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Laureate assails IP reform
A Nobel prizewinner has attacked Cambridge University in Eng-
land for what he calls its “misguided” plan to reform intellec-
tual property (IP) rights. Cambridge alumnus Sir John Sulston
fears the reforms will end the institution’s aim of “freely prom-
ulgating knowledge.” At present, Cambridge owns none of the
IP of its tenured academics. Under the proposal, it would own
all IP. Academics would then receive a portion of the profits,
depending on the part they play in exploiting their discover-
ies. The university’s 3,000 scholars are considering the reforms
in a ballot with a decision expected this month. “The mark of a
good university, rather than a money-grabbing institution, is
one that realizes that lecture materials and research should be
in the public domain,” says Sir Sulston. “Cambridge’s proposals
would amount to lumping all IP together and the university
exploiting its academics’ ideas as far as possible. This is the
wrong way to go.” Until now, academics have seen Cambridge
as a bastion of freedom in terms of its IP rules. Most universities
own their academics’ IP but give them a share of the revenue
made from an invention or discovery.

The Times Higher Education Supplement, Nov. 25

And laptops for all
If Nicholas Negroponte has his way, the pale light from rugged,
hand-cranked $100 laptops will illuminate homes in villages
and townships throughout the developing world, and give
every child on the planet a computer of their own by 2010. The
MIT Media Lab and Wired magazine founder unveiled the first
working prototype of the “$100 laptop” at the recent U.N.
World Summit on the Information Society in Tunisia. With its
cheery green coloring and Tonka-tough shell, the laptop boasts
a seven-inch screen that swivels like a tablet PC, and an electric-
ity-generating crank that provides 40 minutes of power from a
minute of grinding. The machine is expected to start mass pro-
duction late next year, and the governments of Thailand and
Brazil have already said they’re serious about placing $1 mil-
lion orders for their school kids. Others are close to lining up. 

www.wired.com, Nov. 17

Microsoft takes on supercomputing
In its first major foray into academic supercomputing, the
Microsoft Corporation has announced that it will pay for a
new Institutes for High-Performance Computing at 10 univer-
sities around the world. Company chair Bill Gates told a super-
computing conference in Seattle that joint research projects at
the institutes would help guide software research and develop-
ment at Microsoft. The universities involved are Cornell Uni-
versity, the universities of Tennessee, Texas at Austin, Utah and
Virginia; Nizhni Novgorod State University, in Russia; Shang-
hai Jiao Tong University, in China; the Tokyo Institute of Tech-
nology, in Japan; the University of Southampton, in England;
and the University of Stuttgart, in Germany. Microsoft and
other software makers must take steps to reduce the “Time to
insight” – the amount of time it takes a scientist to get useful
results from a supercomputer, says Mr. Gates. “If you’re a scien-
tist who wants to gather a lot of information, computer around
that information, look into that information, how can we
make all the steps involved there far more efficient than we are
today?”

The Chronicle of Higher Education, Nov. 25

Chinese kick exchanges up a notch
For a job that didn’t exist a year ago, Liselyn Adams says the
post of vice-provost, international relations at Concordia Uni-
versity in Montreal, is keeping her hopping. Earlier this fall she
went to China as part of a Quebec delegation and came back
excited by the challenging expectations of the Chinese. In
Shanghai, educators have grown critical of the standard “two-
plus-two” program, in which Chinese students complete a for-
eign degree through two years of study at home and then two
abroad. The feeling is that these programs are not always to the
advantage of the Chinese institutions. “Partnerships are also
moving away from language training and information technol-
ogy, because these are plentiful,” Ms. Adams says. They are
encouraging more programs in areas such as genomics, biology
and teacher training. Shanghai education officials want to
know about our strongest university programs in order to invite
strategic partnerships.

Concordia Journal, Nov. 10

Concerns about WebCT
It my not have rattled the stock market, but the recent purchase
of WebCT by Blackboard Inc. has raised unsettling questions in
the academic community. These two U.S. companies provide
some 3,700 educational institutions around the world with
their proprietary “courseware” – software that has become the
technological centrepiece of many university classrooms.
Courseware provides a single computer platform for managing
a wide range of activities. Christian Blanchette, director of the
University of Ottawa’s teaching and learning support service,
says he is counting on Blackboard Inc.’s promise of the same
level of support they are used to for WebCT while the merger is
proceeding.

University Affairs, December
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A unique and valuable source of
scientific and technical informa-
tion, patent literature is often
overlooked and underutilized by
academic researchers. This is
understandable, given that until
recently it was difficult for
researchers to access patent infor-
mation. Few university libraries
had patent collections and order-
ing copies of patents was time-
consuming. Arcane patent
classification manuals and
expensive commercial databases
were the only search tools avail-
able to researchers. 

However, patent information
is now readily accessible for free
on the Internet. Patent offices in
most developed nations, includ-
ing Canada and the U.S., main-
tain web-based patent databases
containing millions of patent
records. The European Patent
Office’s esp@cenet system alone
has more than 50 million patent
documents from approximately
70 countries, the earliest dating
from the mid-19th century.

There are many benefits to
consulting patent literature.
Patents are international and
interdisciplinary, covering inno-
vations in every field of technol-
ogy during the last 200 years.
Patents disclose the research of
industrial and private inventors
that is not published in scientific
journals and proceedings.
Patents reveal emerging tech-
nologies and new applications
for old technologies. Patents
bridge the gap between basic
research and applied technology.
By searching patent literature
prior to embarking on a new
research project or grant applica-
tion, one avoids duplicating
work that has already been done.

New discoveries and innova-
tions, especially in chemistry,

biotechnology and materials sci-
ence, often appear in patents
before they are reported in scien-
tific journals. According to the
Chemical Abstracts Service
(CAS), more than 50 per cent of
the new chemical substances
added each year to the CAS Reg-
istry is obtained from patents
rather than scientific articles.
This is not a recent development.
The discoveries of Karl Ziegler in
the 1930s and Giulio Natta in
the early 1950s in the field of
polymer research were disclosed
in patents years before they were
published in scientific journals.
Leo Baekeland, inventor of Bake-
lite, the world’s first synthetic
polymer, filed patent applica-
tions in 1907, two years before
publishing his research.

Patent literature is also a win-
dow onto scientific research in
developing countries. In China,
university patent filings are
increasing at a faster rate than
published scholarly articles due,
in part, to intellectual property
law reform and government poli-
cies encouraging domestic inno-
vation and commercialization. In
2004 Chinese research institutes
and universities filed 19,000 new
patent applications, almost 20
per cent of the total applications

filed with China’s patent office.
Many of the applications filed in
China and other developing
countries will become the basis
for translated applications filed in
developed countries. For exam-
ple, Chinese, Korean and Tai-
wanese inventors filed 35,500
patent applications in Canada
and the U.S in 2004-2005. This is
a boon to scientists and engineers
in North America who might not
otherwise have access to this
information because of language
barriers and the relatively low
number of researchers from
developing countries who pub-
lish in western scientific journals.

With 1.5 million patent appli-
cations filed last year and 10-12
million pending applications
worldwide, patent literature is a
rich, vast and rapidly growing
source of scientific and technical
information. The proliferation of
free web-based patent databases
and search tools is making it eas-
ier for academic researchers to
discover the hidden value of this
unique resource.

For more information about
searching patents, contact Michael
White at 533-6785 or visit the
Engineering and Science Library at
library.queensu.ca/webeng.

Michael White is the Librarian for
Research Services in the Engineering
and Science Library. 

Canadian Intellectual Property Office
www.cipo.gc.ca 

U.S. Patent and Trademark Office
www.uspto.gov 

European Patent Office
www.european-patent-office.org  

World Intellectual Property Organization
www.wipo.int
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Benefits of patent literature

KAREN HITCHCOCK
Diversity

In discussions about our strategic
planning initiative, Engaging the
World, I have received consider-
able feedback on the place and
importance of equity and diver-
sity as essential ingredients of a
future strategic vision for Queen’s.

As many members of our
community have noted, the
diversity within our campus pop-
ulation is greater than at any
time in the university’s history.
This gradual change, influenced
by both internal and external
factors, has made Queen’s a
stronger academic and human
community. No one will claim,
however, that we have “done
enough” to engage with the
changes in the local, national
and international context of the
world in which we live and work.

At the core of Queen’s mis-
sion is a commitment to being a
quality leader across all functions
of the university – teaching,
research and scholarship and
service along with a commit-
ment to the abiding values of
intellectual integrity, freedom of
inquiry and the exchange of
ideas, and the equal dignity of all
persons. Making purposeful and
considered further efforts to
encourage diversity at Queen’s
goes hand in hand with our aspi-
ration to be a leader in the qual-
ity of our academic programs.

Educational quality is all
about students realizing their
potential in a learning environ-
ment designed to enhance such
development. Such a learning
environment gives students the
opportunity to meet others from

the diverse societies within
Canada and from the four cor-
ners of the world, to hear and
learn from new ideas, and to
share thoughts and perspectives. 

This requires a richly diverse
environment that brings faculty
members and students together in
a community committed to learn-
ing in all its forms – outside the
classroom as well as inside. I feel
strongly that continuing to aim
for the greatest degree of openness
and inclusiveness within the insti-
tution will contribute to the fulfill-
ment of our goals as we strive for
quality leadership.

Diversity cannot be dissoci-
ated from other values that are
fundamental to Queen’s: free
inquiry, integrity, devoted teach-
ing and passionate learning –
diversity and equity are at the
core of these values. The goals of
diversity and quality are deeply
interrelated and need to be
addressed together. Queen’s stu-
dents will live and function in an
increasingly heterogeneous,
complex and internationalized
world. Hence, diversity is essen-

tial to a quality learning environ-
ment. A campus community that
embraces diversity enables stu-
dents to encounter the most
important issues and forms of
knowledge critical to their own
and to their world’s future. 

Our goal as we “engage the
world” for the future of Queen’s
is clear: we must remain fully
committed to creating and main-
taining a climate on campus that
is inclusive, equitable, and gen-
uinely civil and tolerant and
open to a wide range of perspec-
tives. Expanding the institution’s
capacity for national and interna-
tional faculty and student recruit-
ment reflective of Canada’s and
the world’s diversity will surely
encourage an even greater
exchange of views among stu-
dents, faculty and staff – ensuring
that the Queen’s community is a
place with a multitude of oppor-
tunities to learn from one
another. Achieving this goal will
not always be easy.  We will have
to learn to anticipate complicated
social issues and the collision of
views that can come from living
with diversity, and to manage
and respond to difficult issues
and understand their implica-
tions more fully…but working
toward this goal will give greater
meaning to and strengthen the
university’s capacity to engage
with a world both more complex
and more dynamic than we
could ever have anticipated just a
few decades ago.

Karen Hitchcock is principal and vice-
chancellor of Queen’s University.

As we engage the world,
equity, diversity essential


