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EDITORIAL Sandra Livingston

Moral Authority

Every day we trust our lives, health, finances, and myriad other aspects of
life to professionals. We visit the doctor; we trust that police, firefighters,
and EMTs will be there when needed. In short, we trust these professionals’
skills and put our faith in the authority their unique talents bring them.

But should we also hold them to a higher moral standard? On the job, that’s
a definite yes. Doctors, lawyers, and police (among others) are in positions
of trust. Yet what about in their personal lives? Just how moral should we
demand these authorities be?

That was the dilemma a Swedish medical school grappled with recently. Stockholm’s Karolinska Institute is
one of the world’s most esteemed medical schools. It selects each year’s winners of the Nobel Prize in
Medicine, and rejects students even with exceptional grades. So when Karl Helge Hampus Svensson was
accepted into the freshman class of 2007 (one of only 180 students), it was quite an achievement. In part,
his success was due to the top grades he received in online courses he’d taken during the previous six years.

But shortly after classes started, Karolinska officials learned that Mr. Svensson was a convicted murderer
and had spent the past six years in prison. He had been convicted of shooting a man who had cost a friend of
his a job (the victim had complained about the man’s neo-Nazi affiliations). At the time, according to a New
York Times article, Mr. Svensson himself was also under surveillance for suspected neo-Nazo activities.

The result? After deliberating for months, the Karolinska Institute expelled Mr. Svensson in January.
Although there were no legal grounds to do so, their decision was based on a technicality: after being
convicted, Mr. Svensson had changed his last name and, although his high school transcript grades were
accurate, he had altered it to match his new surname.

But does a past conviction for a crime necessarily mean that someone is unfit to be in a position of public
trust? There are some who would argue no. According to the law, Mr. Svensson has paid the penalty for his
crime; he has done his time. Clearly, he has the potential to benefit humanity through medicine, perhaps
even repaying his debt to society more fully.

Conversely, should intelligence, and the capacity to make a positive contribution to society, outweigh a
person’s proven ability to commit violence? Can a position of trust ever be re-earned, and if so, how much
time should pass before someone’s past no longer overshadows their present? In the case of a doctor, should
a hand that has taken life ever again have the right to hold other lives in the balance?

There are no guarantees, but people can and do change. One example is the case of a young man convicted
of illegal weapon possession. He served his time, became a U.S. Army Specialist, and hoped to become a
New York City police officer. According to his Army supervisors, he is “reliable, honest and brave.” He has
served his country in a war zone, and at the end of his 15-month combat tour he is expected to be
honourably discharged. Yet because he was arrested for having an unregistered weapon under his seat (his
only brush with the law), he is not eligible to join the force.

There is no absolute answer. Each case must be taken separately and weighed carefully. But at the very
least, we must be willing to consider the possibility of allowing people to restore the balance (karmic,
moral, or otherwise, take your pick). Because to do otherwise denies the potential for progress, and that
shortchanges us all.
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AU Profiles: E. Wayne Benedict

By Christina M. Frey

How did Athabasca University help turn a locomotive engineer into a
labour lawyer? In this week’s profile, E. Wayne Benedict, a 2006
graduate of AU’s Bachelor of Human Resources and Labour Relations
(B.HRLR) program, talks about how his initial desire to upgrade his
skills eventually turned into a law degree. He explains how distance
education changed his life, and discusses why it’s so important to
make and pursue attainable goals.

“Nothing opens doors, or minds, like education,” Wayne says. His
seven-year journey toward his degree began when, while working as
a locomotive engineer for BC Rail (now CN Rail), he was elected as
head of the union local, which acted as a bargaining agent for
engineers with BC Rail.

“l wanted to educate myself to perform services for the local that
had previously been contracted out to labour lawyers,” Wayne says.
He enroled at AU, initially in a certificate program. However, after
graduating with a certificate in Industrial Relations and Human
Resources in 2003, Wayne enroled in the B.HRLR program,
transferring his certificate credits and beginning work on his degree.
“A degree had always been my goal, but | wanted to obtain the certificate as a shorter-term goal,” Wayne
says.

He kept his goals flexible, however. “l have had a lifelong policy of taking opportunities that present
themselves,” he says. Partway through the B.HRLR program, one such opportunity arose: less than two
weeks before classes began, the University of Saskatchewan College of Law offered him a spot in that fall’s
incoming class. While law schools typically require a bachelor’s degree for admission, they occasionally
make exceptions for mature applicants with practical experience. “It was an opportunity that | couldn’t turn
down,” Wayne says.

Even though it would require leaving the railway industry—*“an industry . . . | had worked in for 15 years,”
he notes—and moving his entire family from British Columbia to Saskatchewan on very short notice, any risk
was well worth it in his mind. “I didn’t need to think for a second before accepting the offer,” he says.

Although he initially intended to continue working on the B.HRLR during law school, he found the law school
workload to be too intense, and had to withdraw from the AU courses in which he was enroled. However, he
continued working on his AU courses during summer breaks and after graduating from law school. In
December 2006, he completed his B.HRLR degree and was called to the Alberta bar almost a year later.
Currently, Wayne practices labour law as an associate at McGown Johnson, a Calgary law firm. “| advocate
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for workers and their organizations in such areas of law as labour, employment, human rights, workers
compensation, privacy, Charter of Rights, and administrative,” he says.

Wayne credits AU and distance education with changing his life and bringing him opportunities that wouldn’t
have otherwise been possible. “I have no doubt that without AU | would not be where | am today,” he says.
When he began studying with AU, he was working full-time, had a family with two small children, and ran
the union local. “Distance education was the only option for me . . . campus-based studies would have been
impossible,” Wayne says.

“I . . . recommend AU to others all the time,” he adds. Besides its flexibility, convenience, and
affordability, distance education is also seen as an asset by potential employers. “Employers know that
distance learners who persevere to degrees [have] self-discipline,” says Wayne. “When | interviewed for a
Law Clerk position with the BC Court of Appeal, the three justices on the interview panel were clearly

interested in my AU experience.”

A further advantage of distance education is the
autonomy—but that requires a great deal of self-
discipline. “For me, the biggest challenge was
procrastination,” Wayne says.

To keep focused, he turned reading and studying into a
habit. “I never went anywhere without my books and if |
had five or 10 minutes here or there, | was reading,” he
notes. After several years, reading and studying has
become such an ingrained habit that “not being in any
courses . . . feels very strange,” he says. However, that
may soon change: Wayne intends to enrol in the
Osgoode Hall Law School of York University’s part-time,
part-distance Master of Laws program in the fall of
2009. “I never get tired of learning,” he says.

His experience with independent studying also served
him well in law school. Because law school work tends
to be autonomous—there is little chance for self-
correction and feedback before the final exam—it
requires a great deal of self-discipline and motivation.
“Distance education had honed these skills in me,”
Wayne says. “[It] was excellent preparation for the law
school experience.”

Wayne believes that goal setting is necessary for
success. It’s important to “[break] big goals into
smaller, more manageable goals,” he says. “Instead of
setting your eye on a degree 30 courses away, decide to
read one chapter, or complete one assignment, or finish
one course, or a certificate program first.”

He’s definitely happy he made that initial decision to
begin working on his degree. “Time flies by,” Wayne
says, regardless of whether you are pursuing a goal.
“You might as well be working on a course while it does.
You will be surprised how soon you have a certificate
[or] degree . . . hanging on your wall.”
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