
Acknowledgments / vi

Introduction / 3

1 Similar Beginnings / 9

2 The UBC Experience / 28

3 First Step to the East / 47

4 Lessons from Western / 62

5 Going to Guelph / 75

6 Central Themes from Guelph / 97

7 The University Mission, Planning, and Priorities / 110

8 Down East in the Maritimes / 125

9 The Most Difficult Years / 138

10 Finances, Rationalization, and Political Correctness / 162

11 Universities, Governments, and Society / 175

12 Achievements, Comparisons, and Challenges / 197

13 Conclusions / 222

Notes / 227

Index / 229

Contents



To many, many colleagues and friends with whom I have worked at the
University of British Columbia, the University of Western Ontario, the Uni-
versity of Guelph, and Dalhousie University, I owe far more than can be
expressed in words. Your ideas, suggestions, and criticisms over the years
have stimulated my thinking and have helped create that supportive and
intellectually exciting environment that is at the heart of any university.
My gratitude is owed to you all for a wonderfully rewarding thirty-eight
years in Canadian universities. I hope that in this book, I have offended
none and can still count on you as my friends, although on many issues
discussed here we may well disagree.

My deepest thanks are due to those who willingly agreed to read various
versions of this manuscript, and to offer comments. In particular, I thank
David Murray of the University of Guelph, and Denis Stairs of Dalhousie
University, who have been especially forbearing and long-suffering. In par-
ticular, Denis Stairs provided at the critical moment that detailed and im-
partial analysis of the text that only the few experienced and highly respected
academics can provide; without his assistance, this book, such as it is, would
not have been possible. Lest they inadvertently be associated with views
expressed in this book, I claim full and sole responsibility for such views and
opinions, none of which should necessarily be attributed to those who have
assisted me. I am also most grateful to Reuben Cohen for his friendship and
support in making the publication of this book possible.

Finally, I offer my greatest thanks to Joy Dickson-Clark, with whom many
aspects of this book have been discussed during our odyssey from coast to
coast, and who has also had to endure the many unspoken vicissitudes of
that journey.

Acknowledgments



In many countries, the university as an institution is currently under at-
tack, not so much for the quality of education it provides as for a perceived
rigidity and resistance to change, and for a lack of accountability. Critics of
the university attack its supposed inability to set priorities or to engage
purposefully in strategic planning. They also attack its lack of financial ac-
countability and especially its reluctance to engage in any robust assess-
ment of performance and quality. They question the established dogma
that research necessarily complements and strengthens the teaching func-
tion. In short, there is a skepticism about the traditional role and mission of
the university, a skepticism that is only increased by what some label as the
commercialization or privatization of the universities, and by the objec-
tions of many to continually increasing tuition fees.

That such doubts and questions are arising now is perplexing yet under-
standable; perplexing in the face of the widespread recognition of the in-
creasing value of, and need for, higher education in a knowledge-intensive
economy, understandable because of the rapidly increasing cost to govern-
ment and particularly to individuals that such education and research now
implies, especially at a time of greatly expanding participation by all sectors
of society. Whatever the reasons for the skepticism, its reality has been very
evident in the lack of government confidence, often expressed, especially
in the 1990s, through limited or reduced funding, More recently, specifi-
cally targeted funding has again reflected low confidence, while public con-
cern over rising tuition fee levels and their effect on accessibility for the less
privileged has steadily increased.

Much of this alienation of the university from the society that supports
it stems, on the one hand, from a lack of understanding of the way in
which universities operate internally and their consequent style of admin-
istration, and, on the other hand, from the unwillingness of academics to
recognize and modify the weaknesses in governance and management that
have become evident. The way in which universities in many countries
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are structured, governed, and managed shelters their staff from the eco-
nomic realities of the wider community and provides a seemingly comfort-
able existence in which there is little internal incentive for change. Canadian
universities have not escaped such criticisms and have certainly not been
immune to some of these problems, although their achievements over the
past decades have been very substantial.

The intent of this book is to consider some of the changes and accom-
plishments of Canadian universities in coping with the remarkable growth
in enrollment during the past forty or so years; to raise some of the major
issues that the universities have confronted, in some cases successfully and
in other instances with less success; and to offer some comments about the
present state of the universities and the challenges currently facing them.
Not surprisingly, in view of some of the public concerns that are voiced
about universities, much of the discussion focuses on their internal affairs:
How are they governed? How are they managed? Are university leaders well
chosen? And, of course, such fundamentally important and perennially
debated issues as: Is tenure necessary? Should universities train or educate?
What is the quality of the education they provide? What, indeed, is their
primary educational function? And how can the educational and research
missions attain real complementarity? Many such questions inevitably have
no final answer, nor do I make any claims to provide them; they must con-
tinue to be at the centre of the academic debate into the foreseeable future.
It is nevertheless useful to examine periodically the state of our universities
in light of changes that have occurred, and to consider the factors, internal
and external, that have brought about those changes.

Surprisingly, there have been relatively few accounts, of a scholarly or
more personal nature, of the remarkable changes that have transformed
Canada’s universities since 1950. Yet it is fair to suggest that these universi-
ties have achieved more and progressed further than their sister institutions
in many other countries. Canadians should take great pride in their univer-
sities, and should be much more aware of the enormous transformations of
the last fifty years, and of the international recognition that Canadian uni-
versities rightly now receive. Similarly, those outside the university, as well
as many within, would benefit from a greater understanding of the process-
es by which Canadian universities are governed, and of the significant gov-
ernance changes that have occurred since 1950. It is my hope that this book
will at least contribute to such greater understanding.

Any commentary on such changes, and any discussion of current issues
and challenges, might of course be undertaken in a purely scholarly fash-
ion. A literature search would be made; literature references, government
documents, and university archives would be consulted, as well as a variety
of other materials; and factual statements appearing in the text would be
supported by the appropriate references in an often long bibliography. Any
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subsequent commentary on actual issues or perceived problems would still
remain subjective, however. More importantly, since such sources have only
a very limited ability to convey to the reader how Canadian universities
actually operate in real life today, the discussion would likely seem abstract
and theoretical. It could also be dull reading.

For these reasons, I have chosen to introduce the various issues and themes
in a chronological sense based on my own experiences in Canadian univer-
sities. A chronological framework is essential since in many instances the
university debate of issues over time has changed considerably as circum-
stances, both internal and more often external, have changed, often very
rapidly. Considerable justification for the use of what may seem to be an
autobiographical structure for this book lies in the fact that, by happenstance,
my career in Canadian universities has been more diverse than most: I
began as a green, young assistant professor and finished some thirty-eight
years later as a president and vice-chancellor. Geographically, I held aca-
demic positions in universities from coast to coast, commencing at the
University of British Columbia and retiring from Dalhousie University in
Halifax, with some twenty intervening years at two Ontario universities.
This depth and variety of personal experience provides, I would suggest, at
least a comparable, if not superior, base for the discussion of current univer-
sity issues than would an abstract scholarly analysis of the literature, which
is necessarily several steps removed from the realities of academic life. At
the same time, the book does make systematic reference to a bibliography
of relevant references, but no claim is made that this is comprehensive in
the scholarly sense.

The book is not intended to be an autobiography. While the reader may
have to progress beyond the first chapter to be well convinced of this, some
early biographical material has been included only so that the reader can be
aware of my background, especially educationally, and thus be better able
to assess my later comments on the universities. Moreover, universities do
not exist in isolation but are part of comprehensive educational systems;
education is a lifelong process and these early chapters place my university
experiences in some context. Indeed, since the only aspects of my life men-
tioned in the book are those to do with universities, the volume just does
not qualify as an autobiography; it is simply that my own career in Cana-
dian universities happens to span a remarkable, recent period of growth
and change in the universities and thus provides a good chronological time
frame for its discussion.

Inevitably, this approach, like any other, has its own difficulties. Some
critics, especially those who will not agree with my views, will immediately
assert that my commentary on the Canadian university scene is too subjec-
tive. Throughout, however, I have endeavoured to avoid what might be
regarded as “cheap shots” directed at faculty members, or boards, or faculty
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unions, or anyone else. All my comments are based on fact, drawing di-
rectly from my own experiences. Opinions or views that are attributed to
faculty are based on comments made to me, and reflect actual facts, events,
and experiences. I have made every possible effort to recount these as accu-
rately and impartially as possible, and to present arguments from both sides.
Moreover, many of my colleagues who have served in senior administrative
capacities in other Canadian universities have had similar experiences and
would report similar events.

A remarkable characteristic of the university community in Canada, and
in much of the Western world, is its ability to dismiss or ignore criticism, valid
or otherwise, using such reasoning as “academic freedom is threatened,” or
the criticism is “subjective” and therefore hardly valid, or that it is not suf-
ficiently “scholarly” and therefore not worthy of consideration. Yet the fun-
damental mission of the university is the search for, and transmission of,
knowledge and truth, which must include self-analysis and criticism. Sur-
prisingly, it is difficult to identify another institution or community that is
so resistant to rigorous self-examination and assessment.

As indicated, the first chapter describes my personal background and edu-
cation in New Zealand through to the completion of a Ph.D. degree in chem-
istry, and postdoctoral experience at Cambridge University. The personal
details are not important in themselves; what is significant is that this back-
ground is remarkably similar to the backgrounds and early education of
many of those recruited to Canadian universities in the period from 1955
to 1970. This was the time when Canadian universities were transformed
from often small, essentially undergraduate colleges to real universities fully
engaged in both teaching and research. The fact that so many of the young
recruited faculty, including those who were Canadians, had such similar
backgrounds, based on the British university model, certainly made the trans-
formation easier, but also put a particular stamp upon it. It is also important
to point out that there were essentially two quite different waves of faculty
recruitment to Canadian universities. The first, in the 1950s and 1960s, was
largely, although not exclusively, from Britain and Commonwealth coun-
tries, with Canadians in the minority. The second, in the 1970s and early
1980s, was much more heavily American. It was the first wave that so influ-
enced the shape and governance structure of Canadian universities, while
the latter probably had a much greater impact on the curriculum and on
what was viewed as the Americanization of the universities.

In Chapter 2, some aspects of life as an assistant professor are described,
in the context of the University of British Columbia from 1957 to 1965.
Then, as now, the junior faculty member was preoccupied with initiating a
good teaching and research program, especially the latter, and had little
time for what occurred outside the academic department. What was impor-
tant was the internal functioning of the department or equivalent unit, and
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the role of the department head or chair. It was at this level that the signifi-
cant governance changes of Canadian universities began during an era of
unrestricted growth.

The next two chapters concern the eleven years, from 1965 to 1976, that
I spent at the University of Western Ontario. This was a time of faculty and
student unrest, and to the outside observer was dominated by student ac-
tivists and their efforts to have students play a significant role in decision
making. More apparent to those within the universities were the much more
successful efforts of faculty to both limit student activism and gain for fac-
ulty the decisive decision-making role, with the power and influence of
both administrations and boards greatly reduced. It also happened to be a
decade during which I served as a department head, gaining much experi-
ence in wider university matters and university governance. These involve-
ments occurred over the years during which the University of Western Ontario
became the first major Canadian university to introduce significant gov-
ernance changes that were reflective of those turbulent times. The events
and climate of that time also led to greater concern on the part of many,
including myself, for the quality and nature of undergraduate education.

By the mid-1970s, the faculty and student radical movements had con-
tributed perceptibly to the diminished generosity of governments in their
financial treatment of the universities. A period of restraint, commencing
at somewhat different times in various provinces, began to take its toll.
From 1976 to 1986, I was vice-president academic at the University of Guelph,
and by the nature of the position had to take a broad institutional view of
university issues and of budgets, a position that often put me in opposition
to one or other of the many groupings of faculty. Because of growing finan-
cial constraints, there came about a reluctant acceptance of the concept of
strategic planning, and the word “priority” began to be heard. In Chapter 6,
some of my experiences in such areas are mentioned, along with comments
about the educational mission of the university, the meaning of liberal edu-
cation in today’s university, and the attitudes and policies that affect the
faculty member’s career, particularly through the granting of tenure and
promotion.

Chapter 7 offers more general comments on the, at best, very limited
success that Canadian universities have actually achieved in strategic plan-
ning. Some of the factors at play within the institution that encourage un-
directed growth and prevent the identification of specific, non-universal
priorities and the elimination of academic programs are discussed. Govern-
ance of the institution is at the heart of these difficulties and is treated more
specifically.

In 1986, I became president and vice-chancellor of Dalhousie University
in Halifax, one of Canada’s oldest universities, with long traditions and
many Maritime characteristics. I arrived there at a time of severe financial
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crisis and weak morale, largely attributable to the powerful presidential role
of one of my predecessors, which had led ultimately to faculty unionization
and confrontations between the union and the board. In Chapters 8 and 9,
some of this history is examined from the viewpoint of governance, as well
as the difficult financial and political steps that were needed for change.
There is a discussion of the effect of faculty unionization at Dalhousie and
elsewhere in increasing still further faculty control of the university. Chap-
ter 10 considers university governance in relation to the issues surrounding
government funding over the past years, and also looks at Nova Scotia’s
attempts in the 1990s to rationalize its universities.

Chapter 11 deals with issues of accountability. It discusses various ap-
proaches that governments in Canada have taken to influence the develop-
ment of universities, at first through funding formulae, then through targeted
funding and more recent initiatives. The vagaries of funding and threats of
more direct government intervention undoubtedly encouraged the move
towards faculty unionization that surged across much of Canada in the
1970s. Some effects of unionization are discussed, especially the negative
impact it has had on attempts at institutional planning and program reduc-
tions. Tenure provides a further protection for faculty, and the manner in
which it has come to be equated with job security is considered. These and
other factors all contribute to the significant resistance to internal change
that characterizes today’s universities, which is also very evident in the fail-
ure of various attempts to rationalize universities and avoid duplication.

In Chapter 12, some comparisons are made of the universities in New
Zealand and Canada today, of their accomplishments and current challenges,
and of how different governments have attempted to increase accountabil-
ity. In both cases, only limited success has been achieved, but there appear
to be grounds for the conclusion that the more directly intrusive approach
taken in New Zealand has been more successful. Certainly the emphasis
there on enhancing the power of the university board, and at the same time
requiring greater accountability of it, appears central to solving current prob-
lems in Canadian universities.

In conclusion, I emphasize that while it will always be possible to find
problems, nothing should diminish public recognition of all that Canadian
universities have accomplished. They have demonstrated a considerable
resilience towards survival while achieving very significant growth and
undergoing remarkable transformation. Yet they have changed fundamen-
tally in nature and mission, and are faced now with a further challenge in
dealing with the opportunities and temptations that commercialization and
privatization offer. This and other challenges will be overcome only if the
universities fully understand how they have changed, and in doing so de-
termine what they wish to become.


