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Canada’s western provinces boast an extensive selection of choices for pursuing
post-secondary education. Leading academic institutions have gained national
and international renown for their research contributions, innovative partnerships
with industry and local communities and excellence in equipping the next
generation with the skills they need for succeeding in a changing economy.
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This special feature will include the following editorial highlights:
LEADERSHIP. What are some of the examples of notable contributions from western Canada’s educational
institutions to their fields of expertise?
RESEARCH AND INNOVATION. We highlight the efforts of universities to further Canada’s competitiveness
through research and innovation.
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BUSINESS READY. What institutions are leveraging community partnerships and the experience of industry
leaders to create top quality educational environments for Canada’s next generation of business leaders?
PARTNERSHIPS. Post-secondary institutions in western Canada are building bridges from the classroom
to the work force, giving students better chances for furthering their careers.
SUSTAINABILITY. How do innovative programs address issues like environmental sustainability and
climate change?
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Strengthening the research and innovation continuum and helping prepare career-ready graduates,
connections between industry and academia are key for Canada’s economic strength

Partnering for success
P
From their first year onward, UBC engineering students learn how to design and build products, and how to work effectively as members of an engineering team. SUPPLIED

Post-secondary institutions introducing new programs
and approaches in a rapidly changing world

C

anada’s post-secondary institutions are continually challenged
to keep pace with shifting economic forces, technology advances
and new labour market requirements.
As the speed of change accelerates,
universities and colleges are working to
become all the more agile in program
transformation to ensure they continue
to meet the needs of their learners and
their communities.
The University of British Columbia
(UBC) Faculty of Applied Science has
adapted many aspects of its engineering programs to reflect the expanding
and more diverse role of engineers in
our technology-dominated society.
For example, the faculty is currently
planning new programming to respond
to areas of economic growth in B.C.:
biomedical engineering (in partnership
with the UBC Faculty of Medicine); software and computational engineering

“It’s a new vision of a
university’s role – instead
of seeing a degree as
another step in a person’s
education, we see it as the
first step in their career.”

(with UBC’s Faculty of Science); and
clean tech and environmental engineering, and integrated engineering
(with the University of Northern British
Columbia).
In January 2016, UBC also added
eight new master’s degrees, founded
in engineering leadership and in healthcare leadership and policy.
At the same time, the faculty is
changing the way it educates future
engineers, with the goal of building
a broader range of skills beyond the
technical foundations.
Increasingly, engineers must be
equipped to not only solve society’s
big challenges, but to lead in those
areas, says Elizabeth Croft, the faculty’s
associate dean, education & professional development. “Developing skills
in such areas as leadership, innovation
and entrepreneurship is critical for
student success and for the economic

success of our country,” she says.
Students also need to “learn how
to learn,” given that today’s technology will be rapidly overtaken and the
fact that the current generation of
engineers can expect to change jobs
and job functions many times in their
careers, Croft adds.
Traditionally, first-year engineering
students focused on foundational
courses such as math, physics, mechanics and materials, and had to
wait until later years to start actual
“engineering.”
The technical foundations remain
critical, says Carol Jaeger, associate
dean, academic, but the faculty has
also made changes to impart careerfocused skills from the outset.
“Our goal is to provide educational
experiences that are enriched, so the
students have the opportunity to
practise and scaffold their skills starting

in year one,” says Jaeger. “It’s a new
vision of a university’s role – instead
of seeing a degree as another step in
a person’s education, we see it as the
first step in their career.”
The faculty has added a year-long
experience whereby first-year students
work in teams on a series of designand-build projects covering a range of
disciplines, such as robotics, computer
engineering and sustainability applications. The plunge into engineering
begins immediately, Jaeger says.
“Now, in the first three weeks, they will
design and build a product and present it to their peers, and then repeat
the cycle throughout the year. On top
of the technical knowledge, they’re
learning about professionalism, ethics, communication and teamwork.”
In first year or later, students are
supported to create their own teams to
New programs, Page WS 2

artnerships between postsecondary education and business are crucial to Canada’s
competitiveness and prosperity, according to a recent Conference
Board of Canada study. While they
take many forms – including research
and development collaborations with
universities, applied research initiatives
with colleges and polytechnics, and
work-integrated learning environments
– they have a proven track record for
strengthening Canada’s research and
innovation continuum and getting
graduates career-ready.
“Partnerships are essential for our
economy and for helping to address
the chronic issue of productivity,” says
Daniel Muzyka, president and CEO
of The Conference Board of Canada.
“Improving productivity is not just
about increasing efforts, but also about
creating more value in products and
services through our efforts – and for
achieving this, innovation is key.”
Linking industry and academia has
a number of benefits, according to Dr.
Muzyka. It brings real-world challenges
to the attention of post-secondary educational institutions that can then leverage research environments and talent
for finding a solution. And industry and
community input can inform the curriculum to ensure graduates’ skills and
knowledge are up-to-date and relevant
for contributing to the success of the
organizations they’re going to join.
As the Natural Sciences and Engineering Research Council of Canada’s
(NSERC) vice-president of Research
Partnerships, Dr. Bettina Hamelin has
gained a number of insights into collaborative research activities across
Canada. She knows, for example, that
partnerships between post-secondary
educational institutions, industry and
community are essential for addressing a range of challenges, including
food security, clean energy, cyber
security and quantum technology.
“The list is long,” she says. “And the
challenges may be local, provincial,
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NORTHERN ALBERTA INSTITUTE OF TECHNOLOGY

New Productivity and Innovation Centre to be a ‘place where industry comes to succeed’

F

or many years, the Northern
Alberta Institute of Technology (NAIT) has been a valued
resource for Alberta businesses seeking to become more efficient and
competitive.
The Edmonton-based polytechnic is
now taking its expertise and industry

“Through this [Productivity
and Innovation] centre,
industry partners will work
with NAIT to become more
productive, innovative and
internationally competitive

size and the comprehensive resources
that will be available to industry. The
new centre will be a massive facility
of 164,000 square feet, equipped
with advanced manufacturing labs,
acceleration and incubation space for
small and medium-sized businesses,
and applied research space. It is be-

ally competitive – critical requirements
for Canadian industry today.”
The centre will provide the space for
NAIT to build capacity in three related
areas. The first category is productivity
enhancement, manufacturing solutions
and technology adoption. The institute’s current centre of this expertise,

INSIDE
Saskatchewan Polytechnic
makes work-integrated
learning a top priority WS 2

Partnerships that have shown impressive results include the work of professor Yusuf Altintas at UBC (far right) with aerospace manufacturer Pratt &
Whitney Canada. Both Manitoba Hydro Place (right), one of North America’s
most energy-efficient office towers, and a zero-emissions electric transit bus
(above) were products of a partnership between Manitoba Hydro and Red
River College. This very successful team (top) received an NSERC Synergy
Award for Innovation. SUPPLIED

expensive, and having a good virtual
assessment of how they work before
building them saves a lot of costs.”
The partnership, which started with
a small grant, has resulted in the
best-equipped laboratory for this sort
of work in North America, says Dr.
Hamelin. She adds that Prof. Altintas
brings together faculty members from
mechanical engineering, computer
engineering, material sciences and
related fields for multidisciplinary
research. “And the graduate students
who are involved are exposed to highcalibre academic research, state-ofthe-art technology and the entrepreneurial environment that a company
like Pratt & Whitney represents,” she
explains.
Dr. Muzyka also believes that working with industry, whether it is on
applied research projects or in co-op
and internship programs, allows students to “enhance their learning by
grounding the concepts they cover
in school in real-world experience,”
he says.
In addition to partnerships with
industry, linkages within the postsecondary educational system can
provide students with enhanced pathways into the labour market, says Dr.
Muzyka. “More connections between
universities, colleges and institutes
can help students acquire some of the
competences they need and address
the skills gap the business community

Sources: Vividata Q2 2015 Study – Age 18+, comScore MediaMetrix Q4 Average 2015
“More connections between
universities, colleges and
institutes can help students
acquire some of the
competences they need and
address the skills gap the
business community is so
vocal about.”
Daniel Muzyka
is president and CEO of
The Conference Board of Canada

national or global.”
An example in the clean technology
space is Manitoba Hydro Place, a collaboration between Red River College
and Manitoba Hydro, says Dr. Hamelin.
The challenge was to revitalize an
aging downtown area in Winnipeg
with emphasis on sustainability, she
explains. The result? The construction
of what’s considered one of the most
energy-efficient office towers in North
America.
“Manitoba Hydro Place is LEED
(Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design) Platinum-certified and
has earned many awards. It’s very
impressive,” says Dr. Hamelin, who

toured the building recently. Her team
also had a chance to ride in a zeroemissions electric battery transit bus,
which represents another aspect of this
collaboration.
The Red River College and Manitoba
Hydro partnership was recognized
with an NSERC Synergy Award for
Innovation, says Dr. Hamelin, who
believes raising the profile of collaborations may serve as an inspiration
for others.
She also suggests increasing the
level of recognition researchers gain
for partnerships. “Academics are
rewarded for publications – they are
not necessarily recognized in the same
way for research partnerships with the
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