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Commentary Commentary

Are you suffering from academic 
a"ention deficit disorder?

B Y  D AV I D  S M I T H

A t conferences, I sit at the back of the 
room. I’m a people-watcher. From the 
back, I can observe the spectators as 
well as the speaker. I like to see what 

the audience members are up to.
Are they captivated by the presentation? Are 

they taking a nap? Are they jotting down main 
points and clever questions? Or are they mind-
lessly doodling on the schedule sheet? Are they 
actually listening to the speaker? Or are they 
compulsively checking their email, Facebook 
and Twitter accounts? 

Based on what I’ve witnessed at meetings this 
summer, things are looking very bad. Students, 
teachers and researchers throughout the land 
are suffering from a terrible case of academic 
attention deficit disorder.

One of the best – and sometimes worst – parts 
of being an academic is going to conferences 
and meetings. They are where we learn about 
the latest developments in our chosen field, 
what’s cutting edge, what’s obsolete, where we 
build collaborations, meet potential supervisors 
or students, and connect over muffins and coffee 
or maybe beer – but never too much of it. They 
are also one of the few settings where we can 
openly engage our peers, get their feedback 
and voice our own opinions. 

But all of this is contingent on a single thing: 
That we listen and actively participate in the talks 
and discussions.

Not so long ago, I attended a meeting in Ire-
land at the beautiful Convention Centre Dublin, 
with its massive, state-of-the-art lecture halls. 
When I arrived for the first talk, I was surprised to 
find rows and rows of empty seats and groups 
of people sitting in the aisles at the sides of 
the auditorium. When the lights darkened and 
the speaker began, the halo of laptop screens 
revealed these floor dwellers were huddled 
around the few available power outlets. 

I shook my head in disappointment. 
Then, about halfway through the talk, I real-

ized my iPhone was almost out of juice. So I did 
what any experienced conference goer would 
do: Closed my email browser, shut off the phone 
and took out a fully charged iPad. 

The more meetings I go to, the more I think we 
are all turning into serial multi-taskers and inef-
ficient workaholics. It’s hard not to be impressed 
by what some people try to accomplish while 
listening to a lecture. 

At a recent conference, I had the privilege of 
sitting behind Superwoman. During a 30-minute 
presentation, she replied to a dozen emails, sub-
mitted a manuscript online to an academic journal 
and filled out a university expense claim form – 
all  while keeping abreast of international news 
headlines. Even more remarkable, she asked a 

thought-provoking question at the end of the talk. 
I, on the other hand, distracted by the flurry of 

productivity from the seat in front of me, had no 
idea what the presentation was about.

Sometimes multi-tasking can be useful. At a 
workshop between biologists and physicists at 
the Kavli Institute for Theoretical Physics in Santa 
Barbara, I sat beside an iPad-addicted postdoc. 
But he wasn’t twiddling away his time on social 
media. He was learning about the speakers, 
Googling them, visiting their webpages, scan-
ning their CVs and publications, reading their 
research papers. Not surprisingly, during the 
coffee and lunch breaks, this postdoc was easily 
able to engage the speakers about their work. 

Later that day, when I was giving my talk, I 
couldn’t help looking towards him and thinking: 
Have fun Googling 'David Smith.'  

At this same workshop, I observed Michael 
Lynch, evolutionary biologist extraordinaire. 
Mike has more high-impact papers than some 
university departments, wrote the go-to text-
book on genome evolution and travels around 
the world giving keynote lectures. I figured if 
anybody would be multitasking during the talks, 
it’d be Mike. I was wrong. From the first day to 
the last, he sat front row, centre and never once 
touched an electronic device during a lecture. 
He sat quietly with his hands on his lap and 
listened, and then bombarded the speaker with 
interesting questions.

Public speaking is hard enough without hav-
ing to compete against tiny screens that trans-
port the audience to a world of endless infor-
mation. Lately, when speaking at conferences, 
I’ve found it increasingly difficult to gain and 
maintain the audience’s attention. 

I’ve even resorted to skits. 
At one talk, I pretended I was a genome 

addict confessing my issues to other recovering 
addicts. These days I know I’ve said something 
interesting, funny or inappropriate when the 
clitter-clatter of keyboards stops, the retina 
screens dim and a horde of bloodshot eyes look 
up – even if for only a moment. 

Maybe we need to reevaluate how we give 
talks. We could take a Twitter approach, 140-sec-
ond presentations, punctuated by three-minute 
email breaks. 

Or maybe, if we can’t pay attention, we should 
just stay home. 

Neither of these options sounds very appeal-
ing. So, how about we turn off our smartphones, 
computers and tablets, look up from our laps 
and listen to what our colleagues, students and 
mentors have to say? 

But whatever you chose to do, just remember, 
somebody might be watching. 

Biology professor David Smith can be found 
online at arrogantgenome.com and @arro-
gantgenome. 

Opinions expressed here are those of the author and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of or receive endorsement from Western News or Western University.

Make the world our students’ classroom
B Y  A M I T  C H A K M A

Six months into their mandate following 
October’s federal election, the Liberal 
government has sent some encouraging 
signals that it understands the potential 

for international education to become a more 
significant driver of economic development and 
prosperity in Canada. 

Among these positive signs was February’s 
roll-out of the new EduCanada brand designed 
to market Canadian postsecondary institutions 
abroad. Featuring the bilingual tagline A world 
of possibilities/Un monde de possibilités, the 
new packaging positions Canada as a preferred 
destination for international students choosing 
where to pursue their studies in the global edu-
cation marketplace.

Then in March, Immigration Minister John 
McCallum announced his intention to reform the 
Express Entry program – a computerized system 
that matches employers with foreign skilled 
workers, yet has rejected thousands of graduat-
ing international students already in Canada 
because the program favours prospective work-
ers seeking to enter the country from abroad.

“International stu-
dents have been short-
changed by the Express 
Entry system,” said 
McCallum, adding that 
newly minted gradu-
ates “are the cream 
of the crop in terms of 
potential future Cana-
dians” and represent 
“the most fertile source 

of new immigrants for Canada.”
And in April, International Trade Minister 

Chrystia Freeland, in a speech to the Canada-
China Business Council, suggested that gov-
ernment and business cooperate to sponsor 
100,000 Canadian students to study abroad in 
China.

“Those human connections are essential to 
build a real and robust and lasting relationship,” 
said Freeland, referencing a similar campaign in 
the United States promoted by President Barack 
Obama, called 100 Thousand Strong, that also 
aims to strengthen bilateral relations through 
student exchange.

Freeland’s decidedly ambitious proposition 
particularly caught my attention because it 
relates closely to one of the key recommenda-
tions made in a report I helped prepare in 2012 
as chair of the federal government’s Advisory 
Panel on Canada’s International Education Strat-
egy.

In that report, our panel argued that for Can-
ada to realize its competitive aspirations in the 
global economy and international education 
marketplace, the federal government should 
co-fund – together with academic institutions 
and/or provincial/territorial governments – a 
major student-mobility program. The idea is to 
create opportunities for 50,000 Canadian stu-
dents per year to travel abroad for study, cultural 
exchanges, community-service and/or other 
experiential learning activities by 2022. 

Our panel suggested a federal investment 
could be matched by institutions and/or pro-
vincial and territorial governments and private 
donors by a 2:1 ratio, and that such an initiative 
would be an important complement to other 
institutional programs providing similar oppor-
tunities for faculty exchanges and research part-
nerships with foreign institutions. 

I welcome Freeland’s ambitious suggestion 
of 100,000 students pursuing study abroad. 
However, what’s more important to consider is 
the philosophy behind the idea, along with the 
merits of pursuing such a policy more aggres-
sively to better support the development of our 
future global citizens. 

In its 2014 survey of Canadian universities 
and their progress toward internationalization, 
Universities Canada highlighted the strengths, 
benefits and shortcomings of student mobility 
programs. 

The survey’s report describes student mobility 
as “one of the most high-profile policy issues in 
both Canadian and global discussions of inter-
nationalization in higher education. The twin 
imperatives of raising students’ awareness as 
global citizens and of preparing future workers 
for a globalized labour market and cross-cultural 
competencies are increasingly seen as vital 
reasons for promoting international experience 
for Canadian students, both abroad and on 
campus.”

Yet, despite the fact that 97 per cent of 
Canadian universities offer their students an 
ever-increasing range of learning opportunities 
abroad, the survey reveals that only 3.1 per cent 
of full-time undergraduate students (approxi-
mately 25,000) participated in such programs 
during the 2012-13 academic year – a disap-

pointingly low number that has been static for 
years. In this regard, Canadian students trail their 
European and Australian counterparts, who are 
more inclined to travel as part of their formal 
postsecondary education.

When asked what they consider the most 
important barriers preventing students from 
traveling abroad as part of their educational 
experience, universities most often point to lack 
of funds or financial support – factors cited by 54 
per cent as the top reason and by 91 per cent 
among the top three reasons. Almost half (49 per 
cent) listed “inflexible curricula” or “too-heavy 
programs” as other reasons keeping students at 
home, followed by students’ lack of interest or 
recognition of benefits (39 per cent). 

At Western, we’ve been working hard to 
increase the number of international-learning 
opportunities for our students, while at the 
same time removing institutional barriers that 
may discourage students from studying abroad. 
While we have made some headway in raising 
the quantity, quality, profile and benefits of these 

opportunities, we continue to face challenges in 
encouraging their uptake. 

During the 2014-15 academic year, for exam-
ple, approximately 1,700 Western students par-
ticipated in some kind of international-learning 
experience. This represents less than 6 per cent 
of our total full-time student enrolment (28,900). 

Among our longest-established and most 
successful international-learning initiatives is 
Alternative Spring Break, which enables students 
to participate in community-service projects with 
organizations located regionally, nationally and 
globally. Since the program began in 2002-03, 
close to 2,000 students have traveled across 
Ontario, Canada, the United States and to coun-
tries in the Caribbean Islands, Central and South 
America, returning from their experiences with 
an increased sense of civic engagement, inter-
cultural awareness and competency. Students 
are required to fund their own participation in 
this popular program, though there are some 
donor-sponsored award and bursary programs 
that help offset costs for qualified students. 

Western’s latest initiative on this front is the 
International Learning Award – or Boarding Pass 
– which provides $1,000 to all full-time, second-
year students who maintain an 80 per cent grade 
average and choose to participate in a university-
sanctioned international-learning experience in 
their third year. Similar to offers made by other 
universities, Western’s new Boarding Pass was 
included this year for the first time as a recruit-
ment incentive in our admission offer packages. 
Given the high quality of students who study at 
Western, we anticipate up to 40 per cent of our 
incoming class (5,200) will qualify for the award. 

Of course, $1,000 does not cover the full cost 
of most international-learning opportunities, but 
it does send a message to students that gaining 
such experience is important and has value. 
I’ve made it my goal to create greater aware-
ness of these programs on my campus and to 
encourage faculty to take their students abroad, 
whether for short-term trips or fieldwork, which 
also receives additional funding at Western. 

For students and parents already grappling 
with the cost (and for many, associated debt) of 
financing their university education, an under-
standable question to ask is, what is the pay-
back for such an investment of money and time? 

As reported in a recent University Affairs 
article, there are several studies that help answer 
this question. For example, in a study conducted 
by the Canadian Bureau for International Educa-
tion, 90 per cent of graduates who participated 
in such programs say the experience contrib-
uted to their career achievements. Another 
CBIE survey estimates 80 per cent of Canadian 

hiring managers view cross-cultural understand-
ing and knowledge of a global marketplace in 
their employees as competitive assets for their 
companies. And looking beyond our national 
borders, alumni of the European Union’s Eras-
mus student-mobility program have an unem-
ployment rate 23 per cent lower than their peers 
five years after graduation.

So, while its immediate financial cost, time 
and other obstacles may discourage studying 
abroad, its longer-term benefits – for individu-
als and society as a whole – offer compelling 
reasons to overcome these barriers. 

From my personal perspective as a Bangla-
deshi immigrant who has studied and worked in 
multiple countries and five Canadian provinces 
over the past 30 years, the intrinsic value of 
developing a broad worldview through interna-
tional education is self-evident. But the impera-
tive to better prepare young Canadians for life 
in the global economy should make crystal clear 
for all the need for programs that promote and 
support opportunities for students to make the 
world their classroom. 

This piece originally appeared in Policy maga-
zine, September/October 2016.
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