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Ontario’s Colleges:  Looking Ahead to 2015 and Turning 50
Where do you want to be in 10 years?



Speech from the Throne, 

37th Parliament of Canada, February 2004
When asked the above question, “Where do you want to be in 10 year?”, most of us usually pause and consider it if only ever so briefly.  But when the same question is coupled with a milestone birthday and we are asked, “Where do you want to be in 10 years when you turn 50?”,  then the push to reflect increases for most of us as we ponder not only the idea of what we might want to do, what we desire to accomplish, and where we envision seeing ourselves in the next ten years.  It also makes us put this question in the context of suddenly seeing ourselves at the half century mark and not only looking ahead at what we still aspire to do but also looking back and reflecting on what we have accomplished thus far – or haven’t and realize that time is passing.  The Ontario colleges of applied arts and technology have been thrust into this examination most recently by the impact of the Rae Commission as well as in coping with increasingly higher numbers of diverse students who are entering their campuses coupled with decreasing provincial funding support.  An examination of the past and the future of the colleges bears consideration.

Looking Back

Forty years ago, the province of Ontario was caught up in world that was changing rapidly, still reacting in response to the aftermath of World War II and the Cold War and the explosion that higher education was experiencing as access for the masses and not just the elite became a greater reality.  In 1965, other pivotal events were also occurring.  Lester B. Pearson was prime minister and John P. Robarts was Ontario’s premier.  Two significant symbols were recognized that year as well.  The Maple Leaf flag was first raised on February 15th in Ottawa and the Royal Union flag saw its debut in Ontario on May 21st.   The minimum wage was $1.25.  The Cadillac, Corvette, and the Mustang were cars of choice for drivers who could afford them.  Shania Twain was born.  The Beatles took North America by storm, stopping in Toronto in August to a sold out venue.  York University and Lakehead University were founded by legislative act.  Willie Mays hit his 500th home run and made baseball history.  Bob Dylan performed in Toronto.  Lyndon B. Johnson sent in the first ground troops into Vietnam while 25,000 demonstrated in protest on the Mall in Washington, D.C.  Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. began his march from Selma to Montgomery, Alabama and was joined by many Canadians.  The Great Northern Blackout plunged much of Ontario and New York into darkness in early November.  Terms like “groovy, far out man, cool, pig, dig it, flower power, and anti-establishment” entered the lexicon as baby boomers found their voice and protests on college campuses became a form of political expression.  

Also in that year on May 21st, the Honorable William G. Davis, Minister of Education, introduced legislation to create the Ontario colleges of applied arts and technology
 as a career alternative pathway to postsecondary education.  The legislation mandated that the new colleges were to be community colleges, indicating that they were to be situated in and responsive to and the needs of their local communities.  These newly created community colleges were to have three main responsibilities.  They were to: 

· provide courses beyond secondary school,; 

· meet the needs of secondary school graduates who did not wish to attend university; and, 

· meet the educational needs of adults and those youths who had not graduated from secondary school

While the American junior college model was examined -- a consideration that included a number of visits to campuses in different states, the legislation ultimately excluded transfer as one of the new colleges’ functions.  The legislation noted, “…there is no need for such courses in Ontario at the present time” (my emphasis).  This statement, however, left the door open to future reexamination, especially when considered alongside the caveat also included in the legislation,  “If circumstances so require, we will naturally change or make adaptations to our present plans”
 (my emphasis).   


In September 1966, the first college of applied arts and technology named Centennial College opened its doors in Scarborough.  Of the 430 full-time day students, 43 percent were from the nearby secondary schools and 14 percent were adults over age 19 who had been out of school at least one year, while another 160 were part-time evening students.  Thus, almost immediately after passage of the landmark legislation, the first college commenced its mission to serve its local community.  Within two years, 18 colleges were in operation in the province 
 in response to the demands from their local communities.   Since then, the colleges have grown in number and in capacity to 24 comprehensive and highly sophisticated institutions offering a plethora of academic and technical/vocational programs and courses.  The Ontario colleges also have expanded their facilities with branch campuses into the far corners in multiple areas of their communities in keeping with their legislated mandate to serve their communities and provide educational access and opportunity for their constituents. 

Looking Ahead


For the Ontario colleges of applied arts and technology, the above question presents opportunities, challenges, and plans for the future, some of which have been articulated recently through their institutional responses to the Rae Commission and more collectively through the response offered by the Association of Applied Arts and Technology of Ontario (ACAATO).
  Major issues prevail that will need attention over the next ten years if the colleges are to offer seamless, well-articulated pathways with grater mobility and effective, well-defined ends that meet the societal, cultural, and economic needs of Ontario students.

In looking ahead at the promise and potential of the colleges’ future within the next 10 years, two lenses of examination merit use.  One lens focuses inward at Ontario itself and the other lens looks outward at the broader Canadian and North American practices for examples of potential solutions to consider. 

A Master Plan for Higher Education


The binary division of higher education between colleges and universities continues to be in force in Ontario and this is best exemplified by the lack of a clearly articulated framework of cooperation between the two sectors.   While the clear cut division between colleges and universities established in 1965 was acceptable and worked well for several decades, the marketplace has changed significantly since then and now the labour market demands are for much more highly educated, skilled knowledge employees.  Rather than continuing to treat the colleges and universities as two distinct entities that can enter only into limited partnerships at the discretion of the universities, perhaps it is time to consider developing a master plan of higher education in Ontario.  Perhaps it is time to revisit the legislation that left open the caveat for reexamination of systemic divisions that seem artificial in today’s educational and political environment.

While there are several master plan models in operation in the U.S. and elsewhere, the California Master Plan for Higher Education begs consideration.  In 1960, Clark Kerr, president of the University of California (UC) system, was successful in his tenacious push for a more coherent state higher education plan.  The result was a tri-partite system that recognized the California research universities, (UCs) the state universities (CSUs), and the community colleges (CCCs) as an integrated system and it delineated student mobility from high school.  Among its hallmarks was the recognition of movement of community college transfer students who had completed lower division courses into upper division admissions in the state universities and universities for their last two years of study toward a baccalaureate degree.
   The master plan has been revisited and revised several times since its passage into legislation in order to better address the state’s changing demographics and the needs of students and the economy.   It has also been studied and adapted by other systems.

Credit Recognition and Articulation



A significant problem highlighted by all colleges is the on-going dilemma of students who cannot get credit recognition for their college courses by the receiving universities that admit these students.  Those colleges that do enjoy some articulated agreements by having their students’ college credits accepted fully occur only with universities where agreements have been developed on a one-by-one course basis between the two institutions.  More to the point, these agreements are typically institution specific and also often more likely to be program specific.  Moreover, a number of these agreements are with universities outside the province and in the U.S. where students often fare better than they do within the province.  It is also far more likely that college students who seek credit recognition in Ontario universities are forced to negotiate individually with these admitting institutions and not always to their benefit.  Repetition of courses, resulting in repayment for these courses and loss of time to degree completion are often the outcomes for transfer students while the universities enjoy the extra fees and the taxpaying public contributes twice through the funding allocations.  

That this is not is an efficient, effective system and neither good business or educational practice is clear, yet the practice of having to defer to the universities’ goodwill to accept or reject college student credits continues.  The colleges have offered a number of suggestions in responding to the call by the Rae Commission, yet what remains clear among all of them is that a collective set of agreements for recognizing and accepting college credits on a system wide basis is needed.  Although the American community colleges espouse the transfer function as part of their mission, they too still encounter some difficulties with universities in getting credit recognition for their college courses.  A credit validation service has been advocated by ACAATO in its recent report and certainly bears serious consideration.  Alberta and British Columbia has addressed transfer courses through a provincial council they each have that oversees and promotes transfer.
  In addition, two examples are offered from Florida and California and how this problem was resolved in these states.

In Florida, administrative leaders led by Robert Dehart of Miami-Dade Community College were able to get completion of the associate of arts degree recognized as meeting all lower division course requirements toward a baccalaureate degree and admitting holders of these degrees as third-year university students.  While there were a series of negotiations as to which courses exemplified the first two years of university study at the colleges, the agreement led to an increase in access and greater educational opportunities for Florida’s college students who wished to pursue baccalaureate degrees and it also increased the number of associate degree graduates for the colleges, thus it was a win-win for both sides.    

In a revisit to the California master plan in 1989, the loudest complaints by the community colleges were about the confusing and different array of articulation agreements the different state universities, universities, and private institutions used with transfer students.  Rather than subject students to continued confusion, a streamline approach was developed.  Due to differences in mission and institutional type, two major agreements were articulated.  The state universities (CSUs) identified the courses that community college students had to take and pass in order to be admitted with advanced standing (i.e., enter into the third year of study) through the agreement known as the Intersegmental General Education Transfer Curriculum (IGETC).  The University of California clarified its course requirements in what is referred to as the “University of California A to F Requirements for Transfer”.  What was a greater gain for community college transfer applicants who were uncertain as to whether they would be admitted to a UC or a CSU was the concession that if they followed the UC agreement, they would meet admissions requirements for either the UC or the CSU.   Private universities, however, continued to have their own articulation agreements with the community colleges although a number of them did address course credit discrepancies and problem areas.


Relevant to the articulated agreements for the California higher education institutions was a demand for an agreed upon course numbering system.  An alignment of course numbers among common courses was already in place in several state systems, however, it was seen as vital for California.  A common numbering system, particularly of general education courses and core courses in the major areas of studies, was advanced and adopted.  This is now in a database that can be accessed by students, faculty, student services staff and administrators has lessened confusion about courses that are acceptable for transfer either vertically or horizontally among institutions.  This method of course identification bears consideration in Ontario both across colleges and universities to facilitate students’ mobility.


Lastly, transfer centers in all community colleges with regular visits by university admissions personnel were mandated by the legislature in revisiting the master plan.  Funds were provided to establish the centers with counseling staff  and to encourage university visits by prospective students.   

Applied Baccalaureate Degrees

The recent addition in provincial legislation that allowed for the development of applied baccalaureate degree (ABD) programs in the colleges may be fairly new in Ontario, but Alberta and British Columbia are also offering these degrees.  A number of American states have been involved as well such that an association of community college baccalaureate institutions has been in effect for about five years.
  While the universities and other critics may see the colleges’ emerging trend to offer baccalaureate degrees as an incursion into sacred university terrain, inappropriate activity, and a threat to the core mission of the colleges, the fact remains that as of August 2004, the Postsecondary Education Quality Assessment Board web site listed at least 40 applied baccalaureate degrees in 17 (71%) of the 24 colleges that had received consent by the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, thus this new degree appears to be here to stay. 

 What is problematic, however, is that the resistance by universities to these new degrees continues and although the first graduates are still nearly three years away from graduation, the opportunity for them to continue on to graduate studies in an Ontario university is being denied overall to date.  Universities outside the province have been more welcoming of the degree and some have already stated they will accept the ABD students as students in their graduate programs.

Certainly, the ABD programs are costly to the colleges, especially since very little funding has been awarded to support their development and sustainability.  At the present, it remains to be seen how many of these programs will survive financially, particularly due to higher operational costs, higher admissions standards, and higher tuition fees, and perhaps at the expense of the traditional bread-and-butter college programs that have sustained the colleges.  On the other hand, some of the colleges are already operating three and four ABD programs in their second year while other colleges are gearing up to offer theirs.  Opposing universities have several options it would seem:  accept these degree programs and open up opportunities for graduate study in Ontario universities, accept the widening access of student choice, and/or address transfer as a viable opportunity for college students which might in turn reduce some of the demand for the ABD programs.  Skolnik offers similar suggestions, including exploring new avenues for how both colleges and universities might benefit from offering either shared programs or transfer some programs from one institution to another for cost savings benefits.
  

Access to College and Through College


Three major issues have been noted by the recent ACAATO and the Rae reports referred to earlier in this paper.  One is the worrisome concern about the increasing drop out rate of students in secondary school; the second concern is the data that indicates only one in three young Canadians between the ages of 18 and 24 have not participated in any form of postsecondary education since completing high school; and the third concern relates to the under representation of certain population groups in the higher education.  ACAATO reports that in a mere two years, “all new job openings will require some form of postsecondary education”
  -- educational preparation which is consciously absent in the above groups.  


Efforts to encourage youths to stay in high school to graduation are not absent in the secondary school system, however, the colleges can also do their part through various incentive programs.  Some colleges are already making such efforts.  The model of a high school in the college for academically at risk students and for those population groups most under represented in higher education, such as at LaGuardia Community College in New York, for instance, is worth examining.  Other types of programs in many U.S. community colleges that have proved to increase high school retention to graduation and progression into higher education have been the 2+2 technical/vocational and the dual enrollment programs.  Both of these programs encourage students to pursue study simultaneously in high school and college and earn credits toward their secondary diploma and associate’s degrees in carefully sequenced courses and in the 2+2 programs with apprenticeships as well.  Graduates of either program can enter the workplace prepared with saleable skills and/or continue on to university as transfer students with the first two years of their baccalaureate degree already completed.  Not only has retention to degree completion been achieved, the costs savings to the institutions, students, and their parents make these cost effective programs.


There is yet another serious concern about access and retention.  Although Ontarians pride themselves on the province’s rich diversity of its population, the low enrollment numbers in colleges of students from non-mainstream groups reveal another picture.  Found at the margins of higher education are individuals who are also often from lower income backgrounds and not necessarily well prepared academically given their poorer schooling environments.  These marginalized groups may include those from visible minority groups, Aboriginal Canadian students, single parents, students with disabilities, adult learners, new Canadian immigrants, and first-generation college goers.  According to Statistics Canada, among younger Canadians, less than half of all 18 to 24 year olds had neither enrolled in nor graduated from college or university.
  Also, for fall 2003, ACAATO found that 57 percent of all Ontario college applicants were not applying directly from secondary school, thus represented older student groups.  In addition, 62 percent of the applicants were employed either full-time or part-time, thus giving some credence to the economic realities of prospective students who most likely needed to stay employed once they were admitted to college.  Moreover, at least 15 percent of the applicants reported that English or French was not their first language, with this figure rising to 28 percent in the Greater Toronto Area.
  Coupled with these facts are other alarming data.  For instance, the1996 census data revealed that only 29 percent of Aboriginal Canadians between the ages of 25 and 44 had less than a high school education.  Registered Indians with some postsecondary education represented only 37 percent and represented 47 percent for all other Aboriginal groups.  Immigrants, on the other hand face several other problems that impact them socioeconomically.  These are limited English skills for many as well as limited employment opportunities for those who already had higher education degrees and qualifications that were not recognized in Canada.  

This litany of concerns could go on at length, but these few examples suffice to draw attention once again to the issue that while colleges may be seen as the “second chance” institutions where everyone can attend, the fact is that not everyone chooses Ontario colleges or if they do, their retention to goal completion is not ideal.  The drop out rate from first to second year is nearly 50 percent, thus retention strategies that incorporate counseling and advising, culturally sensitive and welcoming programs, peer mentoring, accelerated courses in ESL and developmental math and English, and orientation and career classes are minimal retention offerings that are needed.  American urban colleges with large diverse student populations are responding to similar demands in their institutions and offer some best practices to investigate.  Some examples can be found at Denver Community College, LaGuardia, Community College, Miami-Dade College, and the Los Angeles Community College District, noting at the same time that context is always a factor that must be taken into account.

Differentiation and Diversification


The Ontario colleges may appear to be fairly homogeneous across the 24 campuses and their branch locations – certainly Skolnik reported that the colleges represented only one institutional type in 1986 and even little variation across the province’s universities.
 In fact, the more the colleges have continued to evolve, especially during the past decade, the more differentiated they are becoming from one another.  The passage of the Postsecondary Education Choice and Excellence Act, 2000, accentuates their increasing diversity to some extend.  Not only can the colleges now offer applied baccalaureate degrees up to 5 percent of their offerings, some can also offer ABDs up to 15 percent and be known as Institutes of Technology and Advanced Learning.  Four colleges now embrace this new nomenclature as part of their name and, as noted earlier in the paper, at least 71 percent of the colleges have aligned their course offerings to include ABD programs, some offering up to four programs already.   

 A variety of collaborations continue to emerge between colleges and universities that are distinguishing them from one another as well.  Two noteworthy exemplars are Durham College – University of Ontario Institute of Technology (UOIT) and Guelph University – Humber College.  Durham and UOIT share not only a campus with common classrooms, cafeteria, student and collegiate activities, but also a shared president and governing boards that meet together.  The president, Gary Polansky, knows the colleges well, having served as president of Durham for many years and now also serves as the founding president of UOIT as the same time.  Now in its second year of operation at UOIT and as a joint campus, this collaboration has shattered many traditions already and is ready to do so again.  Contrary to other Ontario universities, in fall 2005 UOIT will begin accepting transfer students who have completed at least two-year college diploma programs into their third year at UOIT.  Internally, Durham will offer a bridge program for its second-year students who want to enter an honors degree program at UOIT.   Humber and Guelph students attend classes taught by both faculties in newly constructed buildings on the Humber campus.  Students earn both a diploma from Humber and a degree from Guelph within four years.  Other college-university collaborations, for example, that have led the way in distinction are the various nursing programs leading to a B.Sc.N.  Although this is not an exhaustive list of the many collaborations and partnerships that exist currently among the colleges, these examples do begin to reveal the variety of offerings for students and the diversity occurring among colleges.


Urban colleges are becoming much more distinct not only across peer institutions, but also increasingly so from rural and remote colleges.  As these growing differences continue, it is important to keep in mind the value of and distinctiveness of colleges that serve their smaller communities.  Remote and rural colleges serve as the educational, social, cultural, and economic focal points of many communities and without them, many of these communities would lack any access to higher education, cultural activities, and employment opportunities, to name a few benefits.  In the continued diminishing of provincial funds to the colleges, closing and/or merging smaller colleges may seem economically tempting and financially feasible alternatives.  However, the severe repercussions this sort of economic decision would have on such communities would be devastating and possibly not recoverable for a long time, if any.  Michael Hill reminds us that the colleges’ role is to also “further the investment in the facilities, equipment, and human expertise that make up rural and remote colleges”.
  We should not forget them and, if anything, partnerships and collaborative ventures are even more crucial for these colleges.

E-Learning


Colleges in North America have led the way in utilizing the computer in educational learning venues. Thus, e-learning through distance education and on-line courses are just some of the ways in which they lead the way in higher education.  The unfortunate fact is that increasingly so, students are entering college classrooms much more computer knowledgeable about computers and their multiple uses than faculty, thus access to both technical and theoretical workshops, up-to-date equipment and software, and availability of technical support have become increasingly important for faculty at the same time that funds to the colleges are shrinking.  Students also need more and better computer labs and classrooms wired for telecommunications use.  Labor issues of training or fear of teaching and staff job losses due to anticipated replacement by computers are real, too, and need to be recognized.  Distance education may seem to be more efficient, but it is also costly in equipment and not all students want or resonate to courses that are computer centered.  Intellectual property and privacy rights are among other issues that have not been resolved.  As the colleges look ahead to the next decade of educational programming, e-learning will continue to be at the forefront as an alternative to classroom-based teaching or as a complement to it.

Human Resource Issues


The “graying” of the faculty and administrators as many reach retirement age in Ontario is a huge reality that colleges and universities, too, will have to deal with in the next 10 years.  Moreover, these new leaders should also reflect the cultural diversity already evident among the students in these institutions. The Rae Report estimates that 7,000 college and 11,000 university new faculty will have to be hired in the next decade.  The report suggests investing in graduate education immediately to address the demand for new classroom and administrative leaders.  Central Michigan University has been addressing the demand at the master’s degree level, preparing hundreds of Ontario’s faculty.  The Community College Leadership Doctoral program at the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education of the University of Toronto (OISE/UT), initiated by Michael Skolnik, Roy Giroux, and Charles Pascal in 1999, has stepped in, as well, to contribute to the education and training of college leaders.  Two cohorts have completed courses and a third one will begin in 2006.  Among the doctoral graduates are some of Ontario’s college presidents, vice presidents, deans, and faculty leaders.  However, more needs to be done in terms of upgrading courses to address the next decade of changes forthcoming and faculty who bring these expertise will be in demand.  Many of those experts will come from within the ranks of the college leaders who already posses the knowledge and expertise that must be preserved and passed on to the next generation of leaders.

Conclusions

Where will the Ontario colleges be in 2015 as they contemplate reaching age 50?  That the colleges will be even much more diversified is highly likely.  That they will be recognized by the universities for their unique contributions and preparation of students and emerge as equal or at least accepted higher education partners with the universities is still unclear.  A salient and often overlooked aspect that is occurring with greater frequency is the phenomenon of university graduates who are seeking out the colleges’ diploma programs to acquire applied skills and knowledge not learned in their university education.  It is ironic that while the colleges welcome these university graduates and even offer special post baccalaureate programs in some instances, the universities are still resistant to the idea of accepting college transfer students without a lot of quibbling and negotiating over credits, if these are accepted at all.  Surely, this has to change and the leveling of the playing field must occur between these two sectors.  The days of the binary system are over, but it is yet to be buried and a new, more collegial system be birthed.  

A clarion call has been issued to the Ministry of Education and the Premier to take seriously the findings from the Rae Report and the supporting documents prepared by the colleges, among other contributors.  The universities should also notice their roles in preparing tomorrow’s leaders in tandem with the colleges.  Solutions must be found in order to better prepare and serve Ontario’s current and future students, workforce leaders, and democratic participants.  The colleges can no longer be relegated to second-class status and pushed to the margins of higher education.  They are sophisticated, highly developed institutions offering applied and theoretical courses that are preparing Ontario’s youth, adults, and newcomers, regardless of their socioeconomic status, racial/ethnic background, age, disabilities, or academic preparation.  The colleges offer hope, opportunity, academic and career preparation, and upward economic mobility to thousands each year and have done so since their creation 40 years ago.

The colleges, ACAATO, consultants, other experts, students, faculty, administrators, business representative, and local constituents have all shared their views and perspectives with the Rae Commission based on their own experiences and expertise.  Countless documents have been written and many town hall meetings have been held in the past few months.  Thus, this brief paper could hardly hope to cover the depth, scope, and breadth already captured by the above means.  Nonetheless, as a new Canadian and a scholar with a passion for the community colleges and what they represent in access and opportunity for many who could not otherwise hope to obtain a postsecondary education, I have attempted to capture at least a few of the salient issues that have been most pressing although not necessarily in an definitive or exhaustive list.  Interviews with five college presidents and vice presidents, a review of the extant documents related to the Rae Review, ACAATO documents, and a review of the research literature on community colleges have framed my comments.  Any errors or misrepresentations, however, are solely mine.
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