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Little House on the Campus: 
An Introduction to the Arts One 
Program

By Sarah Tsang

An Arts One alumnus herself, Sarah 
graduated from UBC in Honours History 
with International Relations in May 
2003.  Probably the greatest lesson 
she learned in the program was how 
to write under tight deadlines.  She 
enjoyed revisiting the Arts One building 
for this article, as it brought back many 
warm memories.  As her vocational 
aspirations lie in international journalism 
or foreign diplomacy, Sarah is thrilled to 
be interning at the Canadian Embassy in 
Beijing starting in September 2003. We 
wish her well and thank her for taking on 
this special journalism project.

The campus location in the January 
2003 issueʼs “mystery photo” was the 
Arts One building.  It was correctly 
identified by Jeananne Robertson of the 
Office of the VP Academic as well as 
Tony Podlecki and Mark Glouberman, 
both who currently teach in the program.  
Tapestry sent a special guest reporter, 
Sarah Tsang, to investigate what goes on 
in that enchanting little building, speaking 
with Tony, Mark, and a recent graduate 
of the program, Nina de Lucca.
Firstly, it might be of interest to 

architecture and history buffs to know 
that the quaint green house at 6358 
University Boulevard (west of the Scarfe 
Building) was constructed in 1925.  It 
served as a Forestry laboratory until 
1959, when it became a Music building.  
In 1967, it was formally established as 
the home of the Arts One Program.

So what exactly is Arts One?  Though 
the program is celebrating its 36th 
birthday this fall, the non-
arts person might know 
surprisingly little about it. Arts 
One is, in fact, an innovative 
and integrative liberal arts 
program that has established 
a strong reputation for itself 
both across Canada and 
beyond.  

The idea for such an 
interdisciplinary program 
began with an identified need 
among First Year students 
for a broad-based curriculum 
that would ease the transition 
from secondary school to 
university life.  The founders 
of Arts One, including English 
Professor Ian Ross, were 
strongly influenced by Joseph 
Tussman, whose pioneering 
undergraduate curriculum at 
the University of California 
at Berkeley had led to wide 
acclaim in the late 1960s.  
After careful consultation with 
similar programs in the United 
States, England, and eastern 
Canada, UBC launched “An 
Alternative Introduction to the 
Humanities and the Social 
Sciences” in September 1967.

While the name was 
eventually shortened to Arts 
One, the structure of the 
program has remained largely 
intact.  Basically, there are 
two groups of five faculty 
members and 100 students 

Ponderings
We want you to keep Tapestry on your desk. We hope you find the puzzles we offer to be a mix of challenge 
and fun, as well as to provide learning experiences about aspects of UBC.

each, which cover separate themes over 
the course of the academic year.  Topics 
such as “Reason and Passion” and 
“Culture and Humanity” aim to address 
a vital feature of the human experience 
through selected readings from a rich 
array of diverse literature.  According 
to Tony, Arts One is similar to a “ʻGreat 
Booksʼ course”, which exposes students 
to important literary milestones in the 
Western tradition.  However, in recent 
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years, reactions against the “dead white European male” genre have 
led to a further opening of the curriculum to non-Western writings.

Perhaps the most important feature of Arts One is the personal contact 
between faculty and students because of the small classes.  A weekly 
schedule looks something like this: the entire group convenes once 
for a lecture; it then divides into seminars (consisting of one faculty 
member and twenty students) that meet twice for in-depth discussions 
of the texts.  Last but not least, the faculty member and four students 
focus on writing assignments during the weekly tutorials.  (Your 
reporter here vividly recalls the sheer apprehension and agony of 
having oneʼs paper taken apart for scrutiny, page by page, word for 
word.)

The program offers benefits for students and faculty alike.  The small 
classes and social activities at Arts One foster a strong sense of 
community, making the otherwise huge UBC more “homy” and less 
intimidating to First Year students.  The program has also been proven 
to enhance student learning; a 1999 External Review found that 
among Arts One students, 46% strongly agreed that they enjoyed their 
classes, versus 14% of general Arts students <http://arts1.arts.ubc.
ca/whatis.shtml>.

Faculty members, whether seasoned professors 
or starting lecturers, also stand to gain from the 
Arts One experience.  While Tony acknowledges 
that it is challenging for him to deal with texts 
that are beyond the scope of his classical 
Greek specialization, he also finds it extremely 
rewarding because, like the students, heʼs 
“learning all the time!” 

On the whole, Arts One has met with much 
success.  Within the last decade, alumni of the 
program have been awarded accolades such 
as the Governor-Generalʼs Medals.  This yearʼs 
recipient of the Rhodes Scholarship in B.C., Yaa-
Hemaa Obiri-Yeboah, was also a former Arts One 
student.  Other notable alumni include Justice 
Pamela Kirkpatrick of the BC Supreme Court and 
Douglas Todd, Religion Editor of The Vancouver 
Sun, both of whom sing high praises of the 
program <http://arts1.arts.ubc.ca/>.

This is not to say, however, that Arts One is 
without criticism.  Mark feels that the 18-credit 
program is not truly equivalent to the First Year 
English, History, and Philosophy courses it 
purports: “Because itʼs a mélange of these three 
things, Arts One is not so much concerned with 
the technical or specialized interest areas.  In 
the eyes of the specific disciplines, this waters 
down certain aspects, leaving a different taste 
in the end.”  However, he goes on to qualify this 
by affirming that the strength of Arts One is that 
it is a fully integrative curriculum, which gives 
students a solid sampling of the academic variety 
that is available to them.

Looking ahead, the program also faces concerns 
in the future. Jim Dybikowski, the recently-
retired director of Arts One, says that the main 
challenge is to attract more tenured faculty in 
order to sustain the program.  Currently, UBC 
does not offer much incentive for new faculty to 
get involved in interdisciplinary programs such as 
Arts One.  Instead, they are urged to concentrate 
on their specialization in order to achieve tenure.  
Sadly, however, the loss is not only theirs, as the 
rest of the scholarly community also suffers when 
there is no sharing of academic riches.  Indeed, 
if faculty were to engage in interdisciplinary 
projects, they might find that it actually adds 
flavour and perspective to their own studies.  For 
example, Mark adjusted the focus of his research 
after gaining new insights through Arts One. 

Arts One Building door detail by Anne Adams, 1991.  From a postcard invitation to 
the 25th Anniversary Celebration that took place in 1992.
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UBCʼs “flagship program”, as it was 
referred to in the 1999 External Review, 
has now become one of the deciding 
reasons why students choose the 
university.  And whereas Arts One was 
once an imitator, it has since become 
a model for other North American 
universities.

In closing, from a studentʼs perspective, 
the only thing may be that Arts One 
leaves you thirsting for more.  Nina de 
Lucca, who thoroughly enjoyed the 
program this past year, exclaims: “I only 
wish that they had an Arts Two!”

This time:  Identify, as specifically as you 
can, this campus location. Email your 
response as soon as possible to Alice 
Cassidy, Editor <alice.cassidy@ubc.ca>.  
All correct entries will be included into 
a draw for a $20 gift certificate to UBC 
Bookstore.
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