calling on students individually seems to create more stress and resentment than it helps invite 

people into the discussion.  
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o Acknowledge that Air Time must be shared among students and discuss it with the class….especially if 

grading is based on participation.  Define what “participation” means.   

 o Consider suggesting that Air Quality should be monitored through everyone staying on topic, speaking 

constructively, etc. 

 o Program coordinators could tip visiting professors off to patterns among classes (not naming 

students, just group characteristics) so they know what to expect. 

Info for future students & professors: This is what you can expect in classes at UPeace  

 Many are discussion-  

 Classroom participation is often part of the grades  

 Your peers can be a great source of learning for you  

 Classes are probably one of the more multicultural experiences you’ll ever have. 

A multicultural classroom means:  Students have different expectations of what makes a “good” 

class  

 for some it’s that students talk a lot  

  for some it’s that students are very quiet and listen respectfully while the professor talks a 

lot  

 Those expectations influence how people participate. So no matter what someone is going 

to be uncomfortable with, and challenged by, what is going on.  

 Everyone has a lot to contribute – figuring out how to help all students feel comfortable is everyone’s 

responsibility, otherwise everyone misses out on a valuable learning opportunity.  

Students have different comfort levels about speaking up – some rarely say anything, others seem to 

talk all the time.  Some are aware of it, others are clueless.  Some are trying to change. Try not to make 

assumptions about yourself or others.  

Some people do not realize how much they listen or speak 

 o Some people are aware of how much they listen, how much they speak. Sometimes people want to 

talk less but others expect them to talk, so it’s hard to stop  

o Some people talk a lot because they’re afraid if they don’t, no-one else will and nothing will get 

done….or talking helps them know what they think….or they have a relevant point to make…or they 

don’t want to appear disrespectful. Some people don’t talk because they think in a way which takes 

more time than the class format allows for ….or they have difficulty coming up with the words in 

English…or they can’t figure out how to break into the conversation… or they are waiting to be asked…or 

they think their contribution isn’t important enough…or they don’t want to appear disrespectful 
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 o Language, culture, and personality all influence how much people contribute o People have a lot to 

teach and learn from each other – so it’s important to pay attention to the classroom dynamics and see 

that everyone has a chance to speak, no-one dominates.  

 o Some people are comfortable with silence, for others it makes them crazy  o Some people learn a lot 

from other students   

o Different students have different expectations of the professor – some want them to lecture a lot, 

some want them to lecture less and let the students speak more   

o Professors often are visiting professors who teach just one class, so don’t get to know their students 

well.  This means that students and the professor create the dynamic in each different classroom.  

Students have a big role to play.   

o You can influence someone else’s education, and your own, by either dominating the conversation or 

by never speaking.  Be aware of how much “Air time” you take up – aim for your fair share, neither more 

nor less. 

 o Some people are more comfortable sharing their thoughts one-on-one.  This can be a lot less 

intimidating than in class, especially for some non-native English speakers. Try to create informal 

conversations and see what happens!   

 

Student #18: Quality of the University  

19/05/2014 

Dear Rector, 

Please excuse the formality that has structured this email. I would like to write to you regarding my 

experience at UPEACE; due to time restrictions I must be brief and can in no way cover all of my 

concerns. I trust that my colleagues will be addressing much of what I do not have time to cover. 

The university itself is one that has the potential to be so much more than what it is today. When I 

reflect back on the year I think about my fellow students and some of my professors who have changed 

my life. I think of the few incredibly generous and kind UPEACE staff. Unfortunately, my memories of 

UPEACE are tainted by administrative problems. Before I came to UPEACE I spoke with about 15-20 

alumni. They spoke of administrative and academic integrity problems. It is apparent that many of these 

problems are long standing. 

For the sake of legibility I will proceed point by point and not attempt to cover everything. 

1. There is an incredible gap between what the university preaches and how it acts. In the United 

States I went to a prestigious university which always maintained a high level of professionalism and 

respect. UPEACE neglects both the standard of professionalism that universities are expected to honor 
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and its own charter which promotes understanding and tolerance. I am sure that my colleagues will 

provide specific examples but I would like to point back to the Charter. 

a. As determined in the Charter of the University, the mission of the University for Peace is: “to 

provide humanity with an international institution of higher education for peace with the aim of 

promoting among all human beings the spirit of understanding, tolerance and peaceful coexistence, to 

stimulate cooperation among peoples and to help lessen obstacles and threats to world peace and 

progress, in keeping with the noble aspirations proclaimed in the Charter of the United Nations.” 

2. The administration is inefficient. 

a. Payment concerns escalated to the point of student protests. This was partially due to the fact 

that the administration failed to provide professional, respectful, clear and timely communication to the 

students. The University needs to take care of administrative issues so that they do not develop into 

sensitive topics that turn into campus protests. Those who cannot pay for the university should not be 

invited to attend the school or should have a payment plan set up during the first month to avoid these 

situations. 

b. Due to large layoffs there are administrative black holes where there is no one responsible for a 

single task. Responsibilities need to be allocated so that when a student needs help they can talk to staff 

and figure out how to resolve the issue, rather than going to 5 staff members and hearing different 

information. 

c. While the majority of the staff are wonderful people who go above and beyond to help us, there 

are some members who are unprofessional and prefer to gossip about the students. 

d. Visa processes were so delayed that African colleagues could not attend courses and had to 

come late. This was a disturbance and unfair to all. Further precautions need to be taken so that 

everyone is able to arrive when classes begin. 

3. The university often disregards the opinions, needs and concerns of the students. 

a. Many of the students had questions regarding accreditation. Instead of working with the 

students, we were told during the orientation that our concerns were not valid. Several of us have not 

been able to apply for loans, scholarships, teaching promotions due to the accreditation issue.  This is a 

serious concern; when the university informs us of what they are doing they should not belittle us. This 

set an awful tone for the rest of the year. 

4. Academic quality needs to be addressed. 

a. Of Students: One of the most important characteristics of UPEACE is its cultural diversity. 

However, at times there are students who 1) are unable to communicate in the language of the course, 

and 2) lack maturity or background (educational or professional) to provide useful feedback in 

discussions. UPEACE needs to raise the bar in terms of professionalism in their acceptance process.   
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b. Of Professors: UPEACE must withhold professors to higher standards where they 1) offer 

rigorous courses, 2) provide feedback to all students and 3) respond to student requests in a timely 

matter. 

I have learned and grown a lot during my time at UPEACE. While I am content with certain areas there is 

a lot of discontentment that remains. Today I spoke with a potential employer who told me of a UPEACE 

student from the year before who interned with them and completed absolutely nothing. They were 

sore about the experience and were not too keen on hiring UPEACE students. There is no doubt in my 

mind that the academic supervisor signed off on this student’s project, giving them credit for an 

incomplete project. We need to fight for the integrity of the school, the administration, the courses and 

the name as a whole. This not just our responsibility; this responsibility belongs to YOU as our rector. 

I have a personal fear that UPEACE will eventually close. Having the university no longer be operational 

will make it difficult for alumni to rationalize the worth of our degree to a potential employer. It will 

have been a very unwise monetary and time investment if the school closes. I hope that you take our 

concerns seriously and look into building UPEACE into what it should be. 

Thank you for your time and for considering our messages. 

Sincerely, 

Concerned Student 

 

Student #19: Counseling Services 

“I have heard from a few students who tried to access the psychologist that it was difficult to make 

appointments with her, if they managed to make an appointment it might be as much as one month in 

the future, and that when some students arrived for their appointment she was not there and did no 

follow up. I believe this service is necessary and should be more widely available.” 

 


