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Montreal, QC, Canada      2012 September 18 

Sometimes we are expected to study 

Foreword: This article will be very similar to those written by Christine1, Juliette2, Yann3, Mathieu4, 

Adrien5… (and a lot of other 3A). I wrote it intentionally on a longer way, in order to make you know 

what could happen for you on the next years. 

 

As said previously several times, courses of Fall term began on Wednesday, September 5th. My “back to 

school” happened at 8.35 a.m., in Rutherford 114 (it was in the Rutherford building but it was not a 

chemistry course!). 

 

Shall I describe my courses? Here is my schedule for Fall term.  

 

                                                        
1 Christine in the University of Texas in Austin (Austin, Texas, United States). “La rentrée, premières 
impressions”, 2012 September 7. endlessaustin.wordpress.com/2012/09/07/la-rentree-premieres-impressions/  
1 Adrien in the University of British Columbia (Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada). “First days on Campus”, 
2012 September 16. oncanadianroads.wordpress.com/2012/09/16/first-days-on-campus/ 
2 Juliette in Monash University (Melbourne, Victoria, Australia). “Fairy Tales, Freud, Jung et autres cours 
étranges”, 2012 August 15. unecartepourtous.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/fairy-tales-freud-jung-et-autres-cours-
etranges/ 
3 Yann in the University of Tasmania (Hobart, Tasmania, Australia). “Ma vie à Hobart”, 2012 August 10. 
livetasmania.wordpress.com/2012/08/10/ma-vie-a-hobart/ 
4 Mathieu in the Indian Institute of Technology Madras (Chennai, India). “À propos de mes cours”, 2012 August 
7. vanakkamindia.wordpress.com/2012/08/07/a-propos-de-mes-cours/ 
5 Adrien in the University of British Columbia (Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada). “First days on Campus”, 
2012 September 16. oncanadianroads.wordpress.com/2012/09/16/first-days-on-campus/ 

http://migratorymartlet.wordpress.com/2012/09/18/il-parait-qu-on-travaille/
http://endlessaustin.wordpress.com/2012/09/07/la-rentree-premieres-impressions/
http://oncanadianroads.wordpress.com/2012/09/16/first-days-on-campus/
http://unecartepourtous.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/fairy-tales-freud-jung-et-autres-cours-etranges/
http://unecartepourtous.wordpress.com/2012/08/15/fairy-tales-freud-jung-et-autres-cours-etranges/
http://livetasmania.wordpress.com/2012/08/10/ma-vie-a-hobart/
http://vanakkamindia.wordpress.com/2012/08/07/a-propos-de-mes-cours/
http://oncanadianroads.wordpress.com/2012/09/16/first-days-on-campus/
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Political Science and International Relations, Economics and Statistics 
 

I chose 4 courses (i.e. 12 credits); that is a normal course load for an exchange student (in McGill and 

elsewhere). Nevertheless, I do not have 12 hours of courses per week, but “some” more (due to reading 

conferences and statistics labs). More precisely, my courses are: 

ECON 319 – Economic Crises: Past, Present and Future (Christopher Ragan) 

 We will use macroeconomic notions in order to analyze economic and financial crises (from the 

Dutch Tulipomania to the European sovereign debt crisis). I would say that he has a very 

“American” way to teach, even to tell stories. 

SOCI 350 – Statistics in Social Research (Kenneth MacKenzie) 

 This is not a mathematics course, but an overview of the tools which are useful for analyzing 

data.6 The instructor is noticeable, since he writes down on a blackboard (instead of elaborating 

on a PowerPoint presentation) and he likes to provide examples.7 

POLI 349 – International Politics and Foreign Policy: Asia (Mahesh Shankar) 

 The course describes explains the foreign policies of Japan, China, India, Southeast Asia, and 

Koreas; but it also deals with theories of international relations (because we are not expected to 

describe, but to understand the issues). 

POLI 354 – Approaches to International Political Economy (Mark Brawley) 

 As you can notice, this course wants to explain international politics from an economic point of 

view: international trade, monetary exchanges, investment. Thus we try to understand the 

relations between wealth and power through theories and history. 

 

Now you know the key points. Let me tell you supplementary details (if you have to do 

something else, you should stop reading here). 

“It is completely baffling!” – Instructions on using the add-and-drop period 

and the course registration 
  

You have to catch some very important facts (even more important than      ): 

 In McGill, the student may choose his/her courses (and schedules), as long as he fits to some 

regulations (minimum credits load per term, required courses for a Major…) 

                                                        
6 The registration in this statistics course was almost a novel. I planned to attend ECON 337 (Econometrics). I 
reminded that I did not have the prerequisites. These prerequisites were ECON 227, but this course lasts 2 
semesters and was in part a review of my high school courses in math. Then I considered a course in the 
Department of Mathematics and Statistics, but this department is related to the Faculty of Science (which might 
lead administrative issues). I later considered SOCI 350, but sometimes the course was full, sometimes there were 
system errors when I tried to register on Minerva. Pr. MacKenzie said that I should meet the coordinator of 
sociology courses… who was unable to do anything. Finally, I tried again to register again… and it worked well.  
7 Why do statisticians pay attention to outliers? Imagine that Bill Gates attends to SOCI 350. The average income 
per student will possibly reach $10,000,000. But according to Tukey and/or if we use the z-score criterion, we 
would consider that Bill Gates is an outlier (a data which excessively influences the mean). If we exclude his 
income, the average income will be more realistic. 

http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2012-2013/fr/courses/econ-319
http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2012-2013/fr/courses/soci-350
http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2012-2013/fr/courses/poli-349
http://www.mcgill.ca/study/2012-2013/fr/courses/poli-354
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 In McGill, the student may change his/her courses during the first two weeks of the 

semester: these are the add-and-drop weeks. 

The add-and-drop period ends on Tuesday, September 18th. 

In which courses can/must I register? [practical] 

 

I am an exchange student in the Faculty 

of Arts (with no Major), thus I may 

choose courses in all the departments of 

the Faculty of Arts. 

But I have to take account on some 

restrictions: I am not involved in an Honours 

program (so that I cannot register in Honours 

course), and sometimes a placement rest or 

the authorization of the instructor are required 

for registration.  

Some other exchange students in Arts managed to register to courses which are outside the Faculty of 

Arts (School of Music, Faculty of Engineering)… but remind: there are already many courses in the 

Faculty of Arts: economics, sociology, history and classical studies, political science, languages and 

cultures, anthropology, art history and communication studies, gender studies, philosophy, etc… 

You can register to all these courses, but be careful. The Sciences Po representative for Canada warned 

us that we should attend “serious” courses; that means that you should not consider credits for tap 

dancing courses or a seminar about Quebecker slang words (anyway, a class in anthropology is 

“serious” and enjoyable, so do not worry!). 

According to the regulations of Sciences Po8 and McGill, a full-time student takes 12 credits per term 

(i.e. 4 courses). You may attend to 5 courses and get 15 credits, but you should consider that it requires 

more readings, more homework… 

 

How do I register? [very practical] 

 

The registration system is similar to Sciences Po: you do it online, through the interface 

Minerva (but do not expect to see helmets or owls).  

 

 Registration period ends on September 18 (when the add-and-drop period ends). 

 Registration period began… a long time ago, when no one in McGill knew that I would sleep in the 

student lounge of the SSMU. 

Consequently, when I could log in Minerva, many courses were already full. But I had no reason to 

worry: the very long registration period let students change their courses choice; thus I had to keep an 

eye on the availability of the courses (e.g. you can do it every morning when you drink a glass of orange 

juice).  

Furthermore, some courses have a waitlist when they are full: if you register to this official wait-list, 

you will get a rank, and when you will be rank #0, an email will be automatically sent and say that you 

                                                        
8 Sciences Po regulations about the third-year: http://college.sciences-po.fr/validation  

https://banweb.mcgill.ca/pban1/twbkwbis.P_WWWLogin
http://college.sciences-po.fr/validation
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have 24 hours to confirm your registration. I got most my courses thanks to a waitlist (I waited during a 

few weeks) or thanks to a regular checking on Minerva. 

 

Otherwise, there is the add-and-drop period. 

 First, you should find the courses you want before the add-and-drop period. You will avoid the 

following situation: 

 I hesitated between some courses so I attended to a lot of courses in order to know which ones I 

would keep; I had to run from a lecture hall to another, my workdays were dramatically 

longer than expected… and sometimes I should have been split in two or three because two 

courses took place simultaneously (actually I will have to catch up on the lessons I missed). 

Since I did not want to be late in the required work, I did the required readings of every 

course… but eventually I was not able to read so much thus the quality of reading was quite 

poor (N.B. each course demands about an hundred pages of readings per week). 

 But the add-and-drop period remains useful. 

 You can attend courses where you are not registered, while you wait for a place in the course 

(thus you miss no lecture). Indeed, many students change courses after one or two lectures; 

turn-over lets you reach the rank #0. However: 

 If you move from #33 to #0 in a few hours (during the first week of courses), that does 

probably mean that many students were afraid by the first lecture. You will probably be also 

afraid by this course… 

 If you remain at the rank #17 two days before the end of the add-and-drop period, you 

should consider another plan (taking another course), because you will probably not be able 

to register to the course. 

About courses numbers 

Exempli gratia: HIST 398 

 

 The first four letters indicate the department of the course.  

 HIST means History, COMS means Communication Studies, GERM means German Studies, 

PHIL means Philosophy, ECON means Economics… 

 The three last numbers indicate the level of the course.  

 Easier courses have a lower number (100…) and more difficult courses have a higher number 

(400… or 500…).  

 Most 3A students register in 2xx, 3xx or 4xx; it depends on the previous courses taken. For 

instance, I registered in 3xx courses in Political science because I have already taken courses 

in this subject; but if I wanted to register in Canadian studies (a new subject for me), I would 

register in 2xx… 

 There is NO relation between this number and the ‘year’ of the students. Students may choose 

their courses, thus most courses mix first-year, second-year or third-year students. Moreover, in 

McGill, undergraduate students have a 3-year program or a 4-year program for the same subject 

(due to the different lengths of secondary and pre-university in Canada) 

 If a course number includes D1 or D2, it means that the course lasts 2 semesters (credits are given 

after you validate both semesters). 
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Why did you choose these courses? Why not other courses? 
 

While coming in Montreal, I had an extensive list of courses which interested me… but I could not 

register in all these courses.  

The following courses were eventually dropped9: 

 CESL 500 – English as Second Language: Research Essay & Rhetoric 

 CLAS 349 – Greek and Roman Topography: Rome in the Age of Cicero 

 EAST 227D1 – First Level Chinese 

 ECON 313 – Economic Development 1 

 ECON 336 – The Chinese Economy 

 ECON 337 – Introductory Econometrics 

 ECON 423 – International Trade 

 HIST 301 – History of the U.S. Presidential Campaigning 

 HIST 349 – Greece: From the Ottoman to the European Union 

 HIST 398 – Topics in Italian History: The Renaissance in Rome 

 POLI 346 – American Foreign Policy 

 

As you read earlier in this post, I highly recommend you to fix your courses list early, unless you want to 

be exhausted in early September. Here are the main reasons how I arbitrated between the courses: 

Usual and pragmatic reasons 

 

A quite radical reason: 

The lecture began 10 minutes ago and the student wants to flee.  

The student goes on Minerva, drops the course, and leaves the lecture hall. 

That happened only once for me. 

 

Time conflicts always are an issue, both in Paris and 

Montreal. I am not Hermione Granger; therefore I have no 

“Time turner” which would let me attend to two courses 

simultaneously. But I was likely to have one: Hermione 

was in THIRD YEAR and she was given it by MINERVA 

McGonagall (did you get it?). So I dropped HIST 398 and 

CESL 500. 

 

There are even more opportunistic ways to select courses: I paid attention to the (monetary) cost of the 

required readings for some courses.  

 French students, if you complain because a microeconomics textbook costs €30, you 

should know that a Canadian textbook may cost more than $150 (it is almost the 

same situation in the other English-speaking countries). Again, you may be 

surprised when a 600-pages history coursepack costs €12, but did you know that a 

100-pages coursepack costs $35 in McGill? 

                                                        
9 Actually I could choose 5 courses but I chose only 4. 
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 You must read these materials (I will explain the issue of required readings in another article). Or, 

you will find only a few copies of these books: in a course reserve (with a 3-hour borrow), or on 

shelves (but you will not find the copies: some ‘bandits’ will borrow these books during the whole 

semester)…  

 Are there solutions? Except buying books, using course reserves and forgetting to read? 

 Try to buy second-hand books: there are Facebook groups10, and amazon.ca… 

 Become a ‘bandit’ yourself: borrow these books… but beware: if a student recalls these books, 

the library will demand you return the books!) 

 Scan the books at the library… please notice that it is not really legal (you have to confirm that 

you respect the copyrights and have the authorization of the publisher) and that it needs free 

time (that is an arbitration time/money) 

 Buy the textbook collectively (you share the 

cost and you share the book) 

 Choose another course11 

 

 

I did not pay attention to other ‘pragmatic’ criteria 

(such as: Is the lecture hall comfortable? Are they 

electric plugs? How far is the lecture hall from the 

room of the previous course?) 

Instructors and advisors 

 

I sent an email to an advisor of the Departement of Economics in order to check whether I had the 

prerequisites for some courses (with regards to my transcripts and syllabus from Paris). The reply of the 

advisor was terse: my 4 courses in economics in Paris (intermediate courses with pretty good grades) 

were equivalent to introductory courses in McGill. This answer was clear enough: 

 I dropped ECON 423 (its prerequisites were higher than introductory courses) 

 I wondered whether all professors in McGill would have such this approach of the quality of 

teaching in other universities (which is quite condescending!) 

 

I planned to study Chinese but I had to pass a placement interview12. But the instructor has not decided 

in which level I should register. Three weeks later, I have got no reply at all, even after two email 

reminders and two meetings. I decided not to wait for a reply and I chose other courses. 

Psychology of decision 

 

The course of Roman topography was interesting. The instructor was archeologist; there was a small 

enrollment (about ten students); my former professors in France recommended me Classics studies in 
                                                        
10 Textbook Exchange: https://www.facebook.com/groups/188599104592997/  
11 In other courses, a clicker is required. You have to purchase a small electronic apparatus in order to answer 
questions during lectures. But a new clicker costs $60… 
12 “On Monday 27th August, I came to McGill for an office hour. I planned to study Chinese in McGill but I had to 
pass a placement interview with a Chinese professor, Mr. Wang, in order to know in which level I should register. 
Mr Wang’s reply will come in the next week.” http://migratorymartlet.wordpress.com/2012/09/02/the-
orientation-week/ 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/188599104592997/
http://migratorymartlet.wordpress.com/2012/09/02/the-orientation-week/
http://migratorymartlet.wordpress.com/2012/09/02/the-orientation-week/
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English-speaking universities. But there were also negative points. This course was an overview of 

Rome in the first Century BC; it was a kind of déjà-vu.  

Indeed, I attended to a field study in Rome thanks to the course Latin Civilisation13 in Sciences Po (3-

days trip); and I read – in English – the novels from the Roman Mysteries14 set by Caroline Lawrence 

when I was a teenager. Moreover, in North America students begin to study Latin in the university, 

whereas I have been studying it since 2004. Thus, even if they learn Latin very intensively, Roman 

civilisation was a new subject for them and they were able to ask a lot of questions… whereas everything 

seemed evident for me. Eventually I dropped the course. 

 

My most difficult choice was between HIST 349 and POLI 354. Both courses were interesting though 

they were very different… and they both were on Mondays and Wednesdays from 8:35 to 9:55! HIST 

349 was an overview of the history of Greece (an unstable young State, and a country in Europe) and it 

might provide a better understanding of the current social crisis in Greece. [For POLI 354, please look 

at page 2] 

I eventually chose the course on international political economy. I would probably not have read by 

myself research articles about theories of international relations, and a former exchange student highly 

recommended the instructor. On the contrary, the history course focussed on the 19th Century (Ottoman 

domination, liberal monarchy) but I would rather study the post-dictatorship period. 

 

Another detail was important: the instructor of HIST 349 has taught in Sciences Po (so was the 

instructor of ECON 313). That is not a default, but why would I choose a course which could take place 

in Paris? 

 

You know all now. Except one thing: most course numbers were in the interval [346;354] (POLI 346, 

POLI 349, POLI 354, CLAS 348, HIST 349, SOCI 350…) 

 

PW 

                                                        
13 Enjeux de la civilisation latine – S. Malick-Prunier et J.-P. de Giorgio, http://supportscoursenligne.sciences-
po.fr/2011_2012/modele/charte.php?aMatiere=UHUM&aNoEnseig=1200&aCampus=P  
14 http://www.romanmysteries.com/  

http://supportscoursenligne.sciences-po.fr/2011_2012/modele/charte.php?aMatiere=UHUM&aNoEnseig=1200&aCampus=P
http://supportscoursenligne.sciences-po.fr/2011_2012/modele/charte.php?aMatiere=UHUM&aNoEnseig=1200&aCampus=P
http://www.romanmysteries.com/

