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Abstract

Several high-profile government studies of the Canadian Forces in the 1990’s addressed the state and needs of officer education. These studies offered recommendations on why and how the next generation of leaders might best be educated and initiated significant reform in officer education across the Canadian Forces. A key component of this effort is the Continuing Studies Program directed and managed within the Royal Military College of Canada. This paper describes the program, how it was developed, and the web-based distance learning project that is becoming a central feature of this major undertaking.

Mandate for Change

In March 1993, two soldiers of the Canadian Airborne Regiment murdered a Somali teenager while on a mission in Somalia
. This tragic event and subsequent cover-up allegations in National Defence Headquarters created a scandal. A resulting Commission of Inquiry in full public view produced a robust program of reform within the Canadian Forces, much of it focussed on officer professional development. In 1995 an Officer Development Review Board noted the lamentable state of education of Canada’s officers, some 53% of whom hold a university degree
. This compares unfavorably with many of our allies, notably the United States, virtually all of whose officers hold such a degree, and most of whose senior and general officers hold a postgraduate degree.  The Royal Military College of Canada was asked two very fundamental questions:

Would the college extend its university programmes to all members of the Canadian Forces?

Would the college take steps to award academic credit for appropriate military training?

These were tough questions but the College agreed, though unsure and reluctant. Founded in 1876
 as a conventional military college along the lines of West Point, for over a century the Royal Military College’s principal focus has been the training and education of officer cadets. The College differs from West Point because of its substantial postgraduate program, but cadets have always been at the heart of RMC. 

Since 1996, therefore, RMC has a new mission and it is- broadly speaking- the provision of higher (that is to say university) education to members of the Canadian Forces. As a result, the Royal Military College has developed into a truly national military university, with a footprint that spans the geography and the cultures of Canada. The College not only launches young officers on their military careers, but also interacts with them over a lifetime of service. Many believe now that if the Royal Military College of Canada were to restrict itself only to the training and education of officer cadets, it would be a great waste.

From its initial positive response almost exactly five years ago, the Royal Military College has established a presence on virtually every Canadian Forces base. There are presently some 3500 course registrations, in university and professional development programs, from Canadian Forces members, regulars and reserves, their spouses, and civilians in the Department of National Defence, spread from Victoria in the West to Halifax in the East and on to Bosnia and East Timor.  To put these numbers in context, 3500 represents approximately 5% of the strength of the Canadian forces.

In 1997, a report to the Prime Minister by the then Minister of National Defence, Mr. Doug Young,
 gave great impetus to the process of defence education reform. A prominent feature of that report is its emphasis on the need for a better-educated officer corps. Henceforth, all Canadian officers will require a university degree before commissioning. Not surprisingly, there has been a dramatic increase in interest toward education within the officer corps. Within the Canadian Forces, an interesting series of initiatives has developed to provide a university education for officers who wish to obtain one. 

Role of the Defence University

The processes of reform have changed more than RMC’s student population. The nature of military education has also come under review. Academically, RMC is not that different from a conventional university.  It offers conventional degrees in arts, science and engineering at the bachelors, masters and doctoral levels. About 55% of the graduates are in engineering and science. There has always been a strong military flavour to the curriculum, but the challenges of modern conflict demand more than a flavour. Consider the following argument:

The management of violence has become one of the most complex, challenging and important problems on the face of the planet.

The defence context will continue to change with great rapidity.

 and therefore:

Military leaders must have the best minds, the best professional development possible and the best intellectual resources available.

The role of the defence university, then, is to provide intellectual support for the soldier
. But it can only do so if its proper study is the entire spectrum of human conflict. A military university must first offer degree programs that reflect its military focus, and then it must make those programs accessible to all military professionals. 

The defence university continually learns from the observations and experience of soldiers in the field and in return sustains them with career-long educational and intellectual support.
An important part of RMC’s revolution in military education, therefore, has been the development of a modern defence curriculum. Resources have been dedicated to the development of new courses in the psychology of combat, military technology, peace operations, defence management, military history, literature of war, military chemistry and so on. These courses are part of an obligatory core curriculum for the officer cadets, but are also offered to the entire military community. They often prove to be of interest to civilian students too, who are welcome if there is space.

Programs of study perhaps best exemplify an institution’s focus
. Two MA programs, offered at a distance, underline this point. The RMC Master of Arts in War Studies, offered since 1969, studies the entire phenomenon of war. Because of its tremendous flexibility it has become the most successful Canadian postgraduate program offered at a distance
. The Master of Arts in Defence Management and Policy, a new interdisciplinary program combining courses in administration and management with courses in international relations and political studies, is designed primarily to meet the needs of senior officers in the operational classifications.  

For those military students seeking a first undergraduate degree, the College offers bachelors degrees in Arts, Science and Engineering, and the Bachelor of Military Arts and Sciences. This unique programme, recognizing university achievement in the defence context, is designed to be particularly sympathetic to the mature military student. A maximum of credit is granted for military training and a thesis requirement facilitates access to graduate study.

Outreach

How does RMC bring education to the soldier? Very simply, by whatever method works. For now, the flagship activity is the classroom course, delivered after working hours on the Canadian forces base by a professor hired from the local university, or by a qualified military officer. For personnel subject to the imperatives of operations and training, the College has devised a compressed delivery mode to accommodate their special circumstances. Video-teleconferencing is effective for specialized courses delivered to multiple sites. Paper-based correspondence courses remain popular, but some of the most exciting challenges and opportunities derive from the potential of electronic delivery through the Internet or, more generally through Distributed Learning.  

It may be too early to tell, but the critical difference between modern Distributed Learning and traditional correspondence study may be contained in two words: connectivity and interactivity. The traditional one-to-one or one-to-many instruction model is replaced by a many-to-many relationship, second only to face-to-face interaction. Students’ experience with interactive learning suggests that, properly used, it can be a fine tool for building and sustaining communities of diverse elements. When reinforced by face-to-face encounters or when used to reinforce face-to-face instruction, Distributed Learning can be a formidable instructional strategy. 

An interesting and successful RMC experiment is a seminar-based graduate course in War Studies offered on the Internet. Last year there were three sections, with professors in Ottawa, Victoria and London, England. The students, mostly officers but with a sprinkling of non-commissioned personnel and civilians, were everywhere.  As a result there are now other graduate courses in War Studies and in Defence Management and Policy in this format, and it is hoped that all degree programs will soon be entirely available through the World Wide Web. Policy is to avoid most of the fancy features, but rather to concentrate on content and a sound instructional design. It is less glamorous, but it is effective, and it costs less. 

While RMC is the only federal university in Canada, the single institution with a truly national mandate, it has very limited resources. This small university simply cannot do it all, nor does it wish to. Through a series of agreements with Canadian universities RMC can offer a broad spectrum of courses on multiple sites, negotiates access to classes at the local university for military students and obtains qualified professors for its remote courses. Through these agreements officers complete their university degrees, full time, through a combination of local university courses and RMC courses at their home bases. None has had to leave home, since the programme is available locally in every case.  It is inexpensive, time-effective and convenient. 

The reverse side of this coin is that RMC supports and enhances those Canadian universities that study or have an interest in the study of defence issues. It is indeed in the College’s broad interest to promote defence scholarship and defence research wherever possible. The importance of the defence education community is underlined by the College’s membership in the Canadian Security and Defence Forum and in the Partnership for Peace Consortium of Defence Academies and Strategic Studies Institutes
.

The College’s clear role, then, is the management of defence education. The key elements are planning and coordination. Policy is to limit RMC remote offerings to defence related courses or to flexible course delivery to accommodate operational and training interruptions. Where possible, the rest is sought from civilian sources. It should be emphasized that most off-site course delivery is low-tech, low bandwidth, and relatively inexpensive.  The key is flexibility, co-ordination, and planning. The equation is remarkably simple: with an instructor, students, a classroom and a few dollars to pay the expenses, then a course can be run.

One typical student is Corporal Adam Webb, of the Lord Strathcona’s Horse
, who completed a statistics course at night while on assignment driving mine patrol out of Drvar in the former Yugoslavia. Assignments were sent and returned by Fax. When soldiers were called out to fight floods in Manitoba, teaching stopped until the waters receded. It took an extra five weeks to complete the course, but very few students were lost.  When HMCS Vancouver sailed from Esquimalt, two young sailors had to interrupt their evening course. Correspondence course materials were sent, a qualified officer agreed to act as tutor and a few weeks later they wrote, and passed, the final exam while still at sea.

Such stories are legion. One need only add that the response from the soldier in the field has been tremendous. There would appear to be no doubt that for many, to have the readily available support of the Royal Military College, with its intellectual resources and its tradition of excellence, is a wonderful asset. 

In summary:

To bring continuing professional education to the soldier, it is essential to accommodate the rhythms of operations and training. 

The civilian university community can be a powerful “force multiplier” for a small military university in the delivery of continuing professional defence education. 

Professional Military Education

The substantial capacity and extraordinary flexibility of the intellectual engine that is RMC has not escaped the notice of other defence organizations. Requests for advice and assistance in course design and distributed learning arrive almost daily, from Canadian sources and from abroad. Two developments are worthy of special note. 

Over the past several years, RMC has forged a strong alliance with the Canadian Forces College, the senior Canadian defence college, contributing curriculum and teaching support for the Command and Staff Course and particularly for the Advanced Military Studies Course and the National Security Studies Course. A happy consequence is that successful completion of the course earns credit towards the War Studies or the Defence Management and Policy degree. A more recent initiative is the proposed award of a professional Masters in Defence Studies on successful completion of the Command and Staff course.
 

The second development is the growth in importance of professional military education for the Canadian officer. The Royal Military College is in the forefront of efforts to define precisely what is meant by this phrase, and will be tasked with the delivery and maintenance of a comprehensive professional military education programme. This is possible only because of the strong linkages the College has established over the last few years with the training structures of the Canadian Forces, but the consequence will surely be a growth and an enhancement of those linkages. There is no better way for a military college to understand the strategic and operational needs of the Force it serves, than to be profoundly engaged with the entire training system.

Conclusion

There is no doubt that the introduction of Continuing Studies has fundamentally changed the character of the Royal Military College. Always firmly rooted in the military culture, the College has now become an active player in the broad spectrum of cradle-to-grave defence education. From a concentration on an elite cadet population, the College has shifted its focus to the wide world, and it has learned much in the process. Cadets and other students graduate in the knowledge that, when and as the need arises, the College will be there to provide insight, analysis, and guidance.  

Military education in the 21st century is a lifelong alloy of training, experience, education and study. 

Finally, the defence university has a critical role in bridging the military and the academic cultures. Here, at the intersection of these ancient and stubborn worlds, one finds the most natural and productive exchange of information and ideas on defence and security. Paradoxically perhaps, it is here that one finds great hope for the future.

The nation that will insist on drawing a broad line of demarcation between the fighting man and the thinking man is liable to find its fighting done by fools and its thinking done by cowards.

Sir William Butler
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