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McGill University
• Public university, founded in 1821.

• International students from more than 150 
countries make up 30% of study body.

• McGill students have the highest average 
entering grades in Canada.

• 39,513 students, over 10K grads

• Mother tongue:

• 47% English

• 20.5% French

• 32.5% Other

• Place of origin:

• 47.25% Québec

• 22.38% Rest of Canada

• 30.37% International
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The Beginning: Vision and Feasibility Study





Project Structure

• Creation of the Fiat Lux Project Office
• Outside of Facilities Management

• Reporting to the Vice-Principal Finance and Administration

• Fiat Lux Executive Management Team

• Fiat Lux Steering Committee

• Multiple committees and working groups in the library



Steps
• Feasibility Study

• Space and Technology Programs

• Architectural Concept and Plans – 60% complete
• Architect Firms: Shepley Bulfinch (Boston) and Provencher Roy (Montréal)

• Government approvals on design and urbanism plans
• Ministère de la Culture (Québec)

• City of Montreal

• Approval from McGill’s Board of Governors (Budget Model)

• Business plan to the Québec Government (Council of Ministers)

• Tender processes for construction – Anticipation: 2025



Challenges



Communications - 1
• Establishing the leadership of the project on the academic and 

library sides

• Consultation is crucial, throughout the project

• Do not communicate any timeline until final approvals (BoG and 
Government)…

• … but communicate constantly on the vision and project progress 
• Faculty Councils, Senate, Departmental Meetings, townhalls, news articles, 

social media, etc.

• Communicate the vision, not the means – Make them dream with 
me!

• The expansion ”to the 5th floor” versus a library that will inspire and transform 
our students’ experience



Communications - 2

• Keep my ear to the ground and be proactive

• Let anyone express their questions and concerns, including 
publicly, but answer with rigour and conviction when needed –
build trust and respect

• Students are key stakeholders and they will generally support 
any library renovation or building project

• Do not exploit students in the debate, anticipate perceptions

• Have many key community leaders speaking in favour of the 
project. Let them speak even if they don’t have all the facts right



Philanthropy

• Goal of 100M

• 63.5M confirmed 

• Anchor donor for 50M

• Community driven project, from the beginning… and will be to 
the end

• Many needs and projects proposed to donors, as always

• Difficulty to conclude agreements with donors until the project is 
officially approved by the Board of Governors and governmental 
authorities → conditional agreements



Changing Leadership

• Keeping the same project leader from beginning to end may be 
ideal but not often possible

• My arrival was at 30% of architectural design

• Read everything that was written and drawn

• Many conversations with my predecessor, members of the team, 
higher administration, donors, members of the community, etc.

• Opportunity to influence positive changes, and even correct things 
that went wrong, while respecting the concept and original vision

• Do not make a revolution



Thank you! 



KEEP CALM & CARRIER ON
breaking new ground in a 

context of change

Bethany Nowviskie, Ph.D.

Dean of Libraries & Chief Academic Technology Officer



A “journey to construction” 
influenced by context…



& a building project as a 
product of self-understanding.



A story in three parts:

▪Contexts of change at JMU

▪Designing Carrier Library as a future building and a 
present-day project 

▪Our philosophical and pragmatic through-lines



a “long life and a loose fit”



Contexts of Change















Designing 
a Present-Day Project 

Alongside a Future Building



Designing 
a Present-Day Project 

Alongside a Future Building



Designing 
a Present-Day Project 

Alongside a Future Building









Complex!











































Philosophical 
Through-Lines







Philosophical 
Through-Lines



▪Universal design and a focus on welcome & equity

▪Being an intellectual and physical crossroads

▪Honoring the past and connecting the old with the new 

▪An ethic of care — for individuals and systems

▪Understanding organizational resilience 



aLERT to aLOT







Thank you!
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