
 

Academic Plan 

Foreword 

Based in Ontario, Canada and established in 2018, the Humanities Digital Degrees Project is a 
charitable organization dedicated to establishing by ministerial consent a postsecondary 
institution that will mark a number of ground-breaking firsts for undergraduate education in 
Canada:  

• first purely academic independent institution  

• first humanities institution  

• first digital undergraduate institution 

• first fully bilingual secular institution 

The purely digital nature of the proposed programs and administrative structures will extend the 

impact of the planned institution beyond Canada and on to the global stage. As the world and 

the academic institutions that study it mutate ever more quickly, the HDDP’s institution will 

ensure that degrees providing the historical knowledge, analytical skills and sound judgement 

needed to drive positive change remain accessible to students wherever they live.   

The Academic Plan draws from and updates the HDDP’s Integrated Academic and Financial 

Plan 2021-2029 (IAFP), which sets forth the College’s interrelated academic, administrative and 

business models of the proposed institution, and details the strategies, tactics and timeline for 

their implementation. Elaborated over six years with input from large-scale student surveys, 

employer surveys, and in-depth discussions with faculty serving on the admissions committees 

of graduate humanities programs at leading universities in Canada, France and the United 

States, the IAFP was approved by the HDDP Board on the 20th of June 2020. 

The Academic Plan articulates the academic goals and priorities of the HDDP at the institutional 

level. It outlines how the HDDP’s radically innovative academic model will forge new links with 

the 500-year long tradition of humanities university colleges, overcome the obstacles faced by 

the humanities at publicly assisted universities, and offer students who read the opportunity to 

pursue an authentic humanities education.



I - Guiding Documents 

 

 

Mission Statement 

The Humanities Digital Degrees Project has been founded to preserve and promote the 
traditions of study and scholarship in the humanities, and to make these traditions as accessible 
as possible by using digital technology to develop delivery methods adapted to advanced textual 
study at the same time as lowering costs and expanding availability across the virtual domain. 

 

All HDDP programs follow the methods and aims of the humanities, engaging students in their 
education through intensive practice of reading, writing and speaking, and leading them forward 
to the fullest development of their intellectual and human potential. In keeping with the traditions 
of modern humanism, language skills are at the heart of the HDDP’s approach to teaching. All 
programs are offered in English and French, and students are encouraged to take at least a 
minor in the second language. In keeping with the liberty and the humility of humanist inquiry, 
HDDP programs situate the study of human experience within the sphere of individual judgment. 
Integral to the humanist ideal, the freedom to choose one’s ideas is attained through historical 
understanding, intellectual honesty, and critical rigour. The HDDP fosters the mutual 
reinforcement of these skills through the structure of programs built on the idea that learning is 
nourished by freedom of inquiry, and that ambition and responsibility develop as freedom is 
cultivated. 

 

The HDDP is dedicated to supporting leading-edge humanities scholarship and committed to 
increasing access to a humanities education of the highest quality in order to offer students from 
all backgrounds the opportunity to surpass themselves. The skills and learning HDDP students 
acquire in the study of texts which have shaped the modern world will prepare them for lives of 
civic engagement and entrepreneurial leadership in the course of which they will in their turn 
shape our world for the better. 



Vision 

The HDDP’s programs will enable graduates to succeed in the global forum of skills and ideas. 
Offered in French and English, HDDP degrees will ensure and certify that students are prepared 
for highly skilled private or public sector jobs, for postgraduate programs in liberal professions, 
or for further academic study at the world's best universities. 

 

For students who seek autonomy and wisdom, and who want a degree that will provide a 
superior preparation for study and work in text-based fields, the HDDP will be the clear choice. 

Academic Goals 

In order to fulfil the mission of the Humanities Digital Degrees Project, all policies and activities 

will contribute to achieving the following goals: 

1) offer students the choice of an academically superior humanities education; 

2) raise credential recognition and create value for graduates by setting new standards in terms 

of the rigour and transparency of the HDDP’s degrees; 

3) expand access to top-quality humanities degrees by leveraging digital innovations to improve 

teaching and lower costs; 

4) promote humanities scholarship of the highest quality. 

Strategic Priorities 

The strategic priorities for the Humanities Digital Degrees Project’s first five-year plan are: 

• to establish the proposed institution nationally and internationally as an industry 

changing innovator in the university landscape; 

• to build faculty partnerships with world-class academics and to grow the institution’s 

network for recruiting top students; 

• to establish the institution’s degree programs in history, literature and philosophy, to 

build recognition of them as the most comprehensive and rigorous humanities programs 

offered in Canada, and to situate them among the top programs worldwide; 

• to build national and international brand recognition centering on the intersecting axes of 

high quality and low cost; 

• to design and implement industry leading tools for the rapid analysis and continuous 

improvement of the institution’s didactic, administrative and financial models and 

methods, and to build on the resulting findings and initiatives in the development of the 

institution’s next integrated plan. 



II - Facing the Challenge 

 
 

 

The Context of Undergraduate Humanities Education Today 

In recent decades, university enrolment in Canada has almost quadrupled, rising from 15% of 

18 to 22-year-olds in 1980 to 55% in 2019,* one of the highest rates in the world. Only the 

hardships imposed on students from modest backgrounds by the 2008 economic downturn and 

now by the Covid-19 pandemic have prevented this increase from reaching 60% of all high 

school graduates. The change in student profiles resulting from this tremendous expansion has 

gone hand in hand with the rise of new programs within faculties of arts and of new methods and 

aims within humanities departments. 

 
* See “University Enrolment in Canada 1951-1983 and Beyond”, p. 51; The State of Postsecondary 
Education in Canada, 2019, pp. 14 and 23. PSE participation for the age group was 84% in 2019; as 65% 
of those students attended universities, the university participation rate for this group is 55%. 



Today, the humanities compete with an array of identity-based approaches that arose out of 

their proponents’ opposition to the “humanism” denounced by poststructuralist theory. Programs 

based on these approaches cover some of the same ground, but without the historical 

perspective or analytical training provided by traditional humanities programs. Along with 

internecine rivalry from these “studies”-style streams and programs, the humanities face 

competition from programs such as Communications or Media Studies, which are quite outside 

the sphere of the humanities but which are housed in the same faculties and lead to the same 

credential. In the case of English and French, literature programs now have to jostle for funding 

with intra-departmental streams leading to the same degree but in non-humanities fields such as 

descriptive linguistics or “language arts”. 

Whether it was a case of different subjects requiring different learning styles or different learning 

styles requiring different subjects, post 1980s program diversification initially created an optimal 

situation for the expanding cohorts of undergraduates, providing alternatives to humanities 

courses for those who wanted them and preserving text-based curricula for those seeking a 

traditional humanities education. Separate streams within programs have been collapsing with 

increasing speed since the 2008 downturn, however. Under pressure from the imposition of 

“strategic mandate agreements” and the planned “performance funding” mechanisms, 

universities are increasingly implementing “prioritization processes” and “responsibility 

agreements” designed to eliminate programs — and courses within them — in which enrolment 

revenues do not fully cover expenses, and the pandemic is further accelerating this process. 

Offerings are becoming less and less differentiated in terms of both methods and subject matter. 

Reading and writing-intensive humanities programs are being diluted and absorbed into 

umbrella programs with far less depth and focus, and the range of skill sets students are able to 

acquire is diminishing as a result. 

The rapid pace at which undergraduate humanities programs are actually disappearing is 

masked by the fact that degree programs along new, largely a-historical, and increasingly 

applied lines continue to be housed in faculties of arts or humanities for the sake of 

administrative economies and credential recognition. In the case of departments which have 

remained united, the shift away from the humanities has largely gone unnoticed. Twenty years 

ago, almost every public university offered full humanities programs in English, French, History 

and Philosophy. Today, although the names of these programs have in many cases remained 

the same, and although almost all universities offer some humanities courses within these 

programs, only a small minority of Ontario’s universities are able to teach a full course of study 

in these subjects from a coherent humanities standpoint. 

 

Obstacles to Humanities Education at Publicly Funded Universities 

1) DISAPPEARING PROGRAMS  

Overall, fewer than one quarter (21%) of Ontario’s universities offer the type of historical 

humanities programs the HDDP has been established to promote: 



 

These findings are based on a thorough examination of the 2019-2020 Academic Timetable or 

Class Schedule information provided by Ontario’s 22 universities.* Unlike university Calendars, 

which create the illusion of full programs and multiple streams by listing all courses approved for 

teaching, whether they are actually offered or not, timetable information can be extrapolated to 

give an accurate picture of the choices students will face at a given university. The survey’s 

findings show that although most universities offer degrees in French, English, History, and 

Philosophy, there are currently few options for students wishing to take a full program in English 

or French Literature, a History program focused on European History, or a Philosophy program 

focused on the Western tradition.†  

An examination of fourth-year courses offered in these fields across Ontario campuses in 2019-

2020 shows that no university offered a BA Hon. in French literature (or a BA); only 2 

universities offered a full honours year in English literature; 4 offered sufficient courses on 

European history; and only 5 still offered 5 fourth-year half courses on Western philosophy. For 

Francophone students studying subjects other than French itself, the situation is far worse. 

Looking at offerings in the traditional areas of the humanities at Ontario’s four nominally bilingual 

campuses, only one program included enough courses to complete a three-year degree in 

French, and no university offered a full and distinct honours year in any historical humanities 

subject. In practice, the number of universities at which students would actually be able to take a 

specialized degree in either national language in any of these areas is significantly lower due to 

intra-program distributional requirements designed to ensure that all tenured faculty maintain 

their share of students as formerly distinct streams are collapsed into single, blended programs.  

 

* A full survey of timetable information for the 2020-2021 academic year in these subjects completed on 
July 15th 2020 shows little change; however, it remains to be seen what proportion of courses opened to 
registration will actually run once classes resume in the fall of 2020. 

† The survey counts classes offered in each of these fields. General propaedeutic courses, service 
courses, studies-style / identity-based / a-historical topics courses, interdisciplinary courses, undefined 
courses, and directed reading courses are not counted. A minimum equivalent of 15 one-semester 
courses in a given field is considered necessary for the completion of a three-year degree, with an 
additional five one-semester courses at the fourth-year level being needed for a full honours degree. 

Proportion of Ontario Universities Offering Comparable Three- and 
Four-Year Humanities Programs 2019-2020



2) DECLINING STANDARDS  

An awkward corollary of the near quadrupling of the university participation rate in Canada is 

that admission standards have fallen in an inverse proportion. Assuming university admissions 

in 1980 were limited to the top 5 students of a given high school class — an assumption made 

more valid by the fact that relatively low fees at the time encouraged wider access — and 

understanding that the standard universities use is academic performance relative to other 

students in the same year, then if the top 20 students of the same high school’s graduating class 

attend university in 2020, university admission standards for that high school have fallen by 

300%. In reality, the “floating” standards against which each class’s academic performance is 

measured have also been sinking steadily even as average grades have been rising,* such that 

the problem is much worse. Even if one looks only at admissions, however, it is obvious that this 

shift in enrolment patterns has had a dramatic effect on the types of students admitted to 

Ontario’s universities and, as a result, on the types of programs that can be offered.  

Already in 2012, 27% of university 

graduates were functionally illiterate 

(vs. 42% in the general population), 

44% had marginal literacy skills, and 

only 29% percent had the skills 

required to write a simple term paper.† 

If one were to look solely at recent 

graduates, the numbers would be far 

worse, since the 2012 figures included 

graduates of all ages, and thus from 

decades during which standards were 

much higher than they are now.‡ Rates 

of functional illiteracy which had been 

expected to decline instead rose by 

7% between 2006 and 2012 as more 

beneficiaries of mass tertiary education entered the category.§ Since 2012, high-school literacy 

scores have continued to fall even as the proportion of graduates attending university has 

 

* For a recent discussion of the problem of grade inflation, see the 2019 report by P. Grayson et al., A Call 
to Action: Academic Skill Deficiencies in Four Ontario Universities.  
 

† Skills in Canada: First Results from the Programme for the International Assessment of Adult 
Competencies (PIAAC), p. 32; Making the Grade? Troubling Trends in Postsecondary Student Literacy, 
p. 7. For PIAAC literacy levels and definitions, see Skills in Canada, p. 16. The PIAAC survey defines 
functional literacy as the ability to perform the type of text-based tasks commonly required in today’s 
society. Functional illiteracy corresponds to scores in the 0 to level 2 range, marginal literacy skills are 
those in the 3rd segment; the skills required to write a basic term paper correspond to level 4 scores; and 
the skills needed to write an advanced paper are those associated with level 5. More information on these 
categories, including examples of tasks, can be found in the OECD report, OECD Skills Outlook 2013 
First Results from the Survey of Adult Skills, p. 66, sq. 

‡ Making the Grade?, p. 21. 

§ Post-secondary Education in Canada: Meeting our needs?, p. 64; Making the Grade?, p. 7. 
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continued to rise,** such that the proportion of functionally illiterate students at universities may 

reasonably be expected to have reached or exceeded a third of today’s undergraduate 

population. 

By itself, the admission of functionally illiterate or under-prepared students does not necessarily 

create a problem in terms of academic standards or credential value. In systems based on full 

public funding such as the French university system, all high-school graduates may attend 

university, but only about 20% of those who enrol in a given program complete their studies and 

receive the corresponding degree because French universities apply high post-admission 

standards. Such a system provides open access and mitigates socio-economic inequality. To 

the extent that full funding is maintained, the commodification of teaching is minimized and 

universities continue to focus on education while also ensuring that degrees retain high value for 

graduates and employers. In a mixed-model system such as is now used for public universities 

in North America, however, both governments and students are situated as purchasers of a 

service or product. The pressures generated under such a model compel universities to rely on 

specious hype about exclusive admission standards in order to mask the structural impossibility 

of implementing any meaningful post-admission standards. 

What happens when a mixed-model university system doubles enrolment in a context of 

declining overall literacy rates at the same time as halving per-student state funding and 

doubling fees? The results are as evident as they are ineluctable. With degree completion rates 

close to 90% and functional illiteracy at a conservative 30%, programs are geared to functionally 

illiterate students. Administrators and entrenched faculty take the position that students who 

read have the opportunity to do so but that they can on no account be required to. The minority 

of students able to read books and write papers on them may still do so if they wish, at least in a 

few courses, but whatever they do, the degree they receive will be the same as that awarded to 

classmates who have never read an entire book or written a full-length research paper. 

Unsurprisingly, given this situation, universities are not improving students’ reading, writing, or 

thinking skills. On the contrary, studies have been indicating for some time that students are 

posting lower literacy scores after four years of “the university experience” than they did before 

starting.††  

In a mixed-model system, the more enrolment expands, the more fees rise and the more 

standards fall, a dynamic which means that the more students pay, the less they get. At the 

same time, even though standards have now fallen so low that universities are having a 

negative effect on students’ ability to read and think, the existing PSE system perpetuates itself 

 
** The most recent figures come from the OECD publication, Results from PISA 2018, which sets out the 
findings of the Programme for International Student Assessment’s triennial survey of 15-year-old students 
conducted using standards and methods similar to those of the PIAAC surveys: “In reading […], the share 
of low-achieving students increased between 2009 and 2018 by 3.5 percentage points…” (p. 3). By 
contrast, it is noteworthy that the percentage of students with strong literacy skills (PIAAC levels 4 or 5) 
was unchanged at 15%, a figure which has remained constant since the inception of such studies. 

†† Based on successive Statistics Canada reports analysing data from literacy studies including those of 
PIAAC and the Program for International Student Assessment (PISA) conducted between 2000 and 2006,  
Making the Grade? examines the literacy scores of respondents aged 15 to 21 and shows (p. 16) that only 
13% of respondents with literacy scores below level 3 at age 15 went on to attend university at that time, 
but that the incidence of scores below this level was already significantly higher among university 
graduates from the same cohorts, rising to 20% in 2006 (Meeting our Needs?, p. 64). 



under its own weight: the more widespread and consequently worthless universities degrees 

become, the more unthinkable it becomes not to have one. Employers are massively dissatisfied 

with the skills of recent university graduates and have justifiably lost confidence in any 

correlation between the credentials held by applicants and their real skills,‡‡ but they 

compensate by requiring post-graduate degrees, thereby compounding the cycle of 

accreditation inflation that caused the problem in the first place.

3) DECREASING ACCESSIBILITY  

It may seem strange to worry about university becoming less accessible even as more people 

are granted degrees than ever before. The problem is the shift from the merit-based criteria of a 

government funded system to the more wealth-based criteria of mixed-model PSE funding 

systems. In unadjusted dollars, tuition fees in Ontario have risen by almost 1,000 percent since 

1980; adjusted to 2016 dollars, they have almost quadrupled, from $2,326 to $8,114,* and fees 

in other Canadian provinces have risen in a roughly parallel way. 

At the same time, the real value of wages 

fell sharply in the late 1970s and has 

stagnated since 1980,† while debt levels 

have risen and disposable income has 

fallen to a level below the cost of tuition.‡ 

Although approximately one third of 

students currently receive some relief in 

the form of grants and scholarships, 

these students remain the exceptions, 

and the amount of these subsidies is 

limited for most to 30 percent of tuition. 

Nor does tuition include books, which 

raise academic costs to over $9,000 per 

year. Most significantly, the cost of on-

campus room and board has also 

compounded each decade since 1980 to the rate of $15,000 for eight months’ residence in the 

2019-2020 academic year, such that minimum charges for a student living on-campus were 

$24,000 per year, excluding transportation or any other expenses. Essentially, the cost of a four-

year degree had risen by 2019 to $100,000 or more for any student who didn’t happen to live 

near the university to which they had been admitted. 

In the context of the Covid-19 pandemic, universities moved most if not all classes online but 

without lowering fees set prior to the pandemic as a function of the services provided to students 

 

‡‡ The Need to Make Skills Work: The Cost of Ontario’s Skills Gap, p. 11. See also Literacy Lost: 
Canada’s Basic Skills Shortfall. 
 

* Statistics on Canadian tuition rates from 1972 can be downloaded from the Queen’s University online 
library.. 

† See The Evolution of Canadian Wages over the Last Three Decades. 

‡ The Financial Post, October 28, 2019, gives average disposable income as $6,684. 
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on campus. Whereas effective online courses must be designed from the ground up according 

to the principles of digital didactics, the reaction of established universities was to hastily 

“convert” courses designed for on-campus delivery and simply announce that they would 

henceforth be online courses. Professors are asked to record video versions of their lectures 

and to make themselves available for online chat sessions with the general idea that the online 

course should imitate the on-campus one as closely as possible. Perhaps inevitably given the 

timeframe for the preparation of these courses, the techniques employed form an illustrated 

compendium of what to avoid when designing digital courses, starting with the use of video 

lectures.§ While students pointed out that these slapdash courses are worth less than more 

developed online offerings costing half as much at Ontario’s colleges, universities petitioned the 

government to raise fees even further on the grounds that the pandemic has in no way reduced 

their fixed costs for campus maintenance. For universities and students alike, today’s 

inflationary context has only widened the gap between costs and revenues.  

Whether in-province students are paying $100,000 for an on-campus education experience or 

whether they are paying on-campus tuition fees for a home-based experience, the value 

proposition and its effect on students is the same. Coupled with constantly diminishing returns 

on the investment in terms of both the education and the credential obtained as university 

degrees become ever more common,** the costs of programs at public institutions are excluding 

more and more Canadian students from university on the basis of financial means, and without 

regard for their ability. 

 

§ For a discussion different approaches to online learning and, in particular, of the detrimental effect of 
retransmitting spoken lectures in online courses, see Is it Live or is it Internet? Experimental Estimates of 
the Effects of Online Instruction on Student Learning. 
 
** As little as ten years ago, the return on an undergraduate degree still placed average lifetime earnings 
well above those of workers with only a high school diploma. New studies suggest that this has become 
far from certain. A recent in-depth study extrapolating net lifetime earnings for men in the UK now projects 
a negative effect on lifetime earnings for almost 1 in 2 male students completing a degree in English or 
Philosophy at an established university in the UK (earnings for women are calculated separately due to 
the incidence on findings of graduates not entering the workforce). See The Impact of Undergraduate 
Degrees on Lifetime Earnings, pp. 55 and 88. 



III - Providing Solutions 

 

Meeting the HDDP’s Academic Goals 

1) A SUPERIOR HUMANITIES EDUCATION 

Benchmarked against the university humanities options currently available in Ontario, the 

courses and programs proposed by the HDDP will require significantly more reading and more 

developed research essays. Greater intensive and extensive academic requirements will ensure 

that all students have a) read and understood the canon of works in their chosen field and b) 

developed literacy skills that can be objectively measured as placing them in the top five percent 

of adults. Marking a radical departure from the practice at other PSEIs, the measures and 

methods which will distinguish the Project’s programs are set forth in the Academic Principles 

section below. 

The design of HDDP programs will follow the traditional methods and aims of study in the 

humanities. Programs will be purely academic and purely educational, or “student-centred”, in 

that their aim will be to promote the development of students’ faculties with a view to helping 

them reach the highest possible degree of intellectual autonomy. The Project’s rejection of 

applied, dogmatic, or commodified teaching goes hand-in hand with the primacy given to 

freedom of enquiry in the HDDP’s academic mission and policies. 

The HDDP’s emphasis on historical content will be allied with a radically innovative approach to 

course and program format. A key strategy for offering academically superior programs is to 

harness the potential of technological advances to provide new delivery solutions uniquely 



adapted to the textual nature of humanities studies. The use of digital technology to raise the bar 

in text-based teaching and learning is outlined in the Delivery section below. 

2) A MORE VALUABLE DEGREE 

Students who complete the requirements for an HDDP program are to be awarded a degree that 

will distinguish them from the recipients of other undergraduate degrees. Implementation of the 

Project’s rigorous academic standards will ensure that graduate programs, professional schools, 

and employers quickly come to see an HDDP degree as one of the most reliable credentials in 

North America in terms of the level of literacy attained by its holders.  

Providing students with a higher return on their studies depends first on demanding greater 

efforts, and then on making sure these efforts are recognized and associated with the HDDP 

credential in the public mind. Along with the role of the HDDP’s marketing initiatives in achieving 

this outcome, credential recognition will be promoted by the uniquely transparent nature of the 

proposed degrees: every student will complete the same tasks in the same order as every other 

student, and the contents and requirements of each course will be publicly and clearly presented 

on the HDDP’s site such that anyone will be able to see exactly what skills and knowledge an 

HDDP diploma certifies its holder to have. 

The HDDP’s ability to ensure and be seen to ensure that there is no gap between the claims 

made for the skills and knowledge of graduates of the proposed institution and their real level of 

attainment will be supported by the Project’s policies’ reversal of the usual linkage between 

standards and retention. Obviously, the equation of academic standards with retention creates a 

powerful incentive to achieve “excellence” thus defined by lowering requirements. HDDP 

policies return to the more traditional understanding of retention as the obverse of standards: 

retention (or attrition) levels will be determined by students’ success in meeting set standards 

rather than the reverse. Standards will be established by and measured against the difficulty and 

extent of course materials and the rigour and complexity of the assignments students must 

complete to demonstrate their mastery of these materials. Where standards are higher, retention 

will naturally be lower, at the course level and institutionally. Most importantly, viewed as a 

function of standards, attrition will be seen not as a net loss but rather as a cornerstone of the 

strategy to build greater value into the credential for students who complete their degrees. 

3) MORE ACCESSIBLE PROGRAMS 

As costs have risen access has diminished despite increases in the aid available to students. 

The slashing of admission standards corresponding to the tripling of enrollments since 1980 has 

increased accessibility for academically inferior students, but the parallel rise of tuition fees has 

replaced the previous ability-based hurdle with an economic one. The programs proposed by 

the HDDP will not suit all students everywhere, but for students in search of traditional 

humanities programs presented via new delivery methods, it will open the door to a higher 

quality, lower cost education than could have been envisioned otherwise. In particular, low 

tuition fees made possible by the HDDP’s delivery model coupled with a significant reduction in 

ancillary fees and the obviation of all relocation costs will make a high-quality humanities degree 

accessible to students whose financial / family / geographic situation would otherwise have 

placed such a goal out of reach. 



The Project’s programs will also assist lower-income students who are unduly burdened under 

the current range of options. For lower-income students who do not already live near the 

university to which they have been admitted, the additional costs associated with living on 

campus often mean that they must work 20 or 30 hours a week on top of their studies. This can 

place potentially superior students at a significant and unfair disadvantage against classmates 

better able to afford all the costs of studying at a traditional university. Again, the proposed 

programs will not appeal to all students, but they will provide a high-quality alternative for 

students who would rather stay home and devote more time to their studies than attend a 

physical university and devote more time to a job. They will also represent a valuable option for 

returning students who are in search of traditional humanities degrees but for whom moving to a 

campus for full-time studies is out of the question, and for highly literate students who have 

disabilities or difficulties that make a home-based degree a better choice. 

As well as serving domestic students, the programs proposed by the HDDP will cater to the 

demand for Canadian undergraduate humanities degrees in the international market. The HDDP 

will be the only PSE institution in Canada to offer three- and four-year undergraduate humanities 

degrees with no residency requirement and without charging higher foreign student fees. 

Impelled by the pandemic, major shifts in habits and expectations regarding delivery models for 

university education have made the advantages of an institution designed from the outset to 

offer purely digital degrees as obvious as they are immense. The HDDP’s strategy goes beyond 

dematerializing teaching or lowering fees, though. At its heart, the HDDP’s drive to increase 

accessibility is about addressing the problem of diminishing returns. Making degrees accessible 

means making them worthwhile, both educationally and economically. To succeed in meeting 

this goal, the HDDP must be able to provide students with the assurance that if they are willing 

to put in the effort required to complete an authentic humanities degree, this effort will provide 

them with an education, a skill set, and a credential that will set them apart from the recipients of 

degrees from other universities. Achieving this will in turn require a radically different academic 

model. 

Academic Principles 

The HDDP’s proposed programs in History, Literature and Philosophy will reach the high 

academic goals the set for the Project’s proposed institution by adhering to the following ten 

principles:  

1) Fuse tradition with innovation: The core of the 500-year tradition of modern humanities 

instruction will be actualized and revitalized by using revolutionary didactic methods made 

possible by advances in digital technology. 

2) Make teaching and learning purely textual and purely digital: Students will be freed from all 

constraints of time and place. Unlike online programs designed to imitate on-campus ones, 

HDDP courses will be designed from the ground up to take maximum advantage of the superior 

didactic possibilities afforded for text-based study by purely digital methods. 

3) Build solid analytical and disciplinary foundations: The ability to analyze texts is the 

cornerstone of critical understanding. All students will receive thorough propaedeutic training in 

grammar, syntax, rhetoric, and poetics. Mastery of a specific discipline at the undergraduate 

level will then prepare students for a range of professional and academic options and will ensure 



that those who go on to explore different academic traditions and methodologies are equipped 

to make useful contributions to comparative or interdisciplinary programs. 

4) Emphasize reading, writing and speaking: Average primary reading loads will double from 60 

to 120 pages per week per course over four years. In each course, each student will prepare an 

annotated bibliography, orally present an essay plan, and submit a research essay. These will 

double in length over the course of the degree, from 2,000 to 4,000 words. By the time they 

graduate, all honours students will have written 40 term papers. 

5) Focus on primary works: The main vehicle of instruction will be the central works of each 

discipline. Integrated directly into the primary texts, lecture and tutorial materials will all serve to 

heighten the understanding and appreciation of the author’s work, its receptions, and the critical 

tradition they form. 

6) Respect the historicity of disciplines: In contrast to the random chronological order of courses 

at other universities, the order in which students take courses in HDDP programs will follow the 

historical development of the discipline. This one, simple measure will ensure a much better 

understanding of the dialogic nature of each branch of the humanities. 

7) Evaluate learning continuously and comprehensively: Students will have to successfully 

complete weekly tests designed to ensure full understanding of the week’s readings before 

beginning the next week’s assignment. The research essay will then serve to evaluate the 

student’s comprehensive grasp of course materials. 

8) Ensure complete integrity and transparency: The HDDP will use leading-edge tools to control 

the authenticity of students’ work more rigorously than other universities. Since the content of 

each course will be publicly posted and since all students will follow the same course 

progression, it will be easy to understand what the graduate of an HDDP program has studied. 

9) Maximize flexibility, coherence and accreditation: By limiting program and course offerings to 

the different branches of the humanities, the HDDP will ensure that students can configure and 

receive an array of secondary qualifications in fields that intersect with and support their chosen 

discipline.  

10) Promote community and mobility: Complete dematerialization and provision of all necessary 

resources through the digital portal of the proposed institution will allow students to connect and 

pursue their studies from anywhere in the world. Shared educational and intellectual 

experiences and overlapping student groups will form the basis of real world associations and 

activities in local communities and across continents. 

A Revolutionary Delivery Model 

The delivery model of the programs proposed by the HDDP will be entirely digital and entirely 

textual. Courses will be fully de-temporalized as well as dematerialized: there will be no 

simultaneous interaction between students and professors, and no effort will be made to mimic 

the conditions of on-campus delivery through the use of video. The delivery model will instead 

focus on the superior possibilities afforded for textual study through digitization. All lecture and 

tutorial materials will be segmented and inserted directly into primary texts at points which 

experience and ongoing analytics have shown to pose problems for comprehension. Instead of 

having to listen to explanations on points they understand or to forego explanations on points 



they do not, students will be able to access precisely the help they need as they are reading 

their primary texts. 

There will thus be two series of annotations linked to the primary texts: lecture materials, which 

will be largely historical and contextual, and tutorial explanations and notes, which will focus on 

textual comprehension and critical bibliographical references. Bibliographical recommendations 

will be directly linked, encouraging students to explore the critical tradition in parallel with their 

study of the primary text. 

Compared to what can be done on a physical campus, the HDDP’s digitally based teaching 

model is revolutionary in that the basic, constitutive components of a humanities course — 

primary reading, lectures, study and secondary reading, and tutorials — are fused. Reading, 

lectures, and study are no longer separate or successive (and potentially disconnected) stages, 

but are instead reconfigured as the constitutive aspects of a single integrated and integral 

learning process. 

Moving Forward 

Strategies and tactics for the implementation of the academic objectives presented here are 

detailed in the Integrated Academic and Financial Plan, which covers the proposed institution’s 

two-year Establishment Phase and its first five years of operations. The Establishment Phase 

section lays out the timelines for the ministerial degree program consent process, for the steps 

of the HDDP’s capital campaign, and for the expansion of the institution’s administrative 

structure and operational infrastructure in the lead-up to welcoming its first projected cohort of 

students in September 2025. The Operations section presents projections and plans for the 

rapid expansion of enrolment and the corollary development of the institution’s faculty and 

administrative structures through the end of its first review period in 2030. 


