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There are people here who are connected in some way to every part of my complicated
life: my families in Canada and in the UK; University College London, Simon Fraser
University, the University of the Fraser Valley, the Open Learning Agency, Athabasca
University, Niagara College, Vancouver Community College, SUNY Empire State College,
the Commonwealth of Learning, the Canadian Society for the Study of Higher Education,
plus friends from the Chilliwack Players Guild and the School Board of District 33, and so
on.
Under “other duties as
assigned” I played Captain
George Vancouver in a
Knowledge Network
production while at OLA, circa
1995.

1

Handing out a speech contest
trophy as school board chair in
Chilliwack, circa 1990

At UFV, then Fraser Valley
College, with a Science for
Children demonstration, circa
1985

With Denise at SUNY,
2008
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I am honoured to have a cousin here with her daughter, who, like me, immigrated to
Canada a few decades ago from England in search of a better life, opportunity, and a
place to settle down and raise a family.
We were both able to achieve our dreams, as did so many in this incredibly diverse
region, coming from all corners of the world to seek peace and opportunity and to work
hard to create the wonderful and vibrant communities where I now enjoy living and
working.

1973: this is the earliest
picture of me in Canada trying
desperately to look as though I
belonged.

I have also been blessed with many opportunities to work with and learn from the
continent’s first peoples, who in this region we know as the Kwantlen, Musqueam,
Tsawwassen, Squamish, Katzie and the Semiahmoo. And I thank them, sincerely, for
sharing their bountiful and traditional lands with those of us who arrived so very
recently.
I have several colleagues from Simon Fraser University here and I thank them profusely
for coming to support me and our polytechnic university. I am a very proud alumnus of
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SFU, and processed in here in my SFU regalia, but I have to confess that I was strongly
advised not to go there for my graduate studies. A senior professor of Chemistry at
University College, London, when he heard of my plans said: “Look, if you have to go to
Canada, if you HAVE to go to Canada, go to McGill, maybe Toronto, but not Simon
Fraser University”.
Which of course immediately further inspired me to attend the “high school on the hill”
as it was then known. Look how great and wonderful it is now, and I look forward to
working with SFU Surrey especially, to address the needs of the South Fraser Region.

Graduation at SFU, 1981

There are also many of my former bosses and colleagues with us today. Being devoid of
any formal training for my job (I have no credentials in higher education, leadership nor
management) I have learned on the job by trial and error and by their mentorship and
friendship, as well as that of my school board colleagues, and of those who have worked
with me in community theatre, and of course my fiercest critics and greatest supporters,
my family.
Any capacity I have as a leader I owe to all of them. Any faults I claim as my very own.
I had the opportunity in the 1970’s to meet one of Canada’s greatest playwrights,
George Ryga, when he gave workshops at Simon Fraser University, and I heard his then
teenage son Campbell play some mean jazz at the closing party. Campbell Ryga has
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gone on to great success as a jazz musician and he is on the faculty here at Kwantlen,
and I am so pleased that he will be playing for us today, thus closing another loop of my
chequered past.
George Ryga was born and raised in a community of Ukrainian settlers near Athabasca
in Alberta, a place where I spent seven happy years, and there are at least two friends
here who travelled all the way from Athabasca just for this installation, and I am so
pleased that they came.
I need to thank and congratulate all of those here at the university (and you know who
you are) who have been working since May to arrange this ceremony: for many this was
extra work, with thousands of details to attend to. It is an extraordinary achievement.
_____________________________________________________________
I should say a few words about this marvelous institution that I am now so privileged to
lead. A few words only, because I have only been here a month, and despite all the
preparation and reading, I am only now starting to understand the complexity and
excitement of the opportunity that lies ahead.
I have known Kwantlen since its conception and birth, spawned by Douglas College 31
years ago, and I watched as it has developed its outstanding reputation for its teaching
and learning and for its focus on the communities it serves.
In its latest incarnation, as the only polytechnic university in the nation, serving one of
the fastest growing and most diverse populations, its promise is enormous as it expands
into new and emerging program areas and applied research; and being rooted in, but
not limited by, its rich history as a community college and a university college.
Since I am committed to an open and intense process of planning for the next five years,
it would be awkward for me to pre-empt this and tell you here what I think the future
holds.
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My predecessors have left me with a bold vision, and a statement of the polytechnic
university’s values. Along with a clear and compelling mission and mandate, I am well
positioned now to develop the goals that we must strive for to make this vision
manifest.
These documents refer to the potential for synergism that is inherent among our diverse
program areas: from developmental to design, from the arts to apprenticeship, from
music to management, and from horticulture to health, where the whole can and
should be greater than the sum of the parts and where all forms of knowledge are
equally valued and developed and where integration will lead to new fields and ideas
that respond to the economic, social and cultural needs of this region, and thus also to
those of the province, the nation, and beyond.
Let me read to you our vision statement:
Innovative, transformative, and ambitious, Kwantlen Polytechnic University serves the
needs of our region, of British Columbia, and beyond. We inspire students to excel in
their careers, lead in their communities, and succeed in their lives.
Well, “them’s fightin’ words” as they say south of the border, and in Alberta. And I say
this to my colleagues and our supporters and our colleagues in government and the
community:
Do we mean it? Are we prepared to build on our many successes, and find the
resources, and hold ourselves accountable for our own vision?
Take just the first word: innovative: the most overused word in higher education:
Do we really commit to tirelessly explore ways to connect to our community, to extend
the richness and reach of our offerings, to link our learners’ studies to the rest of their
lives, at work, at home and in our neighbourhoods?
I want to develop the incentives, the culture and the opportunities for us to work with
more synergy as we explore and experiment and improve our practice, and so that
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periodically we can take stock and say…yes….this university is truly innovative, and
here’s why.
As we work towards our vision, we will learn what it means to be, for instance, a
polytechnic university academic, a polytechnic university student, and (since that is
wherein the proof lies) a polytechnic university pudding, otherwise known as the
graduate.
The American Association of Colleges and Universities has done a lot of work in recent
years on the pudding, talking to hundreds of educators and employers about what
graduates will need to look like for success in a 21st century global knowledge economy,
especially as this relates to a broadly based liberal education, which is a cornerstone of
this polytechnic university.
These expectations, or outcomes, have four dimensions, which I paraphrase as follows:
First of all, graduates need to know something: something about the world they live in:
in term of human cultures, or the physical and natural world, because life can seem like
a dense forest in a deep valley with no obvious way forward, and by studying a
discipline, any discipline, you climb out of the valley and gain a broader perspective on
where you are, and so can choose which way to proceed.
Secondly, graduates need the usual list of intellectual and practical skills, including:
•

inquiry and analysis

•

critical and creative thinking

•

communication, and

•

quantitative and information literacy.

Thirdly, you can be very knowledgeable and have all the skills, but if you don’t know
how to integrate and apply your own and others’ learning to new settings and complex
problems, it can all seem (and often is) somewhat pointless.
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And lastly, 21st century employment requires graduates to assume personal and social
responsibility, including having:
•

civic knowledge and engagement both locally and globally

•

intercultural knowledge and competence

•

ethical reasoning and action, and

•

preparation for a lifetime of learning.

This responsibility is developed through active involvement with diverse communities
and real-world challenges, such as you will find in many colleges and universities, and
will everywhere always be found at this Polytechnic University.
And it is this last expectation, of personal and social responsibility, this connectedness
with people and society that we especially need to strive for, surely?
While we know that, in some ways, we are all more connected than ever through digital
technologies that are becoming globally ubiquitous; the same technologies can also
isolate and alienate us from the reality of our world. And while I love the i-generation
we are in as much as anyone, with the promise of truly personalized learning and
individual electronic portfolios, the inculcation of the greater and collective good and
not just selfish gain (which is easily fueled by the i-world) must be a key goal for our
institution.
So, I will conclude on that theme with a story and my one quote, and try to tie this all
together.
The story is about how, as ordinary people, we are connected to each other in so many
ways, and everything we do, and how we live our lives is important, and therefore why
we are, each of us, exceptional.
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As you know, I just spent four years in the US, in New York, and my time there coincides
roughly with the first term of President Obama. It was an amazing four years, and I am
so grateful to have had that opportunity.
During the time of President Obama’s election in 2008, I worked with a group of people
from across Empire State College to develop a vision and a long term plan.
You may know the modern parlor game of “6 Degrees of Separation to Kevin Bacon”, by
which that film actor can be connected to every other actor in Hollywood by six or less
degrees of separation, largely based on his own extensive array of roles.
Anyway, our visioning group started off, for no particular reason except to get to know
each other, talking about which famous people we were connected to through five
degrees of separation: through family, friends, work, romance…. real and serious
degrees of separation, not just seeing someone famous in the street, or sharing an
elevator ride, and no purely digital connections.
We went round the room a few times, and in so doing, we each became connected by
six or less degrees of separation to each other’s connections, thus creating an extended
network to some amazing people, such as:
Albert Einstein (mine), Martin Luther King, both Presidents Bush, Oprah, Frank Sinatra,
Tiger Woods, Al Gore, Nelson Mandela, Vladimir Putin, The Dalai Lama, Bill Gates, John F
Kennedy, Saddam Hussein, The Rockefellers, Michael Jordan, Mahatma Gandhi, Michael
Phelps, Judy Garland, George Clooney, Brad Pitt and so everyone else in Hollywood,
including Kevin Bacon, and, President Obama.
(By the way, as of today, you of course are also connected by a few degrees of
separation to each of these people (if you are not already) by being connected to me.)
But back to my story: it is about my sister, Ruth.
My parents adopted Ruth as a very young baby. And as so often happens, that inspired
them then to produce me. So, she was responsible in a way for my very existence. And
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there was a second time in our early years where Ruth’s presence ensured the
continuation of my life. We were picnicking in the park by the River Thames in Reading
and I was trying to figure out why the strong river current only took the twigs I was
dropping in in one direction, and would not go the other way. I was so annoyed about
this and intent on getting the twigs to float upstream that I fell in, and to this day I can
remember the panic I felt when there was nothing below me but more, fast flowing
water.
There was no time to call for help. We were screened from Mum and Dad by trees and
bushes, so Ruth, who must only have been about six years old, planted herself on the
river bank, reached down, and yanked me out. She then led me to our parents and,
before they could launch in on me, she made sure they understood that they were not
to tell me off because it wasn’t my fault.

Ruth and me at about the time
of the River Thames incident,
circa 1954

Throughout her life, Ruth always had a bit of an issue with authority and always seemed
to be at odds with bureaucrats, lawyers, doctors, and other members of the
establishment any time she thought she was getting the run-around, or when one of her
family or friends was in trouble.
Because of the arcane selection process they used in those days in England for all
children aged 11, Ruth and I attended different high schools. I went to the more
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academic grammar school, and she went to the more vocationally oriented secondary
school.

Ruth circa 1960

It seemed inevitable that we’d go our own ways, since Ruth had announced as soon as
she could talk, that she just wanted to have “lots of children and animals”. As the
“brainy one”, I was expected to go as far as I could at school and university.
So, as soon as she could, Ruth left school. She worked for a few years “in service” as the
Nanny in the houses of rich people.
She then met her husband Roger, and they started their own family and over the years
she added more children, grandchildren, renters, dogs, birds, rabbits, rodents of all
types, and even a chinchilla, and their house became a community hub with kids and
grandchildren and friends and neighbours coming and going it seemed all day and night.
Most of the time, with Roger disabled early on, my sister worked simultaneously in
multiple low paying menial jobs: she was a cleaning lady, a night orderly in a nursing
home, and an auxiliary at the local hospital, to name a few.
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Ruth had minimal reading and writing skills, with no sense of grammar or punctuation.
She knew enough to get by, and she eventually owned her own home outright, and
looked after her extended family single-handed.
She learned from her grandchildren how to use e-mail, and it looked for a moment as
though a whole new workload of connectivity for us would open up. Unfortunately,
Ruth only read her e-mail about every three months, so the excitement past pretty
quickly.
To my shame, and I will admit it here, as I progressed through the academic world, and
because academic achievement is still highly correlated with accidents of birth - if your
parents were educated and well off, you are much more likely to succeed – I spent more
and more time with those from higher socio-economic backgrounds and became a bit of
a snob. And as in the character Pip in Great Expectations, I was somewhat embarrassed
by my sister. I hope she didn’t notice, and it was actually my own children that showed
me that I had not only done her an injustice, I had also underestimated my smart and
fancy friends who accepted her just as she was, without judgment or condescension.
Anyway, the years passed. I bounced around Canada, and in the fall of 2008 I started a
new job in New York, Mr. Obama was winning the US election, and Ruth was diagnosed
for the second time with cancer. The twins and I went to see her in January 2009 at
about the time President Obama was attending his own installation.
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January 19th, 2009

One day, when I was sitting with Ruth during that visit, she asked me what it was like to
work in the US. I said it was great, and very exciting, what with a new president and
everything.
Yea, she said, well, Mrs. Obama lives just a few doors up.
I beg your pardon, I said.
Mrs. Obama lives just a few doors up. She runs the bingo at her church.
I assumed it was her painkillers and other medications speaking.
But she was right: Mr. Obama Senior’s first marriage was in Kenya, and his ex-wife, Mrs.
Obama Senior had immigrated to England and lived, literally, a few doors from my
sister, on the same street, and was indeed active at her church. The local newspaper
had a profile of her and of her attendance at the inauguration in Washington DC as the
President’s step mother. In terms of degrees of separation, Ruth, without any effort,
and without going anywhere, was closer than I was to the president of the United
States.
Ruth died a few weeks later surrounded by her family and her friends and all the
animals.
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Her funeral procession passed by Mrs. Obama’s little house, and many people stopped
what they were doing and came out to pay their respects.

March, 2009: the hearse
leaving Ruth’s home: Mrs.
Obama Senior’s house is just
out of the picture to the right.

I was amazed. How many people did she know? The memorial chapel was packed to
overflowing with people from all walks of life: the town’s entire ambulance and
paramedic crew were there in full uniform. They were there because my sister had
worked at the station as the cleaning lady several years earlier. She obviously had a way
of connecting with people and leaving a lasting impression: far more than I have been
able to with all my advantages and education. Ordinary people. Exceptional lives.
So, what is my point? I’m not sure.
That you don’t need a post-secondary education to be well-liked and much-loved? Well,
you don’t.
It doesn’t hurt, but it isn’t enough, and whenever I get pompous about my advanced
education, I think about my sister, and the richness and the difficulty of her life, and her
tireless endeavor to build and support and nurture her family and her community.
Which leads finally to my quote. It is the last song recorded by the Beatles, who my
sister and I grew up listening to and once even went to see together at the Finsbury Park
Astoria when we were young teenagers.
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It is just one line and represents a version of the Golden Rule that is found in some form
or another in almost every ethical tradition.
It was fitting that Paul McCartney reprised it at the Olympic Games opening ceremony
this summer, with my daughter Hilary there working as a stage manager and listening to
him sing:
“In the end, the love you take is equal to the love you make.”
Maybe we could use that as a preface to our expectations of a 21st century Kwantlen
Polytechnic University graduate?
Thank you. All My Relations.
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