
 
 

Broadcasting from the University of British Columbia where baristas make hundreds 
of specialty coffees every day at the Loafe Cafe, this is Blue and Goldcast. I'm Santa 
Ono, the president and vice-chancellor of UBC. 

And I'm Jennifer Gardy, a professor with UBC's School of Population and Public 
Health. Blue and Goldcast is a monthly podcast where Santa and I talk with people at 
the university about the big issues in higher education. 

First thing's first. We need to congratulate you on a new, exciting job with the Gates 
Foundation. We had the chance to talk about your work on a couple of episodes so 
far, but this seems like a terrific opportunity to find out more. What are you going to 
be doing at this new job? 

It is true. I am departing UBC for Gatesier pastures down south. I was offered a really 
incredible once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to take the type of work that I've been 
developing over the last decade here at UBC and really roll it out onto a big, global 
health scale. So what my work is all about is understanding how DNA sequencing, 
reading the genetic instructions for a living thing, what can that tell us about a 
communicable disease transmission? How can we read the genomes of bacteria, of 
viruses, of parasites that are causing disease outbreaks and really understanding how 
did that outbreak start, how did it spread, and how can we control this? 

So this opportunity with the Gates Foundation is really a chance to take this 
technique, put it out there, and see what can we do with genetics, what can we do 
with genomics, what can we do with data to really drive our agenda of eliminating 
malaria by 2040 forward? It's going to be really exciting. 

Well, you've really talked about what you've accomplished at UBC. We are very proud 
of you and we are excited for you and the first thing that I want to say is you will 
always be part of UBC. And it's been a thrill working with you on Blue and Goldcast. 
Can you tell us a little bit more about, beyond your own research, what you are 
excited about, what you might accomplish through the Gates Foundation? It's an 
incredibly powerful organization. 

Yeah. Well, thank you so much for that, first of all. I was born and raised UBC. My 
parents were both UBC graduates. I spent so much time on the campus here, as a kid. 
I did my Undergraduate degree here. I did my post-doc here, my first ever faculty 
position was here. So UBC is a huge part of me and it will always be part of me. And 
I'm only a nerd-bird airplane ride away. I'm pretty close. So I will be back. You might 
get the occasional guest host on the podcast, but I will be back as much as possible. 

When I'm not saving the world from malaria, that's really the remit of this job. The 
Gates Foundation is an incredibly interesting place to work because they've got a lot 
of-- they've got a lot of power, they've got a lot of influence, and they've got the 
ability to bring a bunch of different stakeholders together around a particular 
problem. It's almost like a super university in that sense. 

So I'm really excited about the opportunity to bring a bunch of folks together around 
this idea of how can we take different types of data and really use it as a tool to drive 
elimination of not only malaria but other communicable diseases as well. I'm a real 
believer in the fact that if you get a bunch of interdisciplinary folks together, people 
that are working in the laboratory space, people that are working in the epidemiology 
space, people that are working in the social sciences and communication and 
regulatory and policy space, when you get everybody together around a common 
problem like let's eliminate malaria, let's try and get TB levels down, let's reduce HIV 
transmission, all of these sorts of things that we're interested in at UBC but the 



 
foundation's also investing in as well, you really have the power for transformative 
change because of that interdisciplinary team. 

Well, we do hope that you will come back as a guest host. We are really looking 
forward to hearing about your progress and we are sure that your career will 
continue to be stellar and we'd love to hear updates from you when you come back 
here to Vancouver. 

Well, thank you so much. [music] 

I'm Santa Ono. 

And I'm Jennifer Gardy. 

You're listening to Blue and Goldcast. 

A podcast from the University of British Columbia. Back in one minute. [music] 

Hi, you've reached the voicemail box of the Blue and Goldcast. We can't come to the 
phone right now, but if you are an artist or musician at UBC please leave us a message 
telling us about your work right after the beep. [music] 

Hi, my name is John Stetch and I'm a pianist and composer and a current student at 
UBC. So my musical style, I would say, is jazz but influenced by all kinds of other 
music. So a couple years ago, I was thinking of maybe wanting a change. And I spent 
25 years in New York State and New York, but then I happened to just coincidentally 
meet my wife, Sue-Anna. We visited each other and then it became after a few 
months that I liked Vancouver [laughter]. 

I thought, well, yeah, it wouldn't hurt to get an upgrade in my education because I 
only had a Bachelors Degree and I do a lot of teaching. I knew it would immediately 
give me kind of a community and some new friends instantly in Vancouver and also a 
form in which to write some music for unusual instruments that I'm not around very 
often like, let's say, string players, brass players. And that's been really wonderful and 
I didn't have that much access to that when I was in New York. [music] 

Let's see. I think I started out with that basic first melody, that [panatonic?] sound. 
There's always that glorious kind of golden period where you're not being watched or 
you don't feel judged because it's just you, alone. And you feel like, woah, that's mine. 
I don't care if anyone likes it, it's just sort of something that's private between me and 
the piano. It's kind of this magical thing. [music] 

[A good spot?]. 

[music] Welcome back to Blue and Goldcast. I'm Santa Ono. 

And I'm Jennifer Gardy. Bringing arts and sciences together is a huge priority at UBC. 
So Santa, why do you find this so important? 

Well, I think one of the most powerful aspects of a university is just in the word itself, 
uni-versity, and it's something that, I think, very few universities actually achieve. In 
many institutions, large research universities, too many faculty members and 
students are really in a silo and it's not because they're not openminded or they don't 
see the value of interacting with others. Sometimes it's the bureaucratic structures 
that have developed over a very long time from the Germanic model of universities. 

And so to really harness the full potential of a university, I think it's really important to 
have inerdisciplanary courses, such as the one we're going to hear about, to bring 
people together. That's what we want UBC to be. We want UBC to be a place that 
really, in the next 5 to 10 years through it's strategic investments in shaping our next 
century, really reconfigures itself so that the people can more freely collaborate, that 



 
courses can be more interdisciplinary in nature so that we can really realize the 
maximum potential of really one the world's great universities. 

Well, today's show's really going to take a deep dive into one of those projects. We're 
going to be looking at a really exciting and interdisciplinary course here, at UBC. It's an 
Undergraduate course called ASIC 200. And ASIC counts as both a science and an arts 
credit and it gets students from all across the university involved. It's taught by two of 
UBC's amazing professors, Dave Ng, who's a scientist and Allen Sens who is a political 
scientist. We recently sent our producers to sit in on ASIC 200's first class of the 
winter semester. 

The class begins with an ice-breaking exercise. The students are asked to form teams 
and strategize ways to solve a zombie apocalypse using their unique skills and 
hobbies. 

All right. In the interest of time, because we want to make sure that you get your 
break and stuff like that, I'm going to get you to-- we'll start this way first. Do we have 
any volunteers? 

[inaudible]. 

Yes? So first, the epic team name and then you can sort of describe how you would 
deal with this zombie issue, okay? 

We're called Annoy to Destroy [laughter] and this sums up our approach. As a group 
of all art students, we had to get a little creative which is something we can do. So in a 
nutshell, we have decided using a multimedia approach, that we are going to drive 
the zombies back into the ground or just really into submission of some sort using, I 
guess, my classic rock skills in guitar distortions as sounds. We have a stand-up 
comedian who will do such bad standup comedy that they don't want to be with us, 
in our presence. We have a lot of international relations students who will help us 
rebuild society after we have driven off the zombies or into submission. Oh, and we 
have someone who is really good at complaining as well [laughter]. So we also 
decided that that could be a great annoyance for the zombies. [applause] 

[music] Well, Dave and Allen, welcome to the Blue and Goldcast podcast series. It's 
really great to have you with us and we're looking forward to hearing about how 
you're innovating in pedagogy at the University of British Columbia. 

Yeah. Welcome, guys. I'm curious, where did the idea for this course first come from? 

I mean, there is an origin story there. It was primarily back in the day, the deans of the 
Faculty of Science and Arts just sort of asked the two of us to get together because 
we're both very comfortable talking to folks outside our area of expertise. And I think 
there was some realization that UBC, there is an element of silo-ing like if you go into 
a certain degree, you tend to stick in that kind of little island. And so, essentially, it 
kind of was an introduction to the two of us over coffee. And one of the things that 
came about from that is this course. 

Had you two been collaborating before? 

No. 

No, we hadn't been, actually. No, it was very much new. But we found ourselves, I 
think, sharing a common philosophy. And the common philosophy was that the 
preeminent challenges that the world faces and will face in the future cannot be 
solved exclusively by the ideas or knowledge or content of just the physical and life 
sciences or just the social sciences, humanities and creative and performing arts. We 
felt very strongly that students had to be exposed to and somewhat literate in both 
realms in order to appreciate the significance of the holistic nature of the problem but 



 
also the need to have responses informed by both the physical and life sciences and 
the social sciences and humanities. So that we had in common. 

Were you nervous before you started, that before the very first day of class when you 
were talking to each other about the syllabus, were you nervous? 

I think I was a little bit nervous. I still get excited going into the classroom every single 
day. I still get the feeling, that what's going to happen today? And when I went to that 
first class, I had no idea. When you do this sort of thing, when you're doing co-
teaching, when you're doing it across a disciplinary context, you are explicitly agreeing 
to give up some control, quite a bit of it, not just to your co-teacher but also to the 
students and also to the material which is not all now within your domain. 

So yeah, I had some trepidation. I mean, I wasn't shaking. I wasn't sweating. But I 
think it's fair to say we both weren't entirely sure whether this was really going to 
work. 

So Dave, genomics person to genomics person, has there ever been a moment in the 
class where you're sitting back, you're watching Allen, our political science speaking 
and it just clicks for you like this is why we're doing this, this is driving the importance 
of interdisciplinary home to me? 

Right. And yeah. And I would say, literally, in his first lecture [laughter]. It was kind of 
like-- oh, I almost swore there. But anyway, it'd be like holy crap. Okay, that makes so 
much sense. So I mean, I'm coming at it from sort of the science perspective and, I 
think, fundamental to climate change science - and actually, we just did this lecture 
last night with the students there - is that, at the end of it all, science actually has told 
you what's going on, what's going to go on if you don't do certain things, and it 
actually has all sorts of pretty and maybe kind of complicated graphs that actually 
tells you how you can fix it. It's all there, right? What's not there is sort of the human 
factor, like how humans behave generally despite having that knowledge. And so, just 
listening to Allen talk about, well, this is how countries need to agree so that certain 
things get done, right, you very soon realize why it is such a flawed system and why, 
without spoiling things, nothing really has gotten done, right? 

It sounds like there's a lot of memorable moments in this course. So Allen, I want to 
ask you, are there any Dave-Ng-greatest-hits moments that stand out to you where 
your mind was just blown? 

There's a lot of them. I've learned so much from Dave, but I think one of the most 
significant moments for me came, again, the first year we were doing this when Dave 
started talking about the laws of thermodynamics. And I just remember sitting there 
and I remember my jaw just hanging because I suddenly-- I mean, I knew the law of-- 
but to hear Dave describe it in connection to climate change, it was so elegant. And I 
suddenly realized that this extraordinary window, an explanatory pathway to get 
students to understand the effects of climate change, why this is happening, in such a 
simple yet all-encompassing and elegant expression of the link between a 
fundamental scientific law and an outcome that we're all experiencing all the around 
the world in various shapes and forms, and I just sat back and I remember. I sat back 
in my seat and I thought, "That was extraordinary." And I've had many of those 
moments but that's the one that's always going to stick in my head because just even 
the word thermodynamics is just awesome [laughter]. And to have that there in my 
mind and in my memory of teaching and learning, that's going to stick with me 
forever. 

Dave, you want to drop a little 30-second thermodynamics on our listeners? 



 

Okay, sure. I mean, the main idea, the thing that's sort of esoteric of climate 
projection is that how do they know what's going to happen in 100 years? That makes 
no sense. Did someone invent a time machine and you go forward with a 
thermometer or something like that? You take data, you come back, and that's how 
you know? 

But I think with the first law of thermodynamics, right, I like talking about it because 
there's some sort of street cred just saying the word, right? So you just kind of feel 
like an authentic scientist even if you're not one if you know what's going on there. 
But basically, the first law is like bookkeeping, right? It's just keeping track of things. 
It's just realizing that everything needs to add up. And essentially, fundamentally, the 
main idea here is that if you are aware of that simple fact, that's why if you know 
there's certain amount of energy in certain places, you can keep track. And because 
you can also predict how that energy will change over time because of CO2 emissions, 
these are also numbers that you have, then this is why these models, ultimately, 
they're pretty good at the end of the day. 

So I really like that sort of because it sort of brings in something that's so 
fundamental, right, you can tie in things to do with magic and unicorns because 
where does the energy come from, right? But at the same time, this is sort of a key 
topic to just sort of understanding why you can do this otherwise weird-sounding 
thing, predict the future, right? 

It sounds like the course touches on a variety of topics and also uses a variety of 
different modes of learning, whether it's Twitter, whether it's networking. What do 
you find students respond to the most, in terms of particular topics, issues, 
assignments? And what do they respond to the most in terms of those non-lecture-
based activities? Is it the Twitter? Is it the games in class? What do they love the 
most? 

I'd say one of them is the simulation. The simulation is a design of a future climate 
change conference set in Vancouver in 2030. It's part of the United Nations 
Framework Convention on climate change, conference of the party series so it's cop 
36 in the future. And they play countries so we'll have teams of six to eight students 
playing various countries or groups of countries like the European Union or the 
Alliance of Small Island States. The United States is there. Canada is the host country. 
That team is the presidency. 

So we have the whole structure of it. And they have pay-offs and they have policy 
outcomes that they're pursuing as representatives of each country. And we have 
witnessed some extraordinary, vibrant, and very contentious deliberations between 
the students as they throw themselves into these roles, and in so doing, animate all of 
the knowledge they've had from their briefings and all the research they've done for 
their individual assignments on the climate policies of these countries. So they're 
taking the knowledge that they've gotten, the content, and they're activating it in this 
participatory way. We found that really rewarding. And sometimes it's chaos, but the 
structure holds. And then by the end, we see whether we've achieved an agreement 
or not. So I think that's one of the assignments that we've seen has been quite 
successful in terms of student enthusiasm and energy. 

So tell me more about when things get a little spicy in the classroom. You said things 
get kind of animated, a little contentious. What happens? 

I think what you see is you see the passion that the students have for the subject 
matter. In this case, climate change but it could be any subject matter. And then you 
see the results of the work they have done, the investment they have put into 
understanding their position, their country's position. And then you see the extent to 



 
which they have put this identity on and walked into this environment with a desire 
to secure a favorable outcome for their team. 

And you can see laughter. You can see anger. You can see frustration. And what is 
remarkable about it is it's exactly the same laughter, frustration, and anger you'll see 
at real climate change conferences. I mean, they literally are wearing it. 

And so I have seen delegates from the United States of America under siege, literally 
surrounded by the representatives of other countries, berating these US delegates for 
the position their country is holding, for their intransigence, for their refusal to budge 
on the issues. "You are destroying this conference," they will say. "How dare you do 
this. Why is your government so-- or sometimes, "Why are you so intransigent." 

But we've never had to step in. We've never had to come in and say, "Okay, that's too 
close to the personal." We've never seen anything like the puffing of the feathers or 
the blowfish effect happening, but the passion is clearly there. And I, for one, like that 
because, for me, it shows that the students are learning, absorbing, but they're 
feeling the material. And that relationship between emotion and commitment and 
desire and, perhaps in many respects, their own frustration about the failures of our 
own global governance with respect to climate change come out in a way that, I think, 
can sometimes only be described as therapeutic. 

And then afterwards, they go for a beer at Mahoney's or something to talk more 
about what happened. And they'll say, "Well, what was your position? What was your 
government?" This is after the simulation they'll say, "What was your government 
position? How far could you have gone? Was there another position you could have 
negotiated down to?" And they'll have that dialogue afterwards as they try to 
deconstruct what had happened in the negotiations. Again, more learning happening 
out of that. 

So yeah, it can get hot and you can see the looks on student faces and the tone in the 
voice. And sometimes you wonder, as an instructor, is this right? Do we need like a 
behavioral research ethics board approval to do this sort of thing? And of course, we 
don't. And of course, the students always manage to step away. And we're there and 
the TAs are there. They know that. But it doesn't stop them from really getting 
passionate, and I, for one, think that's a good thing. 

It's a very good thing. I'd venture to say that those are the moments and those are the 
courses that they'll never forget and it will stick with them for a long time. Why don't 
we do this more often across the institution in many more courses? Do you think 
that's a good idea? What are the barriers for that being the case? 

So it has a special course designation. So it's ASIC which is Art Science Integrated 
Course. And that was actually the two or three years before the course was offered. 
But part of that plan was we got to go through the faculty of arts and the faculty of 
science to see if we could make this a thing, right? And we were very happy when it 
was created. And I think initially, I know I was very optimistic that, oh, cool there'll be 
other ASIC-type courses coming out there. The reality is that is actually been tricky to 
see other ASIC courses. And primarily, this is mostly because of the siloed nature that 
most departments are right now, right? 

We've had a number of incidences where some very exciting collaborations could 
have occurred. But ultimately, the profs involved couldn't get the time away from 
their other courses and things like-- so there are a number of institutional sort of 
challenges to make this possible, right? 



 

Do you see these happening at other universities? Are you drawing inspiration from 
colleagues that are running similar programs elsewhere? Or are you guys really 
trailblazing here? 

We haven't really looked. I mean, as far as I know, this is unique. I teach another 
course on nuclear weapons and arms control with a colleague in electrical and 
computer engineering. He teaches the physical and life sciences and I teach the 
politics, and it's half applied science students and half art students. So it's a somewhat 
similar model. 

I have other colleagues doing similar work. I think we would find, if we looked harder, 
we'd actually find that quite a bit is happening but it's happening underneath the 
radar. I agree with Dave, absolutely, that there are these structural constraints, 
though. A lot of it just comes to teaching assignments and the needs of curriculum 
and particularly in departments and units at the university where you have very tight 
curriculum requirements, your accredited programs. I mean, it becomes very difficult 
to free up the resources to do this kind of collaborative work. In other cases, in other 
units our colleagues are pursuing, in-depth, their first passion which is researching 
and teaching in their own areas. 

But I think there's a common theme here. I mean, Dave and I were brought together. 
Maybe the common denominator is mechanisms that bring people together, bring 
faculty together across the disciplines in places explicitly designed for thinking about 
curriculum and pedagogy and interdisciplinary teaching and learning. 

Well, I'll just chime in there because perhaps it is under the radar, but my previous 
institution was the University of Cincinnati in Ohio. And if you have a little time, you 
can go on Youtube, and if you type in TedTalk and my name, you'll hear a talk about a 
multi-year effort to create a whole suite of such courses. It's called UC Forward and it 
will give you a set of courses that were designed which don't involve two faculties but 
often three or four faculties with the teams working on real-world problems and 
coming forward with solutions. 

So you're absolutely right that part of the solution to scaling this up at an institution 
like UBC are incentives that come from offices such as the office of provost and deans 
getting together. It is part of the university's strategic plan, shaping our next century. 
So I'm thrilled to be able to hopefully work with the two of you and figure out ways 
that we can incent this and create those sorts of spaces so that we can have more 
courses such as yours here at UBC. 

Dave, Allen, thank you guys so much for being on the show today. It was a pleasure 
having you on Blue and Goldcast. 

Thanks for [crosstalk]. 

Thanks for having us. 

Thank you very much. 

You can find links to Professors Sens and Ng's work at our website, 
blueandgoldcast.com. [music] 

That does it for the January edition of Blue and Goldcast. You can find links to our 
guest's work as well as previous editions of the show at blueandgoldcast.com. 

You can also subscribe to our podcast on iTunes or anywhere you get your podcasts. 
Just search Blue and Goldcast. And while you're there, give us a rating and review. It 
helps more people discover the show. 



 

If you've got a topic you'd like us to cover, an artist you'd like us to feature, or you just 
want to ask Santa or I a question, send us an email via our website 
blueandgoldcast.com. You can also tweet at us. Santa is @ubcprez with a zed and I 
am @JenniferGardy. 

We're back with a new episode next month. For Jennifer Gardy and the whole Blue 
and Goldcast team, thank you for listening. [music] 

Since it's Friday afternoon, can I take my tie off? 

Yeah. 

Yes. 

You're the only one wearing a tie. 

Yeah. 

You have been listening to a Cited Media Production, C-I-T-E-D. Find out more at 
CitedMedia.CA. 

 


