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Program Structures 

As an academic unit, Religious Studies (RELS) has an unusual configuration when 
compared to other units in the Faculty of Arts and Science. While it operates as a 
department under the aegis of the Faculty, it also functions under the umbrella of Queen’s 
School of Religion (QSR), a subsidiary of Queen’s Theological College. For the purposes 
of this planning document, questions which are better answered by QSR will not be 
addressed, since QSR is planning to make a separate response to Where Next? that will 
be forwarded to the office of the VP Academic. Since the current agreement between 
Queen’s University and Queen’s Theological College runs out in June of 2012, it is 
difficult to project past that date. Assuming the agreement is renewed at least at current 
funding levels, the following projections can be made. At the moment, it is the 
commitment of QSR that RELS offer a minimum of 9.0 courses at the undergraduate 
level and 2.0 courses at the graduate level. RELS will not be able to deliver this amount 
of teaching based on its present complement of full time faculty (there are no continuing 
adjuncts at this time) in 2011-12. Unless staffing is increased, RELS will be faced with 
the necessity of degrading the number of its undergraduate offerings in order to preserve 
its graduate program (MA) in 2011-12. Teaching capacity improves in 2012-11, but the 
possibility of a retirement by the year 2015 means that there are definite threats to the 
commitment to maintain teaching at current levels over the next five years. RELS only 
has one major field of concentration, which is vital for the preservation of its research 
potential. Loss of capacity to teach in the area of “Religion and modernity” will leave the 
department as only a service department to the University.    

Interdisciplinarity 
• RELS is inherently interdisciplinary, moreover our focus on religion and modernity 
encourages interdisciplinary research and course content. • RELS accepts a significant 
number of courses from other departments towards our concentrations • It encourages 
graduate students to consider taking courses outside RELS. • Faculty have been involved 
in efforts to promote interdisciplinarity across but have met with relatively little success. 
A case in point would be efforts to estabish a cross-campus program in China studies. • 
Present departmental funding formulas impede such developments.  

Curriculum Reform 
• The tradition-based approach to RELS at Queen’s ensures that students encounter 
different cultural perspectives than their own throughout their program in RELS. • RELS 
has redefined honours courses to allow for more faculty imput and provide more 
curricular flexibility. • A tradition-based approach to faculty hirings leads to diversity in 
terms of ethnic background. • RELS is open to discussing number of courses required for 
an honours degree above the 300-level. • It should be noted that fewer courses may not 
require less faculty time, if more supervision becomes required for independent work at 
the undergraduate level.    

Degree Structure 
• RELS is aware of past discussions and willing to consider proposals to restructure 
degrees in Arts and Science, but this really requires leadership from the Faculty office • 
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For example, RELS was in favour of the previous Dean of Arts and Science’s proposal 
for distribution credits in undergraduate degree programs. • The Theology program at 
QSR has already adjusted its course weights in order to deliver a program of 12.0 total 
courses rather then 15.0. RELS would consider something similar given the right 
incentives from the Faculty of Arts & Science    

Course Format 
• RELS recently split both 1.0 courses required for honours students at the 300- and 400-
levels to provide for greater flexibility. • One faculty member has significant experience 
and expertise in on-line course delivery • It should be noted that there is no evidence that 
virtualization methods requires less time of instructors than more traditional methods of 
course delivery.    

Innovative Techniques 
• RELS developed capstone activities when funds were available. • One faculty member 
has used interactive learning facilities at Walter Beamish Hall. • One faculty member 
uses community facilities as a co-curricular experience when teaching the philosophy of 
Yoga.    

Ta Support 
• TA funding is vital to the preservation of our graduate program and to our ability to 
teach large courses at the undergraduate teaching. • At present there are no continuing 
adjuncts in RELS. • RELS only uses adjuncts on an ad hoc basis to cope with the absence 
of regular faculty on leaves.    

Infrastructure 
• Arts & Science is badly in need of more teaching spaces, especially if it hopes to 
accommodate larger class sizes. • Also needed, however, is a renovation of many existing 
classrooms so that they can accommodate innovative teaching formats and encourage 
new forms of student-centered learning.    

Excellence Areas 
Biblical studies, Religion and Modernity    

Excellence Metrics 
• External assessments from IAR; • Publication of peer-reviewed material and awards of 
peer-reviewed grants; • learning outcomes approaches to assess teaching effectiveness.    

Parallel Areas 
• Faculty have expertise in China studies, Classics, Cultural studies, Gender studies, 
Jewish studies, studies in India and South Asia, and Islamic studies. This positions them 
to play a significant part in cross-faculty interdisciplinary programs.    

Undergrad Role 
• RELS is committed to preserving research essay-based courses, despite pressures to 
adopt less time intensive forms of assessment. • Due to the tradition-based nature of 
many RELS courses, these courses often contain material drawn from faculty expertise. • 
Grants allow faculty to recruit undergraduates as researchers; a case in point was the 
multi-year investigation on “Religious Diversity in Kingston” sponsored by SSHRC and 
the Chancellor’s Award held by another faculty member.    

Grad Role 
• Grants allow graduate students to engage in faculty research; cases in point include the 
new MCRI grant to Pamela Dickey Young on religious diversity in Canada and the 
SSHRC grant that allowed James Miller to take a graduate student to investigate Taoist 



 

3 
 

groups in Brazil. • In addition to supervision at the MA level, faculty would be interested 
in greater participation of doctoral students, if the Faculty of Arts & Science could 
establish more effective integration with existing Ph.D. programs    

Postdoc Role 
N/A    

International Activities 
• RELS is one of the more diverse and internationalized program on campus. Faculty 
have research relationships with Austria, Brazil, China, Germany, India, Iran, Israel, 
Turkey, the United Kingdom, and the United States. • Each year, our graduate program 
uses the ITA program to bring at least one international student into the MA program, 
usually American but we have also had the presence of persons from places such as 
Egypt and Turkey. • One faculty member has close connections with Fudan University, 
Shanghai    

Distinguishing Factors 
• The lack of a Ph.D. program means we can award Teaching Assistantships to MA 
candidates. • The focus on religion and modernity at the honours and graduate levels is 
unique to Queen’s.    

Mtcu Opportunities 
N/A    

New Initiatives 
• RELS would use its resources to make a hire in the area of religion and modernity. This 
would improve teaching and research at both the graduate and undergraduate levels.    

Where Next 
Responses to this section include responses to questions raised in the Dean’s planning 
document. However, there is no systematic attempt to address the various areas or 
questions that Dean MacLean’s document lays out. The position of RELS on a number of 
those queries will be evident from its responses to various sections of the Principal’s 
document. • We believe that the University must address structural barriers that stand in 
the way of true disciplinarity. In particular, find a better measure of departmental 
performance than bums-in-seats: this discourages inter-departmental cooperation. • The 
University should think about adopting team-taught, theme-based courses for the first-
year experience (maximum 25 students per course). • RELS is in favour of retaining the 
Faculty of Arts and Science in its present scope, as it allows us to fulfill our mandate to 
service various units of the Faculty most fully. • RELS as an academic unit has not been 
able to reduce from a load of 2.5 courses per full time faculty member to 2.0 (the norm in 
Humanities departments at Queen’s) without sacrificing its vital service component to the 
University. We suggest that other units might need to revisit their teaching load in order 
to address the emerging needs of undergraduate instruction at Queen’s • The Principal 
identifies several key areas that might serve as foci for the concentration of resources at 
Queen’s (Energy and the Environment, International Development, Canadian Public 
Service, Global Human Health). While RELS does not have the capability of being the 
main focus of these concerns, it has faculty and teaching resources important to every one 
of them.    
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