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Informal Session of the Senate on January 28, 2010 
  
To provide the opportunity for Senators to ask questions and comment on the Principal’s vision 
document, “Where Next? Toward a University Academic Plan” of January 15, 2010, the Senate 
Agenda Committee has scheduled an informal session. 
 
Therefore, a motion will be proposed by the Senate Agenda Committee “that ‘Where Next? 
Toward a University Academic Plan’ be considered in an informal session chaired by Senator 
J. Stairs.”  
 
The Senate will move into Informal Session under VIII, Other Business.  
 
Proposed Format for Informal Discussion 
 
One hour has been allotted to discuss the following topics: 
 
1. Four Fundamental Principles (page 4 of the report).  
2. Ten Proposals for Consideration (page 7) 
3. Some Possible Institutional Priorities (page 16) 
 
 





Introduction
Throughout the Queen’s community, there has been, and continues to be,

general agreement on the values we share. These include high academic

standards, a rich and personal campus environment, an emphasis on excellence

in teaching and research, a welcoming and respectful environment and a

culture of service to our multiple communities. But although these values

provide a framework, we need more to guide the decisions we will need to

make in the next several years. 

We need to engage in a discussion process that leads to a set of clear choices

on what we will do and what we will not do. My hope is that the Academic

Planning exercise, which I am initiating with this document, will guide not

only our curriculum, research focus, and teaching and learning goals, but also

our decision-making regarding financial strategies, our size, capital development,

human resources and fundraising.

Like many of our peers, Queen’s is facing fundamental choices. Economic,

social and technological revolutions are underway across the globe. We must

be alive to this context – and our current financial situation – in our planning

and decision-making. We must balance the budget over the next few years and

to do so we must become more efficient. We will be undertaking a major

governance review and the Vice-Principal (Academic) position will also

become that of Provost in May; we are developing a proposal for a University

Planning Committee that, if adopted, will bring together members of the Board

of Trustees and Senate to ensure that academic and financial planning are better

integrated and proceed in parallel. On the administrative side, we are

implementing recommendations of the Cost-Reduction Task Force and we are

considering bringing in external experts to help us identify any internal

inefficiencies that may be costing us money. 
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This personal vision document represents my own current views and ideas on

where we could and/or need to go. It is not written in stone since I have much

to learn, but I hope that it may help to jump-start vigorous debate in

departments and faculties. Those discussions will culminate, by the end of the

winter term, in submissions which specify how our various units see themselves

moving forward. 

While in some circumstances one might encourage blue-sky thinking, like

“given five new tenure-track positions and a new building we would become

the top department or faculty of ‘x’ in North America,” these are not such

circumstances. Essentially, I am asking every part of the University to take stock



I suggest that as Queen’smoves forward, we need to build on four fundamental

principles:

1     We must preserve this university as a balanced academy that offers an

outstanding undergraduate experience enriched by high-quality graduate

and professional programs within a research-intensive environment; we must

find ways better to align research and teaching so they are complementary,



Universities have survived longer than most institutions in the world. A major

factor in this survival has been the ability to keep pace with society while

preserving academic independence. Sometimes we have been a little slow and

have followed social and economic changes; other times we have helped

engineer change. Yet universities such as Queen’s remain deeply conservative

institutions, and, in some ways, highly risk-averse. Some of this tendency is

understandable: there are elements that are so core to a university, including

academic freedom and the interaction of faculty and students engaged in

teaching, research and learning, that we must guard them carefully. In Queen’s



We need to ask what knowledge and experiences should fundamentally

characterize a student’s time here and what areas of research, discovery,

dissemination and application are distinctively central to Queen’s role,

nationally and internationally? I would suggest, from under the many hats I

wear—principal, professor, alumnus, parent—they are sortable and

distinguishable. They are at the basis of the set of “Vision—Mission—Values”

which I offered to the joint Board-Senate selection committee a year ago and

which I reproduce here. I hope we can use it to initiate discussions.

vision To pursue wisdom and knowledge for the greater good of our



TEN PROPOSALS FOR CONSIDERATION
Here are some thoughts on particular areas of curricula and campus

development that I believe we must explore, as we move toward a more

nimble, creative and efficient way of operating. 

1 Degree structure 
We must avoid the trap of assuming that our current program and degree

structures are cast in stone and that courses must always be taught in the

same fashion, with the same format and duration. This is a counting

method and a practice of delivery; it is not a core value. Where this is

feasible and permitted by professional accreditation requirements, we

should examine whether our academic programs can be offered in an

accelerated fashion, with a view to bringing our structures in line with

the Bologna Process unfolding in Europe. What if we allowed more

students to “stack” credits instead of accumulating them in a linear

fashion? Moving to a system of unit-counting, as opposed to the

aggregation of courses and half courses, will provide an opportunity to

facilitate this.

2 Interdisciplinarity
We need to find ways around or through departmental, faculty, and in

some cases, university boundaries. There are already examples of this on

the research side, such as the Human Mobility Research Centre, the

Centre for Neuroscience Studies, the Fuel Cell Research Centre and the

GeoEngineering Centre. However, on the teaching side, we are much less

successful at interdisciplinary initiatives because budgets are

apportioned to departments. There will always be an uneasy balance

between new interdisciplinary directions and traditional disciplines and

as we evolve, we must be mindful of that tension. It is tough for a

department head trying to maintain courses to enable a faculty member

to teach or co-teach in another unit. It is hard to synchronize

undergraduate and graduate interdisciplinary programs with academic

job markets that remain, for the most part, driven by traditional

departmental structures. We have some sound successes, like Gender

Studies and Global Development Studies and we should encourage more

of this interdisciplinary teaching with centrally base-funded multi-year



http://www.iatq.ca/


At the root of all of these initiatives is the notion that learning is a social



7 Connecting Teaching and Research
Queen’s is ideally positioned to be the



What if we had more undergraduate TAs working with grad TAs? They

could learn from the grads and provide additional teaching power.

Credit could be provided either as extra points toward the undergraduate

student’s degree, or by way of an entry on a co-curricular transcript.

Finally, it will be important for us to reaffirm the fundamental place of

graduate students in the life of the University in their roles as teaching

assistants and fellows, and research assistants. Among the issues we will

need to confront are the proportion of graduate students in our

population, the balance of international and domestic graduate students,

and the best means of bringing them more fully into the non-academic

life of the University.

8 Nothing is Forever
We must be careful that we do not create further silos and build further

structures that we, or others, will have a hard time moving in the future,

when interests and priorities evolve further, as they surely will do. In

particular, we should put sunset clauses on many of our activities —

“sell-by” dates after which we should cease doing them unless there is

the will and energy to maintain them. I have seen too many programs

over the years, founded for noble reasons in one era and by one set of

faculty members who have subsequently retired or moved on, become a

burden on university resources long after they ceased to attract either

students or faculty members. They are tough to get rid of, so just as we

put a term on the appointment of academic administrators from

department heads to principals, so should we acknowledge that

academic structures have a life-cycle. This idea must obviously be

reconciled with the centrality of academic freedom to the university

environment. 

One way to do this would be to create a number of time-limited

interdisciplinary areas of specialization, and offer courses or programs

dealing with key issues of the day—issues that themselves will change—

to four or five annual cohorts of students who would sign up for them

before they are closed and new ones created. This would require

cooperation, flexibility and a significant degree of logistics management,

but I believe it would be worth it.  
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10 Reaching Beyond Kingston
Queen’s is very rooted in Kingston, and our relationship with the city is

a crucial part of our identity. The University strongly supports local and

regional economic development and must continue to do so. But we must

also reach beyond Kingston, Ontario and Canada, if we are truly going

to become an international—and a more diverse—university. We already

have one international beachhead in the BISC; the School of Business has

internationalized its programs (75% of commerce students go on an

international exchange); Law has a BISC-based international program;

and Global Development Studies and the School of Policy Studies have

their Fudan University-based programs. 

Our incoming-student international activities are already formidable, but

they would profit from further focus. Our successes in China, where we

have a full-time liaison officer at Fudan, may provide a model to be

pursued elsewhere. We need to pick some strategic international markets

and direct our energies there—not, again, to the exclusion of all others,

but with preferential activity. India and China are obvious foci, both

emerging economic powerhouses. Other countries in South America,

Africa and Asia should also be considered. We should build on the

initiatives already in place in these parts of the world, such as the Faculty



QUEEN’S PLACE IN THE CANADIAN
POST-SECONDARY EDUCATIONAL
LANDSCAPE
Last summer I engaged in a dialogue (some might say debate) with other

members of the G-13 group of research-intensive universities, a group to which

I am proud to have Queen’s belong and a group in which Queen’s must

remain. That being said, I am not much concerned about our relative placing

in that group, except insofar as it provides tangible and reputational benefits

and pumps up the value of our name, and hence our students’ degrees. By the

same logic, we should pay attention to ranking exercises such as the Globe and

Mail, Maclean’s, and the Times Higher Education Supplement to the extent that

they often guide many international universities’ decisions on potential

partnerships. But these rankings are at most indicators of reputation or

diagnostic signs. Pursuing improvement within them should not be our only

concern. Similarly, we must also monitor how our peer institutions position

themselves for the future and consider their decisions regarding growth,

recruitment and foci to the extent that they might affect 



core activities of the professoriate. At the end of the day, teaching students is

the core reason why universities exist, and the reason why our provincial

governments fund us as best they can, even acknowledging that this has fallen

well short of need. We would be research institutes or industries without our

students, and Queen’s in particular has a vested interest in maintaining a

reputation as a school that puts students first.
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MEASURES AND MILESTONES
Our academic plan cannot simply be a declaration of noble goals, open-ended

and with no process for measuring progress. Otherwise these goals would

rapidly become empty platitudes. Every university aspires to “excellence.” The

question is, how do we attain it?

First of all, a plan itself is a time-limited document which must be revisited annually.

It would be worse than useless if after our year-long development process, we

adopted a plan, patted ourselves on the collective back, and filed it away. 

Second, our academic plan must become the roadmap for the next part of the

Queen’s journey. It must clearly identify our goals and how we’re going to

reach them. This will require us to define specific targets and milestones that

we will use to measure our progress. Some of these will be unit-specific, or

faculty-specific; others will be imposed by multi-year accountability agreements



TWO RETROSPECTIVE HISTORIES 
Let me end with some speculative fiction. 



History B “Faced with rising costs and diminishing revenues, Canadian

universities continued to struggle well into the second decade of the century.

Some enterprising institutions decided to use the crisis to seize the initiative,

break the mould, and adapt themselves to new circumstances. Queen’s

University was a leader in this process. In a few short years, it redesigned its

undergraduate curriculum to accommodate provincial growth and access

initiatives, but did so in ways that did not compromise quality. It built on its

traditionally strong reputation for undergraduate experience and used that

“capital” to position itself for the next century, quickly leaving most of its peers

behind. Undergraduate and graduate students applied in great numbers

because of Queen’s flexible and diverse range of teaching methods, its ability

to link study with social engagement and community service, its

uncompromising focus on producing students devoted to making a global

difference, and its accelerated pathways toward degree qualifications.

Strategically focusing its research in particular areas brought in increased

federal funding and enhanced the University’s reputation abroad, benefiting

the entire faculty, staff and student community. Queen’s also maintained its

position as a “top employer” in Canada. By 2020, it had established specialized

campuses or programs in other parts of the country and across the world

making it, despite its modest size, Canada’s premier institution combining high

quality undergraduate teaching with leading edge research.”

There are lots of other possible scenarios, but between these two, I know which

one I prefer. 

Let’s talk about how we should move forward.
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QUESTIONS TO GUIDE UNIT/PROGRAM 
AND FACULTY LEVEL SUBMISSIONS
Current economic and budgetary conditions and challenges are unlikely to change in the near or distant future. At the

same time, the Premier has set the ambitious goal that 70% of the population will graduate with a post-secondary

qualification, and the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU) projects that between 2008-09 and 2015-16,

university applications in Ontario will rise by 42,000 – 58,000. Our ability to respond to this increased demand while

retaining our commitment to quality requires that we look closely at what we do, how we do it and how well we do. We

must be clear-minded and strategic. We cannot do everything, so we must choose our areas of focus. While being mindful

of the tremendous diversity which characterizes this institution, across Faculties and even within units, we must forge

a coherent common vision for the future.





TIMELINE FOR ACADEMIC PLANNING PROCESS

Steps in Process Date
Release of ”Where Next? Toward a University Academic Plan” January 15, 2010

Submissions from Deans due                                                                                            April 15, 2010

Discussion with University Council                                                                                 May 1, 2010

Synthesis of Academic Plan                                                                                               May – August, 2010

Preliminary report to Senate                                                                                              September 23, 2010

Preliminary report to Board of Trustees                                                                           October 1, 2010

Presentation to Senate for approval                                                                                  November 25, 2010

Presentation to Board of Trustees                                                                                     December 3, 2010
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