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Report on the Interdisciplinary Graduate Studies Program at UBCO, 2024 

Conducted and written by Dr. Debby Burstyn (Dean of the College of Graduate & Postdoctoral 
Studies and Professor in the Department of Biochemistry, University of Saskatchewan) and Dr. 
Jason Camlot (University Research Chair in Literature and Sound Studies, and Professor in the 
Department of English, Concordia University). A site visit was conducted 24-26 January 2024. 
The report was submitted 9 April 2024. 
 

Summary Introduction 
This mandatory 5-year review of the Interdisciplinary Graduate Studies program was the first to 
take place since the introduction of its Themes component in 2018 (with the first cohort 
entering in 2019). The period under review (2019-2023) includes the two-year period of 
disruption brought by the global COVID-19 pandemic, and the aftereffects of the pandemic 
disruptions which included remote delivery of courses, limitations on international student 
travel, and physical and mental health crises among students and staff. 
  
The aspiration of the program and the many individuals committed to making it work is for it to 
be a leading and signature program of graduate education in interdisciplinarity and 
interdisciplinary research that has an impact on global and local communities. The method of 
achieving this goal is through curriculum, programming, and pedagogy designed to train 
students to pursue problem-oriented research. Primary approaches to teaching and learning in 
the IGS program include course curricula, seminars, lab work, one-on-one study and training 
with supervisors, and community-based research. 
 
Through the extensive self-study materials and the concentrated campus visit which included 
intensive discussions with a wide range of constituents involved in the program, it is evident to 
us that the IGS program has reached a new level of success and potential through the 
curricular, thematic, and structural changes it has implemented over the past several years. The 
program has made great strides towards realizing its goal to become a leading example of 
interdisciplinary graduate study in Canada that consistently attracts strong and unique 
Canadian and international students. It is currently led and administered by an extremely 
strong team of administrators, faculty, and staff who demonstrate vision, enthusiasm, care, and 
an informed, practical understanding of what makes the program special, and how and where it 
might continue to improve.  
 
There are many superb individuals deeply invested in the IGS program and immersed in the 
important work it takes to successfully run a program of this scale and complexity. We present 
this report in the hope it will prove useful as a third-party account of the conceptual, 
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institutional, structural, and practical elements that reflect the state of the program at the 
present time. Based on information gathered from accounts of what we read, saw, and heard, 
we have ventured to offer suggestions and recommendations for further actions to take that 
we believe would help address issues in the current program, and contribute to the realization 
of the UBCO’s  shared aspirations to achieve ongoing  improvement and excellence of the IGS 
program.  
 
There are numerous such recommendations for the consideration of the program’s leadership 
arising from our observations and integrated into the sections below. Among the primary 
recommendations that we believe would have the greatest positive impact on the identity, 
excellence, and sustainability of the IGS program we include: 
 

1. Strengthening the conception and enactment of interdisciplinarity to ensure the 
integrity and uniqueness of the program, 

2. Exploring and embracing greater flexibility in structures of degree requirements and 
assessment practices, 

3. Ensuring the visibility and clarity through optimal communication to all constituents of 
IGS program requirements, funding and professional opportunities,  faculty roles and 
responsibilities, and other relevant processes, 

4. Securing and developing significant, well-situated, devoted IGS program spaces in the 
Interdisciplinarity building under construction,  including offices for IGS program 
administration and staff, and devoted multi-function rooms for faculty and student 
gatherings, events, and other relevant activities, 

5. Leveraging the research-potential of the IGS program by positioning faculty and 
students to access seed and external funding for interdisciplinary research 
collaborations and partnerships. 

  
The detailed report, below, follows the categories of the Terms of Reference provided to us, 
namely,  
 

1. Student and Academic Experience and Support 
2. Graduate Education and Student Learning 
3. Research, Scholarly, Creative and Professional Activity 
4. Leadership and Administration 
5. People, Environment, and Culture 
6. Community Engagement 
7. Support for the University and Campus Strategic Plan 
8. Infrastructure and Resources 
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9. Future Development 
 
In some cases, an area or interest discussed in one section is relevant to the concerns of other 
sections, as well. We have not indexed all such interconnections but note the most prominent 
points of cross reference where it seemed useful. For obvious reasons, some of the categories 
suggested more points of discussion than others and so the length of the category sections vary 
accordingly. We have used Section 9. Future Development to further summarize and categorize 
some of the most prominent recommendations that have occurred to us during our 
assessment. 
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1. Student Academic Experience and Support: To assess the quality of the 
students’ academic experience from admission through to alumni status. Are 
students well advised and well supported? Consider student morale, strength of 
student retention, and opportunities for engagement outside the required 
curriculum. The reviewers are asked to consider the program’s responses to the 
increasingly diverse nature of the student body. 

 
1.1 Communication of the program to prospective students:  
IGS is a complex graduate program to describe and explain to prospective students as it 
requires a definition of interdisciplinarity, as well as an explanation of the significance of the 
program themes, along with other elements such as the rationale, structure, and requirements 
of the thematic program, skills and possible careers that may be pursued in the program, 
application and funding information, faculty expertise, among other things. Recent 
improvements in the description of the program, themes, requirements, etc. have made 
communication of the nature and purpose of the program and its themes impressively clear to 
prospective students. 
  
Even with these improvements, from discussions with students, some felt that the idea and 
importance of interdisciplinarity should be explained and advertised to prospective applicants 
more effectively, providing solid arguments for the value of IGS over more disciplinary-focused 
graduate programs. There was also recurrent mention of disparities between expectations 
raised by the initial program information that informed students' decisions to join the IGS, and 
what they encountered on the ground once they had entered the program.  
  
We attribute such gaps in communication to: 

1.  The challenge of reaching students in a consistent and reliable way across multiple 
platforms to be sure they receive extensive information that has already been 
prepared for them, 

2.  The apparent absence of an overarching plan (involving faculty and other 
constituents) and set of protocols for communicating important information that 
has already been prepared in a wide range of topics to students on a regular basis, 
from recruitment to graduation, and, 

3.  The need to continue to clarify, calibrate, and add information that is not yet well 
explained, missing, or inaccurate. 
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These communication challenges are relevant to all stages of a student's time through the 
program so will be addressed further in relation to specific lacunae that have been detected, in 
other sub-heading categories, below. 
  
1.2 Application Process: 
Overall, the application process for both national and international students was described to 
be effective, clear, with assistance that is appreciated along the way. Some international 
students (from eligible countries) expressed appreciation that they were not required to pay 
application fees and said that was an important reason they applied to UBCO before other 
universities. Students also mentioned that the workshops offered to inform applicants how to 
prepare applications were useful and appreciated. 
  
Faculty members noted the importance of having their profiles under specific themes on the 
website for incoming students to consult. When students apply, they are expected to identify 
faculty who might supervise them. During pre-admission students are supposed to approach 
faculty for potential supervision, and often this will entail holding a Zoom meeting, presenting a 
statement of interest that shows they can articulate a research topic. During the recruitment 
process faculty members will get a student's dossier from the admissions committee 
sometimes with a few days’ notice and are then expected to give the thumbs up or down for 
supervision.  At that time, they are asked about whether they have funding to help support the 
student with an RA-ship, but they are not required to provide such funding for a student to be 
accepted into the program. 
  
As this brief account of some of the elements involved in the application process reveals, it is 
quite an involved process that requires coordinated communication between committees, 
theme leaders, applicants, and potential faculty supervisors. The effort that this entails on an 
annual basis is significant, but the results seem to make this granular and even slightly “messy” 
process worthwhile because it helps match an incoming student to an appropriate supervisor 
immediately, which seems very important to help orient the student’s progression through an 
interdisciplinary program in which the supervisor must play an important stabilizing role (more 
on this below, under the sub-heading "Supervision"). 
  
1.3 Onboarding of Students: 
Orientation of incoming students is of paramount importance in all graduate programs to help 
students adjust to a new culture, understand expectations, and to gain a sense they are part of 
a community. Efforts in orienting students as they begin seems especially important in a 
program like IGS where shared experiences through coursework, TA-ships, RA-ships, and other 
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activities are limited due to the wide range of units and individuals across the university 
involved in delivering the program. 
  
While there is some very good content on the website and available via the IGS Student Hub, 
including an informative IGS Themes Student Handbook, students expressed the wish to have 
more orientation sessions at the start of the year, especially organized by theme coordinators, 
so that orientation within the theme of the IGS program would be established in a program 
community setting, which would allow names to be put to faces, and allow students to ask any 
questions they may have about the already prepared orientation and handbook materials. 
  
UBC 501: No one mentioned this self-guided, online orientation that has been designed to help 
onboard students to graduate school and living in Kelowna, so while it seems like a potentially 
useful tool available to students who sign up for it, it is not clear that this series of orientation 
modules is reaching students as it was meant to. 
  
Beyond holding more theme-based orientation and information sessions with all theme 
students and faculty present, the Pro-Seminar and research supervisors were identified as 
important sources of program orientation. The Pro-Seminar was identified by many students as 
one of the most important cross-theme experiences for feeling they were part of a research 
community with a shared orientation and ethos, despite the great variety of methods and 
theories that might fall within that shared interdisciplinary orientation. One faculty member 
concurred on the important grounding and orienting effect of the Pro-Seminar, noting, "The Pro 
Seminar is like a homeroom class. It is an important course for emotionally connecting 
students" to the program and to each other. This is a lot of expectation to place on a single Pro-
Seminar instructor and the orienting effects begun in this course should be supported by 
ongoing orientation sessions that emerge from topics covered in that seminar. Supervisors 
were often identified as the default figures responsible for orientation at the start and 
throughout the program, and the effectiveness of supervisors in orienting students and keeping 
them informed about requirements and opportunities seems to vary significantly. 
  
RECOMMENDATIONS: 

● General orientation session involving all faculty, staff and students involved in the IGS 
program at the start of each academic year. 

● Theme-based program orientation sessions involving all students and faculty involved in 
a theme at the start of each academic year. 

● Clarification of the expectations of supervisors in orientation and onboarding of 
students into the IGS program. 

● Ongoing orientation sessions (see next sub-topic). 
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1.4 Communication of Program Expectations/Requirements to Students: 
Quite beyond the first acts of onboarding and orienting students by bringing them and faculty 
together, and reviewing basic requirements, expectations, and critical paths through the first 
year, we heard of the need for additional, ongoing orientation activities. These might be 
periodic orientation and professionalization sessions organized on relevant topics, in time with 
a typical critical path towards completion of MA and PhD degrees within the IGS program. 
Orientation sessions could draw on topics outlined in the useful IGS Program Theme Student 
Handbook and might focus on topics such as: supervision and the student-supervisor 
relationship; pedagogy and teaching preparation for TAs; research expectations for RAs; 
preparing funding applications; prospectus development and thesis preparation, or any number 
of such topics deemed most important by those running the program.  
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● While information and ongoing orientation sessions on some of the topics mentioned 
above may already exist, a more consolidated organization of such offerings as a kind of 
extra-curricular professionalization (and re-orientation) workshop series, constructed as 
a well-advertised offering of the program, might go a long way toward making the 
policies that already exist better understood and implemented by faculty and students, 
and might help reveal what gaps in policy and processes exist and require the attention 
of the leadership of the IGS program. 

  
1.5 Clarify Fast-Tracking Options: 
Some students felt there was a disparity in the information they received about the potential to 
fast-track from the MA to PhD program prior to joining the program and once they were in the 
program. This may be a simple matter of being more consistent in communicating the rules 
around fast-tracking, or it may indicate lack of clarity and consistency in the rules, criteria, and 
processes used for fast-tracking students.  This should be examined and corrected where 
necessary. 
 
1.6 Creation of Sense of Cohort and Peer Learning/Collaboration: 
 A large, interdisciplinary and dispersed graduate program faces challenges in creating and 
maintaining a strong sense of cohort and community-belonging in program students 
throughout their time of enrollment. Students and faculty noted some of the extant activities 
that do contribute to a sense of community and cohort among an incoming class in Year 1 and 
beyond. These include: Orientation Sessions, Pro-Seminar, Public Lectures and Panels, Student 
Organized Conferences, Fireside Chat events, Writing Retreats (arranged by IGS Student 
Society), and Public Thesis Defenses. 
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There seemed to be a consensus that it was quite difficult to maintain a sense of cohort beyond 
the first year when students are in some classes together. Factors that contribute to these 
difficulties include the fact that students have few required courses together, the fact that 
many students leave after the first year to pursue research in different communities, the 
diverse age range among students making it difficult to identify common activities to share 
outside of the curriculum, and especially the lack of a known, common space where casual and 
organized cohort and community building gatherings might take place. 
  
RECOMMENDATIONS: 
Among the measures faculty and students suggested to create and sustain a strong sense of 
cohort and community in the graduate program as a whole were the initiation or continuation 
of: 

● An annual, cross theme lecture, panel discussion, and workshops series on theories and 
practices of interdisciplinary research in the vein of the excellent Interdisciplinarity 
Round Table: Hosted by Natalie Forssman and Astrida Neimanis that we attended.  This 
would allow faculty, and students from different stages in their degree paths to meet 
and hear from each other on the overarching theoretical and methodological frames 
informing their own research projects, 

● Continuation of the Pro-Seminar as a space for all new IGS program students to meet 
and come to know each other, 

● Initiation of a regular series of hybrid professionalization workshops that continue and 
supplement the modules of the Pro-Seminar, at strategic times in the critical path of 
students towards the MA or PhD degree. These workshops would allow students in the 
program to be reminded of the requirements and approaches to completing key 
milestones in the program, and would provide a rhythm of reconnection among 
students in the cohort during these key periods so that they could benefit from each 
other’s experiences, 

● More course offerings beyond the Pro-Seminar that would be of significance and use to 
students across the program themes, allowing students to encounter each other more 
regularly, 

● Faculty and staff support and engagement in student organized conferences, 
workshops, and social events (hybrid when possible) that promote the formation of 
community among all stakeholders in IGS, 

● Clear communication of invitations for IGS students to attend thesis defenses (in person 
or hybrid) of students in the program, 

● The establishment of a suitably large and well-resourced and flexible space that can 
function as a home base for all IGS program students and faculty to meet, gather, hold 
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events, so they know where they belong within the university, and establish connections 
that could not otherwise be made. 

 
1.7 Funding Support and Processes: 
There was general agreement and appreciation for the positive effects of the recent 
implementation of rationalized processes for coordinating and stabilizing funding offers to MA 
and PhD students across the program, including the establishment of funding minimums for all 
incoming students. This has been a significant accomplishment of the current IGS leadership 
and represents a positive step towards effective recruitment, equity, and sustainability of the 
IGS program. 
  
The stated student funding minimums proposed for the coming year are PhD 24k, MA 17,500. 
These minimums are achieved for IGS students by a patchwork method of drawing funds from 
several distinct sources including the College of Graduate Studies (COGS), FASS (due to an 
endowment that helps bring student funding to the program), TA and RA-ships and a limited 
number of top-up fellowships. 
  
Beyond the steady-state minimums, funding packages are increased further in some cases by 
top-up fellowships, RA-ships, and TA-ships. The result is that the reported average funding for 
PhD students has been $34,241.00 per year for four years, and for MA students it has been 
$23,667.00 per year for two years. 
  
What goes into the offer letter at admission is case-specific. The Manager of Research, 
Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies (RGPS) works with departments to figure out what openings 
they have in terms of GTAs to help buttress funding offers. Connecting the dots between 
potential supervisor-provided RA funding and students to bring on to match is something the 
staff in the program is always trying to improve on. 
  
One way the Associate Dean of RGPS and Manager of RGPS are thinking of trying to structure 
the overall funding process would be to consolidate data around potential RA funding for 
students. This would entail the use of data on the grants held by faculty and analysis of how 
much of that funding might be offered to incoming students. The timing with granting agencies 
does not always match up to the recruitment period, and the matching of incoming students 
with RA funding opportunities to put together the best funding offers possible requires a 
significant amount of communication and organization with faculty. 
  
This communication around RA funding becomes more challenging with faculty members who 
are not in the FASS because the RGPS staff do not have as direct a path to reaching and 
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interfacing with funded researchers in some of the other Faculties. It should be noted that the 
complexity of establishing stable funding for program students, and in achieving competitive 
funding offers for recruitment is not uncommon for graduate programs of all kinds across 
Canada, but the scale and diversity of stakeholders in this program may make the situation 
more complex than most. 
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● It would be of great benefit to the success of the IGS program in recruitment and 
operations if the efforts of the current leaders of the program to establish regular base 
funding minimums were supported by the university with dependable funding 
envelopes going forward, for stable and balanced enrolment across the themes, and for 
additional growth in the future should that become a goal. 

  
The success of IGS students in receiving external funding is admirable. The support currently 
provided to students in applying for such funding should continue, and grant application 
training opportunities should be well advertised to all students. Currently, students who earn 
external awards are allowed to keep the funds from their original offers, so the external funding 
is held on top of the core funding. This might be something to revisit if the program wishes to 
achieve greater funding equity across the board, and, potentially, to increase the overall 
minimum amounts offered to incoming students by using internal funds recouped from 
students who have received external funding. This would entail the determination of a formula 
for funding adjustments based on subsequent external awards and would require a clear 
statement of this formula in all initial offer letters. 
  
It was mentioned by stakeholders at different levels that it would be desirable to regularize the 
tuition waivers so that international students pay the same amount as domestic students, and 
that they would like to see the differential top-up waiver that is currently applied to doctoral 
students applied to MA students, as well. 
  
A significant issue that arose in discussions with international students about funding 
concerned the cost of living in Kelowna, including the high cost of housing and the limited 
availability of affordable housing for graduate students on or around the UBCO campus. While 
some international students expressed surprise at the cost of living in relation to the funding 
offers they had received after they arrived at the university, it was noted that the UBC website 
offers a useful and accurate cost calculator for prospective students to use in their 
consideration of offers. It is recommended that this calculation tool be highlighted for 
prospective students during the recruitment process so the funding offers and realities of costs 
in pursuing a degree at UBCO are made clear during their decision process. 
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Some students said they did not feel aware of how funding decisions were made and how the 
funding processes work. Students want to know about funding opportunities and while the 
program website and email messages may provide some of this information it would be 
worthwhile to explore the best way of communicating information about funding opportunities 
to students. 
  
Some international students stated how much they appreciated the degree to which 
international students were funded and that they would not have come to UBCO or entered the 
IGS program if that had not been the case. 
  
1.8 Supervision: 
As in many graduate programs, supervisory expectations and performance vary in the IGS 
program and the program would benefit significantly from regular clarification and 
communication of the duties of an IGS supervisor at all stages of the degree programs. We 
heard on numerous occasions that the supervisor is relied on to provide a wide range of 
information related to the program and its requirements, funding processes, 
professionalization and career training, and other topics that sometimes exceed the core 
responsibilities of a research supervisor. This is perhaps to be expected in a relatively dispersed 
program where the main point of contact remains the research supervisor, but it may also 
result in excessive workload for the supervisor, and inadvertent inconsistency in processes and 
practices across the themes of the IGS program. 
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● Adding an annual program meeting or workshop on supervision, building on basic 
content found in the IGS Program Theme Student Handbook (pp. 3-4), involving all 
students and faculty supervisors, would be one way to inform and remind everyone of 
the responsibilities of students and faculty members in this relationship. 

 
1.9 Course Offerings: 
From the perspective of student experience and support for program and research goals, the 
full-year Pro Seminar is a very important course offering. While it will never please everyone, it 
is serving the role of training in core professionalization categories, allowing program students 
to meet different experts across the university, and helps create a sense of shared experience 
among all program students in their first year. Given the sometimes significantly different 
needs in professionalization training between MA and PhD students, it would be worth 
considering either offering two sections of the pro-seminar calibrated towards students of 
these different levels, or to move between shared and level-specific modules in a single Pro-
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Seminar section, thus allowing all graduate students entering the program to share a course 
together, but also streaming certain components to MA or PhD students, as needed. 
  
Beyond the Pro Seminar, there seems to be a general challenge in offering content-based 
courses that would be relevant to a wide number of students. This results in the offering of 
quite a few directed reading courses, which may be beneficial to the specific needs of individual 
students, but may also detract from the program by creating numerous isolated learning 
experiences through courses, and by stretching faculty resources too thin. 
  
1.10 Clear Sense of Future Pathways: 
IGS student career goals seem to be captured as part of the Pro Seminar orientation exercise 
and indicate a range of pathways including careers in academia and other educational roles 
(the highest number), government, NGOs, private sector, consulting, and others. Given the 
diversity of research orientations pursued across themes in the program, some of the work in 
identifying and discussing career paths for students is appropriately dispersed and downloaded 
to supervisors. Still, there would be significant value in continuing to work to identify some of 
the core skills and values that define an IGS student and prepare them for specific kinds of work 
as a result of their success in the program, beyond the specific content and area of research 
they pursue. This would entail ongoing work in defining and connecting the meaning and 
implementation of interdisciplinary research methods, the skills needed to do so, and the 
relevance of those skills for specific fields and careers. The ongoing work of defining 
interdisciplinarity for this program will have important benefits to explanations of the 
widespread practical value of this degree. 
 
1.11 Tracking of Student Post-Graduation: 
There was not sufficient data available to assess the impact of the IGS program on the career 
trajectories of graduates. Creating and conducting surveys and collecting information about the 
relative usefulness of the IGS program on post-graduation work and career paths is extremely 
important for the future planning of curriculum, and to promote the successes of graduates to 
prospective students. Through communication with program alumni, additional networking and 
professionalization events and activities could be planned and would help create a sense of IGS 
community beyond the individual cohort to include all graduates of the program. 
  
RECOMMENDATION:  

● Design and implement a survey with program alumni to track post-graduation 
outcomes,  to integrate alumni into recruitment narratives, to gain new insights into the 
design of the graduate program curriculum for use in curricular revision,  and to help 
establish a stronger sense of the ongoing IGS community and network. 
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2. Graduate Education and Student Learning: To review and evaluate the 
continuing appropriateness of the program’s structure, admissions requirements, 
method of delivery and curriculum for the program’s educational goals and 
standards. Also, the students’ achievement of the program’s learning outcomes 
and goals and the adequacy of its ongoing methods to evaluate student progress, 
as well as the quality of teaching and supervision. And, to compare the program’s 
performance in these areas to its national and international peers. 

 
2.1  Program Structure: 
The Theme structure of the IGS program is valuable and the attitude (heard from faculty and 
students) that themes are not meant to be permanent, can come and go, and will continue to 
change as knowledge structures and societal needs change is an extremely positive and 
innovative quality of the program. Maintaining this understanding of the program as a structure 
that mobilizes relevant yet ultimately flexible thematic categories is an ongoing challenge given 
the understandable desire of some disciplinary units to grow within their specific disciplinary 
frameworks and develop their own graduate programs. For the IGS program to continue to 
flourish it requires the interest, energy, and support of the administration, and especially of 
faculty members from a wide range of departments who believe in the value and opportunities 
that interdisciplinary pedagogy and research make possible. While we heard of occasional 
tensions between the interests of departments and the IGS program, we were impressed by the 
strong core of faculty who believed in IGS as an important way, and the best way, to develop 
graduate studies at UBCO both strategically to compete with other graduate programs in North 
America, and as an intrinsically valuable, agile, and impactful way to train graduate students for 
a wide range of research and policy-oriented vocations and professions. 
  
2.2  Overarching structure of IGS programs: 
The MA and PhD program structures and expectations for all themes (with the exception of the 
new Indigenous Knowledges theme) are relatively traditional combining professional and 
methods courses, relevant content-based courses, followed by a thesis at the MA level and 
comprehensive exams, dissertation, and defense at the PhD Level. The program requirements 
to move through the degree seem analogous to requirements typical of most discipline-based 
graduate degree programs. There may be good reasons for this, but this rather typical structure 
raises questions about whether the interdisciplinarity that is definitive of all themes in the IGS 
program is being well served by the current structure and program requirements, or whether 
the program structure may be imposing unnecessary constraints on what the program is 
supposed to accomplish and be for its students. 
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As the themes will be engaging in curricular reflection and review in the coming year, this 
would be a useful time to consider whether the traditional program scaffolding of courses 
leading to comprehensive exams, then leading to prospectus, thesis, and defense, is the best 
structure for all students entering the program, or whether the introduction of alternative 
degree streams, some being more project- or internship-based might better serve the goals of 
students seeking careers outside of academia. Would alternative pathways to complete IGS 
graduate degrees be beneficial? What structures might they take and why? How would they be 
resourced? How would such alternative requirements structures fulfill UBC and provincial 
requirements for graduate programs? These are structural questions that should be considered 
and discussed even as more specific changes to the nature and number of courses offered in 
and across Themes are discussed, designed, and implemented. 
  
Discussion about the macro-structure of the IGS degree programs seems deeply tied to the 
conceptions of interdisciplinarity that work to define the uniqueness of the programs. The 
overarching structure of degree requirements should be justified by some clear ideas and 
arguments about what interdisciplinary research is, and what teaching interdisciplinary 
research demands in the form of a structured curriculum. 
 
2.3  Courses:  
There are many elements of the current course and program requirements that could (and 
should) continue to be examined and reexamined from the perspective of goals, definitions, 
and practices of interdisciplinarity. There is much to consider in how the current course 
requirements are functioning for the program as a whole, in specific themes, and in relation to 
resources and departmental course offerings. 
  
In its current structure, the following three course requirements exist across all themes in the 
program: 
 

● 3 credits in a Pro Seminar in Interdisciplinary Graduate Studies. 
● 3 credits in a Theme Seminar in Interdisciplinary Approaches. 
● 3 credits in Theme Methods. 

 
The Pro Seminar is the only cross-theme course in the program. As mentioned in the previous 
section, it is an important course that provides a sense of cohort for incoming students, and 
important professionalization skills for students. However, as a cross-theme program course it 
does not address important high-level theoretical and practical questions about 
interdisciplinarity as a concept and as an approach that entails hybrid methodologies in 
research and analysis.   
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Potential Cross-Theme Seminar on Interdisciplinarity: 
The idea of a seminar that explores interdisciplinarity as concept and method, in relation to the 
longer history of modern disciplines of knowledge, and with diverse ways of framing the idea 
and practice of interdisciplinary research, was raised by faculty and students on numerous 
occasions during our visit. The development and integration of such a course into the core 
curriculum across all themes would be worth considering. It would be a kind of “meta”-seminar 
that situates the wide-reaching aims of the IGS program in ongoing theoretical and practical 
discussions about the long history of disciplinary knowledge, the formation of methods within 
disciplinary and institutional structures, distinctions between disciplinarity and 
interdisciplinarity, definitions and theories of interdisciplinarity, the purpose and application of 
interdisciplinary approaches, the challenges of this kind of research, and many other possible 
topics and readings. 
  
The value of such a course, which could be complementary to the current theme-based courses 
on interdisciplinary approaches, would be the formation of a strong sense of the historical, 
theoretical, and practical meaning and purpose of the key concept that defines the IGS 
program, the creation of a common meta-vocabulary for all students in the program to have 
and use as they articulate and develop their own theme-based interdisciplinary projects, and 
the consolidation of a strong and common critical foundation from which all IGS students may 
pursue their work in the program. The Interdisciplinarity Seminar would be an enactment and 
definition in curricular design and pedagogy of the program's understanding of itself, its history, 
its critical power, and its purpose. It would allow students to develop a conceptual framework 
and narrative for their own research process as they move through the program. It would also 
offer a second cross-theme requirement, helping to build a stronger sense of the program as a 
well-defined structure within which diverse forms of research may take place.  
 
The Interdisciplinarity Round Table we witnessed during our visit, hosted by Natalie Forssman 
and Astrida Neimanis, represents a strong possible model for how such a course might be 
integrated into the program as an attendance-based, non-credit requirement, as a series that 
would run monthly throughout the first year of the program, at least, and ideally continuing as 
something students attend for all years, or at least the first two (MA) and three (PhD) years of 
the degree. A longer version of such a running course would create additional cohort-formation 
opportunities, with the possibility of senior students being panelists/presenters alongside 
faculty and guests. Any such “meta” seminar series would need to be designed and 
implemented in a manner that complements the Pro Seminar. 
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There are several other challenges related to the course curriculum raised by faculty and 
students during our visit we feel worth mentioning. Not surprisingly, many of these challenges 
concern the development of a general slate of courses that will serve the specific research and 
training needs of interdisciplinary program students. This is a challenge found in any 
interdisciplinary research-based program like the IGS and it deserves ongoing consideration and 
attention of the program. 
  
2.4  Theme Requirements:  
As students seek the training in content and methods they require to complete an 
interdisciplinary research project, we heard from them that it was sometimes difficult to find 
courses that were related and useful to their research goals. From the faculty perspective we 
also heard that it was often difficult to pitch even the Theme Methods courses in a way that is 
directly useful to all student research goals working within that theme. There is no easy 
solution to this issue, but it does warrant discussion (which we are sure is always happening) 
about strategies for designing these courses so that they are relevant in some way to all 
students working through the program. There is no way to make an approaches or methods 
course relevant to all students in every way, but there are strategies for designing these courses 
that can make them widely useful, especially if that design is considered in relation to the other 
offerings that constitute a students' coursework. 
  
The need seems to be an integration of the completion of a proper literature review and 
methods training in the first year of the MA and first two years of the PhD program. The 
challenge is to determine how much of this requirement must be delivered in the form of 
courses, and how best to structure this with the course offerings and resources available. We 
heard from students and faculty of issues in finding appropriate courses for students to gain 
required expertise to pursue their research projects, and that much of the work of arranging 
and getting approval for a student to take necessary courses falls on the supervisor at present. 
 
This is where the involvement of a full interdisciplinary supervisory committee may help, 
wherein the committee and the student together identify and assemble a student's course 
selection and pathway based on what is available. In this sense, any given student's coursework 
is structured as a kind of qualifying program (QP) that will partially qualify them (combined with 
non-course requirements of the program) to pursue and complete their thesis work. 
  
2.5  Reading Courses/Directed Studies and the use of IGS 520:  
We understand that directed studies are used on a regular basis to help fulfill qualification 
training. The benefits of such courses to the students are obvious (and they love them), but 
they are taxing on faculty and may not be a sustainable solution in the long run. The key here is 
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to strike a balance between regular course offerings that will fulfill a student's training needs, 
and the occasional reading course where it is necessary. If the use of reading courses has not 
yet been fully tracked, this would be useful data to collect to make a proper assessment of how 
and why these courses are being used. Once that information is known, the IGS committee 
could have some planning discussions to establish clear criteria explaining when a reading 
course is warranted and should be approved. 
 
Perhaps related to the use of reading courses are considerations of the use of IGS 520 as a shell 
course that allows for the offering of Special Topics courses that align with faculty research 
interests. This course code is also used for faculty members who want to cross-list their upper 
division undergraduate courses as an IGS graduate course. It represents one means by which 
faculty members can teach courses that emerge directly from their ongoing research, an 
opportunity (we heard from some faculty) that does not come up very often. Questions 
surrounding both the use of reading courses and IGS 520 thus relate not only to questions of 
student preparation and curricular coverage, but to a larger question about how graduate 
teaching assignments might best align with and support the focused research areas and 
projects that faculty members pursue. 
 
2.6 Team Teaching:  
Team teaching can be administratively challenging (as it complicates the calculation of 
workload) but may be a useful way to approach the delivery of core courses within the program 
as a whole, and individual Themes. The program would benefit from some serious discussion 
and thinking about if and how the involvement of two or more faculty members in the delivery 
of a course would be beneficial to the goals of the program. Such offerings might help fulfill the 
common call from students to have more cross-theme flexibility in their course selection, and 
more cross-theme learning experiences in general. 
  
2.7 Library Run Research Workshops:  
Through our meeting with representatives of the library we feel that their services in training 
students in the use of a diverse range of databases, research resources, and methods may be 
underused by the IGS program at present. Their expertise and services could be integrated into 
a wide range of courses and would supplement the diverse and extensive methods training 
demanded by the program. 
  
RECOMMENDATIONS: 

● Discuss, plan, develop and introduce a required cross-theme “meta” Interdisciplinarity 
Seminar. 
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● Consider the introduction of additional cross-theme seminars and workshops on an 
annual basis, involving multiple faculty members associated with different themes. 

● Consolidate and rationalize the process by which a program student’s course 
requirements are determined and delivered, ideally in consultation with the student’s 
full committee and perhaps with oversight and assistance from the IGS Theme 
Committees. 

● Review the current use of Reading Courses and Directed Studies to fulfill IGS program 
requirements and establish clear criteria for their use in the program. 

● Review the current use of IGS 520, not only in terms of how it fulfills student training for 
the IGS program, but for how well it is serving faculty who (understandably) wish to be 
able to teach courses that emerge in more focused ways from their research-in-
progress. 

● Consider potential uses of team-teaching in relation to the goals of the IGS program. 
● Expand the integration of Library-led workshops and training sessions into the IGS 

curriculum. These workshops should be collaboratively designed by librarians in 
consultation with the IGS committee and Theme committees. 

 
2.8 Learning Outcomes and Theses:  
From the materials provided in the self-study, and by talking with faculty and students, we were 
deeply impressed by the wide range of high-quality research projects completed by students in 
the IGS program. The problem-based research that has emerged from this program, often 
strong in its focus on practical issues, while at the same time demonstrating sophisticated 
understanding of theoretical and methodological approaches, is a powerful testament to the 
program’s uniqueness and originality. As a corpus, these research outputs represent a useful 
resource for the program to understand and refine its goals and potential, and to imagine and 
eventually implement alternative final forms and objects that the outputs of IGS students might 
take, in addition to theses and dissertations. 
 
2.9 Quality of Teaching and Supervision:  
We did not hear anything that was program-specific concerning the quality of teaching and 
supervision. From students we heard a few concerns about the quality of teaching, but these 
were more than matched by praise for the excellence of the teaching they have experienced in 
courses, independent studies, and through supervision. Concerns raised about teaching more 
often about the nature of the offerings as they pertained to the students' research goals, than 
to the quality of the teaching itself. Similarly, faculty members occasionally expressed 
frustration about the lack of opportunities available for them to teach graduate-level seminars 
in their specific areas of research (as one might be able to do in a largish discipline-based 
department with its own MA and PhD programs). While there is no obvious solution to this 
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limitation, it would be worth considering how graduate seminars that emerge from a faculty 
member's own specific area of research could be framed in a manner that would not only 
appeal to students but be relevant to program requirements so a select number of such courses 
could be taught on an annual basis. This matter of the place of more specialized graduate 
seminars within the program course offerings is part of a larger discussion about curricular 
requirements and program structure that is underway and must continue. 
  
2.10 Supervision:  
While the quality of supervision as it occurs now is generally very good, there are several 
important matters to address concerning the duties, responsibilities, and role of the supervisor 
in relation to the program's needs. From the documents and discussions consulted we have 
noticed significant variance in understanding the perceived responsibilities and roles of 
supervisors in overseeing the work and progress of the student through the program. Often the 
supervisor is required to do significantly more than simply oversee and advise a student's 
research project. They are in a position that demands them to make sure a student is receiving 
all the training in research methods and subject matter they require to complete an 
interdisciplinary research project, even if some of those areas are beyond their own field of 
expertise and training. 
  
Given the intent of the program to develop truly interdisciplinary approaches to researching 
questions and solving problems, it would be advisable for this program to consider augmenting 
the role and responsibilities of MA or PhD candidates' committee members so they are 
implicated in the students' progression through the program from start to finish in a manner 
that supports the main supervisors, and, most importantly, the program degree candidates. 
More regular co-supervision of projects might be one solution along these lines but is not 
necessarily the structure that is most needed. Rather, a primary supervisor with a very active 
supervisory committee could be a more nimble and effective approach, so long as the duties, 
roles, and obligations of supervisors and committee members are well articulated in relation to 
the program requirements and expectations. For example, the supervisory committee could be 
required to meet at key milestones in the student's progression through degree requirements, 
offering additional and necessary advice and support to the student as they pursue an 
interdisciplinary project. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS: 

● Clarify the role of the graduate supervisor in relation to the program curriculum and 
requirements, and articulate the duties of the supervisor so they are well known by all 
current and potential supervisors in the program. 
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● Seriously discuss, plan, and implement augmented roles and responsibilities of graduate 
committee members so they are involved in advising and assisting the progression of 
the student at all phases of the degree. 

  
2.11 Inter-student Mentorship:  
Beyond giving serious thought and clear articulation of the roles of the supervisor and graduate 
committee members, students seemed to be interested in having greater and perhaps more 
structured access to students who are at different phases in the program to benefit from their 
insights into the process, and to help newer students prepare and better navigate the degree. 
Pairing an incoming student with a second-year student, or a pre-exams PhD student with a 
doctoral candidate who has completed exams and the prospectus and is researching and 
writing the dissertation may be another useful way to create a sense of connection within a 
larger cohort. 
 
2.12 Alternative Program Structures and Outputs:  
As mentioned at the beginning of this section, the curricular structure of the IGS MA and PhD 
degree programs are very similar to program structures used in traditional discipline-based 
graduate programs. While there may be good reasons for this in some cases, it seems to us that 
some of the issues raised about achieving the necessary coverage and preparation in methods 
for students to complete their degrees might be addressed by thinking beyond the more typical 
graduate seminar, comprehensive, exams, prospectus, thesis (as output) model of graduate 
study. What alternative structures, modules, pathways, and outputs would be more suitable to 
an interdisciplinary degree program that does not replicate the discipline-based graduate 
degree? The introduction of the Indigenous Knowledges theme will provide some alternative 
models of pursuing and completing a graduate degree. This theme might help the program 
consider alternative structures and pathways for other themes, as well. Considerations of this 
kind would also allow the program to clarify pathways in and out of the academy from specific 
IGS themes. The tracking of post-graduate careers of IGS students, combined with an exit 
interview or post-graduate questionnaire concerning the relative value of various specific 
degree requirements could prove useful to the process. 
 
 RECOMMENDATIONS: 

● Consider the implementation of structures for peer-to-peer support between students 
at different stages in the IGS program. 

● Strike a task force or ad hoc committee to consider and draft recommendations for 
alternative IGS program pathways and structures (across and within Themes), based on 
analysis of the self-study document, IGS theses and dissertations, IGS graduate surveys, 
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and other relevant forms of consultation with students and faculty teaching in the IGS 
program. 

● Formulate theme-based post degree career pathways based on goals of program 
themes and data gathered from graduates. 
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3. Research, Scholarly, Creative and Professional Activity:  

To review and evaluate the quality, extent, range, and balance of the scholarly 
activities of the program with the particular attention to the program's 
contribution to interdisciplinary research. 
 
3.1 Research Mandate and Quality: 
By its very nature the IGS program is fulfilling its mandate of interdisciplinary research. The 
quality of the research pursued and completed by students in the program is of a high caliber. 
This is due to: 
 

1. The quality and educational credentials and background of the students recruited into 
the program,  

2.  The expertise of the faculty supervising graduate student research,  
3. The efforts despite certain structural difficulties (resulting from the breadth, extent, and 

range of the graduate research projects) in furnishing the necessary training through 
courses and directed studies, to prepare students to pursue their specific research goals, 

4. Efforts to offer training in professionalization for the production of high quality, 
refereed research outputs, 

5. The structure of the program that is designed for rigorous preparation, supervision, and 
examination. 

 
The challenges of achieving high quality research and creation activities and outputs that will be 
recognized as such by an international community of artists, scientists and scholars increase as 
the range and diversity of research topics, themes, and methods increase. As the range and 
diversity of research areas grow, so does the need for faculty resources to train students in a 
widening range of areas. Wide-ranging research in graduate study also puts pressure on the 
structural design and implementation of the program that aims to encompass it. The thematic 
approach used to organize areas of research and creation pursued within the IGS program has 
been effective for achieving the balance needed between range, resources, and quality. The 
plasticity of the thematic structural model, and the commitment to re-evaluate themes on a 
regular basis so that themes may be phased out and in as needed, represents another useful 
strategy for maintaining the balance required to achieve high quality graduate research across a 
wide range of research fields and methods.  
 
3.2 Tracking and Monitoring Research: 
Some additional actions and processes could be introduced to help track and monitor the 
effectiveness of the desirable balance, described above, over time. These would include:  
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1. The tracking of scholarly and applied research outputs of IGS program graduates beyond 

the submission of their program theses and dissertations. Such ongoing tracking of IGS 
alumni research outputs and their impacts would provide additional indicators for 
assessing the quality of research training that the IGS program provides, and would also 
help reveal the research trajectories of graduates from the program which could, in 
turn, inform discussions about the ongoing relevance of IGS Themes, and possible future 
directions in the thematic structuring of the program. 

2. Continuing to establish rationalized practices around the hiring of new faculty that 
combine the coverage needs of extant departments with the need of the IGS program to 
provide quality research supervision across the broad scholarly reach of its 
interdisciplinary themes. Hiring in a manner that keeps the goals of the IGS program in 
mind demands a commitment from all departments and programs to think beyond their 
own departmental interests, and to integrate the challenge of the IGS program to 
achieve excellence across a broad range of research areas as an important part of their 
own departmental vision and mission. 

3. Imagining, conceptualizing, and integrating new structures and funding incentives for 
the support of interdisciplinary faculty research that contributes to the training and 
research support goals of the IGS program. 

 
3.3 Supporting and Developing Collaborative Research through IGS 
The third action listed above would require collaboration between the IGS program leadership, 
Faculty Deans, and the Office of the Vice-Principal Research. We see valuable opportunities to 
coordinate some of the strategic goals in Research and Innovation (RI) of the VPR with the 
structure  and ongoing scholarly activities of the IGS program. 
  
The IGS program has developed to a level of coherency and maturity that encourages 
collaboration among faculty members from different departments and disciplines, in relation to 
interdisciplinary student research projects. There are opportunities to consider sustainable 
ways of converting and augmenting the nascent and emerging internal collaborations in faculty 
research that arise around the supervision of students into other forms of research-oriented 
activities, and, ultimately, into externally-funded research projects and programs. The result 
would be greater synergy between lines of collaborative interdisciplinary research pursued by 
IGS program faculty members, and student research projects that could be supported, in part, 
through internally- and ultimately externally-funded research assistantships. 
 
There are many ways this augmentation of collaborative interdisciplinary faculty research might 
be encouraged. One obvious and proven way would be through the creation of a strategic 
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research funding program that is designed specifically to explore the potential of the IGS 
program as a latent incubator for collaborative faculty research projects. The current Eminence 
funding program with its Clusters of Research Excellence (CRE), and the SSHRC Explore and 
Exchange Grant seed funding programs may be useful to the goal of activating the research 
potential for faculty and funded student researchers implicit in the IGS program, but our 
discussions with faculty, students, and administrators suggest that a more targeted approach 
would yield better results. Given that the IGS is already structured along thematic lines that will 
evolve and change over time (much as the CREs do) it would not be difficult to structure a seed 
research funding program that is more explicitly aligned with collaborative interdisciplinary 
research arising out of researchers already working together through their involvement in the 
IGS program. 
 
The introduction of a Research Centre that is directly aligned with the IGS program, that plans 
and organizes research-oriented events and activities around interdisciplinary research, and 
that administers seed funding competitions aimed at IGS-involved faculty for the development 
of collaborative interdisciplinary research projects that would ultimately help train and fund IGS 
students, could be a productive way to focus a portion of the incentive-funding currently 
distributed through the Eminence/CRE program. The creation of a Centre for Interdisciplinary 
Research (or whatever it might be called) to encourage the research potential of the IGS 
program would certainly be coherent with the goals of the existing Eminence/CRE program 
which is designed to encourage the emergence of “interdisciplinary teams of researchers 
focused on addressing key challenges facing society” and to “leverage existing strengths to 
transcend traditional boundaries.” The introduction of such a center might also help correct 
what we understand to be a current imbalance in the distribution of Eminence funding towards 
STEM-oriented research.  
 
The idea to structure and support research in a manner that enriches the activities of an 
existing interdisciplinary graduate program has been implemented in different ways, with 
success, at other institutions. One example to consider in conceptualizing and implementing 
such a model at UBCO would be the Centre for Interdisciplinary Studies in Society and Culture 
(CISSC) which supports working groups of researchers from within and outside the university to 
explore topics from different disciplinary perspectives, and that are aligned with research 
pursued by faculty and students involved in the Doctoral Humanities program at Concordia 
University. These interdisciplinary working groups, directed by at least one faculty member with 
a student coordinator, often lead to the formation of full-fledged research teams supported 
with external funding. 
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The IGS program at UBCO would likely have an advantage in implementing a research center 
along these lines because the thematic structure of its program would already provide 
significant coherence and direction to the research projects and teams that would be proposed 
by UBCO faculty. Providing an organizational structure that could incubate events and teams 
and administer seed funding for interdisciplinary research that is coherent with the IGS 
program might also help establish connections that would encourage engagement of science 
and management faculty in collaborative projects, and in the IGS program.  
 
From the information we received and gathered in conversation, we understand that faculty 
members in the Faculties of Science, Management, and a few others, may not feel the need to 
be involved in the IGS program because they already have their own graduate programs, and 
can find success through the current seed funding programs. But if it is a strategic goal of UBCO 
to cultivate the IGS program as a unique offering nationally and internationally, some form of a 
Centre for Interdisciplinary Research could encourage them to become involved in the impact-
oriented research opportunities that interdisciplinary approaches afford. The creation of seed 
funding structures along with other programming administered through a Centre closely 
aligned with the IGS program would encourage researchers from all Faculties to become 
involved in a signature ethos of the institution. 
 
Interdisciplinary research rarely requires a researcher to have achieved high levels of expertise 
in all of the distinct disciplinary fields needed to solve a complex problem on their own, but, 
very often, entails that researchers with expertise from different disciplines work 
collaboratively, together. Extending the experience of interdisciplinary collaboration through 
seed-funded projects would provide students with practical experience and training in 
collaborative research that requires them to learn to communicate and work with researchers 
and scholars whose scientific discourse, methods, and ideas about what research entails is 
vastly different from their own. 
 
Ideas like the one suggested above works to address the relationship between extant curricular 
degree programs and current and potential research programs. We found there is already a 
constructive awareness of the potential interactions that might be initiated between research 
programs still strongly grounded in a recognized discipline, and opportunities to develop 
research projects that work across disciplines. That is to say, the research culture at UBCO, 
probably in great part because of the IGS program, is prepared to be open and flexible in 
conceiving of research as something that happens beyond the frame of a single department. 
This culture of relative openness to interdisciplinarity is a strength of the departments and 
faculty on the UBCO campus and is an asset that should continue to be encouraged by the 
university through strategically-designed research funding programs. 
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3.4 Measuring the Impact of Interdisciplinary Research: 
Many of the existing methods of measuring the impact of scholarly and scientific research have 
remained quite discipline specific. It may also be more difficult to publish interdisciplinary work, 
and thus to have refereed outputs in the case of this kind of research as the scholarly journals 
and instruments of dissemination are also, in many cases, still quite discipline specific. In some 
cases, these factors pose a challenge for assessing the impact of the interdisciplinary research 
pursued by UBCO faculty and graduate students, and for communicating the importance of this 
research to funding agencies, government, communities, and the public. Given the deep 
experience of faculty and students engaged in the IGS program, we see an opportunity for 
UBCO to take a leadership role in the work of articulating criteria for evaluating and identifying 
the importance of interdisciplinary research. This would extend the impact of knowledge 
gained through the IGS program by contributing to accepted methods and criteria of scholarly 
and scientific evaluation. This work would form part of the larger goal of articulating the value 
of interdisciplinarity, interdisciplinary research methods, and the kinds of research outputs they 
afford. 
 
 
  



 

 27 

4. Leadership and administration: To assess the effectiveness of leadership and 
administration of the program, including its governance structure.  
 
4.1 Administration and Governance:  
Over the course of the review, we met with the Provost, Associate Provost Academic Affairs 
and Strategy/Dean of Graduates Studies, Associate Provost Academic Programs, Teaching and 
Learning.  We met the deans of FASS, CCS, Science and HSD and separately with the Dean of 
COGS, the FASS Associate Dean Research, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies, Associate Dean 
CoGS (Paul Shipley). We also met with the Manager, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies (Colin 
McKay) and the RA, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies in FASS (Kayla Jakuboski) as the 
program administrative support staff.  These conversations provided good insight into the 
administration and vision for IGS from various perspectives.  
 
The nature of the IGS program creates the need for a more complex governance structure than 
for traditional programs based in one academic unit. The current governance and 
administrative/operational structures have been in place for the last ~5 years since the themes 
began in 2019 (prior to this the individualized program was administered from within CoGS).   
 
The IGS Program is governed by the Program and Curriculum Committee (PCC) that serves as an 
academic oversight committee for the IGS program that meets at least twice per term.  As an 
oversight and governance committee chaired by the Associate Dean from COGS,  the PCC 
provides an appropriate, centralizing connection for a large, multi-faculty program. The 
committee has ADs from the Faculties that are involved in the Themes, the Theme coordinators 
from each theme, plus a Faculty-level IGS coordinator from each participating Faculty (with 
responsibility for the remaining individualized interdisciplinary students in their Faculty) as well 
as the Dean FASS.  The committee appears to be appropriately constructed with representation 
from the various themes and Faculties that participate in the program, and administrators 
including staff from both FASS/IGS program and the staff within CoGs. This body approves 
policy for the program as a whole, changes to the curriculum of within Themes and presumably 
is a place to foster collaboration between the themes – for example by overseeing the success 
of the Pro Seminar course that is taught as one integrated IGS cohort.   
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● It is possible that once the program and themes are running smoothly that this large 
committee can meet three rather than four times per year (since it is a big committee to 
convene). 
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● That said, we would recommend that one of the (four or three) meetings of this 
committee per year be devoted primarily to curricular review, assessment, and change 
(which is likely the case, already). 

 
4.2 The Coordination of Themes: 
The fluidity and ease with which the themes can form and dissolve within IGS instead of being 
independent programs is a strength of the current structure and a big advantage in staying 
current to attract students and to adapt as the expertise of faculty members shifts over time.  
This was exemplified with the recent sunsetting of the Urban and Regional Studies theme and 
the creation and introduction of the Indigenous Knowledges theme.   
 
Each Theme has a Theme Committee and a Theme Coordinator who is chosen in consultation 
with theme members and appointed to the coordinator role for a term of two years. Theme 
Coordinators receive support for taking on this work-intensive role, choosing to receive either 
one course release or a research stipend of $8k ($4k per year of their coordination duties).  The 
Themes connect to the Program and Curriculum Committee through the Theme Coordinators. 
The Theme committee oversees admissions and scholarships and presumably also reviews the 
Theme-specific courses. Theme Committees select the instructors for their courses, and then 
Department Heads are consulted to confirm the possibility of those selections in terms of 
workload and availability. IGS teaching is considered as part of the faculty member’s annual 
performance review. 
 
For program administration, the current Lead Faculty is FASS and the Associate Dean in FASS 
has responsibility for administration of the IGS program overall. The administration support 
staff consists of the Manager of Research, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies and a Research 
Assistant, Graduate and Postdoctoral Studies within FASS.  The title of Research Assistant is a 
something of a misnomer as the function is more like roles typically termed Graduate Program 
Administrator or Graduate Program Assistant (the latter is a title that can be found in other 
units at UBCO).  
 
The participating faculty members appear well aware of the administrative structure, although 
students may appear less so and this issue will be discussed further below. 
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● Change the title of RA RGPS to something that better reflects the role in administration 
of the program. 
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4.3 Financial Structure:   
The IGS program is funded in two main ways – funding via COGS for student 
scholarships/stipends and what is colloquially referred to as “the bank of IGS”.  The bank of IGS 
is a relatively new financial model that has been in operation since the advent of the Themes 
where the Faculties are billed according to where students’ supervisors are located. This fund is 
able to cover the costs of staff administration of the program, namely the two positions 
currently held by Colin McKay and Kayla Jakuboski. This arrangement has added much needed 
transparency to cover the administrative cost of the program and was viewed as working very 
well by the senior administrators from the various Faculties involved.  It is also very useful that 
each Faculty Dean can see how many students their faculty members are supervising in the 
program on an annual basis.  
 
Further funding for students is from the Teaching Assistantships (TAs) contributed by the 
departments in FASS and perhaps other Faculties as well.  The assignment of TA positions that 
is done by the Lead Associate Dean with support from the Manager RGPS appears quite 
complex although it is evidently working, for the most part.  In terms of providing TA support 
and experience for IGS students this approach is working well at least for teaching within FASS. 
It was not clear to us if and how TA positions outside of FASS are included during the matching 
process.   
 
A few faculty members expressed concern/frustration in not having students from IGS able to 
TA in their undergraduate courses due to lack of appropriate background because the program 
does not attract students with the “right” disciplinary background.  This is an area that deserves 
some attention to ensure the faculty/departments remain enfranchised with the program. 
Interdisciplinary research and collaboration do not preclude the needs for researchers with 
strong disciplinary training. Faculty from such programs may help solve this program by 
recruiting students with strong backgrounds in their areas who are interested in 
interdisciplinary research and collaboration at the graduate level. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  

● Articulate the criteria and requirements for graduate students to TA in a particular 
course.  

● Ensure TA-matching respects the qualifications required for teaching in the various 
disciplines.  

● Ensure that TA assignments are done transparently as possible in relation to fulfillment 
of disciplinary requirements, and equity of program student funding. 
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4.4 Communication and Resources:   
In terms of overall governance and administration,  it is not always clear to the students who 
they should go to with specific kinds of issues. The role and purpose of the Theme Coordinators 
is not always evident to them, and the resources available to Theme Coordinators to address 
certain kinds of issues are limited.  One assumes the Theme Coordinator would be the first 
point of contact to resolve issues for students from course selection to supervisory committee 
membership to conflicts with supervisors and dealing with life events that impact their 
progression in the program. Issues that cannot be resolved at the Theme or IGS level are 
escalated to the Associate Dean COGs for advice and resolution. 
 
The IGS Website and the IGS Student Hub are informational resources hosted on COGS site that 
have links to much useful information, but these sites do not seem to provide any information 
on the organization and roles of the IGS Administration, or who students should contact for 
what. The staff members (Colin and Kayla) play an important role of first contact and triage, on 
top of their many other duties. The IGS staff are discoverable via the website under the office of 
the AD RPGS in FASS.  Theme Coordinators do not seem to be listed in any prominent or 
discoverable way on the website. This helps explain why we heard from students that they are 
not always sure who is in charge of what, and whom they should reach out to if they are having 
an issue related to their activities in the graduate program. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:   

● Better define the role of the Theme Coordinator and make them more accessible to 
students as they serve in the role of program coordination and oversight. 

● Articulate and lay out a clear path for students to seek help for specific kinds of issues 
(i.e. issues related to courses, faculty/supervisor conflicts, housing and financial 
resource issues, other personal challenges, etc.).   

● Make the AD, Theme Coordinators and IGS support staff more visible in the resource 
materials provided to students and in a rationalized way, on the website, with a 
description of their roles to make it clear to students which resource person they should 
contact for distinct kinds of problems as they may arise.  

 

  



 

 31 

5. People, environment, and culture: To consider and assess the working 
education environment, morale, and institutional culture of the programs, as 
reflected in the experiences and perceptions of faculty members (including 
adjunct professors, lecturers, and sessional instructors), staff, and students.  

 
5.1  General Environment and Culture 
The IGS program is driven by committed faculty members and enthusiastic students. It was a 
pleasure to meet and hear from so many stakeholders during our short visit, and, indeed, these 
meetings spent listening were extremely useful in gaining an understanding of the current 
morale and culture of IGS within the institution, and of factors at play that impact the 
environment in which the program runs. There is clearly a strong, positive core of faculty 
committed to making IGS at UBCO an excellent, internationally-recognized program. There was 
tangible care, pride, and commitment in the way faculty members discussed their experience, 
understanding, and practical participation in making the program work, even when they shared 
areas of concern or critique. Most of the students we heard from were equally proud and, in 
many cases, empowered by their experiences in the program. There was little sense from 
students of any suspicion, negativity,  or distrust of the leadership and faculty who deliver the 
program. In short, nearly all the constituents we met articulated a strong sense of trust in the 
value of the IGS program and were present to share information that might help it develop in 
increasingly positive ways. 
 
We did hear from several faculty and staff that engagement by faculty in IGS events and 
activities was higher and more reliable prior to the disruptive years of the COVID-19  pandemic. 
This is to be expected. That pre-pandemic period also happened to coincide with discussions, 
formulation, and introduction of the IGS Themes, so the high-level of faculty engagement was 
also attributed in part to a time of excitement and energy in shaping, defining, and 
implementing a new graduate curriculum. As the bounce-back from the pandemic disruption 
continues, it will be useful to maintain involvement of all faculty members in discussions about 
IGS program and curricular definition and design as a regular element of the program’s 
activities. Given the transformable nature of the IGS program, and the ever-changing meaning 
of interdisciplinarity in relation to institutional, disciplinary, and social structures,  there is an 
opportunity to integrate annual creative exercises of program discussion, review, aspirational 
proposals, curricular experimentation, test-run implementations, etc., into the fabric of IGS 
activities. The benefits of doing this are both cultural (a great way to keep people engaged) and 
curricular (allowing for modular experiments in curricular transformation that could be scaled 
up when appropriate). 
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5.2  Sense of Cohort 
As we have discussed above, there is some basic sense of an IGS program-wide cohort 
established during the first year of courses among incoming students, primarily due to the 
participation of all students in the centralized Pro Seminar. Further common courses offered at 
the Theme level create smaller cohorts within themes, but again usually quite early in the 
program. There are some decisions to be made during the next round of curricular change 
about how much of required coursework should be integrated as IGS across all themes, and 
how much of the coursework that contributes to cohort-formation should occur primarily 
within the parameters of Themes. For a longer discussion of these issues, as well as suggestions 
and recommendations, please see Section 1.6 of this document. 
 
5.3 Culture and the Physical Environment and Space of IGS at UBCO 
Creating a sense of community is particularly challenging without a physical home for the IGS 
administrative offices, Theme leaders, faculty, and students. Currently, the IGS administrative 
offices are in a remote location off campus.  We understand this is a temporary solution and 
that there is a plan to return the IGS leadership and support staff to the main campus when the 
new building is ready. Some level of dispersion is to be expected given the ever-present 
constraints on space on campuses and the nature of the program and the types of students as 
well who may choose to work from remote locations as well.  Meanwhile, effort must be made 
to overcome the tendency for faculty and subsequently students to fail to function as a 
community.  This year, the RA RGPS met with incoming students in person for their welcome 
and orientation and this was highly appreciated by the students.  Continuing to create a 
relationship between the students and the program leaders and the support staff and finding 
valuable ways in which to create a social fabric for the Themes and the IGS program will enrich 
the experience of both students and the faculty who are involved in the program.  The 
establishment of a consistently available, inviting, and flexible space to serve administration, 
staff, faculty, and students of the IGS program will be necessary to enable a sense of cohort and 
community to develop among faculty and students. See Section 8.1, below, for more on this 
point. 
 
5.4 IGS Events 
We were privileged to attend a well-attended and engaging roundtable event on “what it 
means to be an interdisciplinary researcher” where two researchers reflected on their 
experiences of engaging in projects through  interdisciplinary teams. This event has already 
been mentioned in different ways, above, in sections 1.6 and 2.3. We recall it here again 
because it serves as a direct example of how much the work of thinking and practicing 
interdisciplinary research in productive ways requires those engaged in the endeavor to reflect 
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on the experiential and affective aspects of research activity. Explicit reflection and sharing of 
how it feels to work as a researcher in collaboration with others is not always granted discursive 
space in academic environments, as it is seen as peripheral to the goals of research itself. 
However, as this panel demonstrated, much of the meaning of interdisciplinarity in theory and 
practice demands recognition of the feelings – of fear, excitement, discomfort, gratitude, 
marginalization, empowerment, etc. – that working with other researchers who have been 
trained through their own disciplines to think, communicate, and act differently in their pursuit 
of knowledge, will bring to the fore. The integration of such thinking about the experiential 
elements of thinking and doing interdisciplinary research into the fabric of the curriculum (as 
suggested above) will be beneficial to the IGS program. Beyond that, ensuring that workshops, 
panels, and events featuring local and invited speakers to maintain a lively culture of 
collaborative sharing and thinking about all aspects of interdisciplinary study and research will 
be externally useful for the cultivation of an engaged and generative IGS program culture. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  

● Engage faculty and students through regular (i.e. annual) discussions about IGS 
curricular assessment, innovation, and change. 

● Foster events that focus on the practice of interdisciplinarity that will bridge the 
interests across the themes to bring the entire IGS program together in collaborative 
discussion about all aspects of interdisciplinary research. 

● Perhaps establish an IGS events and speaker’s committee (involving faculty and 
students) to propose and organize an annual program of extra-curricular gatherings with 
the aim of cultivating program-wide exchange about primary topics of interest to the 
IGS program. 
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6. Community Engagement: To assess the nature, scope, and effectiveness of the 
program’s outreach and engagement activities with its external communities 
including Indigenous groups, community, or professional organizations, UBC 
alumni, government agencies, and other post-secondary institutions.  

 
6.1 Community-Engaged Research and Activities 
The overarching IGS program and the Themes can each play a role in outreach and engagement 
activities. As reviewers we developed a strong sense from reading the titles of the completed 
theses, and from speaking with faculty and students, that there is that a lot of community-
based research and participatory research that has taken place across many themes, and not 
just in the CESCE theme.  The degree to which community-based research is undertaken by IGS 
students and faculty is considered a significant strength of the IGS program overall.   
One student we spoke to made the very interesting suggestion that if the IGS program offered 
training in community-engaged research as part of the general program (curriculum), it would 
be of benefit to all students in IGS even if their primary research is not in that mode.  Along 
with creating more overt discussion about the concept and history of interdisciplinarity, and 
what it means to do interdisciplinary research, offering all IGS students with basic-training in 
methods of community-based research could also provide a strong sense of purpose and 
identity to the program. Such community-oriented research prepares students to think about 
interdisciplinarity as a concept, but also to engage in transdisciplinary collaborations and 
methods that are best suited to specific problems and community needs.  
 
The new theme of Indigenous Knowledges will further increase the visibility of community-
based research, and the expanded opportunities to work with Indigenous scholars learn how to 
engage and work with Indigenous communities, and to integrate Indigenous epistemologies 
and approaches to research will likely attract many new students to this Theme and to the 
wider IGS program. It is an exciting new offering for IGS and UBCO. 
 
6.2 Alumni Development 
With respect to alumni – the Pro Seminar currently brings in a few alumni from time to time. 
This appears to be one of the only modes of connection with Alumni.  There is not currently any 
formalized plan to engage with alumni of the IGS program.  That is understandable as there are 
few alumni from the Theme programs at this point, given the relative newness of the Themes.   
Alumni of the IGS program have the potential to be a great resource (knowledge, 
communication, development) for the program and a demographic that can inspire current 
students and offer advice and assistance in pursuing future pathways.  Alumni were surveyed 
for the preparation of the self-study and this recent work presents a great opportunity to 
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continue and further develop connections with, and the involvement of, IGS alumni.  The 
prospects of inviting alumni back to UBCO to offer career talks and to serve as external mentors 
to current students are just a few of the ways that alumni might be engaged to the benefit of 
IGS. As the size of the alumni group graduating from the IGS Themes grows, there will be more 
opportunities to connect current students with alumni for networking, career exploration, and 
perhaps for more formally arranged mentorship meetings or internships for the benefit of 
students in the program.  Given that Themes are meant to be fluid over time, it will be 
important to orient the discourse of alumni connection towards the IGS program in general,  as 
opposed to a specific Theme, alone.  
 
RECOMMENDATION:  

● The IGS program would do well to plan and implement a strong alumni development 
initiative that would include keeping track of IGS alumni, engaging them in current IGS 
activities and achievements, and creative opportunities for them to give back to the 
program in a variety of ways.  

 
6.3 Engagement with Other Post-Secondary Institutions 
While we did not see evidence of engagement with other postsecondary institutions at the 
level of the program, it is important to point out that faculty are highly collaborative and 
engaged in research projects, in various roles and capacities, that span institutions.  While at 
first glance it may not be readily obvious how an academic “program” such as IGS can develop 
and support inter-institutional relationships, the discussion and suggestions provided in Section 
3.3, above, represent an approach to thinking of this academic program as a potential incubator 
for inter-institutional partnerships around high-priority research questions and practical 
societal problems. The Theme structure of the academic program should further encourage the 
development of timely, focused collaborations that both emerge from and feed back into the 
research and study pursued by IGS faculty and students. 
 
As discussed in Section 3, the Themes lend themselves well to structuring collaborative 
research and to encouraging UBCO faculty to take up leadership roles in the development of 
student training programs (through the SSHRC Partnership Talent program),  SSHRC Partnership 
Development Grants, and full-fledged SSHRC Partnership Grants, and other similar funding 
opportunities that are designed to create collaborative connections between institutions. 
Similarly, relationships with NGOs, government agencies and other external partners likely 
already exist through the efforts of individual faculty members and students. Some accounting 
of such extant connections would be valuable so that a strategy for offering support to leverage 
such relationships for the benefit of IGS students might be developed and implemented.    
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6.4 Indigenous Knowledges and Communities 
The IGS program already has higher participation rates by Indigenous students than the 
graduate student population overall at UBC.  The introduction of the new Indigenous 
Knowledges Theme represents a curricular action toward UBCO’s further engagement with 
Indigenous communities. As students and faculty increase engagement with Indigenous 
communities in the region and beyond, additional services for Indigenous students, and 
expertise and support around research ethics protocols for this work may be required. Ensuring 
that these and other relevant forms of support are identified and provided will ensure success 
of the new theme. 
 
RECOMMENDATIONS:  

● Structure and introduce forms of support that encourage the development of inter-
institutional talent-training and research partnership. 

● Highlight existing relationships to outside government and community organizations 
with the aim of leveraging those relationships in ways that benefit faculty and student 
research, and the IGS program. 

● Ensure the proper support resources and expertise are in place to help guide different 
forms of engagement with Indigenous communities. 
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7. Support for the University’s and Campus Strategic Plans:  To determine the 
extent to which the program reinforces the commitments of the College of 
Graduate Studies’ Strategic Plan and Outlook 2040, notably UBC’s commitments 
to People and Places, Research Excellence, Transformative Learning, and Local 
and Global Engagement. 

7.1  IGS and Outlook 2040: 
Outlook 2040 states as an overarching goal that UBCO become the research-intensive campus 
of the southern BC interior. This ambition includes further goals, for “[t]he Okanagan campus 
[to be] recognized for community-engaged interdisciplinary research and teaching,” for at least 
“[t]wo in three research graduate students [to] hold scholarships,” and for “UBCO [to be] a 
leader in Canada in the proportion of Indigenous faculty and students.”    

Goals such as those just listed rely heavily on growth in graduate student enrolment, faculty 
research, and success in securing external research funding to provide graduate students with a 
diverse range of practical research experience, and additional funds to support their graduate 
study.  In the self-study and through our visit we heard that the IGS program had reached its 
target of enrolment in each theme and now intended to continue recruitment with the goal of 
maintaining its current enrolment size.  Therefore, if IGS is to contribute to further growth of 
the university’s aim to intensify its research activities and augment its status as a research 
leader in the province, then the IGS program will need a plan that considers how to augment its 
research capacity and outputs within the current enrolment levels, if and when to expand 
beyond its current size, and what elements of the program might be best suited to expansion.    
 
7.2 IGS in the Context of UBCO Goals, and Program Structures: 
Importantly, the IGS program’s creation of a theme in Indigenous Knowledges is a powerful way 
to further differentiate itself from interdisciplinary graduate programs at other universities (and 
from UBC Vancouver). This new Theme of IGS demonstrates UBCO's commitment to “Peoples 
and Places” and will increase the attractiveness of the program to Indigenous and many other 
students. The new format of a course-based program within this Theme has great potential to 
attract even larger numbers of Indigenous students, and students whose career goals are 
distinct from the traditional thesis-based graduate students.  This Theme and its potential 
impacts align well with the strategic plan.  (See brief comments on necessary support for this 
initiative in Section 6.4, above.) 
 
Perhaps less clear is if the IGS program will consider such a format for other Themes and how 
the IGS program could be a leader in innovating in research-program design to support 
different types of students and decolonization of the university.  
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One great advantage of the IGS program is that it should not be impacted by shifts in priorities 
for faculty replenishment and growth in the same way as such decisions impact disciplinary 
programs affiliated with set departments. Themes are meant to be dynamic and respond to 
shifts in student and societal demand and can adapt as faculty affiliated with themes increase 
or decrease.  However, there is a need for the value of the IGS program to be on the radar of 
the upper administration, both academic and research, in order to take full strategic advantage 
of the IGS program, and to manage its development in relation to other goals.  As UBCO may 
continue to grow, the desire for disciplinary programs may strengthen in some sectors where 
critical mass emerges. In such cases, thoughtful and well-informed decisions will need to be 
made, and communicated clearly, on whether to support the creation of additional disciplinary 
graduate programs, and how those programs would impact the goals and operations of IGS.  
 
7.3  Expanding Engagement in IGS Across Faculties 
Engaging more participation from STEM areas and Management was a desire noted in the self-
study and is a desirable way to enrich the experience of interdisciplinary collaboration and 
research design,  and for faculty, students, and the future graduates to take advantage of 
funding that is available for research that is at the intersection of STEM or health science, with 
the arts and social sciences. The extent to which UBCO can distinguish itself by exposing STEM 
graduate students to experiences and practices of interdisciplinary research remains to be seen, 
but the potential for an increase of pathways for this to happen is worth ongoing thought and 
planning. There is the opportunity for the IGS program to play a significant role in creating 
strong and meaningful pathways for STEM students and faculty researchers to  increase their 
engagement  in interdisciplinary collaboration and training. The IGS leadership might consider 
holding a special cluster of curriculum meetings to discuss ways in which greater dialogue 
between STEM and Management researchers and their students, and their colleagues and 
peers in the humanities and social sciences can happen, and what curricular and extra-
curricular events and structures might be tried to increase meaningful inter- and trans-
disciplinary discussions and collaborations. 
 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 

● Engage STEM faculty through cross-Faculty workshops, seminars and other 
interdisciplinary-themed discussions and events to build bridges with these areas with 
the goal of having such engagement evolve into more co-supervision and supervision if 
IGS students by STEM faculty.  
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The idea (we heard on several occasions) that each Theme should be the same size, and remain 
so through recruitment decisions, etc.,  is at odds with the inherent dynamism and the ability of 
the IGS-affiliated faculty to align funding from research grants with the recruitment of students 
and the research projects they pursue while in the program.  Being open to variation in Theme 
size or additional themes emerging over time is necessary and will be beneficial to attracting  
and engaging faculty from a wider variety of departments and faculties such Science, 
Engineering and Management. For example, one could easily imagine the emergence of a 
future Theme that touches on AI, data science, and ethics, that would involve greater 
participation from faculty members from STEM and Management than is seen at present. 
 
The IGS program has been successful in attracting international students and in developing a 
strong global reach in areas of research. It should be commended for its success in this area and 
supported to further augment its potential to be a top destination for international graduate 
students with an interest in interdisciplinary approaches. 
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8. Infrastructure and Resources: To review and evaluate the effectiveness of the 
program’s use of physical, technological, financial, and human resources to foster 
interdisciplinarity and community among its faculty, staff, students, and 
communities.  This includes its financial base (i.e., levels of university funding, 
funding by external agencies, tuition revenue, and donor support), its capacity for 
enrolment management, its future plans for diversification.  
 
To foster interdisciplinarity is at the core of the purpose of the IGS program.  It is already a 
model for collaboration and functioning well.  There are areas in terms of infrastructure and 
resources that need to be addressed.   
 
8.1  Physical Space:   
While on campus the review team had a general tour of parts of campus, saw the CoGS 
commons for students and saw the AMP lab. In terms of workspace for students, we learned 
there is some space in the library that is reserved for booking by any graduate student and we 
did not see the student desk area in FASS that is reserved for IGS students because it was being 
renovated. We also visited the office of the Associate Dean RGPS.   
 
Students did not complain about space per se although the students we met were continuing to 
mostly work from home. The COGS graduate commons is a very nice space for student 
organized events and to gather and work and presumably the space in FASS once fixed will be 
good space as well.  There was no indication that the students were using any of the communal 
spaces and, for some students, workspace is provided by the supervisor.  It seems a shame that 
students have relocated to UBCO and then spend their time working from home and miss out 
on the informal intellectual encounters, exchanges, and community/peer support that occurs 
when people co-work in a shared location (including the library).  This is even more problematic 
in creating a risk of isolation and this is especially true for international students.  
The pandemic shifted ideas about the necessity/importance of physical spaces. We did hear 
from staff and administrators that engagement by faculty had not returned to pre-pandemic 
levels and that new strategies are needed. Creating and using IGS-devoted space can be an 
important part of these strategies. 
 
RECOMMENDATION: 

● Ensure the IGS office is proximal to where the majority of students should work and 
gather and that there is meeting space that affords flexible setup IGS can use for events.  
We understand that the current arrangement is meant to be temporary until the new 
building(s) are built and the office is to be situated in the new building dedicated to 
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interdisciplinary research and learning – and we emphasize here that creating a physical 
home on campus for the IGS program should remain a priority.  

 
8.2 Financial Resources and Advancement Initiatives:  
The resourcing for the program and the scholarship and other financial support has been 
discussed above.   Donor support for IGS students is currently indirect in the form of certain 
scholarships available through FASS and their endowment.  Given the impactful socially-
beneficial orientation of many of the program’s research endeavors, we see potential for 
advancement initiatives that draw specifically on stories concerning IGS goals and 
achievements to increase funding support for students in IGS. More directed efforts in 
fundraising is an area that could be elevated given that the Themes and the often practical 
orientation of their related graduate research projects have the potential to resonate 
meaningfully with individual philanthropists. 
 
As reviewers, we did not meet with individuals from the advancement office to gain an 
understanding of how advancement is organized at UBCO. The assumption is that Faculty deans 
(and the Provost or Principal) take a lead in approaching donors.  This means a collaborative 
and perhaps centralized effort would be best for developing strategies to attract additional 
funds for IGS students. The work in articulating the value of interdisciplinarity  for solving 
problems as part of the ongoing work of the IGS program’s self-definition (see Section 2.3 
above for more on this) should help produce a strong advancement message that would 
resonate with a wide range of potential donors. 
 
8.3 Human Resources:   
The current level of administrative support is adequate for the size of the program as it is now.    
 
8.4 Enrolment Management:  
There is a perceived tension between faculty members who saw growth as a possibility through 
Faculty-funded positions, and a desire from the senior administrators to see balanced 
enrollment, and capped enrollments in the Themes.    
The capping of enrollment based on the current  budget presents an artificial barrier to 
achieving the goal of more involvement from faculty in STEM areas where faculty’s research 
grants could play a significant role in increasing recruitment funding.    
 
While faculty in STEM areas are likely to continue to train most of their students in their own 
discipline-specific programs, there is an opportunity to engage STEM faculty as supervisors and 
have them participate in different program Themes.  In fact, faculty in STEM are able to 
contribute grant funding toward the minimum funding requirements and the system to achieve 
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minimum funding levels may need to add flexibility to accommodate the different practices in 
STEM areas and likely require co-supervision when a student’s project crosses major 
disciplinary boundaries.  Sustainability and climate action are obvious areas where involvement 
of STEM researchers with social sciences and humanities would be required to tackle 
approaches to changing societal norms.  (See 7.3 above, for further discussion of this point). 
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9. Future development: To identify the program strengths, challenges, and 
opportunities, and to make recommendations about possible directions for its 
future growth and development.  
 
Recommendations have been made throughout this document. They have been integrated into 
our observations, commentary, and analysis and have been left within each section so that they 
can be considered and understood in relation to the larger context that inspired them. While 
we will not repeat and list them all in this concluding section, we will use this space to note in 
summary form, a few high-level observations about what we have identified as the key 
strengths, challenges, and opportunities for future development of UBCO’s IGS program. 
 
9.1    Key Strengths: 
Among the key strengths of the IGS program that are most apparent at the present time we 
include: 

● The commitment and care of a strong team of administrators, staff, and faculty member 
leaders to administer, run, and refine the IGS program. 

● The investment and enthusiasm of a wide range of talented faculty members from 
junior to senior in contributing to the ongoing definition and implementation of an 
innovative and effective interdisciplinary graduate program. 

● The recruitment of a strong annual cohort of students (national and international) to the 
MA and PhD programs. 

● The definition (in practice) of an original and exciting interdisciplinary graduate 
program. 

● The successful supervision to completion of a significant number of innovative and 
impactful interdisciplinary research theses, dissertations, and other scholarly outputs. 

● The structural adjustments made to the IGS Curriculum by introducing research-rich 
Themes that can and will change over time. 

● The introduction of more stable and centralized ways of funding incoming graduate 
students so that funding offers are clearer to students during the recruitment phase, 
and more equitable across incoming students. 

● The organization and management of faculty resources across a diverse number of 
departments to contribute to a large graduate program with convincing, synthetic 
integrity. 

  
9.2    Key Challenges 
With the many strengths evident in the IGS program in its current form, some of these 
strengths have been realized by overcoming challenges, and that other challenges continue to 
hinder the program’s realization of its full potential. Among the key challenges we identify, are: 
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● The challenge of establishing a widespread and ongoing sense of program cohort and 
community, due to a number of factors including the small number of cohort-required 
courses, the departure of students from campus to pursue their research, the lack of 
program-specific space, etc. (See especially Sections 1, 2, 5) 

● The lack of established and centrally located IGS admin offices and shared space. (See 
especially Section 5) 

● The challenge of effectively communicating information and processes to students and 
faculties about processes, timelines, duties, and roles. (See especially Section 1) 

● An ongoing need to articulate a strong and unique definition of interdisciplinarity and an 
accompanying narrative of critical purpose and formation as it pertains to the specific 
identity of the IGS program. (See especially Sections 1, 2, 5, 6, 8) 

● The ongoing challenge of a curricular design that strikes a balance between a strong 
shared identity and the needs of a diverse range of training for program students. (See 
especially Sections 1, 2) 

● The challenges of balancing the needs of disciplinary programs and faculty (such as the 
need for qualified TAs for undergraduate program courses, the need for faculty to teach 
specialized courses in areas of their own research, the need to hire new faculty who 
fulfill disciplinary and interdisciplinary requirements, etc.), and the requirements of 
programming and faculty contributions to run the IGS program. (See especially Sections 
4, 6) 

● The potential challenges of establishing criteria for evaluating, publishing, and 
recognizing innovative forms of research that cross disciplinary boundaries. (See 
especially Section 3) 

● The challenge of tracking the career paths of graduates and implementing that 
knowledge into future adjustments to the program. (See especially Sections 1, 3) 

● The challenge of regularizing funding models for IGS students. (See especially Section 1) 
● The challenge of finding alternative funding sources to support IGS graduate students. 

(See especially Section 8) 
 
9.3    Opportunities for Future Development 
It is important to state that the leadership, faculty, and students of the IGS program have made 
great strides in articulating a vision for the IGS program and engaging in the work of realizing 
that vision through administrative, curricular, resourcing, and other means. Many of the 
opportunities for further and future development identified and discussed in our report are 
recognized and known by the IGS leadership and faculty and represent factors to pursue in a 
manner that will demand identifying priorities for the program and working around or 
alleviating inhibiting constraints. Among the many opportunities for further development of the 
IGS program are: 
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● The potential to introduce new MA and PhD curricular requirements and models as 

alternatives to the traditional curricular forms that are used for most disciplinary 
graduate degrees. (See especially Sections 2, 6) 

● The potential to better develop the research potential of internal collaborations that 
emerge from faculty participation in the IGS program. (See especially Section 3) 

● The potential to integrate the knowledge and experience of IGS alumni back into the 
program to enhance a broader sense of community and cohort, to adjust and improve 
IGS curriculum on an ongoing basis, and to establish deeper community relations for the 
purpose of new collaborations and fundraising initiatives. (See especially Section 6) 

● The potential to better integrate contributions from STEM and Management faculty to 
the IGS program. (See especially Section 7) 

● The potential to become a known and visible site on campus of faculty and student 
organized talks, events, and workshops for the benefit of all students at UBCO. (See 
especially Sections 1, 5) 

● The potential of the IGS program to become recognized internationally as one of the 
world’s uniquely innovative and excellent instances of interdisciplinary graduate 
education. 

● The potential to become a leader in Canada and internationally in research that works 
from a historically deep understanding of disciplinarity and its inter/trans/cross 
cognates, and that reveals new definitions, forms, and practices of interdisciplinarity 
through the experience of Indigenous knowledges, and decolonizing methods. 

 
We are grateful for the opportunity to learn about the IGS program at this point in its 
development. We truly enjoyed the experience. We want to underscore the dedication of the 
faculty and staff, and their commitment to excellence, as well as the students’ general 
satisfaction with the program. We sincerely hope that our observations and suggestions will be 
of use to the program as it continues to evolve toward an undeniably exciting future. 


