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Foreword
Universities and colleges have experienced a radical shift in circumstances in the past 20 years.
The demand for advanced education has soared as the skill requirements for a good job
escalated. Prosperity in Canada has increasingly been defined as an educated population
prepared to compete globally. Yet, until recently, governments have been cutting transfers to
cover operations of educational institutions. This revenue has been replaced in part by higher
tuition fees and more active fundraising programs. But there have also been notable changes in
the way university programs are organized, such as the increase in class size and greater use of
part-time lecturers and sessional teachers. Nevertheless, educational attainment of the Canadian
population has risen as young people and mature workers have expanded their participation in
higher education.
Canadians are vitally aware of the importance of advanced education. They know that Canada’s
competitiveness and their own future living standards will depend on the knowledge and skills of
the work force. The main worry, as tuition costs increased, has been whether all qualified
students have been able to access the appropriate university or college program. Both
governments and philanthropists have therefore made significant investments in student aid
through loans, grants, and bursaries. CPRN has contributed several major papers examining their
success in ensuring access (available at www.cprn.org). They have shown that our financial aid
systems are not well-targeted to students in low-income families, but that early interventions to
influence the aspirations of young people and their parents may be even more important than
addressing financial barriers to participation in PSE.
So far, however, few questions have been asked about trends in the quality of the learning
experience of students. Are Canada’s universities and colleges able to match the quality of
teaching provided by the best schools in other countries? What policy changes might be needed
to allow our post-secondary institutions to realize their potential for excellence without
compromising access?
In 2005, CPRN launched a series of studies of quality in our post-secondary system. Our goal
was to stimulate a national conversation about this issue, and thanks to Red Wilson, founder of
the Wilson Foundation, we were able to do this. The studies we have published so far provide a
conceptual framework for thinking about quality issues in PSE and an assessment of the current
state of quality measurement; document changes in the funding and regulation of Canada’s
colleges and universities over the past 15 years and assess the impact on the ability of the PSE
system to deliver on quality objectives; and examine the capacity for innovation and
differentiation within the current system, based on selected case studies.
This report, by Work Network Director, Ron Saunders, synthesizes the key findings of the first
three studies as well as other recent research on quality in PSE, and explores the policy
implications. It identifies a number of ways in which governments, universities, and colleges can
move forward to promote quality in post-secondary education in Canada.
Sharon Manson Singer, PhD
September 2006
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Executive Summary
Providing Canadians with wide access to a high quality post-secondary education is critical to
our prosperity. Universities and colleges play a central role in providing Canadians with the
skills and knowledge that underpin personal development, success in the labour market, an
innovative and productive economy, and a citizenry engaged in their communities.
Canada has among the highest participation rates in post-secondary education (PSE) of any
country in the world. But have we been able to maintain quality as enrolments have grown?
The funding of PSE in Canada since 1990 has been marked by two distinct phases. The first was
one of cutbacks, as the federal government reduced transfers to the provinces as part of its effort
to bring fiscal deficits under control, and the provinces, in turn, reduced transfers to the broader
public sector, including universities and colleges. The second phase, beginning in the late 1990s,
has been one of reinvestment, including new federal initiatives to support research and enhance
student aid.
Total funding per student was still lower in 2004-05 than in 1992-93 in six provinces, even with
rising tuition (Snowdon, 2005). Has this hampered the quality of PSE? Are Canada’s universities
and colleges able to provide a learning environment that matches the best schools in other
countries? What policy changes might be needed to allow our post-secondary institutions to
realize their potential for excellence without compromising access? In the fall of 2004, CPRN
launched a four-part series on Achieving Access and Excellence in Canada’s Post-secondary
Institutions to shed light on these questions.
Finnie and Usher (2005), in the first paper in this series, propose a framework for thinking about
what we mean by quality in PSE, and how we might go about measuring it. They start from the
recognition that different choices can be made (by “society”, by an individual student) about
what are the ultimate goals of a post-secondary education. These might include high levels of
earnings, good health, life satisfaction, active participation in the community, or other goals.
Finnie and Usher emphasize that we should think about quality in terms of the “value-added”
that PSE institutions bring towards realizing these goals. This means that we should not judge the
quality of a post-secondary institution by the size of its library or the grades of its incoming
students – measures that play a prominent role in the annual Maclean’s rankings of universities.
Rather, we should measure how institutional resources and pedagogies improve learning
outcomes, taking into account the knowledge and abilities of the incoming students. One could
then measure the relationship between learning outcomes and the goals (or, in the language of
Finnie and Usher, desired “final outcomes”) described in the previous paragraph.
Different individuals, organizations, and governments may have different views about which
final outcomes matter, and therefore different concepts of “quality” in PSE. A flexible set of
quality measures, from which different parties can select different variables, is needed. But in
every case, it is important to consider the value added by PSE.
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Most existing measures focus on inputs or outputs, not value-added. However, there are some
promising approaches, such as the National Survey of Student Engagement (an indirect measure
of learning), the Collegiate Learning Assessment (a direct measure of learning outcomes), and
the flexible approach to rankings adopted by Germany’s Centre for Higher Education
Development.
Having explored what we mean by quality in PSE, how could we improve it? Some people
recommend a more market-oriented approach to the financing and regulation of PSE: give the
money to the students, let the institutions set tuition rates, and let student choice determine the
allocation of funds across institutions and programs. However, we need to keep in mind that the
specific program/discipline expertise that will be in demand in the labour market four years into
the future is highly uncertain. Students’ sense of their own interests and aptitudes may also be in
flux at the time they apply to PSE. And while we can and should improve the accessibility of
information on program offerings and costs, it is questionable that we could rely on students to
make informed choices about the allocation of PSE teaching resources, and there seems little
reason to expect that student choices would be a good guide to the allocation of research
resources. Moreover, our current aid systems are not up to the task of ensuring that students from
low-income families could deal with the costs of a system that relied primarily on tuition
revenues.
A more student-centered approach to funding could also undermine the ability of smaller
institutions to offer quality programs to students in their communities. Geographic distance is a
barrier to access, so there is a case for ensuring that resources per undergraduate student for
those programs that are most commonly in demand are provided to a similar extent across
institutions. Differentiation among institutions in the degree of emphasis on research and
graduate teaching can continue to be fostered through the merit-based approach to funding used
by the major research granting councils and other federal programs. Differentiation can also be
fostered through an approach to accountability and transparency that recognizes the diversity of
mission and program emphasis among our universities and colleges, and the diverse objectives of
governments, parents, and students.
The concern about relying too heavily on market forces does not necessarily mean that tuition
should play a smaller role than at present, or that governments should completely regulate the
level and structure of tuition rates. There are sizeable private gains to the individual from
participating in PSE, which justifies a significant role for tuition as a source of funding. And
some flexibility in tuition setting is needed to recognize and facilitate diversity across
institutions.
One factor affecting quality in PSE is the stability/predictability of government policies towards
the sector. The greater emphasis since the late 1990s by federal and provincial governments on
funding targeted to particular initiatives made resources less predictable and less stable.
Governments also made numerous changes in reporting requirements. This made it difficult to
plan, and the fact the federal and provincial policies sometimes worked at cross-purposes
exacerbated this difficulty.
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Some universities and colleges have been remarkably innovative in promoting a quality learning
environment, despite the turbulent funding and regulatory environment. Case studies of major
innovations at PSE institutions (such as the “Acadia advantage,” “portfolio” development at the
Nova Scotia Community College, problem-based learning at the McMaster Medical School, coop programs at the University of Waterloo, and distance education at Athabasca University)
suggest that innovation arises principally from visionary leadership, but that external pressures
also play a role. However, there has been little effort to systematically evaluate innovations in
the approach to teaching in PSE.
With these considerations in mind, how can we best foster quality in PSE? First, we need
increased government investment. The PSE sector’s health is clearly important to our prosperity,
in the broadest sense, whether we focus on the individual, the community, the province, or the
nation. Recent announcements in some provinces and the federal government’s plan to
contribute to the cost of infrastructure renewal will help, but there is scope to go further.
To ensure that monies are well-spent, to allow diversity among institutions to flourish, and to
provide students and parents with greater ability to make informed choices, we propose a
transparent quality improvement process as follows:
•

Provincial governments would state publicly their broad goals for the post-secondary
system. Governments would develop indicators that reflect the system goals.

•

Institutions would publicly define and articulate their missions and objectives, taking into
account the parameters set out by government. They would also report, in a transparent
fashion, their plans to achieve their objectives and progress made against them.
Institutions would also be required to make public such data (by program) as tuition rates,
class sizes, faculty-student ratios, retention rates, and graduation rates.

•

Provincial governments would monitor the process to ensure that universities and
colleges take quality improvement seriously and adhere to the expectations for
transparency.

•

There would be some institutional flexibility in setting tuition, to allow for differences in
approaches to (and the costs of) program delivery. But there would not be a complete deregulation of tuition – certainly not before we have a more coherent and effective aid
system, one that demonstrably ensures that affordability and risk are not barriers to
participation by students from low- and middle-income families.

Our other key proposals are as follows.
•

Adopt a value-added orientation to quality measurement.

•

Develop linked provincial portals for information on PSE programs and labour markets.

•

Facilitate students’ ability to transfer between programs.

•

Promote international exchange.
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•

Develop funding and tuition policies that balance the need for stability/predictability with
the need for flexibility and institutional diversity.

•

Rebuild trust between the sector and governments and between levels of government
through policy processes that regularly involve consultation and collaboration.

In conclusion, while we need more research on the factors associated with a quality learning
environment in PSE, and while the optimal response to some of the key policy issues is
uncertain, there are a number of directions for reform that would help foster quality in Canada’s
post-secondary institutions.
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1.

Introduction

1.1 The Importance of Post-secondary Education
It is now widely understood that countries like Canada compete in international markets on the
basis of the skills and knowledge of their people. If we are to continue to produce one of the
world’s highest standards of living, we need to ensure that all Canadians, throughout the course
of their lives from early childhood, through the formal education system, at the workplace, and in
their communities, have access to high quality learning opportunities. The slowing of labour
force growth as the baby boom cohort ages only adds to the importance of investment in
learning.
Not everyone will be a knowledge worker, and as CPRN’s Vulnerable Workers series points out,
access to learning opportunities alone is not enough to ensure that all workers are decently
rewarded. But learning is clearly a key factor in improving the prospects of individuals and in
sustaining the competitiveness of the economy.
Our institutions of higher learning play a central role in this regard, through both their teaching
and research functions, in providing Canadians with the skills and knowledge that underpin
personal development, success in the labour market, an innovative and productive economy, and
a citizenry engaged in their communities.
There is empirical evidence that both individual participants in post-secondary education (PSE)
and society at large benefit from investment in higher learning. The gains to individuals from
investments in higher education have remained high in Canada in recent years despite the growth
in the number of graduates with post-secondary credentials. Compared to a high-school diploma,
earnings gains associated with a bachelor’s degree are about 37 per cent for men (or about 9 per
cent per extra year of education) and 49 per cent for women. Gains from completion of a college
diploma or trade certificate are 12.5 percent for men (about 7 per cent per year of additional
schooling) and 15.8 per cent (9 per cent per year) for women.1 The gains are higher for students
who participate in co-op programs. (Heisz and Sweetman, 2003)
We do need to keep in mind that these are average figures. Some university graduates will
experience earnings gains in excess of these numbers. But some will earn less than college
graduates and a few may earn less than the highest achieving high-school graduates. de Broucker
(2005b) points out that a third of Canadian 25-to-29-year-olds with a college or university
diploma moved into low-skilled occupations after graduation. We need more research on the
distribution of gains to PSE in order to better understand what makes a difference in securing a
well paying job.
Investments in higher education provide benefits far beyond those that accrue to the individuals
attending PSE. For example, gains in knowledge by participants in PSE can “spill over” to raise
the productivity of co-workers. They can also foster innovation and thereby contribute to an
1

Overall, real rates of return (before tax) on investments in post-secondary education have been estimated at 7-10
per cent (Riddell, 2003, citing evidence in Ferrer and Riddell, 2002).
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increase in the rate of economic growth.2 Riddell (2006) cites estimates of such societal returns
from investments in PSE at about 2-4 per cent (over and above the private returns).
There is also evidence of social gains from reduced crime and greater engagement by PSE
graduates in community organizations.3 Higher education is also associated with improved health
effects for PSE graduates and gains for their children (better health, higher educational
attainment), much of which are private gains accruing to individuals, but some of which are
social gains, such as the reduction in the cost of public health insurance.
In summary, these findings indicate:
•

substantially higher earnings for most participants in PSE,

•

important contributions of PSE to macroeconomic performance, and

•

sizable additional gains through better health (for participants and their children), reduced
crime, and more active engagement in community organizations.

Evidently, higher education contributes greatly to social and economic objectives. The case for
wide access to opportunity to study in universities or colleges is clear, and the importance of
ensuring that these institutions provide a quality learning environment is equally clear.
1.2 The Purpose of this Paper
In recent years there has been a great deal of research on issues related to access to postsecondary institutions. However, attention also needs to be paid to the quality of post-secondary
programs. Are Canada’s universities and colleges able to provide a learning environment that
matches the best schools in other countries? What policy changes might be needed to allow our
post-secondary institutions to realize their potential for excellence without compromising access?
Bob Rae, in his report to the Ontario government, articulates the view that both wide access and
excellent quality ought to be attainable.
Some will argue that quality and high standards are incompatible with the desire
to make education more accessible. Others may contend that the central goal of
social inclusiveness should trump “elitist” concerns about excellence, that Ontario
can afford a pretty good system, but not one that achieves greatness.
Each of these views is wrong. We need governments and institutions that are
irrevocably committed to access for every Ontarian who is qualified to attend.
Because the new economy demands it, the number of people attending will need
to rise substantially in the years ahead. We also need governments and institutions

2

The OECD (2005), reviewing recent studies of effects of education on growth, concludes that a one-year increase
in the average level of educational attainment leads to a 1 percentage point increase in the rate of growth. (However,
it is possible that the increase is not as strong for countries whose level of educational attainment is already high.)
3
See Riddell (2006), who cites Wolfe and Haveman (2001). Riddell estimates these social returns at about 3-4 per
cent of the investment in PSE
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that are unwaveringly committed to excellence in teaching and research. (Rae,
2005, p.7)
In the fall of 2004, with the help of funding from the Wilson Foundation (and eventually, many
other contributors, listed on page 49), CPRN launched a four-part series on Achieving Access and
Excellence in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions. The box describes the first three papers.

CPRN’s Series on Quality in Post-secondary Education

Measuring the Quality of Post-Secondary Education: Concepts, Current
Practices and a Strategic Plan, by Ross Finnie of Queen’s University and Alex
Usher of the Educational Policy Institute (published by CPRN in April 2005),
provides a conceptual framework for thinking about quality issues in PSE. It
also provides a survey of the current state of quality measurement and an
identification of some strategies for improvement in this area.
Without a Roadmap: Government Funding and Regulation of Canada's
Universities and Colleges, by Ken Snowdon (published in December 2005),
documents the changes in the incentive structure facing Canada’s colleges and
universities over the past 15 years: funding levels (by source of funds), funding
mechanisms, and regulatory and accountability measures. Snowdon also
assesses the implications of these developments for the ability of the PSE system
to deliver on quality objectives.
Innovation and Differentiation in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions by
Robert Crocker and Alex Usher (published in June 2006), examines the capacity
for innovation and differentiation within the current system, based primarily on
selected case studies. Crocker and Usher consider the extent to which
universities and colleges are able to innovate and differentiate within the
constraints they face, and look at experiments in differentiation in both small
and large institutions, how are they financed, and what results are they having.

The current report is intended to provide a synthesis of the work so far, with a focus on the
policy implications. It provides an overview of the findings of the project and identifies key
implications of these for decision-makers (in government, in the university and college sectors,
and elsewhere). While this report draws primarily on the findings of the first three reports in the
series, it also considers other recent publications related to improving quality in our postsecondary institutions. Finally, it draws upon a Roundtable hosted by CPRN on June 9, 2006 on
Fostering Quality in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions.
Our focus is on the quality of the educational experience. Research is clearly an important
function of the universities (and, increasingly, of some colleges), but how best to foster quality in
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research raises quite different issues.4 However, we do look at how PSE research is funded, as
that has implications for the teaching function.
As we enter into a discussion of quality issues in PSE, it is important to keep in mind the
diversity of institutional mission in Canada’s post-secondary landscape. That diversity is briefly
outlined in section 1.3.
Section 2 of the report reviews what we know about access to PSE, drawing on the findings of de
Broucker (2005a). The rest of the report concentrates on issues related to quality. However, as
policy choices in this area can affect access, issues of access remain threaded throughout the
report.
Section 3 grapples with the fundamental question of what do we mean by quality in PSE and
how we should measure it. Here we rely primarily on the conceptual framework proposed by
Finnie and Usher (2005). We also review their assessment of the kinds of approaches to
measuring quality that we see implemented in practice. However, neither Finnie and Usher nor
this report attempts to provide a comprehensive review of the many programs and policies in
place designed to promote quality in PSE in Canada.5
Even if we arrive at a common understanding of what quality objectives for PSE should be, how
to improve quality remains contentious. How far can/should we rely on market incentives? To
what extent should quality expectations (and the development and monitoring of indicators) be
set centrally, by governments or their agencies, and to what extent is it best to rely on the
institutions themselves to set goals, develop plans, and report on progress? Can accountability
mechanisms be designed to support and not impede efforts to improve quality? We look at these
issues in Section 4.
With this conceptual discussion in mind, we turn in Section 5 to the experience of the last 15
years with respect to changes in sources (and levels) of funds, funding mechanisms, and
government regulation of post-secondary institutions. How have these changes affected the
capacity of the system to deliver on quality? What lessons can be learned from this experience?
Here we draw primarily on Snowdon (2005b).
Some colleges and universities have undertaken innovative, institution-wide initiatives designed
to improve the quality of the student experience, or disseminate research results more effectively,
or carve out a niche for themselves in the competition for the best students and faculty. In
Section 6, we look at the findings of Crocker and Usher (2006) in their survey of the climate for
innovation and their examination of case studies of innovative initiatives. We also identify the
key lessons emerging from their research regarding how best to foster innovation and
differentiation in the future.
4

There are well-established processes for quality control in university research. The work of individual
researchers at universities generally goes through a rigorous peer review, in several respects: in applying for funding
from the major granting councils; in submitting papers to academic journals for consideration for publication; and in
the process of review of candidates for promotion (especially the tenure review).
5
For more information on such policies and initiatives, see the websites of the Association of Universities and
Colleges of Canada (http://www.aucc.ca), the Association of Canadian Community Colleges (http://www.accc.ca),
and the Council of Ministers of Education of Canada (www.cmec.ca).
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Finally, we draw together the conceptual discussion and the empirical research and seek to
identify the implications for government policy and for the practices of our universities and
colleges.
1.3 The Diversity of Post-secondary Institutions in Canada
As Snowdon (2005b) points out, the mix of post-secondary institutions varies considerably from
province to province. It is often no longer a simple “binary structure”: colleges that offer nondegree programs and focus only on teaching; universities that offer undergraduate, graduate, and
professional degrees and combine teaching with research. Rather, in several provinces, colleges
are allowed to offer four-year degree programs, and many colleges do so. Along with this comes
an increasing interest by the colleges in the conduct of applied research.
Within the university sector, one also finds diversity of mission. While most universities in
Canada are research institutions, some clearly give more emphasis to research than others, and
some small universities emphasize undergraduate education (and may focus on particular niches
within undergraduate education, such as interdisciplinary programs). Some offer a full range of
professional programs, while others do not.
Further, many post-secondary institutions, especially at the college level, are transitioning to new
models of instruction to better serve their student body today and in the future. Online
instruction, part-time instruction, evening and summer schedules available to full-time workers
are a few of the many examples of change that are permeating post-secondary curriculums.
As we examine what quality in PSE means, how to measure it, and how to foster it, it is
important to keep this diversity of institutional missions in mind.

Fostering Quality in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions
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2.

Factors Affecting Access to Post-secondary Education

As noted above, a key policy objective is that all qualified applicants to PSE ought to be able to
find a place. In particular, no one should be discouraged from participating in post-secondary
studies because they come from a low-income family. We need to ensure that measures designed
to foster quality do not impede access.
Young Canadians from high-income families are two to three times more likely to go to
university than young people from low-income families, a ratio not as high as in many other
OECD countries, but still cause for concern. The proportion of those going to college is more
evenly distributed across family-income levels, though once one accounts for the participation of
youth in university, the share of those not going to university who go to college is still
disproportionately high for those from higher-income families (Drolet, 2005).
Money does matter, and de Broucker (2005a) points to several recent studies that find a
significant (though not very large) negative effect of tuition increases on participation in PSE by
students from low-income families. Moreover, much of student aid flows to people from well-off
families through such mechanisms as RESPs and other support through the tax system, the way
“need” has been calculated, and the use of merit-based scholarships by many universities. A fullanalysis of the aid system is beyond the scope of this report, but the system appears to be
complex and not very progressive.6
However, de Broucker finds that, “while financial considerations do play a role in determining
access to post-secondary education, they are not the only determinant, nor even the most directly
important.” (p.vii) The level of educational attainment of the parents is a stronger factor,
affecting school grades and, importantly, the level of aspiration of the student to pursue postsecondary education.7 At any given level of income, students with university-educated parents
are more likely to choose to go to university. Other factors affecting participation in PSE include:
parents’ expectations; misperceptions about the costs and benefits of higher education; and
distance of the family home from a PSE institution. “[F]amily financial resources blend with
parents’ education and expectations, geography and institutional capacity to influence
educational pathways from very early on.” (p.29) Thus, while financial support to attend PSE
remains important to students from lower-income families, other instruments are needed. Among
those suggested by de Broucker are the following.
•

Early Intervention: help children from low-income families get a good start though early
childhood programs that promote health, social skills, and the intellectual development of the
child.

•

More Career-oriented Options: provide more options within the high-school curriculum,
such as co-operative education, vocational education and pre-apprenticeship programs.

6

See, for example, Usher, 2004.
Similarly, Lambert et al (2004) find that parental educational attainment is also associated with persistence:
students entering PSE are more likely to complete their program if their parents have postsecondary credentials.

7
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•

Information and Counselling: ensure that high-school students receive the information
they need on program prerequisites and the costs and benefits of higher education.

•

Tuition Policy: governments should provide enough resources to PSE institutions to allow
for a limit on the share of revenues raised by tuition; universities and colleges should offer
guaranteed tuition rates over the duration of a student’s program, so students would know
total cost from the beginning.

•

Financial Aid: focus aid more on low-income students, particularly to avoid huge debt
loads after graduation.

Overall, Canada is doing well in terms of access to PSE. In comparison, with other OECD
countries, Canada ranked in 2002 at the very top in terms of the percentage of the population
aged 25-64 that has attained a university degree or college diploma, but other countries have
been catching up, and both Norway and the US surpass us in the share of 25-34-year-olds with a
university degree (de Broucker, 2005, pp.5-7). We cannot afford to lose ground: as noted at the
outset to this paper, wide access to PSE is important for Canada to realize its social and
economic objectives.
However, wide access to PSE will not necessarily lead to better outcomes for individuals,
communities, or the nation as a whole if the quality of the learning experience deteriorates. We
need both access to and excellence in our post-secondary institutions. How do we foster quality
without impeding access?
To address this question, we first need to consider what it is we mean by quality. If quality is
what we want, how will we know when we have it?

8

September 2006

Canadian Policy Research Networks

3.

What Do We Mean by Quality?

3.1 A Conceptual Framework for Measuring Quality in Post-secondary Education
What constitutes quality in post-secondary education? Some would argue that this is a question with
no answer – that quality in post-secondary education is too complicated a matter to be neatly
defined, let alone measured, and that attempts to do so may be counter-productive, pushing people
and institutions to produce things to fit in some government’s accountability box, but which do little
to improve learning, help the economy, develop community ties, or make us better citizens. Others
might say that the question has multiple answers, depending on the interests and perspectives of
who is asked. At the outset of their study for CPRN on measuring quality in PSE, Ross Finnie and
Alex Usher capture well the contentious nature of the discourse on quality.
The history of attempts to measure and control quality in post-secondary
education is not a particularly happy one. Many of these attempts have been
initiated by governments as part of efforts to introduce accountability and
transparency in their relations with universities and colleges. Not unreasonably,
they have tried to find metrics for “quality” that would allow them to understand
and evaluate the return they are receiving on their rather substantial investments
in post-secondary education. Many of these attempts to measure “quality” have
been met by suspicion and hostility by the educational institutions being
measured; with some justification, they have pointed out that most of the very
simple output indicators used by governments to measure quality tend not to take
into account factors such as differences in locality, academic selectivity and the
choice of courses offered at the institution. Debates on quality therefore tend to
end up in mutual suspicion and recrimination: governments tend to think of
institutions as unwilling to make themselves accountable, and institutions
(especially universities) tend to think of governments as dangerously simpleminded if not actually Philistine. (p.1)
Finnie and Usher propose a framework for measuring the quality of PSE in which different
choices can be made (by “society”, by an individual student) about what are the ultimate goals of
a post-secondary education. Measures of quality should then focus on the “value-added” that
PSE institutions bring towards realizing these goals. Ideally, the data would permit not only
governments to determine whether societal objectives are being met, but also individuals with
different goals to assess institutions on the basis of what is best for them.8 While this seems
conceptually quite simple, most current approaches to measuring quality fail to adhere to these
principles.
The Finnie/Usher model involves looking at the learning process in terms of four components:
what students bring with them at the outset; what resources and pedagogies are supplied by the

8
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schools; what learning takes place; and the extent to which societal objectives are met. More
specifically, the four components are as follows:9
•

Beginning Characteristics represent the characteristics and abilities of students at the
beginning of their post-secondary programs. These would include the skills and knowledge
they bring with them, such as analytical skills, ability to work with others, writing ability,
general knowledge, and specific knowledge of various subjects. They would also include, at
least conceptually, such characteristics as their motivation to learn, how hard they are
prepared to work, and any other characteristics that might affect their ability to learn and
their ability to turn learning into outcomes valued by society (such as their eventual
productivity as workers). Demographic characteristics, for example, gender and race, could
be pertinent in this regard to the extent that discrimination affects opportunity to utilize skills
and knowledge.

•

Learning Inputs refer to resources and pedagogies supplied by universities and colleges that
affect the educational experience. The former includes facilities available to students (such as
the ratio of professors to students, the size of the library holdings, access to computers,
quality of the classroom facilities and residences). The latter, which could be conceived as a
separate category, refers to how resources are organized to generate the educational
experience (such as the amount of contact time students have with their teachers).

•

Learning Outputs represent the skills and knowledge that students have when they complete
their programs. These are determined by both the beginning characteristics – the skills,
knowledge, motivation, etc., that students brought with them at the outset – as well as the
learning inputs (resources and pedagogies) provided by the university or college. The outputs
would include general skills, such as critical thinking and communication skills, as well as
technical knowledge in specific subject areas (or, as Finnie and Usher put it, how to bake a
cake, build a bridge, or market a product).

•

Final outcomes represent the ultimate goals to which the educational system may contribute.
These can be thought of as societal objectives, which of course may vary over time and
across societies. (In this sense, there is no fixed definition of “what is quality.”). Examples
could include: employment rates, earnings (which also can be thought of as a proxy for
productivity in paid work), participation in further learning, life satisfaction, participation in
community organizations, and voting. Learning outcomes as well as beginning characteristics
contribute to these final outcomes. One could also imagine, as noted above, a variation of the
Finnie/Usher model in which one looks at final outcomes from the perspective of the
individual – what it is that they are ultimately looking for from their educational experience.

The framework would, ideally, be put in practice by measuring the various
characteristics/variables associated with each of these components, and using statistical methods
to determine the relationships among them. So, for example, one could imagine measuring how
institutional resources and alternative pedagogies are associated with learning outcomes, while
controlling for the beginning characteristics of the students. One could then measure the
relationship between learning outcomes and desired final outcomes. Such measurements could
be undertaken using data on each student or averages for groups of students, and could focus on
9
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performance at the system, institutional, or, at least in theory, departmental levels. (In the
conceptual framework, institutions can be thought of as particular groupings of inputs. That is,
quality variations among institutions would reflect variation in resources and pedagogies,
controlling for the variation in beginning characteristics of students at different schools.)
The key here is the focus on value-added. It is not satisfactory to measure the quality of a
university or college by the grades of the incoming students (beginning characteristics) or the
size of the library (resource inputs). What matters is the extent to which the students exit these
schools with better skills and greater knowledge than what they came in with, and how these
greater skills and knowledge contribute to social and individual goals. Moreover, measuring
these relationships can provide a guide to quality improvement. Finnie and Usher indicate how
the framework could be applied to answer questions about quality.
For example, if the data (qualitative or quantitative), indicate that spending more
money in a particular way (e.g., hiring more professors) or adopting certain kinds
of pedagogies (e.g., more contact time) result in higher levels of certain kinds of
learning outcomes (e.g., critical thinking, or the ability to design a house or strip
down a car engine), and that those outcomes in fact generate the final outcomes
deemed important (higher employment rates, higher incomes, happier graduates,
better citizens), then we can say that a system (or institution) characterized by
more of the inputs in question than another system (or institution) is of higher
quality. (Finnie and Usher, 2005, p.21)
The importance of taking beginning characteristics into account when measuring quality is a key
implication of the framework. The beginning characteristics of students affect learning outcomes
and final outcomes, but also may be correlated with the resources available at the institution.
Failure to control for beginning characteristics could lead to a misunderstanding of the
underlying relationships between resources/pedagogies and learning or final outcomes.
The framework illustrates the pitfalls associated with indicators of quality that are just based on
resources. Similarly, indicators that focus only on outcomes, without controlling for beginning
characteristics, will also be misleading. For example, employment rates of graduates of different
institutions may depend as much or more on the quality of the entering class as on the quality of
the learning environment provided by the school.
It is also important to recall that different individuals, organizations, and governments may have
different views about the final outcomes that matter, and therefore different concepts of “quality”
in PSE. This means that how governments define quality may differ from the measures that
matter most to parents or students, so a flexible set of measures, from which different parties can
select different variables, is needed.10 But in every case, it is important to consider value added
and not just inputs or outputs.

10

Governments will also be interested in the processes followed in spending public money and not just ‘final
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Of course, measuring quality is not the same as improving it. But in order to improve quality, it
helps to have a good understanding of what we mean by quality and how it should be measured.
How do the measures of PSE quality that are in use stack up against this conceptual framework?
For the most part, not very well – the measures we use currently are not robust.
3.2 How Quality is Measured in Practice
Finnie and Usher identify five approaches to quality measurement across OECD countries, as
follows.11
The Minimum Standards Approach

The minimum standards approach involves audits of programs, usually at a departmental level,
to ensure that the quality meets basic expectations, often as part of an accreditation process.
Outside of North America, it typically involves government oversight. Information may be
gathered from various sources, such as students, alumni, employers, and publication records. It
often begins with a self-audit, followed by some form of external assessment. Community
colleges in Canada often consult with employers to ensure that college curricula are up-to-date
with the skills being demanded in the labour market. In Canadian universities, the process
typically involves bringing in colleagues from other universities to participate in the self-audit.12
Such audits can help universities or colleges identify problems (and, in the case of the colleges,
validate their curriculum). However, Finnie and Usher point out that they are limited as tools for
measuring quality. The objectivity of the self-audits may be in question, the reports are typically
difficult to access and often laden with jargon. In other words, the process lacks transparency.
The process does provide some assurance that basic standards are met and therefore plays a role
in facilitating transfer of students across institutions. However, as currently implemented, it is
generally of little use for students, parents, or governments in trying to compare programs or
institutions.
Published Rankings

The publication of rankings of universities has emerged over the past 20 years in many countries
as a response by private sector publishers (such as Maclean’s in Canada or US. News and World
Report) to the growing demand by parents and students for “consumer information” on
universities. It involves collecting data, often from the institutions themselves, on various
characteristics of the schools, weighting these indicators in some fashion, and generating a
quality ranking, or set of rankings for different types of institutions.
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They actually report four categories, by grouping government-set performance indicators with private ranking
systems. Here we separate these two.
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There is an effort to develop some commonality in degree-program standards across the country, through the
work of the Council of Ministers of Education of Canada (CMEC). Also, the Association of Universities and
Colleges of Canada (AUCC) has published on its website (www.aucc.ca/qa) principles of institutional quality
assurance at Canadian universities, with links to descriptions of quality assurance processes at each member
institution.
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Usher and Savino (2006) examine 19 such ranking systems in use around the world (sixteen of
which are for institutions within a particular country; three are international). They point out that
these ranking systems use quite different indicators and weightings, which implies there is little
agreement on what constitutes quality. (However, the schools at the very top tend to stay there
regardless of the system used.)
The rankings in use in North America tend to focus on “beginning characteristics” and
resources/inputs (such as average class size): in both Maclean’s and US News & World Report,
over 80 per cent of the total score is generated by the amount of resources a school has or by the
average grades of the entering class. While such variables may be correlated with learning, they
are clearly not measures of value-added, and so do not stand up well as sound measures of
university quality.13 Moreover, as the data come from the universities, there are risks associated
with inconsistent reporting.
However, these rankings are easy to use and they are influential. Mueller and Rockerbie (2005)
find that Maclean’s rankings have a statistically significant impact on the average marks of
entering students – a higher ranking leads to increased demand from students with better highschool grades. This can create incentives for universities to focus on how to improve their
ranking, which may or may not coincide with improving the quality of the learning environment.
This is not to say that such rankings are without value to prospective students and their parents.
To the extent that they reflect relative quality as it is perceived by employers and others, such
rankings may have a real impact on the prospects of graduates in the labour market.
Usher and Savino (2006) point out that even as a consumer tool, the rankings have limited value,
in that they fail to recognize that different students (e.g., mature applicants, part-time time
students, non-degree candidates) may have different interests in what they want from a
university.
Key Performance Indicators

Many US states and some Canadian provinces publish measures meant to indicate the extent to
which taxpayers are getting value for the monies invested in post-secondary institutions. In the
US, it is common for states to tie results on their “key performance indicators (KPIs)” to the
funds provided to institutions, though usually only a small part of public funding is allocated on
this basis. In Canada, only Alberta and Ontario tie institutional performance on KPIs to funding
– two per cent or less of the total envelope – although some other provinces publish performance
data. The indicators used most commonly are graduation rates, employment rates, and some
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Some ranking systems (outside of North America) focus on research indicators such as the amount of research
funding received; the number of publications; the number of citations in leading journals; faculty awards (including
one system which looks only at the number of Nobel Prize winners); and, sometimes, the number of patent awards
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measure of administrative costs (lower being better).14 In other words, whereas the rankings
approach has tended to focus on inputs (in North America), KPIs have focused on outputs.
Neither captures value-added; both have been of questionable value as measures of quality.
The “Continual Improvement” Approach

This approach is rooted not in a specific conception of quality, but in the idea that if organizations
regularly set goals and monitor progress towards them, some good is likely to emerge from the
process. The ISO 9000 system of quality management is a prominent example.
This approach could be applied to post-secondary institutions. For example, governments could
give universities and colleges considerable discretion to define quality from the perspective of
their organizational mission, to indicate what steps are planned to achieve quality goals, to report
on progress, and to repeat the process on a regular basis. This would give the institutions latitude
on goals and strategies, but create a kind of discipline through the process of setting expectations
and, ideally, the transparency of the reporting. Government’s role, in this approach, is to monitor
that the process is being followed, rather than to specify objectives and instruments.
(Government could also set out some broad system goals and expect that the institution-specific
ones be consistent with them.)
According to Finnie and Usher, Sweden has adopted an approach along these lines and Australia
has also taken steps in this direction with the creation of the Australian Universities Quality
Agency (AUQA), which performs an accreditation function but also encourages institutions to
develop data in support of their own planning processes. Some community colleges in Canada
have adopted this approach and received ISO 9000 certification.
A drawback of this approach is the lack of comparability across institutions, as each develops
and reports on its own measures. But it does have promise as a management tool, something we
elaborate on later in this report.
The “Learning Impacts” Approach

This approach focuses on measuring the learning that occurs in PSE, either through direct
“before and after” measures of skills and knowledge or by measuring aspects of the learning
environment that have been found to be correlated with actual learning. It developed in part out
of a backlash among universities in the United States against the rankings and performance
indicators approaches, which focused on inputs or outputs, but not on learning.
The most prominent of these approaches is the National Survey of Student Engagement (NSSE),
piloted in 75 institutions in 2000, now in use in 557 institutions in North America, including all
Ontario universities and several in other parts of Canada.15 A similar instrument, the CCSSE, has
been developed for community colleges.
14

See Finnie and Usher (2005), Table 3 for a record of KPI variables used in selected North American
jurisdictions.
15
For details on NSSE, including a list of participating institutions, see the NSSE website at
http://nsse.iub.edu/index.cfm.
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The NSSE asks students about their learning experiences, such as frequency, duration, and type
of homework; frequency of contact with faculty to discuss assignments, ideas about the course,
or career plans; nature and frequency of participation in class; and participation in community
work or independent study. The variables used in the NSSE questionnaire were developed in
light of previous research in the US on the effectiveness of educational practice among postsecondary students. Participating institutions receive their scores as well as the average for their
type of institution16, but the institutional scores are kept confidential.
NSSE’s emphasis on learning makes it a better measure of quality than approaches which focus
on inputs or outputs. It provides the subscribing institutions with data that can be used to change
pedagogies and other aspects of the student experience in an effort to better promote learning. It
is, therefore, a valuable management tool. It is not, however, much use as a consumer
information tool, since the results are not made public.17 Also, it is only an indirect measure of
learning: NSSE measures variables found to be correlated with learning, not what or how much
is learned.
A more direct approach to measuring learning in PSE is being piloted in the United States: the
Collegiate Learning Assessment (CLA).18 The CLA focuses on general skills: critical thinking,
analytic reasoning, and written communication. The measures are all open-ended (not multiplechoice). Separate components of the assessment are administered to different, but randomly
selected, sub-samples of students, to limit the time needed per student but give complete
coverage of all the instruments. The institutional contribution to learning (value-added) is
measured by testing people in their freshman year and in their final year of undergraduate
studies. The results from the CLA will provide an opportunity to analyze what variables
contribute to this direct measure of post-secondary learning.
3.3 Where Do We Go from Here in Measuring Quality?
In light of the conceptual framework outlined above, the analysis of various approaches
commonly in use, and the availability of data, what would a good system of quality measurement
look like?
One key theme in our analysis is the importance of measuring the “value-added” contribution of
PSE to learning and to “final outcomes”, and not just looking at inputs or outputs in isolation.
NSSE and the CCSSE are clearly useful instruments in this regard, although they only get at a
piece of the puzzle – they don’t look at final outcomes – and only indirectly. The CLA, though in
its infancy, is worthy of consideration by Canadian universities as a more direct measure of
learning.
The continual improvement approach, a generic management tool to improve quality, has a track
record in private industry and potential as a vehicle for quality improvement in PSE. It also
16
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allows for a balancing of government’s interest in accountability with institutional autonomy and
diversity. If implemented, governments should insist on transparency in exchange for
institutional discretion in setting goals and strategies: there should be regular public reporting of
each institution’s mission, objectives, plans to achieve these objectives, and progress made
against them. Government would allow each institution to set its own objectives (guided to some
extent by system-wide goals set by government), but would need to monitor the process to
ensure that universities and colleges were keeping their part of the bargain.
As a guide to “consumers,” there is an innovative approach to ranking PSE programs that has
merit, an approach quite different from what we currently find in North America. The rankings
published by the Centre for Higher Education Development (CHE) in Germany provide
indicators by university department, and classify the results in terms of top, middle and bottom
third.19 They do not weight or aggregate indicators into departmental or institutional scores, but
leave it up to the user to select whatever indicators they find most useful for their own purposes,
and to choose their own weighting. In other words, individuals can use the information to
construct their own quality ranking, rather than having a single index with a definition of quality
implicitly imposed by the constructor of the index. This might not satisfy governments’ need to
know if their investments are generating quality, but it does provide a flexible consumer tool.
Ideally, as Finnie and Usher point out, we would have longitudinal data on individuals
“beginning characteristics”, institutional inputs (resources and pedagogies), learning outcomes,
and a variety of possible final outcomes. Finnie and Usher outline how one might begin to build
on existing Canadian databases to build this ideal dataset in the long-run. But they also point to
some steps that could be taken now to make better use of existing databases. In particular, they
note the possibilities for using Statistics Canada’s National Graduates Surveys (NGS) of tradevocational, college, and university graduates (involving telephone interviews carried out two and
five years following graduation). The NGS provides data on various “beginning characteristics”
such as sex, age, language, immigration status, place of residence (current, during school, before
school); on the educational experience in PSE, such as type of program, major discipline, normal
length of program, time taken to completion, participation in a co-op program; and on a variety
of possible “final outcome” measures, such as employment, earnings, and job satisfaction.
While the available variables in the NGS hardly amount to a complete specification of the
Finnie-Usher model, and the sample size may limit the ability to do analysis at the institutional
level, the NGS does allow for an analysis of the relationship between final outcomes and aspects
of the learning experience, while controlling for some beginning characteristics. There also
might be the possibility of linking the NSSE data on the educational experience to the final
outcome data in the NGS to allow a richer analysis of the links between learning and final
outcomes.
In sum, there is a mix of measures that could be used to give us a better sense of institutional
performance and a better understanding of the underlying sources of “quality” than what we have
now.
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There is no “silver bullet” in looking at educational quality. There are no simple
measures you can point to and say “Yes, there is quality. Let’s have some more of
it.” (Finnie and Usher, 2005, p. iv)
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4.

Other Conceptual Issues in Fostering Quality

In the previous section, we focused on what we mean by quality in PSE, and how we might
measure it. Now let us suppose, for the sake of argument, that we have good measures of quality.
How would we go about fostering quality? For example, to what extent can/should we rely on
market incentives, and to what extent do we need government intervention? What form should
such intervention take? To what extent can we rely on the institutions themselves to move
forward on quality objectives? These questions are much debated. Here we review the recent
Canadian literature on these debates. (In the final section of the paper, we draw out the policy
implications of this discussion.)
4.1

Market Incentives

Most economists (and some other social scientists) approach questions of policy from the
starting point that markets are powerful forces for the efficient allocation of scarce resources. In
a well-functioning market, consumers send signals about the relative value of alternative choices
through their demand for goods and services, and suppliers respond to this demand, taking into
account the relative cost (at the “margin,” namely the cost of providing one more unit) of
different “products.” The end result is a market outcome in which waste is avoided: no one can
be made better off without making someone else worse off.
This analysis suggests that, in a well-functioning market for post-secondary education, resources
would be allocated efficiently across institutions and across programs of study. Institutions
respond to the signals sent by prospective students in terms of what programs they seek, and how
this is affected by “price”.
With this in mind, some researchers have focused their policy recommendations regarding PSE
on strengthening market forces – in particular, by fostering student choice.20 For example,
deregulation of tuition is one way of improving incentives for universities and colleges to
provide a quality education, as they would (in theory) have to be more responsive to student
preferences. Concerns about the impact on students from low-income families would be
addressed through a financial aid system that involves repayment of loans based on the level of
earnings after graduation. Indeed, some argue that a system more reliant on tuition fees is more
equitable, because the well-off are more likely to attend PSE.
In some versions of this model, government subsidy of PSE would be directed mainly through
grants to students, reducing the emphasis on providing funds directly to institutions. In other
versions, governments may continue to provide sizeable funding to the universities and colleges,
but the funding mechanism is more closely tied to the number of students attracted and accepted.
For example, Pakravan notes that per student funding formulas can, in theory, also create
incentives to provide a high quality learning experience, but funding corridors, used in several
provinces to smooth the fluctuations in institutional grants, weaken these incentives. He also
argues that funding formulas cannot fully capture the differences in costs among programs, and
20
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so can create incentives for PSE institutions to emphasize low-cost programs as a way of
profiting from the formula.
The foundation of these models is that individual students are best equipped to make trade-offs
among institutions and programs. Consumer choice creates incentives for universities to expand
programs that respond to market demand.
These calls for more student-centred funding and less (or no) regulation of tuition all rely on
students and/or parents being well-informed about the costs and benefits of post-secondary
programs. For example, Pakravan (2006) argues – but does not offer empirical evidence, other
than citing the popularity of the Maclean’s rankings – that high-school students are increasingly
well-informed and thoughtful about future job prospects. Chant (2005) argues that student
preferences provide a good guide for the allocation of research resources because, “Students
appear to be astute consumers who understand the value of research.” (p.26)
This optimism about the degree to which students as consumers can make informed choices
seems rather questionable, at least for undergraduates,21 for a variety of reasons. Students leaving
high school may be quite uncertain of their own interests and abilities at the time they enter PSE.
Information about key aspects of the institution (such as class sizes in particular programs or
measures of student engagement) may be unavailable. Information about the costs to students,
net of financial aid, of PSE programs is quite complex. There are no reliable forecasts of the
skills and knowledge that will be in demand in the labour market four years into the future. In
addition, as discussed in a later section of this paper, it is not clear that if tuition were fully deregulated, student aid systems would or could be up to the challenge of ensuring that students
from low-income families are not deterred for financial reasons from participating in PSE.
Factors other than tuition costs may have a greater effect on access, but the costs of attending
PSE do matter and our aid systems are complex and not well-targeted to financial need.
To be fair, many of those who favour a more market-based approach to PSE funding
acknowledge the issue of inadequate information, but then point to a purportedly straightforward
solution: government provision or subsidy of information on labour market demand, program
costs, and student aid. There is a clear role for government in this regard. What other rationales
might there be for government intervention in PSE?
4.2 Rationales for Government Intervention
There are many reasons why markets may not generate the efficient outcome described at the
beginning of the previous sub-section. In the arena of post-secondary education, arguments for
government intervention include the following. 22
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Incomplete Information

Efficient markets rely on well-informed consumers and producers. As noted above, there are
many reasons why students (and their parents) may not be well informed about the costs and
benefits of alternative PSE programs. In addition, the institutions may not have completely
reliable information on the quality of applicants. This “market failure” calls for government
intervention to provide information to market participants, and/or to subsidize the provision of
such information, and/or to require the public provision of information by market participants.
Daniels and Trebilcock (2005) argue for mandated disclosure by universities of such data as:
quality of the entering class, quality and character of programs (course offerings, class sizes,
faculty-student ratios), completion rates, faculty research activity, and career placement patterns
for graduates.
We should keep in mind that some informational problems may not be solvable by government,
such as the difficulty in forecasting future labour market demand, or students’ own uncertainty
about their interests and abilities when entering PSE. Even with more/better information on PSE
programs, it seems unlikely that student choice alone can be expected to generate an efficient
allocation of resources.
Externalities

The behaviour of consumers and producers in a market may have direct effects on people or
organizations other than the decision-maker, in which case governments may need to intervene
to ensure that these “spillover” costs and benefits are taken into account. At the outset of this
paper, we cited evidence that investments in higher education provide benefits far beyond those
that accrue to the individuals attending PSE, through such mechanisms as: heightened
productivity of co-workers; an improved climate for innovation; reduced crime; reduced costs to
the health care system; and greater engagement in community organizations. Such “social
benefits” of PSE are the key justification for governments funding some of the costs. (But
whether they should do so by direct grants to institutions or through grants to students – a
“voucher” approach – has been debated, as noted above, and discussed further below.) Riddell
(2003) provides a rough estimate that the social benefits of PSE are about equal to the private
benefits, which would justify government covering about half the costs.
Equity Considerations

Well-functioning markets generate efficient outcomes, but not necessarily ones that meet our
expectations about fairness in the distribution of income and wealth. If we have a societal interest
in promoting access to PSE by students from lower income families, this would justify grants to
such students over and above any subsidies for PSE that flow from efficiency considerations
alone.
Credit Constraints

Financial institutions may be unwilling to lend money to PSE students without collateral, given
the uncertainties around future earnings. This could be another reason for under-investment in
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PSE by students from low-income families. Income-contingent loan repayment schemes have
been suggested as one means of addressing this problem.
Failures of Competition

For markets to generate efficient outcomes, there must be “perfect competition”, with full
information, easy entry and exit of suppliers, and products that are the same across suppliers.
PSE is characterized by economies of scale and differentiated products (and, within geographic
regions, often few suppliers), so an unregulated market might lead to prices that are higher than
what would be efficient.
As Boadway (2005) notes, many problems that prevent the private provision of PSE from being
efficient or equitable also constrain public policy, especially those involving informational
imperfections. So policy prescriptions are bound to be imprecise and open to dispute. For
example, even the question of what proportion of costs should be publicly funded, “involves
judgements about the importance of externalities in PSE education, the share of research versus
teaching in institutional costs, the consequences of scale economies for pricing, and need for
funding to achieve equity goals. All of these are difficult to quantify, but at least they provide a
conceptual framework for framing the issues.” (p.87)
The need for some government intervention in PSE is clear, and we have seen that there are
limits to how much we can expect of the market as a driver of quality. Governments need to
subsidize the costs of PSE, to provide or create incentives for the provision of information about
costs and benefits, and to provide aid to students to address equity concerns and credit
constraints. But how much should governments direct resource allocation? How centralized or
decentralized should decision-making about quality in PSE be?
4.3 Centralization versus Institutional Autonomy
How best to balance central direction and institutional autonomy is one of the key dilemmas in
PSE policy.
The attitude of PSE institutions (at least, the universities) could likely be summed up along these
lines. “We are naturally motivated to find the best faculty, attract the best students, offer a high
quality learning environment, and be leaders in research. We don’t need governments to tell us
how to do this. Moreover, governments have no real understanding of how to go about it.”
Government representatives might well respond by saying, “If you want public funding, you
have to be able to demonstrate that you are using the funds well. We need to hold you to account,
and we will.”
There is no consensus in the literature as to how best to address these perspectives. One wellknown attempt to strike the balance – decidedly towards the institutional autonomy end of the
spectrum – is the report by Smith (2000) for the Council of Ontario Universities. He talks about
the need for a competitive environment to stimulate quality and allow for differentiation of
institutional missions, not the imposition of centrally-imposed concepts. However, Smith also
notes that carefully developed indicators can help inform student choice and help satisfy
demands for accountability. Smith favours a decentralized approach to indicators, a “strong
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emphasis on mission-specific indicators approved by the governing boards as appropriate to the
institutions,” (p.3) with some effort by the institutions to present their data in a way that
facilitates the sharing of information. Smith also recommends establishing an organization “to
monitor the quality assessment reports of universities, and conduct analyses of quality in the
sector as a whole and in relation to university sectors in other jurisdictions,” but with “a handsoff philosophy with respect to directing institutions.” (p. 4)
Rae, in his 2005 report to the Government of Ontario on post-secondary education, also grapples
with this question of autonomy versus central direction, and ends up in a similar place as Smith,
although with a somewhat stronger role for the central quality organization. He recommends
that, once the student aid system is improved (to include up-front grants for students from lowincome families, a mix of grants and loans for others, and an income-sensitive loan repayment
scheme), Ontario should give institutions the autonomy to set tuition.
Greater tuition fee variation will promote institutional and programmatic
differentiation, by accommodating the unique revenue needs associated with
different approaches to program delivery, student services and quality
enhancements. In this way, a responsible environment for fee increases can
contribute to sustainable improvements and choices that directly benefit students.
(Rae, 2005, p.102)
Rae would require, however, institutions to disclose tuition fees on a multi-year basis (as part of
broad multi-year plans) so that students would know when entering a program what their fees
will be for the duration. This echoes one of the recommendations in de Broucker’s (2005)
analysis of access issues. Rae also proposed the establishment of a Council on Higher Education
to “advise government on how to achieve its learning mission, set targets and measures for
improvement, monitor and report on performance and outcomes, co-ordinate research on higher
education, and encourage best practices.” (p.51)23 This implies a more centralized approach to
accountability than that proposed by Smith. However, Rae is clearly advocating a light touch on
central direction:
Both government and students have a strong interest in making sure that the
money they are investing is well spent. But the enthusiasm for “greater
accountability” should not become a synonym for more government control.
Academic freedom is also an important value. So are self-government and
institutional flexibility. This means that the institutions themselves need to make
sure that they have got their own internal governance right. Universities and
colleges need to ensure that their own internal accountability structures and
business practices are well understood and well-monitored. At the same time, the
federal and provincial governments have a clear responsibility to ensure that their
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The Government of Ontario indicated, in its 2005 Budget, the establishment of a multi-year approach to planning
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Council of Ontario, with a mandate to “ensure continued improvement of the postsecondary education system by
monitoring quality in the sector, access to the system and the accountability of public universities and colleges.”
(Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities, 2006).
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demand for review and accountability does not become too heavy-handed or too
intrusive. (p.16)
This emphasis by Smith and Rae on decentralized accountability through the governing bodies of
universities (and colleges, in Rae’s case) is similar to the continual improvement model outlined
by Finnie and Usher, wherein PSE institutions set out their own objectives and plans, and report
progress against them. Transparency is critical to the success of such efforts: the plans and
results would need to be public, and in plain language, so that the institutions are held to account
and would have a clear incentive to take quality improvement seriously.
An emphasis on decentralized accountability is linked to the issue of differentiation. Allowing
institutions to define missions differently, focus on areas of strength, and carve out niches, is
seen as desirable. On the other hand, since geographical proximity does effect participation in
PSE, there is an interest in seeing most programs be available across each province, and
therefore offered by multiple institutions. Snowdon (2005a and b) points to the difficulty that
governments have in justifying differential funding for the same program across institutions. So
there is a tension between rewarding “excellence” (either directly or through flexibility on
tuition) and providing “equitable” funding.
It is important to recall that the issue of how much institutional autonomy and how much central
direction and control we should have in PSE remains quite contested. As Boadway (2005, p. 84)
notes, “[W]e are far from perfectly informed about the balance between decentralized,
competitive decision-making and controlled, cooperative decision-making in this sector.”
Keeping in mind the conceptual frameworks for measuring quality and for assessing the
appropriate role of government in PSE, we now turn to the recent experience in Canada with the
funding and regulation of PSE. How well have government policies towards higher education
supported the goal of promoting both access and quality?
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5.

Recent Trends in the Funding and Regulation of Post-secondary
Education in Canada

In this section, we consider, for the period of about the last 15 years, how much funding
governments in Canada have provided to PSE, what other sources of funding have been used,
what mechanisms have been used to allocate funds, and what regulatory and accountability
requirements have been put in place. Here we rely principally on the study for CPRN by
Snowdon (2005b), Without a Roadmap: Government Funding and Regulation of Canada’s
Universities and Colleges.
5.1 Funding Levels and Changes in the Source of Funds
The funding of PSE in Canada since 1990 has been marked by two distinct phases. The first was
one of cutbacks, as the federal government reduced transfers to the provinces as part of its effort
to bring fiscal deficits under control, and the provinces, in turn, reduced transfers to the broader
public sector, including universities and colleges. The second phase, beginning in the late 1990s,
has been one of reinvestment. The federal government has played a key role in this phase as
well, through the establishment of such programs as the Canada Foundation for Innovation
(CFI), Canada Research Chairs (CRC), and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
(CMSF), and through its initiative to fund part of the indirect costs of research.
Total funding to colleges and universities, from all sources (government, tuition, private
donations and contracts) and for all purposes, reached an all-time high estimated by Snowdon as
$27.7 billion in 2004-05, compared to $16.4 billion in 1992/93. However, inflation represents
about $6 billion of the increase. Also, enrolment grew over the period. If one adjusts the figures
for both inflation and enrolment, per student funding was lower in 2004-05 than in 1992-93 in
six provinces, higher tuition rates notwithstanding.
Within this total, federal research funding, and research funding in general, increased markedly
since the latter part of the 1990s. However, the indirect costs of research, while partly recognized
by the federal initiative, have not been fully funded, so the expansion of research activity driven
in part by the new federal programs has added to cost pressures that erode the resources available
for teaching. There are also concerns about how much of the federal funding will continue, given
the temporary nature of some of the recent federal initiatives. (Snowdon, 2005a)
The period was also characterized by a changing distribution of funding sources, with the
reductions in government funding leading to greater emphasis on tuition24 and on private funding
(donations, private contracts).
Snowdon (2005b) summarizes the varying impact these shifts had on particular institutions, as
follows.
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At many institutions, tuition now accounts for about half of total operating revenue. (Private communication
from Ken Snowdon to the author, June 2006.)
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For institutions in provinces where tuition increases were intended to help offset
decreases in provincial grants, it follows that institutions with a greater reliance
on tuition as a source of income would have a better relative situation than those
institutions with a greater reliance on operating grants. However as institutions
took steps to replace provincial monies with other sources – tuition, donations,
research grants and contracts – the impacts were often not quite what was
expected. Tuition increases carried with them increased obligations for student
assistance – sometimes mandated by government but also often mandated by
Boards of Governors. Institutions that moved to increase private giving soon
realized that they had to make major investments in fund-raising infrastructure.
Institutions that pushed to take advantage of expanded federal research funding
soon recognized the reality of indirect costs. The fact is institutions adopted
different approaches to diversify their revenue streams in the face of provincial
funding cut-backs and constraints. Some institutions were able to transform
excess university property into revenue-generating businesses and developments.
Others were able to rely on existing endowment funds to help offset some of the
grant reductions. Others were able to take advantage of actuarial pension
surpluses to reduce pension contributions. And others were able to implement
multi-year budgeting and planning strategies to ‘smooth’ the gyrations associated
with government funding and regulatory changes. Every institution has an
interesting, and different, story to tell, a reminder of the diversity that is an
integral characteristic of the post-secondary sector. (Snowdon, 2005b, pp.19-20)
Funding levels have been compared across jurisdictions at times to assess funding adequacy. But
differences in institutional mandates make such comparisons quite difficult. Across the US, for
example, there are marked differences in higher education systems in terms of, for example, the
size of institutions, the emphasis on research universities versus colleges focusing on
undergraduate teaching, and the emphasis on four-year degree programs versus shorter
community college programs. Within Canada, the mandates of the colleges can differ
substantially across provinces, with some provinces offering applied four-year degrees through
the college system.
Snowdon argues that, such complications notwithstanding, there is evidence of a funding “gap”
between Canadian post-secondary institutions and their counterparts in the United States. For
example, both Snowdon and Rae cite findings of The Ontario Task Force on Competitiveness,
Productivity and Economic Progress that Ontario’s universities had operating revenue per
student in 2002-03 about $2,900 lower on average than public universities in a set of 14 “peer”
states, when US dollars are adjusted for purchasing power parity.
However, Snowdon (2005b) acknowledges that, “considerably more effort is required to arrive at
better comparative information that would provide a higher level of confidence the comparisons
are truly ‘apples to apples.’” (p.23). Moreover, in a separate paper (2005a), Snowdon points out
that it is not clear what funding benchmarks mean without information on levels of access and
quality in the comparator jurisdictions.
Several provinces have begun to reinvest in their post-secondary sectors. Alberta’s 2005 Budget
provided for an 18 per cent increase in operating grants to post-secondary institutions over a
26
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three-year period, as well as a major expansion in funding for apprenticeship training. British
Columbia in 2005 announced plans to add 25,000 new post-secondary spaces. Ontario’s 2005
Budget included plans for $6.2 billion in new funding for the sector over a five-year period. In
addition, the 2006 federal Budget allocates up to $1 billion to the provinces and territories for
investments in PSE infrastructure.
5.2 Funding Mechanisms
Provincial Funding Mechanisms

Snowdon (2005b) reviews the mechanisms the different provinces use to allocate funds
(particularly, operating grants) to colleges and universities. He finds that many provinces
adjusted their funding mechanisms over the last fifteen years to put more emphasis on earmarked
funds (envelopes for special purposes, such as expanding enrolments in particular fields) and
matching contributions (for infrastructure investment and student assistance endowment). The
latter was seen as a way not only to lever provincial spending, but also to enhance institutions’
responsiveness to market forces. As noted earlier, some provinces also tied a small portion of
overall funding to results on key performance indicators (graduation rates, employment rates).
In the mid-90s, such targeted funding was often the only source of incremental funds, which
meant that funding for institutions was, generally, less predictable and less stable than
previously. There was often little financial incentive to take on new students unless tuition could
be substantially raised.
Federal Funding Mechanisms

In the 1990s, while federal transfers to the provinces were cut, new targeted federal spending
initiatives in PSE emerged. Support for university research was enhanced through the Canada
Foundation for Innovation, the Canada Research Chairs program, Indirect Costs, increased
funding for the Granting Councils, and the establishment of the Canadian Institutes of Health
Research.
For the provinces, these new federal envelopes were a mixed blessing, as they steered some
provincial and other funding towards federal priorities, since the federal initiatives typically did
not cover all costs of the projects they were funding. As noted earlier, the emphasis of the federal
initiatives on research added to the strains on teaching budgets.
Because the federal research monies were awarded on a competitive basis, rather than across the
board, they fostered institutional differentiation. Institutions with a significant research presence
benefited more than others, and “a very small set of Canadian institutions emerged as the clear
research leaders.” (Snowdon, 2005b, p.34)
There were also new federal initiatives in the area of student assistance: improved tax benefits
related to PSE costs and, through the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, new
bursaries. This gave the federal government more visibility in the PSE arena at the same time
that transfers to the provinces had been cut. It also fostered more of the market-based approach
to PSE described in section 4.1 of this paper, by directing funds to “consumers” rather than
Fostering Quality in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions
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institutions. This went hand-in-hand with the rise in tuition fees in this period. But the meshing
of federal and provincial student aid programs did not always work well. In some cases,
provinces simply cut their own grants in light of the availability of the federal bursaries, though
more recent federal initiatives have been designed to have an incremental impact.
While to some extent the federal initiatives were welcome sources of funds, they “added greater
complexity to the post-secondary landscape and led to increased friction in federal-provincial
relations.”(Snowdon, 2005b, p.34) And overall funding was still seen by many as inadequate.
5.3 The Regulatory Environment
There were many changes in government regulation of PSE across the country in the period
since 1990, paralleling the changes in funding arrangements.
Tuition policy varied over time and across provinces, with periods of partial de-regulation,
tuition freezes, or limited increases. Overall, tuition rose substantially over the period, but
governments retained a firm hand on the size of increase allowed in most provinces most of the
time. In some cases, institutions were given more freedom to set tuition in professional
programs, leading to much sharper increases in tuition rates for those programs, and greater
differentiation in expenditure per student across programs within an institution.
Student aid policies changed as well. Snowdon summarizes what happened as follows.
[I]n many provinces the changes in tuition policy were accompanied by changes
in government student assistance – including the move from grant-based schemes
to loan-based schemes, changes in eligibility, greater emphasis on institutional aid
programs, changes in the administration of loan arrangements and then the
reintroduction of some provincial grants or bursaries. Students and institutional
aid officers coped with a myriad of changes that seemed to add layers of
complexity, often resulting in major information system overhauls. Spending on
student assistance increased markedly – in fact student assistance became, by far,
the fastest growing expenditure in many institutions.
Other changes seen in the regulatory environment over the past 15 years included:
•

Expansion of the degree-granting powers of the colleges and/or allowing for private degree
granting institutions, partly in response to the growing number of graduating high school
students looking for places in degree programs; and

•

Numerous changes in reporting requirements as part of the growing interest by governments
in ensuring accountability for the expenditure of scarce public funds.

At any one time a number of the preceding factors were at play, and often all of the factors were
influencing institutional decisions in a variety of areas – resource allocation, enrolment levels,
program development, student assistance policy, fund-raising priorities, tuition levels and capital
investment. (Snowdon, 2005b, p.42)
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It has been a turbulent period for Canada’s universities and colleges. Snowdon argues that the
multitude of changes in government policies (financial and regulatory) affecting the sector made
it very difficult to plan, and the fact the federal and provincial policies sometimes worked at
cross-purposes exacerbated this difficulty. Snowdon’s assessment is that quality suffered.
Turning to an assessment of the impact on quality – at least as defined by the
quantity of inputs into the undergraduate learning environment – it appears that
quality deteriorated for much of the period and manifested itself in a number of
ways: less student-to-faculty interaction, larger classes, fewer opportunities for
major writing assignments, greater use of multiple choice exams, less breadth in
course offerings, and deteriorating physical facilities. The number of university
full-time faculty dropped from a level of 32,900 in the early 1990s to 29,600 by
1998, and is only now getting back to the levels of the early 1990s, even though
enrolment has increased markedly. As research activity increased, faculty found
themselves with less time for student interaction. Increased research activity led to
increased pressure and demands on institutional services and facilities that were
already strapped from cut-backs in provincial funding. Despite positive
investments in academic development centres and quality assurance processes,
and despite the apparent improvement in the quality of new faculty hires, the
overall assessment is that the quality of the undergraduate learning experience, in
particular, deteriorated through the 1990s and into the early years of the 21st
century. But, it is largely a subjective assessment. (Snowdon, 2005b, p.58)
Snowdon calls for a simpler and more stable policy framework to facilitate the realization of
both access and quality objectives, with more consultation between government and the
institutions as well as between levels of government.
Some institutions responded to the turbulence by developing multi-year plans, and that helped to
smooth the effects of frequent changes in policy and less stability in funding. Some also looked
for innovative ways to enhance the quality of their teaching or connect their research efforts to
their communities. In the next section, we look at the climate for and examples of innovation in
Canada’s colleges and universities, relying on the paper prepared for CPRN by Robert Crocker
and Alex Usher, Innovation and Differentiation in Canada’s Post-secondary Institutions.
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6.

Innovation in Canada’s Universities and Colleges

Crocker and Usher look at innovations in teaching and research dissemination that involved
changes in general practice at an institution or across institutions, “in particular, innovations
designed to place an institution at the forefront of a field or to differentiate the institution in some
way from other similar institutions.” (p.i) They report on interviews with government officials, a
survey of post-secondary institutions, and more in-depth analysis of six examples of innovative
practices.
Crocker and Usher find that governments actively promote knowledge transfer, but otherwise
take little direct action to stimulate or steer innovation in universities or colleges. Most
respondents to the survey regard the innovation climate within their institutions as positive. The
principal drivers of innovation are seen as internal: institutional vision (often with a purpose of
differentiating the institution from competitors), support for pedagogical and personal
development, and dedicated financial and human resources. Perceived impediments to
innovation include limited resources, limited rewards and recognition, resistance to change, and,
in the case of the colleges, limited opportunities for research.
Crocker and Usher study six examples of innovation that involved broad institutional change, as
follows.
6.1 The “Acadia Advantage”
In the early 1990s, Acadia University sought to distinguish itself from competitors through the
integration of computer and information technology into the teaching and learning process.
Acadia provided each student with a laptop computer (financed in part by higher student fees)
and established a comprehensive support system for the technology and to facilitate and
encourage its use in teaching and learning. The technology has been used to complement regular
classroom teaching, not supplant it.
6.2 The University of Waterloo: Cooperative Education and Technology Transfer
Cooperative education has been emphasized at Waterloo for decades, and is seen as a key factor
in gaining independence from the University of Western Ontario in the 1950s. Crocker and
Usher argue that cooperative education, particularly in the Faculty of Engineering, has helped
Waterloo attract research funding that facilitated the commercialization of its research.
[T]he cooperative program brings the university much closer to industries in a
position to take advantage of research, and ... encourages an entrepreneurial
culture among students, faculty and graduates. Added to this is the early adoption
by Waterloo of a policy allowing intellectual property to remain in the hands of
researchers. The synergy between cooperative education and technology transfer,
aided by the intellectual property policy, clearly differentiates Waterloo from
other Canadian universities of its size. (p.v.)
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6.3 Problem-based Learning at McMaster Medical School
McMaster’s medical school, from its beginning in 1965, adopted an approach to teaching based
on intensive study, in small groups, of cases that illustrate clinical principles, where the faculty
act as facilitators of learning rather than lecturers. After being pioneered by McMaster, this
approach has been adopted in a number of medical schools around the world, including Harvard,
as well as some other professional schools (in architecture, law, business and engineering). Like
the case of co-op at Waterloo, problem-based learning at McMaster Medical School was there
from the start, based on a vision for education in a particular professional domain.
Evaluations of problem-based learning have found that the students are more engaged in their
studies and perform as well as or better than non- problem-based learning students in clinical
evaluations, but there was some evidence of weakness in knowledge of basic sciences. McMaster
has recently responded by revamping the cases used in teaching to build in more science content
and put more emphasis on underlying medical causes, and by adding a new and more intensive
professional competencies program.
6.4 The Nova Scotia Community College
The NSCC was established (first as an umbrella organization administered by the provincial
government in 1993, then as an independent entity in 1996) as a consolidation of community
colleges in Nova Scotia, following critical reports on the colleges (as too narrowly focused on
trades training) and a reduction in the purchase of seats in college programs by the federal
government. After the appointment of a new president in 1998, the NSCC adopted “portfolio
learning,” in which students build a portfolio of their work as their program progresses, and use
it when they seek employment or to continue their education. “This approach is credited not only
with significantly improving employment rates for graduates, but also with bringing the college
to the forefront as a major player in development of the Nova Scotia economy.” (p.v.) It also led
to reinvestment in the NSCC by the provincial government.
The innovation at NSCC can be seen as the result of both external and internal forces. External
pressures and direction forced the consolidation of the college system in Nova Scotia. However,
internal forces, particularly the leadership and vision of the new president, shaped the particular
form of the response.
6.5 Distance Education and e-learning
This is an innovation that cuts across numerous post-secondary institutions in Canada: the
increased use of technology in teaching and learning. Crocker and Usher report three drivers: the
demand for access to PSE by those remote from university or college campuses, the emerging
emphasis on life-long learning, and efforts by government and industry to promote the use of
information and communications technology as a vehicle for adding to the growth of the
economy.
…Canada has been at the forefront in many aspects of e-learning including expanding
the broadband capabilities needed to provide access to e-learning, the development of
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e-learning materials and research and development in this area. (Crocker and Usher,
2006, p.30)
Several institutions in Canada emphasize distance education and e-learning, such as Athabasca
University, which offers programs only by distance learning, and now serves over 30,000
students each year; Manitoba’s University College of the North; Thompson Rivers University in
Kamloops; Royal Roads University in BC., which specializes in business and professional
programs, mainly for working professionals; Contact North, a partnership of universities,
colleges and school boards in Northern Ontario; Memorial University of Newfoundland; and the
Canadian Virtual University, a consortium of the leading distance learning universities.
However, there has been little research on the effectiveness or efficiency of e-learning.
6.6 Changing Mandates of Community Colleges
According to Crocker and Usher, in the 1980s and 1990s, there was a growing number of jobs
that demanded a combination of technical/vocational and analytic skill sets, leading in turn to the
growth of “hybrid” programs that blend academic and occupational studies, and a blurring of the
distinction between colleges and universities. Ontario approved the offering of applied degrees
by community colleges, and some colleges and universities have established partnerships to
provide new degree programs. In British Columbia, some colleges were transformed into
“university colleges,” with the power to award degrees. Alberta now allows all of its colleges to
offer bachelor’s degrees.
6.7 Lessons from the Case Studies
What do the cases examined by Crocker and Usher tell us about the climate for innovation in
Canada’s post-secondary institutions, and about the conditions needed to foster innovation?
The cases studies suggest that the following factors have been important in promoting innovation
in our universities and colleges.
•

Visionary leadership: Several cases involve a leader or leadership group that saw a way to
differentiate their school from the competition and articulated a vision that helped define the
institution.

•

External pressures: Funding pressures, concerns about quality, growing demand for access,
and a changing labour market have all contributed to innovation in PSE in Canada.

•

Sustained effort: Innovations that change an institution take time to implement and take
sustained commitment to see them through the initial hurdles.

Governments have usually had little involvement in shaping particular innovations, though they
clearly have helped shaped the external environment in which innovation takes place, and they
drove the trend towards adding degree programs to the colleges. Not only are most innovations
internally-driven, but innovations that transform an institution are not easy to export from one
institution to another.
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Other research has also emphasized the importance of internal drivers for innovation in postsecondary institutions, but points in addition to the availability of reliable funding. Cameron
(2005) cites a study by Clark (1998) of five European universities which had transformed
themselves into “entrepreneurial universities” (actively seeking to innovate in how they do their
work). These universities shared the following characteristics:
1. A strong leadership group, exercising leadership though shared values.
2. An “enhanced development periphery” of new units undertaking new lines of
interdisciplinary enquiry, often in cooperation with industry.
3. Diversified funding sources.
4. Resources shared across the whole institution; commitment maintained to “heartland
departments.”
5. Culture of innovation – a shared, unifying vision across the institution.
Of concern in the Canadian cases is that there has been little effort at systematically evaluating
innovations in the approach to teaching in PSE. It is ironic and disturbing that our most
important institutions for research, namely our universities, appear to devote little attention to
research on pedagogy in higher education. Provincial governments have some responsibility in
this regard, as their efforts to foster innovation have, in the PSE sector, mainly translated into
incentives for the commercialization of research, not to promote new and better ways of
educating university and college students.
Given the well-established link between higher education and economic
outcomes, governments and institutions should have strong reason to support
research on how to properly define and measure the specific kinds of knowledge
and skills that contribute most to these outcomes. More specifically, it is
recommended that e-learning and other innovative approaches to achieving these
goals be given greater impetus through support for both the development of
practices and the conduct of research around these practices. (Crocker and Usher,
2006, p. vi)
Similarly, Pakravan (2006) notes that, since traditional research output is more readily
measurable and assessed than teaching, there is a tendency for universities to pay less attention to
ensuring a high quality of instruction than they should. Funding mechanisms ought to provide
incentives for PSE institutions to remedy this.
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7.

Conclusions and Policy Implications

7.1 Summary of Key Findings
Key points from the Finnie/Usher, Snowdon, and Crocker/Usher papers prepared for CPRN and
other recent Canadian literature on quality in PSE are as follows.
Returns to PSE

•

Both private returns (better employment, higher earnings) and social returns (more
innovation, better health, reduced crime, more civic engagement) are high.

Access

•

The rate of participation in PSE in Canada is high in comparison with other countries, but
those from low-income families are much less likely to participate than others.

•

Financial issues partly explain this, but even more important are parental aspirations,
misperceptions about the costs and benefits of higher education, and distance of the family
home from a PSE institution. Early intervention is necessary to address aspirations and
improve understanding about what PSE offers.

Measuring Quality

•

Quality in PSE can be thought of as the improvement in learning outcomes and ultimately
final outcomes (such as earnings, health, life satisfaction, civic engagement) associated with
the PSE experience. Different organizations (including governments) and individuals may
have different views of desired outcomes and therefore different concepts of what constitutes
quality in PSE.

•

Measuring quality should involve measuring how institutional resources and alternative
pedagogies are associated with learning outcomes, while controlling for the “beginning
characteristics” of the students. One could then measure the relationship between learning
outcomes and desired final outcomes.

•

Such measurements could be undertaken using data on each student or averages for groups of
students, and could focus on performance at the system, institutional, or departmental levels.
Institutions can be thought of as particular groupings of inputs.

•

It is not satisfactory to measure the quality of a university or college by the grades of the
incoming students (beginning characteristics) or the size of the library (resource inputs) or
the employment rates of graduates (outcomes). What matters is the “value-added”: the extent
to which the students exit PSE with better skills and greater knowledge than what they came
in with, and how these greater contribute to social and individual goals.

•

Most existing measures focus on inputs or outputs, not value-added. However, there are some
promising approaches, such as the National Survey of Student Engagement (an indirect
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measure of learning), the Collegiate Learning Assessment, and the flexible approach to
rankings adopted by Germany’s Centre for Higher Education Development.
•

Some jurisdictions focus not on trying to measure specific indicators of quality, but on
ensuring that each institution has in place a sound quality improvement process.
Governments monitor the process, but, in this model, it is the responsibility of the institutions
to set goals and strategies, and to report on progress. The transparency of the process and the
reporting is key to the success of such approaches.

Other Conceptual Issues in Fostering Quality in PSE

•

There is a debate on the extent to which one should rely on market incentives (such as a
student-centred approach to financing PSE) to foster quality. Some put a lot of faith in the
ability of students and parents to make well-informed choices, and in the capacity of student
aid systems to address concerns about access. Others are more sceptical on both counts.

•

Issues related inadequate information, externalities (gains to participation in PSE that go
beyond the individual participant), difficulties in private financing of PSE costs, lack of a
fully “competitive” market, and equity concerns all provide a rationale for government
intervention in PSE. However, there is little agreement on the magnitude of these
considerations.

•

Similarly, there are different views about the best balance between central direction and
institutional autonomy. One’s perspective on this plays a key role in the design of
accountability frameworks. Smith (2000) and Rae (2005) lean towards an emphasis on
institutional autonomy, but Rae envisages a central organization that can shape and monitor
accountability mechanisms.

The Experience of the Past 15 Years

•

The funding of PSE in Canada since 1990 has been marked by cutbacks followed by
reinvestment. Total funding per student from all sources was still lower in 2004-05 than in
1992-93 in six provinces. But some provinces have engaged in further reinvestment since
then.

•

Tuition rose substantially over the period, but remained (with some exceptions) regulated by
provincial governments.

•

Federal funding has been marked by a cut in transfers to the provinces, followed by an
increase in funds to institutions for research, and new and enhanced measures for student aid.

•

For the provinces, the new federal envelopes were a mixed blessing, as they steered some of
the provincial and other funding towards federal priorities, since they typically did not cover
all costs of federally funded projects. The emphasis of the federal initiatives on research
added to the strains on teaching budgets. Universities with a significant research presence
benefited more than others.
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•

Differences in institutional mandates make it difficult to compare funding across
jurisdictions, but there is some evidence of a funding gap between Canadian post-secondary
institutions and their counterparts in the United States.

•

Many provinces adjusted their funding mechanisms to put more emphasis on earmarked
funds (envelopes for special purposes, such as expanding enrolments in particular fields) and
matching contributions (for infrastructure investment and student assistance endowment).
The latter was seen as a way not only to lever provincial spending, but also to enhance
institutions’ responsiveness to market forces. Some provinces tied a small portion of overall
funding to results on key performance indicators (graduation rates, employment rates).

•

Targeted funding, and changes in funding mechanisms, made funding for institutions less
predictable and less stable.

•

The degree-granting powers of the colleges were expanded, partly in response to the growth
in demand for access to degree programs.

•

Governments made numerous changes in reporting requirements as part of the growing
interest in ensuring accountability for the expenditure of scarce public funds.

•

The multitude of changes in government policies affecting the sector made it difficult to plan,
and the fact the federal and provincial policies sometimes worked at cross-purposes
exacerbated this difficulty.

Innovation in Canada’s Universities and Colleges

•

Governments actively promote knowledge transfer, but otherwise take little direct action to
stimulate or steer innovation in universities or colleges.

•

University and college officials see the principal drivers of innovation as internal:
institutional vision (often with a purpose of differentiating the institution from competitors),
support for pedagogical and personal development, and dedicated financial and human
resources. Perceived impediments to innovation include limited resources, limited rewards
and recognition, resistance to change, and, in the case of the colleges, limited opportunities
for research.

•

The case studies of major innovations at PSE institutions suggest that innovation arises
principally from visionary leadership, but that external pressures also play a role. Innovations
that transform an institution are not easy to export from one institution to another.

•

There has been little effort to systematically evaluate innovations in the approach to teaching
in PSE.

With these considerations in mind, how can we best promote quality in PSE?
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7.2 Policy Implications
Measuring Quality

Following the work of Finnie and Usher, it is clear that traditional measures of quality that tend
to focus on inputs or outputs, but rarely connect the two, are not satisfactory. We need to
measure the “value-added” contribution of PSE to learning and to “final outcomes.” We
encourage the use of the data from the National Graduates Surveys to analyze the relationship
between final outcomes (such as employment, earnings, and job satisfaction) and aspects of the
learning experience (type of program, length of program, whether co-op studies are included),
while controlling for some beginning characteristics (sex, age, language, immigration status,
place of residence). This would only get at pieces of the full puzzle, but it would be a useful start.
Like Rae, we also encourage Canadian universities to participate in the National Survey of
Student Engagement, and colleges to participate in the Community College Survey of Student
Engagement (but also NSSE, for students in the four-year applied degree programs), as these
instruments help us better understand the quality of the learning environment. Canadian
governments and universities should monitor the early implementation of The Collegiate
Learning Assessment in the US, and consider adopting it as well.
Such tools can help guide the improvement of quality in post-secondary institutions. However, as
Stein (2005) points out, we need to keep in mind that improvement strategies may take several
years to bear fruit. A short-term focus can discourage risk-taking and undermine quality
improvement.
In the long-run, we encourage the development of longitudinal data that would allow a fuller
specification of the Finnie/Usher model. In this regard, we support Rae’s recommendation that
provinces – his focus was on Ontario – should adopt a numeric identifier for students that would
allow linking administrative data and tracking the experience of Canadians throughout all their
connections with the education/training system.
The Degree of Emphasis on Market Incentives

As discussed in section 4.1 above, well-functioning markets can be powerful forces for the
efficient allocation of resources. This has led many observers to recommend a more studentcentred approach to PSE financing: give the money to the students, let the institutions set tuition
rates, and let student choice determine the allocation of funds across institutions and programs.
The “externalities” (benefits to the wider society of participation in PSE) could be addressed
through government subsidies, but these would go to the students, not the institutions. Equity
concerns could be addressed through higher subsidies for students from low-income families.
On the other hand, the specific program/discipline expertise that will be in demand in the labour
market four years into the future is highly uncertain. Students’ sense of their own interests and
aptitudes may also be in flux at the time they apply to PSE. Even if we are able to improve the
accessibility of information on program offerings and costs (net of financial aid), it is
questionable that we could rely on students to make informed choices about the allocation of
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PSE teaching resources, and there seems little reason to expect that student choices would be a
good guide to the allocation of research resources.
In addition, as Smith (2000) and others have argued, it is reasonable to expect that PSE
institutions are motivated to compete (for the best students, the best faculty) even if they do not
have to rely on the market for most of their funding.
A more student-centered approach to funding could also undermine the ability of smaller
institutions to offer quality programs to students in their communities. Geographic distance is a
barrier to access, so there is a case for ensuring that resources per undergraduate student for
those programs that are most commonly in demand are provided to a similar extent across
institutions. Differentiation among institutions with respect to the degree of emphasis on research
and graduate teaching can continue to be fostered through the merit-based approach to funding
used by the major granting councils and other federal programs.
Finally, our current aid systems are clearly not up to the task of ensuring that students from lowincome families could deal with the costs of a system that relied primarily on tuition revenues.
Accordingly, we would not recommend increasing the reliance on market forces as a way to
improve quality in PSE.
Funding of PSE

For the reasons just given, direct funding to institutions should be the largest source of funding
for PSE. Such funds need to be more predictable than they have been, with an emphasis on core
funding, and multi-year allocations rather than earmarked grants or year-to-year funding. This
would better support for long-term planning: it takes years to build new space, and plan and
develop new programs.25
The concern about relying too heavily on market forces does not necessarily mean that tuition
should play a smaller role than at present, or that governments should completely regulate the
level and structure of tuition rates. There are sizeable private gains to the individual from
participating in PSE, which justifies a significant role for tuition as a source of funding. And
some flexibility in tuition setting26 is needed to recognize and facilitate diversity across
institutions.
However, the evidence on social returns to PSE, and on PSE resources per student in public
institutions in the US, suggests that further government investment in the sector in Canada
remains desirable. The sector’s health is clearly important to our prosperity, in the broadest
sense, whether we focus on the individual, the community, the province, or the nation. Recent
announcements in some provinces and the federal government’s plan to contribute to the cost of
infrastructure renewal will help, but there is scope to go further.
25

Such an approach would also be consistent with the model set out below of allowing the institutions discretion in
the setting of priorities (within a rigourous and transparent quality improvement process).
26
This might involve, for example, setting a limit on the average increase in tuition fees, but allowing each
institution to vary the rate of increase by program.
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We are far from able to be precise about what the optimal level would be. To even begin to
approach that, we need more information about the connections between resources and learning
outcomes, and research that allows comparisons across jurisdictions to better account for
differences in system structure and institutional mandates.
Whatever the intentions of provincial governments regarding funding levels, we agree with
Snowdon (2005b) that they have an obligation to state what their view is of the resources
requirements of the sector, what the government investment will be, and how they expect the
difference to be made up (e.g., through tuition policy).
Improving Information Available to Students and Parents

The results of the NSSE and the CCSSE by institution are not public, so they are not a guide to
“consumers” of PSE. We need tools that are useful for parents and students when comparing
programs, and which recognize that different individuals may have different values regarding
what they are looking for from PSE. The system developed by Germany’s Centre for Higher
Education Development seems to be a model in this regard and it would be helpful to develop a
similar system here.
More fundamentally, it would be helpful for students and parents to have “one-stop” information
on alternative program offerings, admission requirements, program costs, financial aid, and the
labour market. Rae recommended the development of a web portal in Ontario along these lines.
A linked set of provincial portals would make it easier for prospective students to find
information about institutions and programs that may be of interest to them. But there is also a
risk of overloading students with information. Students need the support of career planning
professionals in their high schools to help guide them through the maze.27
Transparency, Accountability, and Institutional Diversity

In section 4.3, we discussed the tension between the need for accountability for the spending of
taxpayer dollars and the value of institutional autonomy and diversity.
We propose the following model as a means of balancing these considerations.
•

Provincial governments would publicly state their broad goals for the post-secondary system.
Governments could develop indicators that reflect the system goals.

•

Institutions would publicly define and articulate their missions28 and objectives, taking into
account the parameters set out by government. They would also report, in a transparent
fashion, their plans to achieve their objectives and progress made against them. Institutions
would also be required to make public such data (by program) as tuition rates, class sizes,
faculty-student ratios, retention rates, and graduation rates.

27

See Bell and Bezanson (2006) for a description and assessment of the state of career planning services across
Canada.
28
In some cases, institutional missions are set in legislation.
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•

Provincial governments would monitor the process to ensure that universities and colleges
take quality improvement seriously and adhere to the expectations for transparency.

•

There would be some institutional flexibility in setting tuition, to allow for differences in
approaches to (and the costs of) program delivery. But there would not be a complete deregulation of tuition – certainly not before we have a more coherent and effective aid system,
one that demonstrably ensures that affordability and risk are not barriers to participation by
students from low- and middle-income families.

As Pakravan (2006) notes, as long as the reporting is transparent, it is not clear that there would
be any advantage to tying any part of funding to performance against the system-wide indicators
or the institution-specific objectives.
Our emphasis on institutional flexibility within a rigorous and transparent quality improvement
process also has implications for the use of targeted funding by governments. Where such
“incentive funds” are created, they should fully fund the targeted projects. Otherwise, they force
the recipient institutions to cross-subsidize from their core funds, undermining other areas of
operation.
This model would put a great deal of trust in the governing bodies of individual universities and
colleges to take quality improvement processes seriously. They will need to demonstrate that
they are up to the challenge, or face a greater degree of government intervention.29
Greater transparency in the provision of information by the universities and colleges is a key
element of the model. It would not only bring discipline to quality improvement processes; it
would also improve the ability of students, parents, and employers to make comparisons across
institutions and programs and to select based on their own priorities.
Properly, universities should not have an accountability relationship, but should
exist within an accountability environment, or an accountability eco-system – lots
of accountabilities are possible and may co-exist. In fact, a good institution should
not be responsible to one, but balance how it reacts to different pressures from
different accountability relationships. And the entities on the other end of the
relationship – students, parents, employers, governments, funders – should be free
to continually develop and refine the kinds of things they want to see from
institutions. (Alex Usher, private communication with the author, June 2006)
Some progress towards implementing a model along these lines has been made. For example,
Ontario is moving toward multi-year planning and funding and an approach to accountability
similar to what we have put forward. But we need to go farther to promote
disclosure/transparency, and we need a consistent effort to implement this model in all
jurisdictions.

29

Snowdon (2005b) points out that, since university Governing Boards generally have representation from
students, faculty, staff, university administration, government, alumni, and interested citizens, they provide a vehicle
for developing institutional objectives and plans that take into account a variety of perspectives and interests.
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Bridging Between Programs

Even with improved information about university programs prior to entry, many young people
will inevitably be uncertain about their program choice. Labour markets change, but more
importantly, as PSE students experience their programs and learn more about their own abilities
and interests, some are bound to find that a change in program, and possibly a change in
institution, is best for them.30 Universities and colleges should actively facilitate program
transfer. There will always be some tension between ease of transfer and institutional control
over standards, but transferring students ultimately have to meet the standards of the new
institution anyway, through completion of their programs, so the balance ought to be in favour of
ease of transfer. If the universities and colleges are unable to make progress in this regard on
their own, governments will (and should) demand it of them.
Research on Pedagogy in Higher Education and Promoting Good Teaching

What are the factors that contribute to learning at our universities in colleges, at both the
graduate and undergraduate levels? What innovative approaches to teaching methods are having
beneficial effects on learning outcomes, labour market outcomes, and civic engagement? As
Crocker and Usher have pointed out, there is little systematic research in Canada on pedagogy in
higher education, including little systematic evaluation of some of the more well-known
innovations. Our leading institutions of research, namely the universities, need to pay attention to
this research gap, to support the implementation of improved teaching methods, and to reward
good teaching.31 Governments need to develop incentive funding to make this happen.
Promoting Global Networks

The quality of the learning experience in PSE can be enriched by the diversity of the student
body. An important feature of this diversity is the participation in our universities and colleges of
students from other countries. As Gertler and Vinodrai (2005) point out, the presence of foreign
students in our institutions of higher learning can advance the goal of social inclusion, by
promoting understanding of and respect for other cultures, as well as the goal of competitiveness,
by “connecting our local economies to global knowledge networks” (p.306). Similarly, Rae notes
that international exchanges benefit both home and host institutions through a more diversified
student body and the province overall through stronger international networks. Accordingly, we
need to avoid tuition policies that discourage the participation of foreign students, and we need to
actively promote to Canadian students the benefits of spending part of their program abroad.

30

Key characteristics of programs of study (class size, course offerings, teaching assignments) may also change
after the student has entered the program. The nature of the contract between the student and the institution is
unclear. (My thanks to David Trick for pointing this out.) This reinforces the case for ease of mobility between
institutions.
31
The Council of Ontario Universities (2006) indicates that Ontario universities are considering creating a
university teaching development network that could promote sharing of best practices and conduct scholarly
research on teaching and learning. This would be a positive step.
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Improving the Coherence of Federal and Provincial Policies

Post-secondary education is one arena among many where federal/provincial tensions arise.
Federal spending cutbacks in transfers to the provinces were seen as contributing to strains in the
sector in the mid-1990s. Subsequent federal investment has helped to build research
infrastructure in the universities, but the targeted nature of the funds has not always aligned with
provincial priorities and may have added to pressures on teaching resources. And the aid system,
a mix of federal, provincial, and institutional programs, is complex and not well-targeted to
financial need. The lack of coherence in federal and provincial policies towards PSE has been
noted by a number of commentators. Snowdon (2005b, p.63) articulates the frustration with the
current state of intergovernmental relations in this area.
Building and sustaining capacity to improve access and a post-secondary
environment that is competitive with other jurisdictions (states and countries)
involves investments in a host of areas – research infrastructure, core
infrastructure, undergraduate education, graduate education, international
education, sponsored research, student assistance – to mention only a few. Surely
there is a way for provincial and federal governments to sort out their respective
funding obligations to ensure improved access for students and a quality learning
environment that rivals the best in the world.
At the very least, it would be helpful if the two levels of government established a regular
process for consultation and collaboration on policy towards PSE.
Building Trust

Snowdon’s account of funding and regulatory developments regarding PSE over the past 15
years points to concerns not only about the substance of policy decisions and the frequency of
policy changes, but also about the decision-making process.
[T]he process for developing and defining goals is of key importance and must be
characterized by consultation and transparency and preferably lead to a result that
is ‘owned’ by government and the institutions. A pervasive lack of trust between
the various partners responsible for post-secondary education and research
characterized a major part of the period under review and was simply not
conducive to addressing access and quality concerns. (Snowdon, 2005b, pp. 6061)
Government objectives for the system as a whole, the approach to funding and regulation, as
well as accountability mechanisms and requirements, all should be developed in close
consultation with universities, colleges, and their umbrella organizations. Setting the broad
objectives for the system should also involve the engagement of the public.
As noted above, the need to build trust applies not only to relationships between provincial
governments and their PSE sectors, but also between levels of government.
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Facilitating Access

While this paper focuses on promoting quality in our universities and colleges, it remains
important to address barriers that may discourage some of our young people from participating in
PSE. Per the work of de Broucker (2005a) cited earlier, some of those barriers are financial, but
of greater importance are non-financial matters such as parental aspirations and misperceptions
about the costs and benefits of PSE.
The non-financial barriers call for early intervention (in the late primary or early high school
years) to provide information and encouragement to students and parents from low-income
families. Pilot programs along these lines sponsored by the Canada Millennium Scholarship
Foundation are worth monitoring in this regard. Consolidation of information on program
requirements, costs, and student aid, as recommended above, will also facilitate access.
It is well beyond the scope of the paper to propose the details of a re-design of student aid
systems. However, we offer the following general principles:
•

The rules on student aid should be as simple as possible, with help readily available to
navigate the system.

•

Federal and provincial measures should complement each other, not work at cross-purposes.

•

Repayment provisions for loans should take into account earnings after graduation.

•

Student loans should be widely available, and not limited by the assumed capacity of parents
or spouses.

•

Grants or tax credits should be targeted to those from low-income families.

•

Eligibility for grants should depend on income, not assets. Low-income families who manage
to save for PSE should not have those savings wiped out by reduced eligibility for education
grants.

While some progress has been made in recent years, we are far from realizing these principles. In
particular, the aid delivered through the tax system is weighted towards those who are well off.
Moreover, many of the grants offered directly by the universities to undergraduates are in the
form of “merit scholarships” awarded to students on the basis of high-school grades and blind to
income.32
In conclusion, while we need more research on the factors associated with a quality learning
environment in PSE, and while the optimal response to some of the key policy issues is
uncertain, there are a number of directions for reform that would help foster quality in Canada’s
post-secondary institutions.

32

Dooley et al. (2006) document the use of merit-based scholarships among Ontario universities. Rosenstone
(2005) reports that, as a result of the movement to merit-based scholarships in the US., the average amount of
scholarship money awarded by public and private colleges and universities to students in the highest income quartile
exceeds that awarded to those on the lowest income quartile.
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At the heart of our proposals is to establish a transparent quality improvement process whereby
provincial governments articulate broad system goals, and individual universities and colleges
develop and report on institutional objectives, plans, and progress. Other key proposals are as
follows.
•

Continue recent government efforts to reinvest in the sector.

•

Adopt a value-added orientation to quality measurement.

•

Develop linked provincial portals for information on PSE programs and labour markets.

•

Facilitate students’ ability to transfer between programs.

•

Promote international exchange.

•

Develop funding and tuition policies that balance the need for stability/predictability with the
need for flexibility and institutional diversity.

•

Rebuild trust between the sector and governments and between levels of government through
policy processes that regularly involve consultation and collaboration.
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Federal Government Departments, Agencies and Commissions:
Canada Mortgage and Housing Corporation
Canadian Heritage
Canadian Institutes of Health Research
Citizenship and Immigration Canada
Health Canada
Human Resources Skills Development Canada
Infrastructure Canada
International Development Research Centre
Law Commission of Canada
Office of Nursing Policy
Privy Council Office
Social Development Canada
Provincial Governments:
Alberta
- Alberta Human Resources and Employment
British Columbia
- Ministry of Skills Development and Labour
Manitoba
- Department of Family Services and Housing
- Ministry of Advanced Education and Training
- Ministry of Education, Citizenship and Youth
New Brunswick
- Department of Training and Employment Development
Nova Scotia
- Department of Community Services
- Department of Education
- Department of Environment and Labour
Ontario
- Ministry of Children and Youth Services
- Ministry of Community and Social Services
- Ministry of Labour
- Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities
- Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities – Postsecondary Review Secretariat
- Ontario Women’s Health Council
- Strategic Planning and Elementary/Secondary Programs
Prince Edward Island
- Department of Education
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Quebec
- Commission des normes du travail
Saskatchewan
- Department of Community Resources and Employment
- Ministry of Labour
- Department of Learning
Foundations:
The Bertelsmann Foundation
Bronfman Foundation
Community Foundations of Canada
Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation
Fondation Roaster’s Foundation
Pierre Elliott Trudeau Foundation
William and Nancy Turner Foundation
R. Howard Webster Foundation
The Wilson Foundation
Associations and Other Organizations:
Association of Colleges of Applied Arts and Technology of Ontario
Atlantic Centre of Excellence for Women’s Health
Canadian Centre for Philanthropy
Canadian Institute for Health Information
Canadian Labour Congress
Canadian Medical Association
Canadian Public Health Association
Centre of Excellence for Children and Adolescents with Special Needs
Centre of Excellence for Youth Engagement
Conference Board of Canada
McGill University
McMaster University
Modernizing Income Security for Working Age Adults
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
Nuclear Waste Management Organization
Parliamentary Centre of Canada
Public Health Agency of Canada
Queen’s University
Social and Enterprise Development Innovations
Task Force Two: A Physician Human Resource Strategy for Canada
University of Alberta
University of Toronto
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