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Canada’s Universities as 
Incubators of Excellence
Elizabeth Cannon

The Trudeau government has unabashedly claimed the 
role of partner with Canada’s universities in producing 
world-class research, fostering innovation and enrich-
ing our next generation of global citizens—a commit-
ment welcomed by postsecondary institutions across the 
country. As we approach Canada’s sesquicentennial, our 
universities are already building on a proud history by 
incubating excellence for the next century.

O ne million students are taking  
 notes, conducting research and  
 interpreting texts on univer-
sity campuses across Canada today, 
pursuing their undergraduate degrees. 
Among them are the soon-to-be sesqui-
centennial grads, our first foot into the 
next 150 years as a nation. 

Next year, 2017, will be a benchmark 
for them. They’ll measure time and 
date their styles, music and cars by the 
year of their graduation. 

University of Calgary President Elizabeth Cannon with a graduating class on convocation day. Stepping from one world into another, better 
prepared for it by the experience of a modern Canadian university. University of Calgary photo.
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Centennial graduates, who earned 
their parchments in 1967, may re-
member that they wore miniskirts, 
paisley and bellbottoms, drove Mus-
tangs and Cougars and listened to 
Lulu, the Boxtops and Bobbie Gen-
try. They’ll also remember the more 
permanent date stamps of Canada’s 
centennial. We built libraries, mu-
seums, arenas and the National Arts 
Centre in celebration. These monu-
ments have been integral to Cana-
dian life and learning over the past 
half century. 

When we look back in 50 years at 
2017, what will we remember? More 
bricks and mortar? Perhaps not. Rath-
er, I think we’ll see the start of a new 
ambitious vision for Canada that has 
as much to do with building up peo-
ple and ideas as it does the physical 
artifacts that place us in time. 

We see this bold vision for the fu-
ture—one characterized by innova-
tion, prosperity and inclusion—ar-
ticulated by our federal government. 
Universities share in this vision. 
Through nurturing discovery, shar-
ing new knowledge and fostering the 
entrepreneurial spirit, universities are 
at the heart of innovation in Canada. 
They bring ideas and people together, 
helping to find solutions to the chal-
lenges facing our communities and 
our country. 

As they have always done, Canada’s 
universities will play a pivotal role 
in realizing ambitions for a more 
prosperous, innovative and inclu-
sive Canada. Many of our universi-
ties pre-date Confederation. And 
their commitments to students, to 
communities, to research and to our 
country endure. 

Today, Canada’s universities are 
focused on mobilizing the talent 
needed to realize that hopeful imag-
ining of the future. Last fall, uni-
versities outlined how they will do 
this through their renewed Com-
mitments to Canadians. Included 
are commitments to provide diverse 
learning opportunities and partner-
ships with others to help all students 
achieve their potential. 

As president of the University of Cal-
gary, I know the importance of re-
visiting and reminding ourselves of 
the desired outcomes of education. 
There is a destination, for sure. But 
the journey is part of the outcome. 
The journey includes equipping 
students with the skills and knowl-
edge they need to flourish, even if it 
won’t be on the exam. We do that 
through measured excellence locally 
and by international standards. We 
take learning to where it happens 
best—including into the community 
and the workplace—and how it hap-
pens best, whether that’s through 
hands-on experiences or the sharing 
of knowledge. And we put our best 
minds (students and faculty) on the 
world’s most pressing problems. 

A s a country, we have chosen  
 higher education as a marker  
 of national prosperity. In-
deed, we all have a stake in students’ 
future contributions to Canada’s eco-

nomic, social and intellectual success. 
Those students at work today need to 
know and feel that they are already 
part of the “real world” and a very 
real-world network. Universities serve 
as connectors and catalysts, bringing 
together ideas and resources from the 
private sector, government, colleges 
and community organizations. 

When our newest grads look back on 
this significant academic year, they’ll 
remember a government planning 
for investments that look forward, 
investments designed to build a pros-
perous and inclusive future.

The latest federal budget promised 
more funding for students and the 
places they learn. A $2-billion com-
mitment in postsecondary support 
to modernize labs, support green 
technologies and enhance capacity 
for commercialization will build true 
21st century facilities.

An increase in funding for research 
councils of $95 million a year, with-
out specific targets, opens the door to 
allowing discovery to lead. Without 
discovery, we can be certain, there 
is no innovation. At the same time, 
$800 million to support innovation 
networks and clusters speaks to the 
Innovation Agenda. The initiatives 
rely on each other. 

Enhanced funding for students, in-
cluding changes to the Canada Stu-
dent Loan program, will improve ac-
cess to higher education. I wonder if, 
in 50 years, some will remember 2017 
as the year that the first in their fam-
ily was able to enter university stud-
ies. It’s a powerful moment. 

The federal government also com-
mitted to more support for indig-

Students at work today need to know and feel  
that they are already part of the “real world” and  

a very real-world network. Universities serve as connectors 
and catalysts, bringing together ideas and resources  
from the private sector, government, colleges and 
community organizations.  

The latest federal 
budget promised 

more funding for students 
and the places they learn.  
A $2-billion commitment in 
postsecondary support to 
modernize labs, support 
green technologies and 
enhance capacity for 
commercialization will  
build true 21st century 
facilities.  
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enous peoples related to education. 
These initiatives lay the groundwork 
for achieving potential, they make it 
possible to ensure fuller representa-
tion of indigenous people in higher 
education, and they recognize that 
education is a pathway to prosperity. 

Universities are uniquely positioned 
to make this new vision of Canada a 
reality. No person or community in 
Canada is untouched by the work 
of universities. And these kinds of 
investments pay off. Just look at 
the Canada Foundation for Inno-
vation (CFI), now preparing for its 
20th anniversary. A creation of the 
federal government, it was set up to 
build Canada’s capacity to undertake 
world-class research and technology 
development to benefit Canadians. 
That it has. 

T he CFI has made possible the  
 University of Saskatchewan’s  
 Canadian Light Source, Can-
ada’s internationally renowned na-
tional synchrotron facility that has 
contributed to ground-breaking 
discoveries and advancements in 
health, agriculture, nanotechnology 
and natural resources. It also funded 
the Research Institute of McGill’s 
University Health Centre, where 
physicians and nurses work with re-
searchers to understand diseases and 

develop new diagnostic tools and 
better therapies.

Those are practical examples. Some-
times we can’t imagine where dis-
covery investments will take us. I 
can only imagine the discussions 
that went on when researchers ap-
plied for multi-million dollar sup-
port to send equipment two kilome-
tres underground to study neutrinos. 
We know now that the results went 
as deep as the mine shaft. Arthur 
McDonald of Queen’s University 
and his University of Tokyo col-
league Takaaki Kajita won the Nobel 
Prize in Physics for their work that 
showed neutrinos produced by the 
sun change identity on their way to 
Earth. The new knowledge brought 
no immediate practical applica-
tion. We didn’t need it to. But now 
we can wonder about its effects on 
quantum computing or harnessing 
nuclear fusion or any number of ar-
eas of research that are made stron-
ger by knowing. 

That’s not to say that Canada should 
move forward with bold, new invest-
ments without a solid plan for the 
future. At work now are the Advisory 
Panel for the Review of Federal Sup-
port for Fundamental Science and the 
newly launched government Innova-
tion Agenda. Universities are playing 
an active role in both processes. I’m 

pleased to be involved not only as a 
member of the Science, Technology 
and Innovation Council, but as a uni-
versity president and chair of Univer-
sities Canada. 

We expect the reviews to be coor-
dinated and aligned, given that dis-
covery research, applied research, 
talent mobilization, innovation and 
economic growth are intimately con-
nected. Universities will encourage 
research funding at globally competi-
tive levels. And they’ll seek greater 
support for interdisciplinary and in-
ternational research collaboration. 

Universities and the federal govern-
ment share an ambitious vision: to 
develop a prosperous and just soci-
ety, and a connected Canada that 
brings together the top minds and re-
sources to address pressing national 
and international problems. We have 
all the right components to achieve 
that vision. 

To kick off Canada’s sesquicentenni-
al, Universities Canada will convene 
accomplished students from Cana-
da’s 97 universities and other young 
innovators with forward-thinkers 
from business, government and com-
munity organizations at a national 
conference in Ottawa in February 
2017. They’ll share fresh perspectives 
on how to build an innovative, pros-
perous and inclusive Canada for the 
21st century. Converge 2017, as it’s 
called, will explore Canada’s poten-
tial to be a model of equality, plural-
ism and prosperity. 

Who better to welcome the next 
50 years, than the youth who will 
one day look back and say, “It was 
an ambitious vision. And we got it 
right.”  

Elizabeth Cannon, Chair of  
Universities Canada, is President and 
Vice-Chancellor of the University 
of Calgary. She is also Chair of the 
Canada Research Knowledge Network. 
She holds a doctorate in geomatics 
engineering from the University of 
Calgary. president@ucalgary.ca

Students relaxing and reading on campus at the University of Calgary. A university’s job, writes 
Elizabeth Cannon, is “getting it right” for the next generation. UofC photo.
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