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Message from the Chief Scientist Officer

Thank you to the team of the Intersectoral Student Committee of the Fonds de recherche du
Québec. I am very proud of them and what they have accomplished with, frankly, limited
resources. The meeting organized last September was highly stimulating for all participants and
has demonstrated, unequivocally, that the involvement of students in various activities of the
Fonds de recherche du Québec is beneficial and goes hand in hand with scientific advancement
in Québec. I hope it will encourage other students to be more involved in extracurricular activities.
One wish: that other granting agencies in Québec and in Canada as well as other international
organizations include students on their board. Such initiatives will surely enriched our scientific
communities.

Rémi Quirion, O.C., C.Q., Ph.D., m.s.r.c.
Chief Scientist of Québec
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1) Overview of the Consultation Report
This report is intended primarily for members of the three boards of administration of the different
Fonds de recherche du Québec (FRQ) and the Chief Scientist. It was written as a report on the
consultation entitled Le recherche étudiante : accessibilité, excellence, rayonnement organized
by the members of the FRQ Intersectoral Student Committee.

Following a brief review of the committee’s mandate and its current composition, an overview of
the consultation will be provided, followed by a summary of the discussions held on three major
themes: accessibility, excellence and outreach.

2) Presentation of the Intersectoral Student Committee
Established in 2014, the Intersectoral Student Committee (Comité intersectoriel étudiant or CIÉ)
advises the Chief Scientist on the activities, procedures and purpose of the three Fonds. The
committee’s mandate is to identify strategies to:


Promote the accessibility of graduate studies;



Work towards excellence in young researchers;



Participate in efforts to enhance personal and professional outreach.

The CIÉ is currently composed of six (6) members: Marie-Pierre Cossette (President, FRQS Board
of Directors, Concordia University), Louis-François Brodeur (FRQSC Board of Directors, HEC
Montréal), Jean-Christophe Bélisle Pipon (Université de Montréal), Sylvie Fortier (Université du
Québec à Rimouski), Olivier Lemieux (Université Laval), Hélène Saint-Jacques (Université du
Québec à Montréal). It should be noted that the committee is presently recruiting new members.
In addition, the committee receives professional support from Julien Chapdelaine (Program
Officer, FRQSC).

As part of the committee's reflection on the nature and implementation of its mandate, the CIÉ
decided to hold consultations as a tool for promotion and exchange with students and key actors
in research. In doing so, its members felt appropriate to bring together major contributors from the
higher education community and students from all around the province to discuss issues regarding
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the students' quality of life at a personal and professional level.. The consultation of September
24, 2015 was the first of its kind for the committee.

3) Presentation of the Consultation
The consultation, entitled La recherche étudiante au Québec : accessibilité, excellence,
rayonnement [Student Research in Québec; Accessibility, Excellence and Outreach], was held at
Université Laval on September 24, 2015, as a satellite event to the Journées de la relève en
recherche organized by Association
francophone pour le savoir (Acfas).

Invitations were sent out to graduate
students at all Québec universities.
More

than

80

people

initially

registered for the event and almost 60
people confirmed their attendance in
response to a reminder email one
week prior to the event. About forty
students (n=39) from a variety of
fields

(health,

contemporary

religious

history,

biology,

studies,

communications,

engineering,
nursing,

education,

industrial

regional

relations,

development,

geography

and

administration) and universities took
part in the consultation, although
Université Laval was significantly overrepresented due to the event’s location: Université Laval
(n=18), Université de Sherbrooke (n=7), Université de Montréal (n=4), UQAM (n=4), UQAC (n=3),
UQAR (n=2) and Concordia University (n=1). Finally, nearly twenty other participants (n=18)
attended in a professional capacity (professors, Ministry of Education officials, Fonds de recherche
du Québec representatives, university administrators, etc.).
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The primary objective of the consultation was to promote the CIÉ, present its mandate and
establish a first contact with graduate students. The members of the CIÉ hoped that the
consultation would be an opportunity to initiate discussions with some of Québec’s higher
education stakeholders and further their reflection to determine their priorities as a committee.

With that aim in mind, the committee invited three speakers to discuss the accessibility of graduate
studies, the excellence of the young
researchers and the outreach in
research, and put together a panel of
four (4) academics to respond to the
presentations of the speakers. The
consultation
Yannick

was

Villedieu,

moderated

by

Radio-Canada

journalist and host of the science
program Les années lumières. The
following is the list of invited speakers
and panelists:

Speakers:

Louise Poissant (Dean of the
Faculty of Arts, Université du Québec
à Montréal and new Director of the FRQSC) on the theme of Accessibility


Frédéric Bouchard (Director of CIRST and philosophy professor, Université de Montréal)
on the theme of Excellence



Marie Audette (Dean of the Faculty of Graduate and Postgraduate Studies, Université
Laval) on the theme of Outreach

Panelists:


Alexandre Beaupré (PhD student and lecturer, Université de Montréal)



Jean Bernatchez (Professor, département d’éducation, Université du Québec à
Rimouski)



Louise Dandurand (President of Acfas, Vice-President of the Board of Directors of TéléQuébec)



Normand Mousseau (Professor, département de physique, Université de Montréal)
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A discussion was held on each theme, guided by a set of questions prepared in advance and by
input from the audience. The discussion period was followed by a luncheon. Participants were
invited to share their comments and suggestions with the CIÉ, either in person or in writing.
Notepads were left on the tables for that purpose.

4) Consultation Summary
The members of the CIÉ identified three general themes relevant to their mandate to articulate
discussions around various research-related issues in Québec: accessibility, excellence and
outreach. The panelists and speakers were provided in advance with definitions of these three
themes, and a set of questions of particular interest to the members of the committee. The
definition of these themes, the questions arising from each theme and a summary of the
discussions that took place during the consultation are presented in this section.

Accessibility
Presentation:
The CIÉ has identified the question of accessibility as central to its ongoing reflections. In the
context of the committee’s activities, accessibility refers to the quality of the support (financial,
academic, etc.) available to graduate students, and optimum inclusion in the intellectual life of
universities and other institutions of higher learning through scholarship and grant programs.

Proposed avenues for discussion:


What is the role of the Fonds de recherche du Québec in promoting accessibility?



What conditions promote the success of the scientific projects carried out by students in
research?



How are universities adapting to new student realities (study-family balance, study-work
balance, etc.)?
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Discussion Summary:
The issue of the accessibility of graduate training was presented by Louise Poissant (UQAM), who
proposed a variety of definitions. Accessibility can be financial or geographical; it may be tied to
procedures for obtaining financial assistance, or refer to the accessibility of research activities,
exchanges and partnerships. There is also the question of access to different types of research,
and to relevant employment after graduation. Moreover, it is important to remember that the issue
of accessibility differs from one field to another. However, the panelists proposed that accessibility
should also be concerned with research integration in a broader sense, including student access
to the dissemination of research (publications, conferences, etc.) and high quality of supervision.

Based on the discussions and the audience's input, it became apparent that there are a number
of ways for the committee to address the theme of accessibility:
-

“complementary

Exploring

funding” options to support scientific
production (for example, to present a
paper at a conference, to support
access

to

research

settings,

to

promote open access to scientific
literature, etc.);
-

When

conditions
issues

it

comes

for

to

pursuing

relating

to

the

studies,

study-family

balance are still relevant. A large
number

of

graduate

students

combines these roles, often with the
addition

of

responsibilities.
encouraged

the

professional
The

discussion

committee

to

continue studying this question; although measures have been put in place in Québec
universities, it remains an important issue, especially for women;
-

Along the same line, the prevalence of so-called “atypical” paths within the graduate
student population appears to be increasing. In this context, the possibility of including
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professional competence and experience acquired outside the academic setting as
relevant information to include in scholarship applications was discussed;
-

The question of indexation of the monetary value of scholarships was raised as the
amounts have remained unchanged for several years. It was emphasized that scholarships
amounts no longer cover the basic needs of students, especially those with children;

-

The promotion and demonstration of the positive impact of research targeted to college
and undergraduate students was put forward as a promising strategy to increase
accessibility of graduate studies. Better preparing students to make the choice to go
into research would facilitate the transition to, and hence access to, graduate studies. To
that end, it is important that students across Québec become familiar with the research
funding system; this will better prepare them to deal with the different funding agencies.

Excellence
Presentation:
For the purposes of the CIÉ, research excellence refers to the quality and impact of research; the
demonstration and teaching of responsible conduct in research, from scientific and ethical
standpoints; and openness to innovative technologies and emerging theories.

Proposed avenues for discussion:


What is the role of the Fonds de recherche du Québec in promoting excellence?



What makes a researcher “excellent”?



What skills and training facilitate the transition from graduate studies to the workforce?



Are there any criteria of excellence that should be added to the evaluation of applicants for
scholarships?



How does the evaluation of excellence vary between different research fields and what are
the implications for intersectoral research programs?



How does research integrity support excellence?
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Discussion Summary:
The

theme

of

excellence

was

presented by Frédéric Bouchard
(Université de Montréal). Rather than
identifying criteria by which to define
excellence,

Bouchard

chose

to

present the relationship that exists
between

the

identification

of

excellence, the success rates in
contests

and

diversity

in

the

presence

research.

of
His

demonstration aims to explain how
excellence, if it translates into the
allocation of founds to a smaller
number of candidates, would have a negative effect on diversity and on research in general. And
limiting research diversity represents a significant epistemic risk. In a sense, according to
Bouchard, encouraging research diversity encourages excellence. A crucial element in the
preservation of diversity is to ensure that success rates in grant competition are sufficiently high
to result in funded research with some degree of diversity. According to him, excellence cannot
be conceived without diversity. Because of the diversity of research protocols and the diversity of
research topics, encouraging diversity is a necessary (but not sufficient) condition for excellence
(however defined). In that sense, special attention should be paid to success rates in grant
competitions. This

demonstration

highlights

the importance of

better

defining

what

constitutes “excellence”, without harming scientific research by reducing its diversity. This is a
complex issue to which the committee will need to remain sensitive.

Based on the discussions and the audience's input, it became apparent that there are a number
of ways for the committee to address the theme of excellence:
-

First, several participants expressed a feeling of vagueness surrounding the definition of
criteria of “excellence”. These criteria are related to more or less formal standards that
change over time. This notion of excellence is necessarily tied to our perceptions of
universities and their social functions;
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-

It was mentioned that the current “conservatism” of evaluation committees is an obstacle
to boldness and innovation in research, in particular when it comes to intersectoral
research. This situation means that young researchers are implicitly encouraged to remain
on the “beaten track”. The experience and skills acquired through atypical trajectories are
generally not recognized as a gauge of excellence;

-

Working towards the promotion and recognition of research as early as possible in
students’ academic careers (at college, undergraduate and graduate levels) was
proposed as s strategy to help students to make better decisions about their graduate
studies (better understanding of the world of research, funding issues, etc.);

-

Finally, beyond excellence in research, there is the employability of researchers. Some
participants proposed discussing the question of the professional competences of
people with graduate training that may be of benefit outside the academic environment.
For example, recognizing competence acquired outside the academic setting in
establishing criteria of excellence was one strategy discussed by the participants.

Outreach
Presentation:
For the CIÉ, outreach refers to the recognition of the quality of researchers and research students,
both within Québec and internationally. Moreover, outreach implies their participation in the
development of science culture within the population by increasing awareness of the positive
impacts of research on population health and well-being, the environment, technology
development, social policy, etc.

Proposed avenues for discussion:


What is the role of the Fonds de recherche du Québec in promoting research students and
the development of science culture within the population?



What strategies lead to the most relevant networks, and how can we promote them?



What are the most effective ways to reconcile the expected scientific benefits for the
advancement of science with the expectations of the population (e.g. social relevance)?
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Discussion Summary:
The

theme

presented

of
by

outreach
Marie

was

Audette

(Université Laval and President of
ADÉSAQ). Traditional avenues for
the dissemination of research were
presented, followed by a look at socalled “alternative” or “emerging”
avenues, as well as the recognition of
research by the research community
itself. Support for the dissemination
of student research is a significant
issue, since it is an important aspect
of the scientific process (peer review,
social benefits, etc.).
Based on the discussions and the
audience's input, it became apparent
that there are a number of ways for the committee to address the theme of outreach:
-

Efforts to support and improve the affordability of the production of scientific
publications and papers should be encouraged. Recent requirements to provide open
access to published results of publicly-funded research are known to impede the
dissemination of student research because they generate additional costs for the author;

-

It was noted that current criteria for evaluating scholarship applications encourage the
“over-production” of scientific papers, possibly at the expense of quality. The importance
of emphasizing quality over quantity in scholarship application forms was discussed;

-

Effort to convey the impact of scientific research outside of academic circles should also
be encouraged, in particular by giving explicit value to vulgarization of scientific research
for lay audiences and publication in professional journals;

-

Along the same line, the contribution of student research in advancing science must be
broadcasted to the public sphere. The importance of encouraging and giving explicit value
to the presence of students within decision-making bodies (e.g.: ministries) was also
noted.
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5) Conclusion
The CIÉ members who attended the consultation are pleased with the discussions that took place
during the event. In general, the objectives of the committee were met: to present and promote
the committee, and to gain guidance in determining their priorities as a committee.

The members of the committee wished to reach out to graduate students from different Québec
universities and various fields of research, a goal that was met by virtue of the diversity of the
participants' background. In addition, this heterogeneity exposed the CIÉ to a variety of
perspectives on the issues discussed. Furthermore, because the consultation was held in parallel
with the Journées de la relève en recherche organized by Acfas the members attending the
workshops gathered additional comments and suggestions from students who did not express
themselves during the consultation. Moreover, the presentation of the consultation summary by
Marie-Pierre Cossette (CIÉ president, Concordia University) during a break provided an
opportunity to introduce the committee to a large number of students taking part in the Acfas event.
Noteworthy, a substantial number of students mentioned learning about the Fonds de Recherche
du Québec only late in their academic careers, identifying a need to increase the visibility of the
Fonds among undergraduates. Based on their feedback, the students considered the CIÉ’s
mandate to be highly relevant and were enthusiastic about sharing their views with the CIÉ on a
regular basis. Finally, the CIÉ benefits greatly from its collaboration with Acfas, which attests to
the importance of the CIÉ’s mandate and the seriousness with which it is regarded, both by its
members and by the Fonds de recherche du Québec and their partners.

The CIÉ hoped that the consultation would help in determining their priorities as a committee.
Once again, the objective was reached in different ways. The questions raised during the
discussions underlined the relevance and importance of some of the issues already under
examination by members of the committee. Other issues also emerged, and the CIÉ was advised
to remain vigilant with regard to their complexity. Among those issues we note the need for support
for scientific production and research innovation, quality of life when pursuing studies (study-family
balance, “atypical” trajectories, etc.), rethinking of criteria of excellence, the importance and
recognition of professional competence, and promoting research to a wide audience (professional
spheres, the general public, college and undergraduate students). While the consultation did not
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generate absolute ground for the reality of student in research nor did it lead to the formulation of
exact mandates, it has provided the CIÉ with much food for thought and starting points to guide
their future initiatives.

Finally, given the positive appraisal of the consultation the CIÉ will consider repeating the
experience. A second edition could, however, benefit from modifying certain aspects of the format.
These include:
-

Broadcasting and posting the event online to make the discussions more widely available
in other places and at other times, ensuring greater geographic representativeness;

-

The adoption of a different form of consultation allowing for greater public participation. For
example, a few speakers could present a focused issue, which would then be the topic
workshops and pooling sessions;

-

Advance preparation of the participants, so that they have already thought through the
issues and are ready to discuss them.
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