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Thank you, Rhiannon. 

 
In just a few years, Rhiannon has made the Economic Club one of the most 
influential places in Canada. And I am proud to say she is a Ryerson 
graduate. 
 
If I were to ask each of you for a single word that defines our times, what 
would it be? 
 
For me, the word is disruption. 
 
Has there ever been a more disruptive age? 
 
Digital disruption has turned traditional business models upside down – 
from how we shop and take taxis, to how we listen to music and travel. 
 
But we are not just talking about technology.  
 
Political upheaval and economic uncertainty are disrupting lives around the 
world – from Asia to Africa, and from the Middle East to middle America. 
 
And we are also talking about the workplace.  
 
Thanks to digital disruption, some 42% of jobs will be at high risk of 
automation within the next decade. Which means that an education will be 
more important than ever.  
 
You might expect a university president to make such a statement. 
 
But my second declaration might surprise you – the education in this 
country is good, sometimes very good, but it is not sufficient. 
 
In the world that awaits them, Canadian students need more than 
knowledge.  
 
They need a mix of knowledge and 21st century skills – that is, flexibility, 
adaptability, creativity and problem solving. 
 
As employers, you know this to be true. 
 
You also know that many Canadian youth have what Ryerson’s Brookfield 
Institute calls “an experience mismatch.”  
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Despite impressive educational achievements, they do not have the real-
world experience required to integrate into the workforce. 
 
This afternoon we will explore why the right response to disruption is 
critically important for all of us. And what a new model of education looks 
like. 
 
But first I want to share my personal experience with disruption. 
 
I was born in Algeria, just as the French occupation of our nation came to 
an end.  
 
As always when a nation is in transition, civil and political turmoil continued 
for many years. Our family lived in a small village where school ended with 
grade six.  
 
Recognizing my academic potential, my parents moved our family to a 
larger town nearby.  
 
When I look back, it is remarkable to me that my parents had such 
foresight.  
 
Of course, they would not have talked about disruption per se, but they 
knew that an education would prepare me for the modern world. And 
change our family’s life. 
 
Now here we are in 2017. And I have the great privilege of leading this 
particular university at this particular time. 
 
How, exactly, is Ryerson University responding to disruption?  
 
What is our road map to the future?  
 
And what does our work mean to you? 
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Three powerful ideas guide Ryerson’s 21st century approach –  
 

• Disruption ignores boundaries 
 
• Disruption is global 
 
• And disruption is changing how students learn 

 
 
Let us take these ideas one at a time. 
 
Number one:  
At Ryerson, we live by this principle – “disruption ignores boundaries.” 
 
As everyone in this room struggles with disruption, we are asking ourselves, 
  
“How will we cope? And how will we thrive and prosper?” 
 
My first answer to these questions is that we must ignore the arbitrary and 
outdated barriers between us.  
 
In a word, we must become partners. 
 
Here is one example of why partnerships are essential. 
 
All of Ryerson’s programs have advisory boards – where leaders like you  
share the insights we need to create programs for emerging careers. 
 
In fact, our advisory boards have never been more important – because the 
workplace is changing at lightning speed.  
 
The World Economic Forum recently published a list of hot careers that did 
not exist ten years ago, including cloud computing specialist and 
sustainability manager. 
 
Ryerson’s new master’s program is a good example. 
 
Our Data Science and Analytics students work with partners – including 
IBM, Sick Kids, and the Toronto Stock Exchange – and learn how analytics 
can help improve decision-making across an organization’s value chain.  
 
These students get the kind of real-world experience that employers like 
you are looking for. 
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As you can imagine, creating programs for emerging careers is a  
never-ending process – and the pace of change will only accelerate.  
 
The World Economic Forum estimates that 65% of the next generation will 
be doing work that we cannot yet imagine.  
 
Now more than ever, Ryerson’s advisory boards need you. 
 
So, Ryerson is ahead of the curve – and people are noticing.  
 
For each new undergraduate space at Ryerson, nine people apply – the 
highest ratio of applications to available spaces in all of Ontario.  
 
Ambitious high achievers are enrolling at Ryerson – and when they arrive 
on our campus, exceptional partnership opportunities await. 
 
Our engineering and medical physics undergrads might choose to work with 
iBest (the Institute for Biomedical Engineering and Science Technology) or 
the BioMedical Zone – both joint ventures with St. Mike’s Hospital – to 
develop medical technologies.  
 
The other day, St. Mike’s Surgeon-in-Chief, Dr. Ori Rotstein – told me he 
never imagined he would someday invite engineering students to join him in 
the operating room. 
 
This partnership has shown all of us that testing medical technologies in 
clinical settings dramatically improves their effectiveness. 
 
And here's another Ryerson partnership that may be more familiar to you, 
because a number of your organizations have already come on board. 
 
I’m talking about OneEleven, North America’s largest scale-up innovation 
hub. 
 
Ryerson is the founding academic partner of OneEleven – along with 
OMERS Ventures and the Ontario Centres of Excellence. Why did we take 
this calculated risk? 
 
Because Toronto and Ontario were already world leaders in incubators.  
 
But global agencies like the World Economic Forum have confirmed that 
startups do very little to boost economies unless they grow. 
 
If this city and this province want to be ahead of the curve, we need to take 
innovative ventures to scale. 
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And OneEleven is doing precisely this. 
 
After partnerships, the second idea that guides us is – “disruption is global”.  
 
If we are to succeed in the face of disruption, we must think and act 
globally. 
 
Tariq Fancy gets the global imperative loud and clear. 
 
When Tariq lost his best friend to cancer, he quit Wall Street and came to 
Ryerson’s DMZ to launch a world-changing venture – the Rumie Initiative.  
Tariq is with us – hello, Tariq! 
 
Rumie was designed to help young people who can’t go to school for one 
reason or another – including refugees, the world’s poor and, in many 
countries, girls. 
 
Today, Rumie makes low-cost tablets loaded with educational materials.  
And Rumie makes the tablets available to children in 20 countries – 
including Canada. 
 
Just two weeks ago, Tariq and I met with some of the leaders of this 
country’s First Nations.  
 
We were discussing the roll-out of Rumie tablets across this country,  
featuring materials in fifty indigenous languages.  
 
This number is an impressive accomplishment – and it is also a contribution 
of a different sort – Rumie is helping preserve indigenous cultures. 
 
Given that disruption requires us to think and act globally, what is the best 
way to get a good grasp of what is going on in other countries? 
 
Invite the world into our campus. 
 
And I don’t just mean international students – a significant number of 
Ryerson’s students are from first-generation families. 
 
Across the university, our students come from 120 countries and speak 
more than 80 languages.  
 
Our remarkably diverse student body – mirrored by our faculty and staff – is 
no accident.  
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Ryerson has long been a leader in diversity.  
 

- For instance, Ryerson was the first university in Canada to name 
a Vice President exclusively dedicated to Equity and Community 
Inclusion 
 

- And Ryerson students and staff – in collaboration with their peers 
at the University of Toronto, York University, and OCADU – 
helped over 400 Syrian refugees make a new start in this country 

 
Inviting the world into the Ryerson campus has deepened our 
understanding of other cultures and other markets. And this enhanced 
understanding is invaluable. 
 
Because disruption will continue. And globalization will, too – despite recent  
election results in some countries.  
 
As Rumie shows, Ryerson is committed to helping young people become 
vibrant and engaged citizens ready to make meaningful contributions to the 
global economy. 
 
Which brings me to number three – “Disruption is changing how students 
learn”. 
 
Ryerson has high academic standards and conducts leading-edge 
research. 
  
This is our unwavering mission. 
 
At the same time, we are committed to innovation in all aspects of our work.  
 
Not long ago, Ryerson moved swiftly to become the global leader in a 
revolutionary approach known as “zone learning.” 
 
You may be familiar with Ryerson’s DMZ, the leading university-based 
business incubator for tech start-ups in North America. 
 
What exactly are learning zones and how are they different? 
 

- Learning zones are interdisciplinary. Students and faculty from 
different departments work together.  

 
- Zones are driven by students, who often see disruption’s potential 

sooner – and have fresh ideas about how to respond. 
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- And zones depend on partnerships, with corporations, 
government, and civil society. 

 
Ryerson began with the DMZ and, seven years later, we have zones across 
the university.  
 
We are working in the fastest-growing and most disruptive sectors, such as 
clean energy and media. Plus one that is ripe for disruption – the legal 
system.  
 
So, Ryerson pioneered the zone learning model. And we now export it 
worldwide, including: 
 

- In India, a partnership with the Bombay Stock Exchange  
  
- In the U.S., a DMZ presence in New York City 
 
- In Calgary, an accelerator program in partnership with GE  
 
- And in Brampton, a brand-new innovation hub 

 
- One of the fastest-growing and most diverse communities 

in Canada, Brampton is ideally located halfway between 
Toronto and Waterloo. The hub will help strengthen the 
regional innovation corridor that connects our cities. 

 
- The hub is part of an emerging partnership between 

Ryerson, the City of Brampton, and Sheridan College.  
This will be the first time Ryerson has established a post-
secondary presence outside of downtown Toronto 
 
I am pleased to welcome the Mayor of Brampton, Linda 
Jeffrey today. 
 

How, then, to sum up zones?  
 
Ryerson has responded to disruption with a disruption of our own.  
 
And the world is beating a path to our door – because zones are a model 
that works. 
 
But Ryerson is more than zones.  
 
Where else are we ahead of the curve? 
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Two years ago, the Silicon Valley entrepreneur Elon Musk announced that 
his company SpaceX would sponsor a series of competitions to help 
develop the Hyperloop. 
 
As you know, a Hyperloop is a transportation system that will use pods and 
frictionless tubes to transport people.  
 
And if that is not astonishing enough, Musk and his partners believe this will 
happen at close to the speed of sound.  
 
But how will a Hyperloop pod carry people safely?  
 
For instance, how will it slow down? 
 
One of our graduate students thought he had the answer.  
 
So we helped him create the Ryerson International Hyperloop Team. 
 
Let’s take a look at Graeme Klim and his team at work.  
https://youtu.be/T4wC17J8k3E  
 
I am delighted to say that the Ryerson Hyperloop Team is with us today.  
 
Please join me in congratulating these remarkable young people and their 
faculty advisor, Dr. Seyed Hashemi. 
 
As you can see, the Ryerson Hyperloop Project has it all: 
 

- The project ignores boundaries, bringing together students from 
different disciplines 

 
- It is global, with students and advisors from five countries  
 
- And Ryerson’s partners – more than 15 of Canada’s leading 

engineering and manufacturing companies – helped make it 
happen. 

 
As part of a new industry that could soon employ thousands of people, the 
Ryerson International Hyperloop project takes this university, this city, and 
this country a giant step into the future. 
 
Is the Hyperloop project a sign of things to come?  
 
Can we – the people in this room – respond effectively to this age of 
disruption and thrive? 
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Can we prepare young people for the future and reshape the world for the 
better? 
 
At Ryerson, we think the answer is clear.  
 
Looking at you this afternoon I see many familiar faces.  
 
To our Ryerson partners – and our Board of Governors, executive team, 
faculty, staff, and students – my deepest thanks for helping us realize the 
possibilities inherent in disruption. 
 
To our new friends, I say this:  
If you have a problem to solve and if you are open to new ideas and 
innovative approaches, come partner with Ryerson University. 
 
Together, we will create the future. 
 
Thank you. 
 
 


