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What is Teaching Excellence?
Christopher Buddle

Associate Provost (Teaching & Academic Programs)



Teaching matters
• What is teaching?

• Excellence in teaching is central to fulfilling McGill’s academic mission
• “…the advancement of learning and the creation and dissemination of knowledge, 

by offering the best possible education, by carrying out research and scholarly 
activities judged to be excellent by the highest international standards…”

• Teaching is one of our foundational scholarly activities, and is done by 
many members of the McGill community (e.g., Tenure-stream Academics, 
Faculty Lecturers, Course Lecturers, TAs, Librarians, Clinicians, Lab 
coordinators)

• But, defining and measuring ‘excellence’ is challenging and discipline-
specific



Assessing Teaching Excellence
• Formal and informal feedback to instructors, Chairs/Directors

• Metrics are one part of a more holistic picture
• Changes to metrics over time can be informative
• Expanding types of evidence (e.g. peer review)

• The tenure and promotion process (e.g., ‘superior’ category)
• Guidelines provide a framework, but unit-specific differences are important to 

recognize

• Internal and external awards

• Evidence of creativity, innovation, collaborations 

• Activities related to the Scholarship of Teaching & Learning in Higher 
Education (publications, projects, conferences, workshops)



Principles of Teaching Excellence
• Mission critical: formal and informal teaching occurs in all our 

physical and virtual spaces

• Student – Teacher Partnership: student/learner-centered

• Inquiry-based: good questions drive excellence in teaching and 
learning

• Innovative: new instructional and assessment strategies, spaces, 
tools, and technologies

• Iterative: ongoing collection and response to feedback 
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The School of Biomedical Sciences

- an innovative, overarching structure for an integrated, learner-centered educational 
experience for McGill University undergraduate and graduate students in the Faculty of 
Medicine

- an opportunity to create interdisciplinary training at every level, better prepare 
undergraduate students for graduate or professional training, and graduate students for 
varied careers

- forge links between the Faculties of Science and Medicine to generate a unique educational 
experience and drive innovation in educational delivery and research

- forge links with professional programs in different Faculties and within schools in our own 
Faculty to help build cross-cutting interdisciplinary training and research opportunities.



Needs going forward

“We want the School of Biomedical Sciences to be Plan A for students, not Plan B instead of a 
professional school.”

“Numeracy comes to our students too late.”

“An important piece is helping students recognize and be more confident in the skills they are 
developing, such as: teamwork, critical analysis, literacy, problem solving, etc. We want 
students to be able to learn whatever they are presented with.”



Challenges associated with transformation

“Do we understand the tension between ‘training’ and ‘skill development’?”

“Teachers do not know what undergrads are qualified to do, so they do not help them identify 
the skills that they are learning that will benefit them.”

“Students choose their majors in the biomedical sciences randomly.”

“We need to incentivize teaching.”



Supporting Chairs 
- Help develop laboratory teaching spaces and training opportunities

- Helping preserve departmental identities while building shared educational platforms

- Helping develop curriculum mapping, self-accreditation and curriculum renewal toolkits

- Enshrining education and teaching as core values in departments

- Developing peer to peer mentorship for students and faculty alike



Developing teachers
John Lydon

Chair, Department of Psychology



Context in Psychology 

• Enrolments 11,000
• 20 courses enrolment 300-650 



Before hiring

• Candidate interview with the chair

• First item before space, startup, tenure



Don’t cannibalize our young
• Tenured faculty want to dump



How do we launch a teaching career
• First time teach 100 instead of 600
• Use a seminar to develop a lecture course
• Repeat small set of courses



Observe excellent teachers
• Field trips
• Excellent teachers with very different styles 
• Meet and discuss 



Unofficial guide

• Testing
• Grading
• Justice and mercy



Take home

• Teaching is highly valued
• Different ways to be a good teacher
• Privilege to teach amazing students
• Nurture climate of mutual respect with students 



Brainstorming: 
Teaching excellence in your units—opportunities and obstacles

Identify at least 2:
• ways to support teaching excellence in your units, and
• obstacles to effectively support teaching excellence



Support and resources
Laura Winer

Director, Teaching and Learning Services

• For instructors and programs
• Reward and Recognition
• Beyond McGill



Support and resources





https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/policies

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/policies


https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/thank-prof

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/awards

https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/students/thank-prof
https://www.mcgill.ca/tls/instructors/awards


https://teachingblog.mcgill.ca/

https://teachingblog.mcgill.ca/


https://www.asee.org/annual-conference/2020/registration

https://stlhe2020sapes.ca/

https://www.asee.org/annual-conference/2020/registration
https://www.asee.org/annual-conference/2020/registration
http://stlhe2020sapes.ca/
https://stlhe2020sapes.ca/


Wrap up and adjournment
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