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S C E N EJ. J.  A DA M S

Simon Fraser University’s newest 
class will have an unpaid expert on 
hand to answer questions about 
her field. And she’s only three 
months old.

“She” is anthropomorphizing 
the issue, though. Kia is an arti-
ficial intelligence persona devel-
oped by SFU’s iViz research lab, 
headed by professor Steve DiPaola.

And Kia, in what’s believed to be 
a world first, will be assisting Di-
Paola in teaching his new course: 
IAT 111: Artificial Intelligence To-
day and Tomorrow.

The class, which is open to any 
students, is an explainer of sorts. 

Its aim is to battle misinformation 
about AI and give students an idea 
of how to adapt it in their future 
fields.

“There’s so many issues going on 
that I really needed to be teaching 
this to a much more significant au-
dience,” said DiPaola. 

“There’s such disinformation 
about what these systems are 
and what they aren’t. I think I 
gave over 40 talks last year to try 
and really explain to the general 
public what it is, what it isn’t, and 
how we can deal with it better for 
the future.

“This is the world that (my stu-
dents) are moving into, and they 
really need to understand it. So by 

anthropomorphizing AI like this, I 
think people are just very comfort-
able to ask it questions. Its job is 
that we can stop and ask its opinion 
as an AI on an AI topic, and then 
we can even debate with it, which 
is kind of fun and exciting.”

He stressed that Kia is not a 
replacement for any human role, 
nor will it be involved in grading 
papers or similar functions.

“Kia is there only to wait for us 
to ask her questions. She’s kind 
of an AI representative,” he said. 
“Imagine we’ve brought her in 
knowing that we want somebody 
who knows a lot about AI to answer 
questions.”

SFU’s new course on AI breaks ground  
by using an artificial teaching assistant

J O A N N E  L E E -Y O U N G

In northeast Burnaby, a stretch of 
Hastings Street between Kensing-
ton and Sperling avenues, near the 
gateway to Simon Fraser Univer-
sity’s main campus, is a study in 
contrasts.

On the south side of the corridor 
sits a busy strip mall, the Kens-
ington Square Shopping Centre, 
anchored by a Safeway and a Shop-
pers Drug Mart, and filled in with 
an assortment of small businesses 

— restaurants, a barber, a physio-
therapy clinic.

On the north side sits a sprawl-
ing and unsightly 10-acre par-
cel of concrete, yellow grass and 
overgrown shrubs — the site of 
a once-thriving three-deck golf 
driving range that opened with 
great fanfare in the mid-1990s but 
shuttered in 2011. Save for a suspi-
cious fire in 2016 that destroyed 
the abandoned main structure, the 
site — which has an assessed value 
of more than $100 million — has 

remained dormant ever since. A 
section of the range’s towering net-
ting is all that remains. The park-
ing lot is littered with detritus: a 
collapsed lamp post, a burnt-out 
desk chair, empty bags of dog food, 
a can of White Claw.

But this could all start to shift in 
the years ahead.

Veteran local architect James 
Cheng, who has created some of 
Vancouver’s most memorable 
buildings and projects, is work-
ing with developer Wall Finan-
cial Group to transform the site 
at 6555 Hastings St. into what he 
says could be comparable to Whis-
tler Village, just in a more urban 
setting.

“We are envisioning a vibrant, 
pedestrian-oriented, mixed-use 
village centre with a car-free cor-
so as the main street, as the heart 
of the community,” said Cheng, 
who is working with Wall on a re-
zoning application for the City of 
Burnaby.

“It is designed as a village cen-
tre gathering place with the typi-
cal neighbourhood conveniences, 
such as a major drugstore, food 
store, child care, and, of course, 
restaurants and other amenities.”

The vision includes creating a 
new half-acre park with uninter-
rupted views to the North Shore 
mountains.

Developer eyes unsightly parcel
Architect working to transform 
former driving range in Burnaby

Architect James Cheng is working with developer Wall Financial Group to transform a stretch of Hastings Street between Kensington and Sperling  
avenues in Burnaby from a disused driving range site into what he says could be comparable to a more urban Whistler Village.  A R L E N  R E D E KO P
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