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Help support a new learning
and daycare centre at USB

Seeing Further

The Fundraising
Campaign Continues!
On March 10, 2020, the Seeing Further campaign was launched with a
goal to raise a million dollars. “The next day, the global pandemic was
declared, recalls Lucile Griffiths, Director of Finance at USB. Since then,
we’ve appreciated every donation that has been made by mail or online,
but we’re still a long way from our goal even though the campaign is
coming to an end in the fall.”
Despite the pandemic, construction will be completed in less than
13 months. “The project is going well and budgets have been respected,
despite an explosion in the cost of certain materials.” Plus, the center will
obtain a LEED silver certification in sustainable construction.
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On the administrative side, the management hiring process is finished.
Caryn LaFlèche took office on March 8 and started hiring her team,
purchasing equipment and setting up the notorious waiting list that is all
too familiar to those in need of a place in child care.

Give today!
ustboniface.ca/giving
/ustboniface
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A WORD FROM THE PRESIDENT

Women in the spotlight
Universities across Canada are
increasingly focused on issues of equity,
diversity and inclusion. Université de
Saint-Boniface (USB) is no exception. We
see ourselves as a reflection of Manitoba’s
open and welcoming Francophone
community, offering a learning
environment with a plurality of
perspectives, rich in cultural and
gender diversity.

Sophie Bouffard, President
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the Alexandre Taché Award 13

As this issue came together, we realized
that women feature prominently in every
article. This happy coincidence
underscores the fact that women have
been enrolling in increasing numbers at
USB in every discipline—including
traditionally male-dominated fields—
although USB has only been a co-ed
institution since 1959.
If recent post-secondary enrollment data
is any indication, this is definitely an
upward trend. USB is part of this shift,
with 68% of our 2018-2019 student
population identifying as female.
The proportion of women faculty at
Canadian universities has also been
steadily increasing, albeit at a slower rate.
According to Statistics Canada, over the
past 50 years the percentage of full-time
female faculty at post-secondary
institutions has increased from 12.8% in
1970 to 40.6% in 2018.
As for USB, once again we are a
leader, with women representing 53%
of our university faculty and 71% of our
college teaching staff. It shouldn’t be
surprising that every article in this issue
profiles a woman!

Once again we’re a leader, with women
representing 53% of our university faculty
and 71% of our college teaching staff.

IN THE SPOTLIGHT
In this issue, you will learn how professor
and researcher Anne-Marie Bernier is
working to transform USB into a centre
of genomics excellence. You will meet
Halimatou Ba, recently named one of
Canada’s “100 Black Women to Watch.”
You are also invited to delve into the
world of Universal Design for Learning
and Marie-Élaine Desmarais’ research,
and you will read the inspiring story of
Sister Norma, who has dedicated her life
to helping those in need.

ONGOING ACTIVITIES
After a year of studying and working
remotely, I know some of us are feeling
anxious and somewhat weary, but it is
important not to become discouraged.
Every day, we are working on new solutions,
focused on the future and pursuing new
initiatives. But how will this unusual time be
remembered? USB archivist Carole Pelchat
has made it her mission to document the
events and experiences of the pandemic,
and you can read all about her quest to build
an archive on life during COVID-19 in this
issue. There is also an article detailing the
experience of our international students
over these past few months. It’s truly a story
of obstacles overcome!
In the midst of this pandemic, life goes on
at USB. Despite the challenges, research is
continuing apace, with our team showing
an outstanding level of dedication. Our
funding is secure and major advances are
being made on projects that will have a big
impact on our community.
It is my hope that this Spring 2021 issue will
help you to briefly escape the daily grind,
boost your pride in our institution and
enhance your sense of belonging at USB.
Sophie Bouffard,

President
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AWARDS AND RECOGNITION

P

Halimatou Ba
named one of 100
Black Women to
Watch in Canada
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Professor Halimatou Ba was named one of 100 Black Women to Watch in 2020 by the
Canada International Black Women Event. Discover how her unique career path and
innovative work have inspired others.
Originally from Senegal, Halimatou Ba has enjoyed
a rich and varied career. After receiving her
bachelor’s degree from the National School of
Specialized Social Workers in Dakar in 1981, she
worked for 12 years in Senegal before pursuing her
master’s degree at Université Laval in Quebec, graduating in 1995.
Halimatou Ba then moved back to Senegal, where she worked for
an additional five years. “During that time, I maintained close ties
with Université Laval. I even supervised social work students who
came to Senegal for international internships,” she says.
Ba returned to Université Laval in 2001 to pursue a PhD. “I missed
Canada. I had fallen in love with this vast country with its beautiful
geography. I’m a big fan of nature and the outdoors,” she says. Her
thesis, which laid the foundation for her future research, focused
on issues faced by Senegalese women fish processors. “Senegal’s
fishing sector has given rise to a number of women’s economic
interest groups, and the women who run them do so without
outside help, empowering themselves and their members.”
At the end of her doctorate, her children joined her in Quebec City
to start university themselves. Dr. Ba chose to stay in Canada,
working as a research assistant at Université Laval and as a
lecturer at the Université du Québec à Chicoutimi. In 2009, she
accepted a position at USB’s School of Social Work.

SOCIAL WORK IN FRENCH IN MANITOBA
Dr. Ba is educating the next generation of bilingual social
workers, which are in high demand in Manitoba. “I’m proud to be
part of the effort to improve the active offer of French language
social services for our Francophone community, and especially
our seniors,” she says. Her former students are thriving in a
number of fields, making invaluable contributions to
communities and bolstering USB’s reputation.

CELEBRATING THE SUCCESS OF IMMIGRANT
WOMEN
In recent years, Dr. Ba’s research has focused on the integration
of African immigrant women into Winnipeg’s labour market.
“The difficulties faced by immigrant women receive a lot of
attention. It’s often a fairly negative portrayal. I became keen to
uncover their professional achievements,” she explains.
Dr. Ba studied a sample of 30 women in challenging, well-paid
jobs who are well established in their communities. It turns out
they share a number of success factors. First, these women all
possess certain distinct character traits: they are ambitious,
determined, and unwilling to be financially dependent on society
or on their husbands. “They become their own engine of
empowerment,” says Dr. Ba.
They also forge strong relationships, whether at home, in the
workplace or in the community. Dr. Ba stresses how fortunate
these African women are to live in a free country where domestic
violence is not tolerated. “Sometimes, the reality may
unfortunately be different, but here we have clear laws that
protect women,” she says.
Successful professional African women are good at finding their
niche within the Francophone community. “Of course, we expect
that Franco-Manitobans will be welcoming, but it’s also our duty
to reach out to others,” says Dr. Ba. “Francophones are a
minority community, which means networking is crucial. It’s
important to find a mentor or join a board of directors. It doesn’t
mean losing your original identity, but rather to enrich it with
new experiences.”
For all these women, education is key. “In pursuing my studies, I
was lucky that I could seamlessly transition between Senegal
and Canada. But for many, degree recognition is a major
obstacle. Sometimes the only solution is to pursue a degree in a
same or different field,” says Dr. Ba.
Alphonse Lawson-Hellu, President of the Amicale de la
francophonie multiculturelle du Manitoba (and Chair of the USB
Board of Governors since June 2020), nominated Halimatou Ba
for the Canada International Black Women Event (CIBWE) award.
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STRATEGIC PLAN

“Dr. Ba is making a valuable contribution to the well-being of
Manitoba’s Francophones through her work,” he says. “Her
innovative research is helping to promote immigrant women’s
prosperity. And her own life journey is a true success story. I’ve
been impressed with Dr. Ba and her achievements for many years.”

Looking ahead to
the next five years

CIBWE is a Canadian platform celebrating the legacy of Black
women who are helping to build this country. The CIBWE
ceremony, which was held via Zoom on October 17, 2020,
recognized Dr. Ba as one of Canada’s “black pearls” for her
efforts to change perceptions about immigrant women.

Despite the pandemic, the process leading
to the adoption of a new five-year strategic
plan for 2021-2026 has been completed.

Dr. Ba was also nominated for the Manitoba 150 Women
Trailblazers Awards, which salute the contributions of Manitoba’s
pioneering women whose work is having a major impact on
their community.

The renewal of USB’s five-year Strategic Plan had
originally been slated for the first half of 2020. After
being put on hold for several months, the process
resumed last fall. “We were forced to modify our
approach at times, but despite all the challenges,
we still made incredible progress,” says USB President, Sophie
Bouffard. “We remained open to suggestions and we weren’t shy
to question assumptions. We also set bold objectives,” she says.

Other women professors, graduates and alumni of
USB who were nominated for the 2020 Manitoba 150
Women Trailblazers Awards

Ottawa-based firm Axion was engaged to lead the process. In
January and February 2020, the firm began by taking stock of
USB’s progress since 2013, analyzing the university’s annual
reports and those of its departments. Working with the Board of
Governors, Axion helped to identify USB’s strengths and
weaknesses, as well as potential risks and opportunities. The
impact of the pandemic was also part of the equation, with an
assessment of its medium- and long-term implications.

Annette Saint-Pierre
Professor of French from 1970 to
1987 and co-founder of the
Centre d’études franco
canadiennes de l’Ouest (CEFCO).

Mariette Mulaire
Honorary degree recipient in
2016. Studied at USB between
1984 and 1987 and between
1990 and 1992.

Lise Gaboury-Diallo
Bachelor of Arts (1978)
and Professor of Literature
since 1984.

Nicole Brémault
Studied at USB between
1972 and 1974 and between
1976 and 1978. Joined our
staff in 1989.

Lucille Cenerini
Collège almuna, 1980.
Bintou Sacko
Health Care Aide Certificate
(2004), Bachelor of Social Work
(2012). Member of the USB
Board of Governors since 2016.
Janine Tougas
Master of Education (1998).

Raymonde Gagné
Recipient of the Manitoba 150
Women Trailblazers 2020
Award: former president of
USB and current senator.

To map out the next five years, consultations were held with staff,
students, alumni, educational partners, community groups, and
other stakeholders in February and March 2020. Feedback was
solicited in person and online with the help of a questionnaire.
Although the process was put on hold in the spring of 2020, it
quickly resumed in the fall, with the traditional “planning retreat”
metamorphosing into more Zoom meetings between October
2020 and February 2021.
Over these 18 meetings, the USB’s mission, vision and values were
updated and refined. Four main strategic pillars were identified,
along with their primary objectives. “The final result was
presented to the Board of Governors on February 23,” says
Dr. Bouffard, “and it was unanimously approved!” USB’s new
Strategic Plan will be officially unveiled this spring.
An operational plan outlining USB’s desired outcomes and success
indicators will be adopted at a later date.
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Documenting the pandemic
From the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, archivist Carole
Pelchat was determined to document this historic event at
Université de Saint-Boniface.
How will we look back on this pandemic
next year? Five years from now? In 100
years? More importantly, what lessons
will we learn? Across Canada, archivists,
librarians and academic historians are
busy documenting pandemic life.

This is USB’s second major pandemic.
The university lived through the 1918
Spanish flu but there is no record of this
event in our archives. “Remember, all our
old archives were destroyed in the big fire
of 1922,” says Pelchat.

By collecting stories and information
about COVID-19, these researchers hope
to preserve a snapshot of this historic
period and provide future generations
with valuable tools in the event that
another pandemic should hit.

RECORDING OUR STUDENTS’
STORIES

Archival methods, narratives and subjects
differ from one university to another. For
example, Brock University in Ontario is
archiving material submitted by children
and seniors throughout the Niagara
region. Other institutions, including USB,
are focusing on university life.1

The first step involved collecting stories
from 14 students in lockdown, via Zoom.
This took place in May, right at the start of
the pandemic.

Stéphane Oystryk, Cultural Activities
Coordinator at USB, guided the session as
students described their time in isolation,
their shift to remote learning, and their
experiences coping with job losses. The
students also talked about
opportunities born of the
pandemic, as well as new
Students spoke about life in isolation and the
personal discoveries. “The
shift to remote learning. They also talked about reactions were varied,” says
Stéphane. “Some initially saw
opportunities born of the pandemic, as well as
the lockdown as a kind of
new personal discoveries.
staycation, while for others,
the process had them
reduced to tears. But,
PRESERVING HISTORY
generally speaking, it’s clear that everyone
experienced stress, boredom, lack of
As soon as the campus closed in March
motivation and other challenges. Some
2020, a lightbulb went on in the head of
students said they felt overwhelmed by
USB archivist Carole Pelchat.
the news media’s information overload,”
“Things were stressful and people were
he says.
preoccupied with more pressing issues,”
But many students also had positive
she says, “but I knew we had to archive
stories to tell. They built
this moment in time. Normally, archivists
stronger family ties (even
don’t seek to create history, we record it
online), took up new hobbies
by gathering documents, photos, and
such as painting, gardening,
other materials. But this is an exceptional
knitting, or even
situation, so I purposefully set out to
songwriting, and learned the
preserve this historic period by actively
virtues of patience. “Overall,
soliciting stories and testimonials. And
students described having
I’m not alone—the entire archival
more time to reflect. They
community is doing the same.”
learned to better embrace
the present moment and
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appreciate the simpler things in life. They
have learned to value simplicity, creativity
and a slower pace of life,” says Stéphane.

OTHER COMPONENTS

The second component of the archiving
project involves preserving pandemicrelated documents and artifacts.

Carole Pelchat photographed all of USB’s
COVID-19 signage, from instructional
posters and stickers to directional arrows
used to enforce the two-metre distancing
rule. She also created a dedicated
electronic file to store all written
communications. “Everything gets
uploaded to a single, centralized location,”
she explains. “Right now I don’t have much
material because everyone is still in crisis
mode. But once things calm down, I’m sure
people will submit their documents to
complete our archive. I have faith in them!”

The third component will consist of
interviews with faculty members and staff
from every department. “I would much
rather do that in person than through
Zoom,” says Pelchat. “First of all, everyone
is a little tired of Zoom! And it doesn’t
produce the best quality archival material.”
That said, Pelchat is happy she had the
chance to capture students’ stories on
Zoom in the middle of the pandemic,
despite the image and audio imperfections.

1 This introduction is based on a piece by Emily
Baron Cadloff that appeared in University Affairs.

A

AWARD OF EXCELLENCE

An Award of Excellence for
Genomics Research
A professor at USB since 1991, Anne-Marie Bernier received the 2020 Research Excellence
Award for her work on bacterial genomics.
Anne-Marie Bernier was born in St. Boniface and is an alumna of
USB. She completed her Masters (1990) and PhD (1998) in Plant
Genetics at the University of Manitoba. How did she come to study
bacteria? “After my master’s degree, I accepted a teaching position
at USB in microbiology,” says Dr. Bernier. “USB doesn’t have a plant
science or agriculture department, but my specialization in plant
genetics is applicable to several focus areas, including bacteria.
I consider myself more of a geneticist than a microbiologist,” she
explains. “The university then granted me an unpaid leave of
absence to complete my PhD. I was grateful for that opportunity
and was very happy to come back here afterwards. USB is all about
quality education, and I love teaching,” she says.

Anne-Marie Bernier has also received over $1.2 million in grants
from various organizations over the course of her career.
Much admired by her USB peers, with whom she frequently
collaborates on research projects, Dr. Bernier is a well-known
figure in the greater scientific community. A regular partner at the
NML, the Genome Prairie initiative (see pages 8-9) and other
institutions such as Université de Moncton, she is in demand at
conferences around the world. The impact of her research has led
her to give some thirty presentations over her career. “Anne-Marie
Bernier is undoubtedly furthering USB’s influence and enhancing
our reputation in a major way,” says Dorrington. “The selection
committee was very impressed with her achievements. For
example, her collaboration with the NML has really helped
promote our institution. They see us as a valuable partner. It is
with great respect that USB presented her with the Research
Excellence Award,” he says.

It was at a conference in
San Diego in 2011 that Dr. Bernier
met Kathryn Bernard, Head of the
Special Bacteriology Unit at
Canada’s National Microbiology
Laboratory (NML). “Our flight to
Winnipeg was cancelled, so we
took the opportunity to have a
chat and then kept in touch!” says
Dr. Bernier. “In 2015, Kathryn told
me that a large quantity of
unknown, dormant pathogenic
bacteria were being stored at the
Photo: courtesy of Kathryn Bernard
NML, but that she didn’t have the
staff to work with them. I jumped at the chance. She needed
someone to characterize these bacteria using genomics, and I was
keen to acquire some cutting-edge technical expertise. It was a
win-win situation.” What started as a six-month sabbatical turned
into a fascinating five-year project.

GETTING STUDENTS INVOLVED
Dr. Bernier makes an effort to bring her latest discoveries into
the classroom, involving students in her research and furthering
their development. Some of her protégés have even presented
their results at national and international conferences, a rare
opportunity for undergraduates. Many of her students are now
interns at the NML, and some, such as Alicia Vachon, are even
pursuing graduate studies in virology (see pages 6-7).

RESEARCH EXCELLENCE AWARD
Presented every two years, the USB Research Excellence Award
recognizes faculty members who have distinguished themselves
through the breadth and quality of their research work. “This
award demonstrates the university’s firm commitment to
research,” says Peter Dorrington, USB Vice-President (Academic
and Research).

Photo: Morganne Lemée

Anne-Marie Bernier is the 2020 recipient, for a number of reasons.
During her five years at the NML, she characterized an impressive
number of bacteria. Her original research has led to major
advancements in genomics (the study of genomes) and a total of
18 scientific articles, adding to her numerous other publications in
various fields.
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Bacteria named after
Winnipeg and St. Boniface

A

At the National Microbiology Laboratory (NML), Anne-Marie
Bernier and her colleagues have sequenced and studied the
genomes of more than 250 strains of bacteria. They have
also discovered new bacteria along the way, one of which
was identified with the help of USB student, Alicia Vachon.

Photo: Dominique Philibert

“I would like young
people to know that it’s
not only possible for
them to have a career
in science in French—
they can thrive!”
Alicia Vachon,
Science graduate

Since 2015, Anne-Marie Bernier has worked
at the National Microbiology Lab’s Special
Bacteriology Unit, characterizing unknown
pathogenic bacteria with the potential to
cause disease in humans. “I work with
bacteria that have been submitted over the
years from all over Canada, but that have
yet to be characterized,” she says. “We may
understand their close cousins, but that’s it.”
Several methods, both classical and
molecular-based, are used to conduct
broad, polyphasic analyses, which involve
genome sequencing1 as well as biochemical,
physiological and metabolic tests.
The final characterization of a bacterium
may describe its colour, its shape, the
presence or absence of flagella, growth
conditions, colony size, cell wall properties,
and antibiotic sensitivity. This helps to
determine whether a bacterium is a new
genus or a new species (a subdivision of an
existing genus).
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DISCOVERING NEW BACTERIA
In her five years at the NML, and in
collaboration with other laboratories in
Quebec, Oklahoma, Switzerland and
elsewhere, Anne-Marie Bernier has
sequenced and studied the genome of
more than 250 strains of bacteria. “We’ve
discovered several new bacteria,” she
says. Her research has uncovered two new
genera, comprising three new species.
“We named these genera Enemella and
Parenemella after the National
Microbiology Laboratory (NML). And one
of the new species is called Parenemella
sanctibonifatiensis in honour of St.
Boniface, our Francophone community
and USB,” she says. These bacteria are
now known worldwide.
Since 2013, the NML has acquired 12
identical strains of an unknown bacterium,
collected from the throats, ears and
sinuses of 10 patients, including some
with cystic fibrosis. “We knew that this
bacterium was a member of the genus
Pseudoxanthomonas. In 2020, we
characterized it and named it
Pseudoxanthomonas winnipegensis,” says
Dr. Bernier. These kinds of discoveries are
crucial to developing new treatments for
these pathogens.

Bacteria
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THE IMPORTANT
CONTRIBUTION OF
ALICIA VACHON
Originally from Île-des-Chênes, a town
30 kilometres south of Winnipeg, Alicia
Vachon completed her primary and
secondary education in French at
École/Collège Gabrielle-Roy. She then
went on to complete a Bachelor of
Science degree at USB, with a double
major in microbiology and biochemistry.
“The great thing about USB is the small
class sizes,” says Alicia. “I was able to
perform a lot of procedures and become
very comfortable in the lab.”
One day Alicia received an email from her
microbiology professor, Dr. Anne-Marie
Bernier, with an invitation to work with
her at the National Microbiology
Laboratory during Alicia’s fourth year
(2018-2019). “It was such an honour for
me to work at the National Laboratory,
with its cutting-edge methods, as an
undergraduate!” she enthuses. “And I
played a crucial role.” In fact, it was Alicia
who performed the biochemical
characterization of the new
Pseudoxanthomonas winnipegensis. In
the summer of 2019, she presented her
findings at an international conference in
San Francisco. And in 2020, Alicia
co-authored an article with Dr. Bernier
that appeared in the International Journal
of Systematics and Evolutionary
Microbiology. Today, she is working
towards her master’s degree in medical
microbiology at the NML, and she still
calls Île-des-Chênes home.
“I would like young people to know that
it’s not only possible for them to have a
career in science in French—they can
thrive! We have the best of both worlds,”
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she says. “The faculty at USB is truly
dedicated and they provide personalized
instruction. Undergraduates have access
to modern equipment, and students can
plug into their professors’ impressive
network within the scientific community.
At the NML, I met people who helped
paved the way to my master’s degree.
I came from a small rural school in the
Division scolaire franco-manitobaine.
If I can do it, you can too!”

TYLER LUSSIER,
YANNICK TRAORÉ AND
THEIR BACTERIA
Anne-Marie Bernier loves introducing
young people to research and supporting
their growth. Another one of her students,
Tyler Lussier, is currently assisting her on a
large study examining 82 strains of
diphtheria bacteria (Corynebacterium
diphteriae). “Pharyngeal diphtheria has
become very rare thanks to vaccination

efforts, but it still exists as a skin
infection,” explains Dr. Bernier.
“The bacterium has the diphtheria
toxin gene, but it doesn’t express it
or it expresses it weakly, according
to our studies.” Lussier hopes to
present his research findings at an
international conference.
In another project involving her former
student Yannick Traoré (now a doctoral
candidate at the University of Waterloo
and cofounder of Asli Technologies),
Dr. Bernier worked to develop a vaginal
ring that releases hydroxychloroquine to
fight gardnerella vaginalis and lactobacilli
bacteria, which cause bacterial vaginosis.
What invaluable experience for these
budding scientists and researchers!
1 Genome sequencing describes the genetic
code of an organism, represented by DNA’s
bases. The four bases are adenine (A), cytosine
(C), guanine (G) and thymine (T). Genomic
sequencing produces a long string of characters
(e.g., AGTCCAGTTGAC).

“It was such an honour for me to work at the National
Laboratory, with its cutting-edge methods, as an
undergraduate! And I played a crucial role.”
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IMPORTANT NEW PARTNERSHIP

U

Science in the community
Université de Saint-Boniface has entered into an exciting partnership with Genome Prairie, in
large part thanks to the reputation and expertise of professor and geneticist Anne-Marie
Bernier. The result is a new space at USB dedicated to genomic research, as well as a mobile
lab that will travel to rural communities.
Genome Prairie is part of Genome Canada.
This not-for-profit organization supports
genomics research, bringing together
stakeholders in Manitoba and
Saskatchewan. In 2018, Simon Potter,
the former scientific director of Genome
Prairie, contacted USB to see if there was
any interest in genomics
at the university.
“Mr. Potter had a good
understanding of USB,
our essential role in
education, our
connections with local
schools and our deep
roots in the community,”
says Dr. Bernier. “We
immediately began
working together.”

Two years later, a special agreement was
signed between Genome Prairie and USB.
This partnership has two complementary
components: the Mobile Lab and the
on-campus lab. “Anne-Marie Bernier’s
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reputation as a researcher and
collaborator, not to mention the quality
of our laboratories, are the reasons why
Genome Prairie chose to enter into this
agreement with us,” says Peter
Dorrington, Vice-President (Academic
and Research).

The partnership will help promote
science and genomics, with the Mobile
Lab’s portable technology raising
awareness of real-world research
applications. It also aims to spark interest
among students in a growing industry
with rising labour demands.

Taking science on
the road

Biochemistry professor Mireille St-Vincent
is also excited to use the Mobile Lab.
Originally from Ste. Anne, a town
50 kilometres southeast of Winnipeg,
Dr. St-Vincent is delighted that this project
will reach remote Francophone
communities. “We’ll be visiting secondary
and even elementary schools with this
lab-on-wheels,” she says. “We could take
the Mobile Lab to riverside communities in
the province to sample and analyze the
water, for example. Teachers and students
are eager to get out of the classroom and
into nature. This project will bring a breath
of fresh air to our schools!”

The Mobile Lab takes science out of the
laboratory and into schools and small
communities. “We want to dispel the
myth of the scientist toiling alone in his
or her lab coat,” says Dr. Bernier, a proud
Franco-Manitoban. “Genomics is exciting.
But more importantly, because it literally
examines building blocks of life, it has a
direct impact in so many areas, from
biomedicine to agriculture to
bacteriology. For example, a student
could help us sequence the genome of a
fungus that attacks wheat,” she says.

A dedicated genomics
lab at USB
The second part of the agreement involves
the sharing of a genomic sequencing
laboratory equipped with thermal cyclers
(devices that amplify DNA). “These are
micro-machines,” says Dr. Bernier. “Each
one will operate independently to perform
manipulations. This project will enhance
the quality of our education, which is our
main mandate.” Mireille St-Vincent concurs:
“The on-campus lab will allow us to
integrate interesting content into our
student labs, especially for microbiology
courses,” she says.

The on-campus lab will boast state-of-theart analysis equipment, such as the MinION
genome sequencer. A genome is the
genetic code of an organism, represented
by a sequence of letters (A, T, C or G). The
genomic sequence of a bacterium contains
about 2.4 million of these letters, known as
bases. MinION sequences the genome of
an organism very quickly, on a machine
that is smaller than a mobile phone.

“USB is already known for the high quality
of its Bachelor of Science degrees,” says
Peter Dorrington, “but the partnership
with Genome Prairie will allow us to
provide our undergraduate students with
training opportunities and access to
one-of-a-kind facilities. USB is becoming a
hub of genomics expertise. The next
generation of researchers and business
people may well owe their knowledge of
genomics to USB,” he says.

USB, a major partner
The project will build on and develop
networks with a number of other
stakeholders. “It’s important to share our
tools and analyses,” says Dr. Bernier.
“That said, USB will be the main partner
in this agreement. To my knowledge, the
Mobile Lab is the only project of its kind
in Canada.”
This agreement is part of the Genome360
mega project, which includes the SeekNET
program, an initiative that Dr. Bernier is
also contributing to. SeekNET aims to
establish a network of researchers,
students and technicians to exploit the
next generation of DNA sequencers. The
project has received a $780,000 grant
from Agriculture and Agri-Food Canada,
expanding its total funding to $1.8 million.
More details to come in the next issue of
Sous la coupole!

“People understand that DNA
contains the genes that make
humans, animals and plants
what they are, but what is less
commonly known is that genes
are ssssactually like individual
sentences in the very long novel
that is DNA. Genetics looks at
the sentences, while genomics
reviews the whole novel, which
is much more than the sum of
its parts!”
Mercedes Alcock,
Laboratory Manager, Genome360

Genetics: the study of genes.
Genomics: the study of a species’ genome
(set of genes).
Gene: a piece of DNA that provides specific
genetic information. It is a very small
portion of a chromosome.
DNA: DNA, or deoxyribonucleic acid, is what
makes up a chromosome. Shaped like a long
double helix, this molecule carries genes:
about 25,000 in humans and a few
thousand in bacteria.
Chromosome: cellular element, composed
of DNA, which contains genes. There are
23 pairs of rod-shaped chromosomes in
humans. Generally, a bacterium has only
one circular chromosome.
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Marie-Élaine Desmarais and the
impact of Universal Design for
Learning on well-being
Marie-Élaine Desmarais, a professor in the Faculty of Education, is conducting a study at a
French-language elementary school in St. Boniface, investigating how Universal Design for
Learning impacts the well-being of students and teachers.
Marie-Élaine Desmarais holds a master’s
degree (2013) and a PhD (2019) in
Education from the Université du Québec à
Trois-Rivières. While completing her
master’s, she worked as a remedial teacher
at the college level. “I found that the
one-on-one work I was doing outside of
class was not yielding optimal results back
in the classroom,” she says. This inspired
her to focus on collective approaches to
teaching—as opposed to individual
practices—in her doctorate.

UNIVERSAL DESIGN FOR
LEARNING

Dr. Desmarais ultimately decided to
specialize in Universal Design for Learning
(UDL). UDL first emerged in the late 1990s
with the goal of designing and delivering
instruction that accounts for the diverse
needs of all students. Inclusive, proactive
and multidisciplinary, UDL guidelines seek
to make learning activities accessible to as
many learners as possible.
Under this framework, activities are
designed to accommodate students’
needs and preferences. UDL anticipates
physical accessibility challenges and
provides for flexibility in materials,
teaching methods and assessments. By
adapting their pedagogy, teachers can
increase engagement and help students
take charge of their own learning.
Instructors who follow UDL practices
present information using a variety of
formats, for example by using different
technologies, and they provide different
ways for students to act and express
themselves. “When it comes to reading
comprehension skills, for example, a
student may learn more effectively if
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they’re given a choice between drawing,
giving an oral presentation or writing an
essay,” explains Marie-Élaine Desmarais.

reflected by a sense of security, or
by positive relationships,” she says.
“Among teachers, it’s often associated
with reduced anxiety and a sense of
personal self-efficacy. The more
competent a teacher feels, the more
successful the students will be!” This
study is the first to establish a link
between UDL and well-being.
“The school asked me to help them
implement UDL in grades 2 through 8. That
tells you how committed the teachers are!”

Photos: courtesy of Gabrielle Marquis

ARRIVING IN MANITOBA
In the summer of 2017, Marie-Élaine
Desmarais gave a course on UDL at the
Université de Saint-Boniface’s Summer
Institute. “The Associate Dean of the
Faculty of Education and Professional
Studies, Claudine Lupien, let me know that
a position was opening up in this field. So I
applied and got the job,” she says.
A professor at USB since 2017, Marie-Élaine
Desmarais teaches courses on inclusive
education and research methodologies.
She also provides training for teachers
looking to enhance their skills.
Her research explores how UDL can be
applied in various learning contexts.

ACTION RESEARCH AT ÉCOLE
PRÉCIEUX-SANG
At École Précieux-Sang, an elementary
school in St. Boniface, Dr. Desmarais is
conducting an action research project to
better understand the link between UDL
and the well-being of teachers and their
students in a Franco-Manitoban minority
context. “For students, well-being may be

Launched in November 2020, this two-year
project is funded by a grant from USB. It
has two main components: teacher
well-being and student well-being.

DATA COLLECTION
The data collection is being done in three
stages. In November 2020, questionnaires
were distributed to measure levels of
well-being among students and teachers
and to gauge the perceived level of
inclusion at the school. Each teacher was
also observed live. These indicators will be
measured once again in March and June
2021. The teachers and students will be
interviewed in June as well. Next
September, Dr. Desmarais will verify
whether the teachers have continued to
use the UDL teaching strategies adopted
during the project.
The Division scolaire franco-manitobaine
sets aside time at least once a week for
teachers at Précieux-Sang to meet as a
professional learning community (PLC).
“As a PLC, the teachers can meet, set a
common goal and help each other achieve
it. In this case, the goal is to implement
UDL. PLCs are all about professional

development,” says Dr. Desmarais.
Once a month, Dr. Desmarais joins the
teachers at a PLC meeting to answer
questions and provide additional support.
She is there to make suggestions and help
teachers sort through the challenges of
implementing UDL.

NAVIGATING THE PANDEMIC
Despite the pandemic, the research is
going well. “I was surprised and thrilled
that the teachers at Précieux-Sang were
so eager to take on this project and

enhance their skills, just as they were
facing the biggest challenge of their
careers! Every day, I’m impressed with
how motivated they are,” she says.
Dr. Desmarais meets with the school’s
PLC over Zoom. Social distancing rules
don’t allow students to do group work,
and the teachers can only use the
material they were given at the beginning
of the year. “But despite all of that, things
are moving forward!” says Dr. Desmarais.
The results of this research will be
discussed in a number of publications. The
academic team includes professors from a
variety of fields: Danielle de Moissac

(experimental sciences), Annabel Levesque
(humanities and social sciences) and
Ndeye Rokhaya Gueye (mathematics).
Two research assistants are contributing as
well: one undergraduate student (Camille
Brémault) and one graduate student
(Naomi Stoneham). “A doctoral researcher
will also help us perform the data analysis
this summer,” says Dr. Desmarais.

ENERGETIC RESEARCHER
Marie-Élaine Desmarais is also involved in
a number of other projects. A member of
the Réseau de recherche et de valorisation
de la recherche sur le bienêtre et la
réussite (RÉVERBÈRE), she is part of a
team that researches professional
development for teachers, and she has
authored three chapters of a collective
work aimed at education professionals.
“We are trying to see what actually works
when it comes to professional training,”
she says. She is also on another research
team, whose work focuses on wellness.
“It’s about giving a voice to those most
affected. For example, we’re asking young
people about what helps or hinders their
own well-being at school.”

VARIED INTERESTS
In December 2020, Dr. Desmarais
co-created a webinar on youth
eco-anxiety. “It’s not exactly my area
of expertise, but I love working with
inspiring researchers... who sometimes
just happen to be my friends!”
She is also preparing a study on service
dogs that detect gluten for people with
celiac disease. “Together with a
microbiologist, Professor Michael
Dickman, I’m trying to determine how
accurate a dog’s sense of smell is in
detecting gluten.”
Dr. Desmarais has also published some
twenty articles and book chapters and
participated in more than twenty
scientific conferences.

A frequent researcher at the Laboratoire
international sur l’inclusion scolaire
(LISIS), Dr. Desmarais is preparing a
review of literature on methodological
approaches with a view to gathering
information from students.
“I’d like to know what approaches exist for
collecting input from children of all age
categories,” she says.

At École Précieux-Sang, an elementary
school in St. Boniface, Dr. Desmarais
is conducting an action research
project to better understand the link
between UDL and the well-being of
teachers and their students.
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The international student odyssey

They came from distant countries through a labyrinth of closed embassies, challenging tests,
and unplanned stopovers... a chronicle of the journey to Manitoba and subsequent isolation of
international students at Université de Saint-Boniface.
Robin Rooke-Hanke is the coordinator of the
International Office (IO), which welcomes
between 60 and 75 international students
per year at USB, representing over 15% of the
student population. “The first group usually
arrives in August, for the start of the school
year and the next one arrives in the fall for
the winter session,” says Rooke-Hanke. Like
everywhere else, the pandemic turned
things upside down at the IO.

Ultimately, ten students landed here in
August, from countries including Morocco,
Senegal and the Ivory Coast, but their
challenges were far from over.

Under normal circumstances, Robin would
greet students at the airport—a ritual she
loves. But this year, everything was more
complicated. “Wearing masks and two
metres apart, we couldn’t even touch their
luggage or share the same vehicle,” she
explains. This was Fabiolitha Paul’s
experience upon her arrival. “I completely
understood that I had to protect others, but I
wasn’t used to it. In Haiti, we didn’t have
many recorded cases or protective measures
in place,” she says.

A FALL UNLIKE ANY OTHER

Photo: courtesy of the International Office

AUGUST ARRIVAL

“For the August group, we took things one
day at a time,” says Rooke-Hanke. “This was
our first pandemic! Our students found
themselves unable to travel. Embassies and
offices were closed in many countries.
Visiting a neighbouring country to provide
biometric data, for example, became
impossible. The borders shut down. And
here at home, it wasn’t clear whether
studying abroad counted as essential travel.”
Fabiolitha Paul, a student from
Port-au-Prince, experienced this
first-hand. “The Canadian embassy
was closed in Haiti and nothing
could get done. I wasn’t able to get
my papers ready in time, so I came
for the winter term.”

“We told our students they should think
twice before visiting, say, a cousin in France
or a friend in Eastern Canada,” says
Rooke-Hanke. “They would have to comply
with a strict 14-day quarantine here in
Manitoba. I also had to make sure they
understood our situation; they’d be arriving
to a closed campus. And our meetings on
Zoom would continue on Zoom.”
12

Sous la COUPOLE

During the fall, the IO adapted its procedures
in preparation for the winter term. In
September, the Manitoba government
requested a detailed plan for welcoming
international students. “We worked with
other institutions in the province to share
best practices,” says Rooke-Hanke, “and with
Francophone institutions across the country,
large and small.” In October, students were
officially designated as essential travellers.
“Our future students were very excited!”
she says.
But a new problem was emerging: the
number of COVID cases in Manitoba began
to skyrocket. In November, the entire
province moved to the critical (red) alert
level: businesses closed and gatherings were
prohibited. “I tried to be clear with these
young people about what we were going
through, but I’m not sure they understood
the seriousness of the situation that awaited
them here. They were so eager to come!”
Another, more familiar challenge reared
its head: the Manitoba winter. Most
international students come from warm
countries. “Normally, we introduce them to
winter and enjoy it together with the help of
group activities, like winter sports. We play
together in the snow. This year, none of that
was possible,” says Rooke-Hanke.

Fabiolitha had heard all about winter from
her family in Canada and did her best to
prepare. But the reality was still a shock.
“On my stopover in Montreal, I noticed
people’s winter clothing. But the first time I
felt the cold was when I exited the Winnipeg
airport. It was quite the initiation!”

RESIDENCE LIFE

Elizabeth Mosionge, on the other hand,
joined USB’s Student Housing Office in
October to look after quarantined students
living in residence. “They arrived at the
airport, they came to the campus and they
weren’t allowed to leave their apartment,”
she says. “Their only social contact was
through Zoom and their only contact with
the snow was through their windows.”

Elizabeth served as their
support and their
cheerleader. As for
meals, the students
had food delivered
right to their door.
“Food can be one of our
biggest challenges,” says
Mosionge. “International students aren’t
used to Canadian food and some have
dietary restrictions. Our biggest hits were
rice, potatoes, and especially fries! We tried
to accommodate everyone as much as
possible, but some students hardly ate at all.
It broke my heart,” she says.

Like her fellow international students,
Fabiolitha spent 14 days in isolation, without
seeing anyone. “It was demoralizing and
stressful. And I also had issues with the food.
I ordered lots of fruit and salad!” But she
made the most of her time in quarantine to
research Winnipeg and learn about life in
Canada. Eventually the quarantine ended
and the semester got under way, starting
with various integration workshops. And like
in previous years, the students began
discovering and adapting to their host
country, one day at a time.

N

Sister Norma McDonald
honoured for her
steadfast commitment

AWARDS AND RECOGNITION

Photos: courtesy of USB Pastoral Care

Norma McDonald, former USB chaplain, receives the 2020 Alexandre Taché Award for her
contribution to Manitoba’s Francophones and her work to promote their culture abroad.
Norma McDonald is originally from North
Vancouver. While completing her Bachelor
of Education at the University of British
Columbia, she felt the call of a religious
vocation and joined the Sisters of Holy
Cross at age 21. “Each congregation has
its own apostolic mission,” she explains.
“The Sisters of Holy Cross have a focus on
education, which is what attracted me.”
After moving to Alberta to accept a
teaching position, Sister Norma
committed to learning French at the age
of 26. The Sisters of Holy Cross, whose
motherhouse is in Quebec, have
Francophone roots. “I really felt motivated
to learn French,” she says. Sister Norma
went through a French immersion
program in Mont-Laurier, Quebec, where
she took her final vows.

After moving to Manitoba in 1987, Sister
Norma first worked at École Lagimodière
in Lorette and then transferred to Collège
Louis-Riel in St. Boniface. In 1993, Father
Robert Campeau approached her to lead
the Spiritual Enrichment service at what
was then the Collège universitaire de
Saint-Boniface. For nearly 25 years,
Sister Norma served as a spiritual guide to
hundreds of young people, offering them
comfort and fostering their growth.

A PLURALISTIC APPROACH
TO FAITH
Initially, Sister Norma’s students were
mainly Catholic Franco-Manitobans.
But that changed with the arrival of
international and immersion students at
the turn of the millennium.
Sister Norma embraced this change
wholeheartedly, welcoming Christians of
different denominations, Muslims,
agnostics and non-believers with open
arms and fostering a sense of camaraderie
across the campus. For Sister Norma,
there is nothing better than bringing
people together around a common goal:
helping the needy.

HELPING OTHERS, HERE
AND ABROAD
Social justice has always been central to
Sister Norma’s work. “I quickly realized that
young people are keen to deepen their
commitment to justice. They want to give
back.” She eventually partnered with
Development and Peace, a Catholic
development organization that shared her
vision, resulting in numerous humanitarian
missions to countries such as Mexico, Peru,
Mali and Haiti. In preparation for their trips,
young people in her charge would
undertake a two-year journey of personal
and collective growth, which only
deepened their desire to help others.
These trips abroad intensified Sister
Norma’s commitment to social change
here in Canada. “There are injustices to
repair here at home, too,” she says. “As a
child, I became friends with members of the
Skwxwú7mesh (Squamish) First Nation,
who introduced me to their culture.

I thought back to all those children, and all
the Indigenous people in this country who
have been victims of discrimination for
centuries.” She was inspired to establish the
ReconciliACTION project, among other
initiatives, connecting USB students and
staff with the Indigenous community in
Hollow Water, Manitoba, and with
Indigenous nations near Tofino on
Vancouver Island. To raise students’
awareness, she turned to Returning to
Spirit, a national organization that leads
reconciliation workshops between
non-Indigenous and Indigenous people.
There was incredible diversity among the
individuals who joined forces to nominate
Sister Norma for this award—they include
former Muslim students from Africa,
professors of literature and science, and
even an IT employee. True to form, Sister
Norma accepted her award with utmost
humility. “I’ve never achieved anything on my
own. My actions have always been driven by
the belief that we are all in this together. It’s
always been a privilege to see young people
take risks in order to do good.”
Now retired, Sister Norma shows no signs
of slowing down. She chairs the Board of
Directors of Returning to Spirit, is a partner
at the Clan Mothers Healing Village (which
provides support to female victims of
violence and sexual abuse) and heads the
Western Canada sector of the Sisters of
Holy Cross.
Sister Norma has received several awards,
including the Queen Elizabeth II Diamond
Jubilee Medal for her work in the
community, and the Development and
Peace Women Who Have Inspired Our
History award.
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Alumni Remembered
A number of Université de Saint-Boniface alumni passed on between October 2020 and March 2021. After their time at USB, they
continued to actively contribute to the vitality of their community. We offer our deepest condolences to their families and friends.
Charles Ferland (April 2010)
• Arts 1950
Edgar Dupont (December 2019)
• Rhetoric 1950
• Bachelor of Arts 1952

OCTOBER 2020 – PRESENT
Louis Marius (October 2020)
• Rhetoric 1951
Cécile Poirier (October 2020)
• Certificate in Office Management 1985
• Diploma in Office Management 1986

Lorin Bérard (November 2020)
• Bachelor of Education 1982
• Translation Certificate 2002
Éphèse Pethas (November 2020)
• Health Care Aide Certificate 2014
• Diploma in Business Administration 2018
Donald Tougas (December 2020)
• Education Certificate 1977
• Bachelor of Education 1983
• Master of Education 1996
Jean Allard (December 2020)
• Rhetoric 1959

Susan Wield (October 2020)
• Bachelor of Arts (Translation) 1997

Jean-Paul Cadieux (December 2020)
• Elements of Latin 1955

Roland Dufault (November 2020)
• Methodology 1956

Sœur Ange Fouasse (December 2020)
•Bachelor of Arts (Latin-Philosophy) 1972

Christiane Sabourin (November 2020)
• Grade 12 1981

Jean-Paul Guénette (January 2021)
• Rhetoric 1953
• Bachelor of Arts (Latin-Philosophy) 1955
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Amédée Joubert (January 2021)
• Syntax 1946
Thomas Ivory (February 2021)
• Arts 1969
• Bachelor of Arts 1972
• Education Certificate 1973
Monseigneur Albert Fréchette (February 2021)
• Rhetoric 1951
• Bachelor of Arts (Latin-Philosophy) 1953
Sister Rose Bouchard (February 2021)
• Bachelor of Arts 1971
Mélanie Marshall (March 2021)
• Diploma in Office Management 2020
Antoine Gagné (March 2021)
• Master of Education 1988
The above list may be incomplete.
To notify us of a death, please contact us at
1818@ustboniface.ca.
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