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Two-Year Progress Report – New Program 
Applied Philosophy (PhD) 
August 2020 
Background 
The Applied Philosophy PhD program was created by the Philosophy Department through a 
consultative process between 2013 and 2017. In February 2016, the proposed program was 
reviewed by two external reviewers: Christy Simpson, Associate Professor and Department 
Head, Department of Bioethics, Faculty of Medicine, Dalhousie University and Daniel Weinstock 
Professor and Director, McGill Institute for Health and Social Policy McGill University. Overall, 
their report was very positive, describing the program as "innovative," "a unique program with 
little or no equivalent in North America," and one that the “excellent Department of 
Philosophy" is "uniquely situated, given the range of their [research] interests, and of their 
professional and personal interests, to make a success." The reviewers also had some 
suggestions, discussed below. The program was formally approved in 2017, and we began 
admitting students in Fall 2017.  
 
This new four-year program is distinct from our more traditional Philosophy PhD program, 
though students in the two programs take some courses concurrently and participate in 
Departmental life together. The Applied Philosophy PhD program combines traditional PhD 
requirements (such as the completion of course work and a dissertation project) with 
experiential learning components. As with PhD programs in general, students are expected to 
advance the state of knowledge in the field; the particular focus of the Program involves the 
integration of theoretical training in philosophy with the ability to apply philosophy to practical 
problems. The most distinctive feature of the new program is the Applied Research Placement, 
an eight-month research activity in which three or four months are spent doing philosophical 
work at a host organization. Students also have opportunities to incorporate applied 
components such as the creation of policy briefs, databases, or the writing for non-scholarly 
audiences into their coursework and dissertation projects.  
 
Enrolment  
We currently have six students enrolled in the Applied Philosophy PhD program; for 
comparison, we have about twenty students currently enrolled in our (more traditional) PhD 
Program in Philosophy. The enrolment numbers below include three students who switched 
into our Applied Philosophy PhD program from our Philosophy PhD program, three who were 
admitted directly into the Applied PhD program, and one who was admitted into the Applied 
Philosophy program and chose to switch into our Philosophy PhD program.  
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Year Number of Applicants Number of Students Enrolled 

2017-2018 (1st year) 7 3 

2018-2019 (2nd year) 5 4 

 
Progress on Implementation 
The program is working well and there have been no changes to the program structure. We 
have been pleased to connect with a number of potential host institutions for our Applied 
Research Placements, and the placements are working as planned. In January 2016, the 
Department signed a Memorandum of Understanding with Mitacs expressing plans to 
cooperate on funding for about 4 Applied Philosophy students per year through the Accelerate 
program. In 2016, the Department ran a pilot project in which three students completed 
Applied Research Placements, with one funded through Mitacs Accelerate. The host 
organizations for the pilot program were Sunnybrook Hospital, the Centre for Clinical Ethics in 
Toronto, and Facilitation Wellington-Dufferin. 
 
The Department appoints an Applied Philosophy Advisor who focuses on the students in the 
program and coordinates the processes for placements. So far, each student has entered the 
program with a pretty clear sense of where they would like to do their placement, and the 
Applied Philosophy Advisor has been able to make personalized connections suited to their 
particular needs. Since the program is a four-year program, most of the six students are still at 
early stages of completing their degrees. Since the pilot project, we have had two more 
students complete placements, one at the Canadian Medical Association and another at the 
Indigenous Student Centre at UW.  
 
The one challenge we have encountered is that we expected to have more applicants and more 
students enrolling in the program. However, we are encouraged by the increase between the 
first and second year. We note that this year there were five applicants and three acceptances, 
which will grow our overall cohort from six students to nine.  
  
Recommendations 

 

1. Establish an Advisory Council/Group for the Applied Philosophy PhD program 
 

Status: in progress  
 
Details: As mentioned in our Department's response to the evaluator's comments in 
2016, while we are working toward this aim, we are proceeding deliberately and, at 
first, somewhat informally. As we planned to do, we are currently seeking out 
connections in a variety of sectors, making use of our alumni network, and we are in 
touch with a range of host organizations. One reason the evaluators mentioned for 
favoring a Council was to help connect us with potential hosts and with people having 
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experience beyond the university; we have made connections with a good number of 
potential hosts and others who are interested in our program. As mentioned above, 
most students come to the program with preferences about hosts already formed, and 
we have been successful in coordinating placements that meet those preferences. 
Another reason we are waiting to formalize this committee is that we don’t yet have a 
clear sense of how to populate it, since we haven’t run enough students through the 
program to see what sectors/institutions/industries would be a good fit for the 
committee. Most of our initial placements were in health/social services fields, but 
incoming students have other interests (including the potential for on-campus 
placements in science, for example), and so we want to wait until we have more 
examples before trying to recruit members to a committee. While we therefore have a 
solid network of connections, we thought it prudent to wait until the program has more 
students to formalize an Advisory Council. We plan to start the process of forming the 
Advisory Council in the academic year 2021-2222.  

 

2. Undertake ongoing monitoring to ensure equivalency across the program (building on 
the processes and mechanisms already identified and in development).  
 

Status: in progress 
Details: The evaluators pointed out that there may be challenges ensuring consistency in 
evaluation, especially for the work students perform in their placements and the applied 
components of course work and the dissertation projects. These applied components 
can take a range of forms, such as the creation of policy briefs or databases or the 
production of written work for a popular audience.  
 
We have taken several steps toward ensuring the kind of consistency in evaluation that 
the recommendation refers to. First, we have implemented a new policy in which all the 
contracts for the Applied Research Placements are reviewed by the Associate Chair for 
Graduate Studies and the Applied Philosophy Advisor before being approved. Second, 
we are creating a library of examples of such contracts, so that students and supervisors 
can compare their plans with past placements. This allows us to develop rough 
guidelines about how applied components should be compared. Finally, as in our more 
traditional Philosophy PhD program, three faculty will serve on each student's 
committee; we expect that as more students move through the program, by working 
together on committees, faculty will develop shared standards over time.   

 

3. Address the marketability of this new PhD program 
 

Status: in progress 
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Details: With respect to marketing the PhD program to potential applicants, we have 
taken several steps. We have created a one-page flyer with information about the 
program, about the faculty, and about the placements that students have engaged in so 
far. The flyer has been shared at conferences, on our website, and by email. We have 
also discussed the new program at conferences, including at a poster session presented 
by a faculty member at the Philosophy of Science Association. In 2018, we formed an ad 
hoc committee to generate new ideas for reaching potential audiences.  
 
As the evaluators note, the marketability of the new program will be partly fostered 
through the success of its graduates. Since the program is only two years old and it is a 
four-year program, this success is still in the future. Of the students who have enrolled 
or participated in the 2016 pilot project, one has completed her degree. She is now 
employed a as a full-time Clinical Ethicist at the UHN Princess Margaret Cancer Care 
Centre in Toronto. As expected, she has helped recruit interested students, and 
regularly puts us in touch with applicants. We expect the two other pilot project 
students to complete their degrees in the coming year. Our enrolled students also 
participate successfully in high-profile events like the 3-Minute Thesis competition: in 
2017 our pilot project student Andria Bianchi won the Arts Heat and came in second in 
the University of Waterloo competition, and in 2019 our Applied Philosophy student 
Kathryn Morrison won the Arts heat.   
 
As mentioned above, while we have fewer students than expected, the numbers are 
increasingly substantially from year to year. As of September 2020, there were 9 
students enrolled in the program. We are thus optimistic that the program will continue 
to grow and flourish.  
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