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FWI: REFLECTIONS ON THE LANDSCAPE

FORWARD WITH INTEGRITY: A LETTER TO THE McMASTER COMMUNITY

It has been two years since the appearance of my letter to our community, Forward With
Integrity. It is in the nature of a complex institution such as ours that faculty colleagues,
staff and students will differ in what they know of our achievements in the intervening
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pressure in Europe for “all educational institutions to serve [the] economy as agents of
industry rather than as agencies of social development, the partners of community
growth.”1 That today in Canada we feel a similar pressure is so obvious it need hardly be
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potential.” Whatever validity and reasonableness we may wish to ascribe to other claims
for what it is we are supposed to be doing in a university—equipping people to earn a
living and to build a career, for example—those pale in comparison with the much
greater ambition of fostering the human potential of our students, ourselves, and our
society. When the FWI Advisory Group wrote about “educating for capability,” it was
this profound goal that they sought to identify—one that is perfectly compatible with
considerations of employability and economic benefit, even as it far transcends them.
It was likewise this goal that the Advisory Group was reaching towards in their subtle but
important reformulation of our identity as a “research-focused student-centered” (rather
than “student-centered, research intensive”) university. No students, undergraduate or
graduate, can achieve their potential if sequestered from the rhythm of reflection, radical
questioning and risk-taking that is the heartbeat of the academy. Reaffirming our
institutional commitment to research excellence and intensity, the Advisory Group went
even further than this, asserting that research should not only be central to education at all
levels, but that inquiry, and the proper adduction and assessment of evidence should
stand at the core of all university processes, academic as well as administrative.
The signal achievements of the last two years are not innovations for their own sake, or
harbingers of a future in which we will find ourselves unrecognizable, but acts of
creativity uncompromisingly directed to fulfill the potential of our students, researchers,
and the community at large. At this year’s State of the Academy presentation, to be held
on Thursday 10 October, members of our community will have an opportunity to learn in
both detailed and general terms what progress has been made under the FWI banner.
There will be posters and presentations by McMaster students and faculty, and the
Provost will give an overview of institution-wide trends and initiatives.
Some of the latter will be known to you: the Learning Portfolio, The McMaster Institute
for Innovation and Excellence in Teaching and Learning (MIIETL), and the Network for
Campus-Community Partnerships, for example. The presentation will also provide an
opportunity to learn more about structural changes in the Provost’s Office that have been
made to support more effectively the goals and ambitions of FWI. In short, the State of
the Academy will provide an opportunity for something like a comprehensive view of
what we have been able to achieve in the last two years.
I hope you will attend and contribute to the discussion of where we are and where we
believe we should be going, in a manner consonant with our history and with the values
we recently endorsed in Bologna. One not insignificant achievement of the last few years
has been a revitalized debate among ourselves, with ourselves, and with our broader
community about the nature and value of higher education today in Canada and across
the world. This must continue, but must also be understood as a way of preparing for the
real challenges which mostly still lie ahead—those which, having been identified, must
now be overcome if McMaster University is to retain and strengthen its position among
the world’s best.

The most significant challenges are easy to name: the sustainability of current models of
university education and research; the juggernaut of technological change and online
learning; the “instrumentalizing” of higher education in relation to the potentially rival
demands of a fulfilled society and a prosperous economy; globalization of universities
and their missions; and in Canada in particular, the persisting ineffectiveness of our
efforts to improve access to higher education for indigenous peoples—a challenge
inseparable from the less than glacial rate at which indigenous perspectives, themes and
practices have so far found their way into the academic mainstream.
In the coming year we must make far-reaching changes to our global orientation,
developing a clear strategy for our institutional activities world-wide, strengthening
existing partnerships in certain countries while identifying and building new
collaborations in others, and doing all this in the spirit of our declaration at Bologna and
our membership in United Nations Academic Impact, the latter of which commits us to
work through education towards the realization of the UN Millennium Goals.
Organizational changes to support this project are already underway and should be in
place by the end of the academic year.
Changes to underpin a new approach to indigenous issues have already been made. Over
the last year we have seen the Indigenous Studies Program moved to become part of the
Faculty of Social Sciences, and what was formerly the President’s Committee on
Indigenous Issues has been replaced by an Indigenous Education Council, with different
terms of reference and a mandate to strengthen the integration of indigenous perspectives
in the academic and broader activities of the university.
Integrity is as much about alignment and organizational structure as it is about truth to
our values and mission, and the two meanings are interdependent. A critical prerequisite
for progress in all areas—the student experience, research, community engagement or
internationalization, to name only those singled out in FWI—is the appropriate structure
and arrangement of resources. While the last two years have certainly seen an
extraordinary proliferation of innovative ideas and new directions, many of which we
will want to sustain for future development, that period has also witnessed significant
organizational changes and realignments. Such change is without interest or value as an
end in itself; instead, it must serve as the platform for further and perhaps more profound
transformation of our work as supporters of the academic mission, as students, teachers,
and researchers.
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