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Foreword
Dear Reader,
When the StrategyCorp Institute of Public Policy and Economy partnered with
Colleges Ontario to produce a white paper, it was decided at the outset that
we would not attempt to forecast the precise nature of the future of work in
Ontario. Countless papers had already been penned examining how trends like
automation will turn entire sectors on their heads. Producing the same kind of
analysis under a different banner would derive little value for everyday Ontarians
and their policy makers. We instead decided to concentrate more on the impact
to the Ontarian affected by the change than the change itself: less on the future
of work and more on the future of workers.
When starting with the premise that something transformational was coming
to Ontario’s labour market, we recognized - in many instances - that it was
already here. Accepting that significant change was coming allowed us to focus
on more immediate questions: What will the future of work mean for Ontario’s
workers in the medium-term? How will automation impact everyday Ontarians,
their families, and their livelihoods? What does the future of work, or the future
of workers, mean for Ontario’s educational institutions, notably the province’s
24 public colleges?
Knowing that the future worker and their education system are inextricably
linked, we reached out to the senior leadership at Ontario’s colleges. We
held in-person consultations with 14 college leadership teams and their local
employer filled Program Advisory Committees (PACs), sat down with student
associations, and compiled research from across Canada and the world.i Shortly
after we concluded these consultations, the global outbreak of COVID-19
reached Canada. In a few short months, the pandemic impacted every aspect of
society in unpredictable ways.
Although COVID-19 was not anticipated during our research, it may well serve
as a catalyst for some of the labour market trends we observed including rapid
automation and job redistribution to knowledge-intensive sectors. We knew
that workerless tasks would help businesses lower labour costs and foster
productivity growth, but now automation’s benefits include an increase in
company resiliency to change and an imperviousness to human-borne illnesses.
COVID-19 has made automation more attractive, meaning it may very well
speed up job displacement that was already in progress due to technological
change.
In the present day, however, it has already dealt a historic blow to Ontario’s
workforce. The closure of businesses throughout the province has led to
record-high unemployment. 1.1 million Ontarians have lost their jobs since
the economic shutdown, the vast majority through no fault of their own, while
another 1.1 million workers have seen sharply reduced hours.1 Whether or not
the unemployed will have a job to return to remains unclear. 70 per cent of the
province’s job losses are in low-paying industries including store clerks, grocers,
transit operators, and wait staff, and were already at the highest risk of being
automated before the pandemic.2
The subsidization of Ontario’s workforce by all levels of government, though
necessary thus far, cannot continue forever. Eventually, government will reach
the bottom of its pockets and the largest deficits in the province’s and country’s
history will need to be reconciled. 3 Workers will need to adapt in order to return
to the labour force; government has every reason to both enable and promote
that adaptation.
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Ontario’s young and lower-skilled workers are some of the hardest hit by the
pandemic. The April 2020 employment rate fell by 11.7 per cent for those aged
25 years and over, yet dropped by 32.4 per cent for workers between the ages
of 15 and 24.4 While the employment rate for workers with a post-secondary
credential fell by 12.3 per cent, workers without any post-secondary education
saw their employment rate fall by a staggering 18.6 per cent.5 High-skilled
workers, many of whom are older, have proven to be the most resilient to the
pandemic’s economic fallout. Ontario must therefore actively work to cultivate
a more highly skilled workforce, and in doing so, reduce its exposure to future
economic volatility. If workers need to gain new skills quickly to find meaningful
employment, they will need their government to help them get there.
Here, Ontario’s college system can play a key role. Ontario’s colleges are unique
in their close collaboration with employers, their more than 200 locations
across the province, and their flexible faculty structure. With these advantages
in hand, Ontario’s colleges can adapt quickly to changing market demands and
circumstances better than any other post-secondary institution. Despite this
potential, colleges have not been given autonomy over their own operations
and courses.If they were empowered to do so, they could and would adapt
to meet the demands of students who need to upskill in order to return to the
newly evolved labour market in short order.
Today’s economy is constantly changing, and Ontario’s colleges need to
continue to change with it. The 17 recommendations outlined in this paper,
including a full embrace of microcredentials and more program autonomy at
Ontario’s colleges, will enable these institutions to adapt to the impacts of both
COVID-19 and the future of work. These changes would ensure that students,
and therefore workers, do not fall behind. We believe that swift action on these
recommendations will help colleges retain their position as global leaders in
education and safeguard Ontario’s economic competitiveness.
Ontarians will no longer hold one job for the whole span of their career. Most
of today’s students must prepare for a labour market that prizes flexibility and
adaptability above all else. In the new economy, regular upskilling and retraining
will be essential. Both employers and employees will need to work in tandem
to ensure that the demand for evolving skills is being met. In a post-COVID-19
Ontario, enabling colleges to truly fulfill their mandate will be necessary to
protect jobs, grow the economy, and ensure that the future of work is built for
the worker.
We would like to thank all those who took part in our consultations including:
the dozens of Ontario employers that participated through their college PACs,
the 14 college leadership teams we met with, the College Students Alliance, the
Colleges Ontario leadership team, each of Ontario’s 24 college Presidents, and
Colleges Ontario President and CEO Linda Franklin. We encourage you to enjoy
the paper, consider its recommendations and challenge its conclusions.
Sincerely,

Mitchell Davidson
Mitchell Davidson
Executive Director
StrategyCorp Institute of Public Policy and Economy
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Executive Summary: The Future of Workers
Countless articles and papers across a variety of
disciplines have been penned regarding the future
of work. A quick search in Google Scholar for “future
of work Canada” or its French-language equivalents
yields approximately five million published results.
This immense catalogue of research fails to reach a
consensus on what the future of work will ultimately
entail for Ontarians and Canadians. In the Canadian
literature reviewed by this paper alone, the number
of jobs forecasted to be automated ranges from as
low as six per cent of the workforce to as high as
59 per cent.6 The projected timeline for automation
ranges from the next 10 to the next 50 years.7
The predicted skills that Ontario’s future workforce
will need to succeed in the labour market
are similarly inconsistent. Although common
themes arise, such as the growing demand for
employees with robust ‘soft’ skills such as verbal
communication and problem-solving, forecasts for
technical skills both change and contradict each
other frequently. While it is impossible to accurately
predict the nature and magnitude of labour market
change, there is no doubt that change is on its way.
In many instances, including in Ontario, that change
is already here.
Trends in the province’s evolving work patterns
have been expedited substantially by the COVID-19
pandemic. The health-turned-economic crisis has
thrown many of even the most informed labour
market projections into disarray. With businesses and
policymakers navigating through uncharted territory,
job postings have plummeted, unemployment has
reached historic highs, and many businesses have
been forced to close permanently. For many Ontario
businesses, the automation of certain functions is
no longer just a potential cost-saver, but a health
necessity. While the ultimate role COVID-19 will
play in shaping Ontario’s future of work remains
uncertain, the province’s workforce will undoubtedly
neither look nor behave the same as it did before the
pandemic.
Lost amid of the web of studies on Ontario’s future
economy, or more recently on the potential labour
market implications of COVID-19, is what the
‘future of work’ will mean for the individual worker.
Both pre- and post-outbreak analysis has largely
focused on how labour market change will impact
large businesses and governments, rather than
the individuals employed by them or even small
business owners and entrepreneurs. The ‘future of
work’ problem presented by economists is often
pitched for government and industry leaders to

solve, rather than for individuals to address in their
day-to-day lives. Indeed, while much has been
written on what Ontario’s’ future workforce will look
like one day, less attention has been paid to how
individual workers actually make the transition from
the work of today to the work of tomorrow. This
paper therefore seeks to address the gap between
the future of work and the future of workers, with
particular attention paid to the role of an Ontario
college education in preparing the workforce for a
volatile economy.
The reality future workers will face must reconcile
with, and ultimately be embraced by, Ontario’s
institutions. Governments will be forced to react
swiftly to profound concerns by voters over the
lack of stable employment or jobs for which they
are qualified. Ontario’s re-employment centres will
face a spike in demand, and simply connecting the
unemployed with publicly listed job vacancies will
no longer suffice in an economy where up to 94
per cent of new jobs created are impermanent by
nature.8
The most important necessity that will arise from
this transition is the ability for institutions, primarily
those in education, to adapt quickly and address
demand. Programs that fail to value speed or
updated curricula will not alleviate the pressures
of putting food on the table. A tendency toward
lengthy programming will not satiate governments’
desire to swiftly reduce unemployment, generate tax
revenue, and lower the number of individuals relying
on welfare support. For workers unable to pinpoint
and plan for future skill shortages, flexibility must be
the priority.
When the town of Janesville, Wisconsin lost its
General Motors plant, some 2,000 people in a town
of just over 60,000 enrolled in the local community
college. Nearly half of the attendees never finished
their degree, primarily because they could not afford
to take even two years away from the workforce.9 If
governments want to be prepared for the millions
of unemployed workers to return to the workforce
in a stable and long-term manner, they will need to
start preparing now, primarily by empowering their
educational institutions to embrace new models that
have a direct impact on employment.
In this paper, the labour trends occurring in Ontario
before COVID-19 will be explored in-depth,
including but not limited to, the growing skills gap
and the factors underlying that trend. Further, Part
I will explore the diminishing opportunities for less
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educated workers and the exacerbation of these
trends in Ontario’s rural communities. Next, the
paper will show how COVID-19 is likely to accelerate
these trends, ultimately establishing that the most
skilled positions are the ones most impervious to
change, be that automation caused by technology
or by COVID-19. Transforming the labour force
is not a new challenge but doing so at the pace
demanded by a combination of automation and
COVID-19 impacts on low-skilled jobs, will demand
the most from our post-secondary institutions.
In Part II, it will be clear that the institutions best
suited to adapt to this change are Ontario’s 24
colleges. These schools have already been highly
focused on the jobs of today and tomorrow.
Before COVID-19, 86 per cent of 2016-17 college
graduates were actively working in the labour force
in less than six months after their graduation.10
Ontarians themselves have recognized the direct
applicability of a college education too, with 18
per cent of college attendees having already
completed a university degree before enrolling
in a college program.11 When the positive and
unique impact of Ontario’s colleges on its diverse
communities – urban, rural, francophone, immigrant
and Indigenous – are combined with the focus on
student success in the labour force and meeting the
needs of local employers, it is clear that Ontario’s
colleges are best positioned to take on this upskilling
challenge.
However, Part III of the paper will show that, despite
the past success of the college system, colleges
have not yet been empowered to adequately
handle the challenges of tomorrow as they must
seek the Ontario government’s approval to offer
everything from three-year degrees to in-demand
microcredentials. If colleges are to be front and
centre in the rapid re-training of Ontario’s labour
force, they will need to be able to adapt faster than
ever. They will face significantly higher demands
on capacity due to increased enrolment, a need
for quicker and more frequent learning, employer
targeted course structures, adaptable curriculums,
more online capabilities, and even a potential need
to stabilize rural and Northern communities and
their economies. Among others, they will primarily
need autonomy over their programming, including
the ability to offer microcredential programming.

Transforming the labour force is not a new
challenge but doing so at the pace demanded by a
combination of automation and COVID-19 impacts
on low-skilled jobs, will demand the most from our
post-secondary institutions.
changing labour market at the pace that students,
workers, and employers expect. The college system
is ready to help Ontario ensure a qualified, gainfully
employed, and sustainable supply of workers for
generations to come.
Ontario’s workers have very real constraints on their
time: rents and mortgages, the cost of childcare and
food, other household debts, and paying for the care
of loved elderly all make time and money difficult
to come by. These factors pull Ontarians into easier
to find, lower skilled jobs and push them away
from upskilling through a proper post-secondary
education into a higher skilled position and a better
quality of life. Now, COVID-19 has made these lower
skilled positions harder to come by, while making
the push and pull factors even harder to overcome.
Today’s economy demands solutions that are
no longer just four-year theory-based university
degrees. These solutions must be faster, nimbler,
and directly focussed on creating an employable
graduate. By government actioning the 17
recommendations outlined in the paper, Ontario’s
colleges can fill that role to ensure the future of
Ontario’s workers is a bright one.

This brings the present paper to its core thesis: if
colleges are to succeed in taking on the challenge
of rapidly re-training the labour force for the
challenges of the future, they will need to be
given the tools to do so. In Part III, 17 detailed
recommendations are made. If enacted, they will
empower the college sector to help Ontario’s
workforce and employers respond to a rapidly
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Recommendations
Embracing Microcredentials
Recommendation 1: Colleges Ontario and the Ontario government should work together to develop
and implement a robust microcredential framework as a rapid re-training tool for displaced workers.

Funding of the College Sector
Recommendation 2: The Ontario government should work with Colleges Ontario to address issues with
the province’s funding model for part-time students and provide student assistance for microcredentials
through enrolment-based funding instead of OSAP subsidies. Any changes to the funding model must be
considered in the context of ongoing work around new Strategic Mandate Agreements (SMAs).
Recommendation 3: The Ontario government should immediately evaluate the efficiency, effectiveness,
and demand for the Second Career Program. This review should evaluate options to adapt the
program to cover costs of microcredential enrolment or wind down the program in favour of funding
microcredential programming.
Recommendation 4: The Ontario government should review the relationship between microcredential
enrolment and Ontario Works. Specifically, they should review the requirements to seek employment
opportunities while enrolled, claw backs of income from paid work integrated learning opportunities
available through colleges, and options for microcredential tuition to be deducted as eligible income
similar to how childcare expenses are treated
Recommendation 5: With the exception of potential funding changes to reflect the increase of part-time
student enrolment in microcredential programs, the Ontario government should continue to implement
their previously announced changes to the Strategic Mandate Agreements. However, government
should pause all funding formula changes – be they positive or negative – for two years to allow for an
economic realignment post-COVID-19 and for the proper incorporation of microcredentials into the
SMA framework. This funding pause should include freezing any changes to the formula for grants to
colleges or tuition subsidies in place for two years

Autonomy Over Course Offerings
Recommendation 6: The Ontario government should give colleges autonomy over their microcredential
offerings and allow for in-program changes without prior consent from the Ministry of Colleges and
Universities. Government should further focus on quality assurance and compliance with the agreed
upon microcredential definition and broader framework through regular program reviews conducted by
the Ontario Quality Assurance Service. A risk-based approach to these evaluations should be considered
whereby repeat offenders are subject to review more often than institutions that regularly meeting
evaluation standards.
Recommendation 7: As Colleges Ontario and the Ontario government empower microcredential
programming, they should also move to a competency-based education system that allows for the
fast-tracking of traditional degree and the diploma programs as well as revamps elective programming
to focus on essential soft skills and cross-program hybridization where applicable. To enable this, the
province should update Ontario’s Essential Employability Skills (EES) framework on a regular, if not
annual, basis.
Recommendation 8: The Ontario government should give colleges more autonomy to offer demanddriven programming. This includes not only allowing colleges to offer three-year degrees, but also
removing the arbitrary cap on the number of four-year degrees they can offer and giving them greater
flexibility to offer applied master’s programs where applicable
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Reimagining Online Learning
Recommendation 9: The Ontario government and Colleges Ontario should work together to address
the barriers to online programming, including funding and regulatory issues. As part of this work, the
government should consider how eCampus Ontario and Ontario Learn can assist with this transition.
Recommendation 10: The Ontario government should make substantial investments in broadband
infrastructure so that rural college students are able to reliably access as high quality of an education as
those living in urban areas.
Recommendation 11: The federal government should evaluate loosening the rules around international
student employment while in school. This work could include easing the full-time student requirement,
reducing the six-month minimum to four months (i.e. one semester), or allowing any student enrolled
in an accredited post-secondary education course, regardless of whether they are in a program that
ultimately leads to a credential, to work off-campus during their education.
Recommendation 12: The federal government should make it easier for international students to
participate in work integrated learning opportunities, such as co-ops or internships, regardless of
whether their study program requires it. They should further raise the number of hours per week that
international students are allowed to work off-campus from 20 to 24 hours.
Recommendation 13: The federal government should consider reducing the eight-month benchmark
for international students to qualify for Post-Graduation Work Permits and should work with Ontario
colleges to offer additional English or French language proficiency training for international students.
This recommendation may involve coordination with the Ontario government or local municipalities,
which may be able to assist in delivering supplementary services to students who are permitted to stay
and work in Ontario.

Investing in Colleges Post-COVID-19
Recommendation 14: The Ontario government should allow college satellite campus investments to
qualify for regional development funds such as the Southwestern and Eastern Ontario Development
Funds, and should strongly consider investing in capital infrastructure at Ontario colleges in order
to generate economic activity while benefiting from their amortization schedules and accounting
treatment.
Recommendation 15: When the Ontario government deploys their Rapid Re-Employment and Training
Service teams to an affected community, they should house those teams in the local college or satellite
college campus to allow a seamless transition to re-training programs and local employer connections.
Recommendation 16: Private Career Colleges should be added to Ontario’s Public Sector Salary
Disclosure List (commonly known as the ‘sunshine list’) to increase transparency and financial
accountability at these institutions.

Connecting Ontario Secondary Schools and Colleges
Recommendation 17: The Ontario government should ensure that the secondary school system
does not disproportionately encourage university enrolment over other forms of post-secondary
education. This should be accomplished in part by mandating that secondary school guidance
counsellors receive adequate information about the benefits of college programming, as well as
by reviewing post-secondary nomenclature used in Grade 11 and 12 classes to ensure that any
curricular or institutional bias against college education is removed.
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Part I
Ontario’s Changing Economy
and the Future Role of Workers
X

Introduction
Organizations from government agencies to
private multinationals have sought to predict the
precise extent to which automation will impact
the workforce and wider economy. For instance,
McKinsey & Company recently estimated that
up to 375 million workers, or 14 per cent of the
global workforce, will need to switch occupational
categories due to the automation and digitization
of the world economy.12 In Canada, their estimates
suggest that a quarter of current work activities
will be displaced by automation between 2016
and 2030.13 On a sectoral level, McKinsey and
the Canadian government’s Advisory Council on
Economic Growth found that as much as “threequarters of all tasks performed by truck drivers in the
mining, oil and gas, and forestry sectors could be
automated.”14
The COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent economic
shock will undoubtedly delay, accelerate, or alter
these trends on a sector-by-sector basis. The longterm labour market implications of the pandemic
will likely not be understood fully until well after
the health crisis has subsided. The best way to
prepare for the future of work is therefore to first
look at recent and historical labour market trends
and their development into today’s economy.
Once understood, each trend can be applied to a
future state alongside any new trends that might
emerge from the pandemic, such as the rapid
e-commercialization of Ontario’s many small
and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and the
mainstreaming of work-from-home.
Throughout its history, Canada’s economy has
reinvented and revolutionized itself in ways that
fundamentally changed how Ontarians worked
and which work was demanded. Take, for instance,
an example recently illustrated by former Bank
of Canada Governor Stephen Poloz at Queen’s
University. He outlined how, at Confederation over
150 years ago, nearly 50 per cent of the Canadian
workforce was employed in agriculture. Just over
50 years later, that number had dropped to a third
of all workers. By 1950, less than 15 per cent of
Canadians were employed in agriculture, while
today the sector employs less than two per cent
of Canadian workers. Despite this, agricultural
output has increased threefold.15 While demand for
agri-foods has skyrocketed alongside population
growth, less and less Canadians have pursued
farming. Instead, growth in demand spurred
innovation in agricultural technology as producers
sought to realize economies-of-scale and increase
productivity, which in turn shifted the demand for
labour elsewhere on the overall supply chain.

The shift from the field to the city required a
distinct policy response, much as the change to an
automated workforce will. Faced with such change,
governments have typically responded by adjusting
their education systems. During the industrial
revolution in the United States, for instance,
secondary school became mandatory up to the
age of 16. Similarly, when the labour market was
flooded with workers following the Second World
War, governments stimulated the economy through
programs such as the G.I. Bill in the U.S., which
helped retrain war veterans.16
Today, Ontario faces a similar dilemma –
technological overhaul, unprecedented and
unevenly distributed unemployment as a result
of COVID-19, and a labour market that demands
new skills over those of the generation prior at an
exponential rate. For today’s governments to best
position themselves in face of such change, they
must do as governments have done before them
and proactively reimagine and reinvigorate the
education system. In the current economic climate,
colleges are at the forefront of that process.
In order to assess how best to bolster Ontario’s
educational framework, particularly at institutions
such as colleges, pre-pandemic trends in Ontario’s
economy must first be explored. Only then can
these trends be examined with a post-pandemic
lens to determine whether they will be exacerbated,
accelerated, or diminished by COVID-19. Foremost
among these trends are Ontario’s growing skills gap,
diminishing opportunities for less-educated workers,
and a widening rural versus urban labour market
divide.
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Ontario’s Growing Skills Gap: Will High Tech Replace
High Touch?
Where Do Workers Fit?
Using traditional labour metrics, Ontario’s economy
was performing relatively well prior to the onset
of COVID-19. Unemployment was either at, or
close to, record lows and tracking in an overall
positive direction since 2008. Unemployment rates,
however, paint only a partial picture. While Ontarians
were working, they were working well below their
full potential. In other words, Ontarians faced
widespread underemployment, filling jobs they were
overqualified for while more fulfilling higher-skilled
roles were left on the table. Moreover, jobseekers
faced significant employment instability. Between
October 2015 and 2016, 89 per cent of jobs created
in Ontario were part-time.17 As discussed earlier,
these positions were hit hardest by the pandemic.
In 2019, Ontario had a banner year for job growth,
generating 243,000 new jobs or 76 per cent of
all jobs created across the country. Despite that
impressive growth, 244,000 jobs were created in the
service industry with Ontario actually posting job
losses in the ‘goods-producing’ sectors, netting out
at 243,000 new jobs.18
These goods-producing sectors typically require
workers with specialized training. The inability
to find workers trained for specialized tasks is
commonly referred to as the skills gap but can more
appropriately be thought of as a skills shortage.
While Ontario employers are able to find workers
for low-skilled positions in sectors such as retail or
service, they struggle to find employees with the

qualifications necessary to work in skilled trades
such as welding, forestry, or software development.
The province’s overall high job growth conceals a
skills shortage preventing Ontario businesses from
achieving their full potential, and in many instances
eroding their competitive advantage.
For the past several years, low-skilled jobs have been
plentiful. Positions such as waiters and cashiers have
been in high demand due to a generally growing
economy. In fact, provincial estimates predict that
Ontario’s labour demand will be as high as 9.5
million workers by 2031, compared to the 7.6 million
employed Ontarians as of January 2020.19 This has
largely been driven by companies hiring for lowskilled or entry-level positions at record rates.
At the same time, the proportion of low-skilled jobs
to those requiring post-secondary credentials has
been decreasing over time and will continue to do
so at an accelerating rate. As seen in Figure 1 below,
Ontario’s demand for skilled workers is outpacing its
supply at an alarming rate. In 2006, only 65% of new
jobs required post-secondary education or training.
This demand was largely met by the 60% of Ontario
workers with post-secondary credentials. Over time,
however, the gap is expected to widen by as much
as 14 percentage points. In 2031, 80% of all new jobs
in Ontario will require skilled workers, while only
66% of the province’s labour force will be able to
offer the necessary skills.

% Total Workforce

Figure 1 : Ontario’s widening skills shortage
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The widening of Ontario’s skills gap can be
attributed to a perfect storm of labour market
trends. Low-skilled jobs were plentiful and attractive
given they pose few barriers to entry for prospective
workers, enabling those without post-secondary
credentials to delay obtaining them indefinitely.
At the same time, the middle-class jobs, once
populated by semi-skilled workers were being
hollowed out by a combination of automation and a
lack of qualified candidates as “the Ontario economy
alone shed nearly 70,000 jobs from 2001-2015
within the traditional middle-class job category.”20 A
widening gap makes it more challenging for those
less and semi-skilled workers to make the leap.
Take, for instance, the potential automation of an
accountant. A traditional accountant, faced with
at least a partial automation of their role, might
respond by upskilling to instead take on a more
specialized role, like a forensic accountant, because
it is harder to automate at the same rate. That
transition to a forensic accountant may be relatively
seamless for someone already trained in traditional
accounting. However, for someone looking to enter
the accounting practice for the first time from their
current low-skilled job, they now must skip a rung
in the training ladder. That individual will have to go
straight from their current low-skilled employment
to the more advanced forensic accounting position,
without taking on the traditional accounting role
first since those positions have been automated.
Therefore, the existing worker may be able to upskill
to retain employment relatively easily, but the barrier
to entry for new candidates has become even higher
because of automation.
From 1987 to 2015, employment in high-skilled jobs
increased by 91 per cent nationwide. Employment
in low-skilled positions over the period grew by 78
per cent. Employment in traditional middle-class

jobs, those which require semi-skilled workers and
involve routine tasks such as data entry, grew by
only 27 per cent.21 In short, high-skilled jobs have
become available but are harder to achieve, lowskilled jobs are plentiful and attainable, and jobs of
the former middle-class are increasingly rare.
With low-skilled jobs still on the table for now, many
Ontarians are failing to invest in post-secondary
programs that will set them up for future success
once those jobs become obsolete. Consequently,
Ontario’s labour shortage continues to deepen and
Ontario businesses are forced to look elsewhere
to fill skilled positions. The Conference Board of
Canada estimates the skills gap to represent a $24.3
billion loss to Ontario’s GDP in essentially untapped
potential (and $3.7 billion in potential provincial tax
revenues).22
Why Have Workers Been Unable to Fill the Gap?
It is important to understand exactly how the skills
gap proliferated in Ontario to determine if the trend
will continue during COVID-19 recovery efforts and
beyond. There are several mitigating factors which
have widened the skills gap beyond a hollowing out
of middle-class workers.
First, more and more Ontarians are self-employed.
Between 2011 and 2019, self-employed Ontarians
grew by 15 per cent.23 Employers will have a harder
time finding employees to fill positions when eligible
workers are opening their own businesses, who in
turn need to find skilled employees of their own.
This trend has accelerated in recent years and is
likely to continue to do so in light of COVID-19.
Between 2015 and 2018 the number of selfemployed Ontarians grew by three percent, while
between 2018 and 2019 self-employed Ontarians
grew by six per cent.24

Figure 2: Ontario labour force growth by age (thousands)

Source: Statistics Canada
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Second, employers themselves have invested less in
their employees than ever before. The Conference
Board of Canada estimates that while employers
in 1993 spent approximately $1,200 on training
and development per employee, by 2010 that
investment dropped to just $700 per employee.25
Without employer assistance, many employees are
unlikely to take on the additional time and cost of
upskilling, despite potential long-term benefits to
their lifespan earnings cycle.
Third is Ontario’s aging workforce. For instance, the
median age of an electrician is 37,26 a welder 40,27
a car mechanic 40,28 and a millwright 44.29 For
supervisory positions the trend leans even older. The
median age of a supervisor for a logging operation
or a supervisor of hydro linesmen is 45 years old, a
notable increase from previous generations.30
In Ontario specifically, the fastest growing segment
of the labour force is those 65 years and older
(see Figure 2). The 65 years and over demographic
has grown by 149 per cent over the last 12 years,
while workers aged 55 years and over have grown
by 67 per cent.31 This comes as Ontario’s overall
labour force has only grown by 13 per cent. As baby
boomers age, the total labour force is aging with it.
That also means that the province’s skilled workers
are aging to retirement without the same number of
younger students backfilling those positions. These
retirements cause employers to have additional
openings, but there are no trained candidates to fill
them, causing the skills gap to widen.
These trends have been accelerated by automation,
which has reduced the cost of using technology to
increase productivity, in turn allowing firms to cut
back on labour costs. Deloitte’s Future of Canada
Centre frames it well – “in 1992, you’d pay $222
for a million transistors; today you’d pay $0.06.”32
Lower cost barriers to automation have resulted
in an increasing number of semi-skilled jobs to be
automated. While the advent of such technology
carves out new jobs for those who repair, design,
operate, and maintain these systems, there must be
enough workers will the skills necessary to do so.
For instance, the McKinsey Global Institute estimates
that the invention of the personal computer
eliminated 3.5 million jobs. However, since 1980,
it created 15.8 million net new jobs.33 The jobs
directly eliminated by the computer included
typists, secretaries, and bookkeepers. The jobs
the computer created were computer engineers,
information and technology specialists, and software
designers. Essentially, the computer eliminated
semi- or mid-skilled jobs and in turn created a new
set of high-skilled positions. The computer therefore
single-handedly widened the overall skills gap. The
more technology in the workplace, the more the
skills gap grows.

Lastly, the widening skills gap has been abetted
by the advent of the gig economy, or the greater
prevalence of short-term or contract-based work.
Specifically, gig economy roles, particularly those
reliant on technology platforms such as Uber, have
enabled Ontarians to pursue multiple low-skilled
positions at the same time to make ends meet. An
individual could work part-time as wait staff in a
restaurant, run a freelance photography service,
and drive for Uber or Lyft sporadically. By having
multiple points of entry to low-skilled work, many
workers have been dissuaded from the type of
upskilling the near-future economy will require. The
gig economy, it should be noted, is not limited to
drivers and delivery services, but also applies to roles
including lawyers, landscapers, accountants, and
tutors. The widespread nature of contract-based
work is evidenced by the fact that the gig economy
is currently growing at a rate of 14 percent a year.34
All told, the advent of the gig economy, lower
costs for technology-induced automation, demand
for high-skilled and specialized workers, an aging
workforce, decreased employer investment in
training, and a rise in self-employment has created a
demonstrable skills gap. For policymakers seeking to
address the province’s skills shortage, they must first
answer the question of the extent to which the skills
gap will widen or shrink over the years to come.
Will Ontario’s Skills Gap Worsen?
In forecasting how the skills gap will develop soon,
the trends underlying the gap must be examined
more closely to isolate them from the added fallout
of the pandemic.
Beginning with the age of the workforce, the median
age of skilled workers would continue to increase
without demonstrable action to reverse this trend.
The Ontario government has attempted to attract
younger workers to the trades with investments in
new advertising campaigns promoting the skilled
trades and by reducing the burden to pursue
apprenticeship training, but the impact of those
actions is less than immediate.
Additionally, the gig economy was already shown
to be growing by 14 per cent annually and selfemployed Ontarians were increasing at a pace of
six per cent per year. Both trends were accelerating
before COVID-19, with no indication they would
reverse anytime soon.
There was also no indication that employer
investments in training would demonstrably
increase. In fact, the federal government’s Advisory
Council on Economic Growth argued that SMEs,
which employ approximately 70 per cent of all
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private-sector workers, “…often lack the resources
to develop internal training programs…[and]
face relatively high employee turnover, which
discourages them from investing in staff training.”35
Ultimately, they predicted that employers would not
make significant new investments in training their
employees.
Workplace technology, by all accounts, will become
cheaper and more accessible. Former Bank of
Canada Governor Stephen Poloz suggested in
a 2018 address that lower technology costs are
enabling Canada to embark on its “fourth industrial
revolution” which would consist of “the integration
of digital technologies in virtually every part of our
lives.”36 With that technological change comes
a growth in the creation of highly skilled and
technically complex jobs. The World Economic
Forum forecasts that rapid advances in technology
will result in 65 per cent of school children
graduating into jobs that do not yet exist.37
The concept of a fourth industrial revolution is more
commonly referred to as the future of work, or even
more directly as automation. Automation is neither
a new nor unappealing word for a growing number
of Ontario employers. For many Ontario businesses,
from grocery stores to auto manufacturers,
automation enables them to lower their input
costs, make their systems more efficient, expand
and expedite operations, or offer lower prices to
consumers and gain an edge over competitors.
While modern automation makes one think of AIpowered assembly machines, it has in fact existed
in one form or another dating back to the first
industrial revolution, becoming particularly popular
during the early 20th century. The creation of the
assembly line by Henry Ford in 1913 was among
the most revolutionary forms of automation, even
though human labour continued to be the primary
input. That innovation created 84 distinct tasks –
which would later be further automated – allowing
the Ford Model T-3000 to be built in 90 minutes
instead of 12 hours. The price of the vehicle dropped
by more than 60 per cent as a result.38
Henry Ford’s automation changed the way goods
were manufactured, whereas the automation of
today focuses primarily on changing the way we live.
Today’s automation can be broadly sorted into three
categories: data automation, physical automation,
and self-automation.

Data Automation: The design of digital systems
or programs to replace a previously held manual
task. Data automation has been most common in
collecting or processing raw data, and normally
replaces or complements traditional middle-class
roles such as bookkeeping, accounting, backoffice transaction processing, or logistics.39 In one
instance, during consultations conducted with
employers for this paper, a logistics company
owner in the Bay of Quinte area explained how
his company automated its pen and paper manual
reporting system. The company shifted from
reporting truck movements to its dispatch centre
by hand with a digital tracking system on each truck
that automatically reports the movements of its
semi-trailers.
Physical Automation: The replacement of
repeatable, rhythmic tasks with artificial intelligence
or machines. This is the most understood form of
automation as it commonly replaces an individual
human task on an assembly line, such as the current
evolution of Ford’s automotive assembly line
concept. In Ontario, General Motors’ main facility in
Oshawa employed as many as 23,000 people in the
1980s, but by the time it closed in 2019 it employed
less than 3,000.40 Physical automation allowed the
plant to produce a greater quantity of increasingly
complex automobiles than ever before despite
retaining less staff.
Self-Automation: The replacement of tasks by
having the consumer complete them instead. This
is the hardest form of automation to measure as
it can be subconscious. For instance, many fast
food establishments now have customers fill their
own drink at a self-serve station, such as at many
Burger King or McDonald’s franchises. Most Ontario
gas stations have completely removed full-serve
attendants and automated the cashier process with
pay-at-the-pump technology. Further, e-commerce
has eliminated the need for large retail footprints.
Though difficult to measure, this transfer of tasks
to the customer should be seen as a form of
automation as it typically relies on a form of new
technology and allows for business processes to
become more efficient.
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Figure 3: Technical automation potential and expected adoption by 2030
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All three forms of automation have been prevalent
in Ontario over the past few decades, but as
technology becomes cheaper and AI systems
more accessible to everyday businesses and
consumers, the speed of automation is set to
increase substantially. The Boston Consulting Group
(BCG), for instance, found in 2015 that the “prices of
robotics hardware and software … are around 40 per
cent lower than they were a decade ago” for custom
machines in large automotive factories.41
In another example, when government policies
such as allowing for accelerated depreciation of

investments are considered, the cost of spotwelding machines – including maintenance
and installation – can be amortized to a cost of
approximately $8 an hour. That compares to a
human spot welder at a cost of $25 an hour if
employee benefits are included.42
The rapid decline in costs and the rapid increase in
technological advancement could mean as many
as 59 per cent of jobs are at risk of automation
in the near future.43 Job forecasts specific to
Canada estimate that 10 per cent of all jobs could
be automated by 2030, less than a decade from
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now.44 In any case, the impact of automation
before COVID-19 is taken into account is likely to be
substantial.
One particularly troubling trend for policymakers
is the ability of automation to replace tasks across
multiple employers at once. When particular
innovation becomes inexpensive and reliable
enough to be implemented in one business, it
soon becomes sought after and implemented by
its competitors. Online accounting software, for
instance, has become so inexpensive and readily
available that traditional personal accounting
companies have been relegated to charging fees
for assisting online tax filers with the free online
programming, or else reviewing results for input
errors rather than charging premium rates to
complete the original tax filing itself.45
At first glance, automation appears solely to
reduce the size of human workforces. In 2018, the
World Economic Forum surveyed employers that
together employed more than 15 million people.
Their survey concluded that, by 2022, nearly half
of all employers expected automation to lead to
a smaller workforce.46 This perspective, however,
does not paint the full picture. A further 38 per cent
of businesses surveyed expected to re-deploy their
workforces to more efficient tasks and more than 25
per cent expected automation to create new roles
within their business.47
When the Automated Teller Machine (ATM) was
deployed in the United States, the number of bank
tellers employed actually increased for several
years as banks trained their tellers to perform more
tasks than just cashing cheques or processing cash
withdrawals.48 When the services offered by the
ATM and tellers were combined, a bank branch
could offer more to customers with fewer or the
same compliment of staff. Between 1991 and
2007, branches became cheaper to operate as one
teller could effectively do more than ever before,
including other revenue generating activities. During
this time, more bank branches opened across the
United States despite the main activity of cash
withdrawals being automated. That trend of bank
branch openings was only reversed when, ironically,
most banking transactions were again automated
through online banking.49
The integration of technology in the workplace
is accelerating, forcing workers to learn how to
work alongside new systems at a rapid pace. The
Brookfield Institute estimated that jobs in Ontario
will evolve approximately every 15 years, meaning
that “a job that could be done by an unskilled
worker will require skilled training as the result of
technological change, increased responsibility, and/
or different processes or systems.”50 Simply put,
the popularization of automation acts as a catalyst

As technology integrates faster into the
workplace, employees must increasingly learn
to adapt and work alongside those systems, or
less be replaced by them.
for a more skilled workforce. As seen with bank
tellers, existing employees may need to become
more skilled in order to operate and work with
new technologies, be re-deployed to perform
more complicated tasks that require additional
training, and receive a similar salary despite the new
functionalities.
On the contrary, workers may be freed up
to perform more of the same task they were
performing before automation. For instance, when
Panera Bread introduced computerized order
takers, the number of orders they received per hour
increased.51 When Starbucks released its online
ordering mobile application in 2015, they effectively
allowed more orders to be placed at once, thereby
increasing demand on their workforce. By the next
year they had increased their overall employment by
eight per cent to handle the new demand, with most
workers completing the same tasks as before the
mobile application was created.52
Therefore, automation creates three classes of
workers. There are those workers who are laid off
given their role is fully automated, workers who
must acquire new skills in order to work alongside
technology, and workers who are given extra
capacity to perform additional low-skill tasks. The
semi- or mid-skilled worker is quickly becoming a
class of the past as workers evolve to become faster
low-skilled workers or more specialized high-skill
workers. All in all, automation is poised to increase
the skills gap in Ontario.
This widening of the skills gap was likely to occur
in a pre-COVID-19 world. Ontario was likely to
continue to see large numbers of workers employed
in low-skilled jobs, a continued evaporation of
semi- or mid-skilled positions, and a large demand
for highly skilled workers to take on new challenges
with high-skilled positions being created faster than
they could be filled.
However, COVID-19 appears to have created one
significant deviation: the glut of low-skilled jobs
upon which Ontario had shakily built its recent job
growth is being eliminated at an exponential pace.
Alarmingly, these low-skilled jobs, such as a cashier
or transit operator, may potentially be eliminated
forever.
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Diminishing Opportunities for Less Educated Workers
The various factors contributing to a widening skills
gap left many workers to pursue one of two options:
jump between various low-skilled positions or upskill
and pursue a more fulfilling, longer-term job. For
many, inaccessibility and systemic labour market
barriers rendered the former path easier to follow.
Though that may have been true under a relatively
robust economy, an increase in automation in a
post-COVID-19 world may dramatically reduce the
positions available for lesser educated workers.
From 2009 to 2014, over 70 per cent of the jobs
generated in the private sector across Canada
were in fields defined as highly skilled work.53
Estimates showed that trend would continue with
as many as 77 per cent of all positions estimated
to require a post-secondary credential of either an
apprenticeship certificate or a college or university
credential by 2031.54 The labour market was
already shaping up to be one that demanded postsecondary education and the specific skill sets that
come with it. When automation and COVID-19 are
factored in, that trend will accelerate.
First, there is a real possibility that the lower
skilled positions that many Ontarians rely on for
employment will become harder and harder to
come by. For instance, Restaurants Canada has
estimated that, as of the end of March 2020,
COVID-19 has caused more than 800,000 layoffs
in the restaurant industry nationwide with one in 10
restaurants closed permanently.55 The number of
restaurants closed permanently will only increase
the longer quarantine measures that close nonessential businesses are in place.
Even when some quarantine measures are lifted,
the restaurants that can open will likely need to
incur higher costs to increase food safety measures,
sanitation of public spaces, and to ensure proper
social distancing requirements among patrons. A
50-seat restaurant may now only be able to safely
seat half that, driving its costs up and its margins
down. Additionally, the lack of disposable income
and job security among Ontario households will
mean less money spent on non-essential expenses
like going out for dinner. The fear of contracting
viruses in social spaces may also mean a slow return
to normal customer attendance.Ultimately, the
traditional service industry – like the restaurant and
hospitality sector – is likely to be hit permanently.
Second, automation will become more enticing to
employers. If processes can be automated, they
become impervious to human viral infections. If an
employer can cut its labour force, it automatically
reduces its risk of infection and quarantine related

closures. Though this was always a benefit of
automation, the costs of ignoring automation are
now front of mind for business owners.
Businesses will be extremely cautious of being
caught behind the times. When combined with
policies such as accelerated capital depreciation
of technology and potential political responses to
this crisis, like a mandated increase in the minimum
wage or of the salaries of front-line workers,
employers will see more benefit than ever in
pursuing automation. Researchers at the University
of Zurich and the University of British Columbia have
found that, over the three major recessions of the
last 30 years, 88 per cent of the job loss occurred in
low-skilled, routine based and automatable jobs.56
Third, it is highly likely that the positions that
are available, even if lower-skilled, will become
combined, hybrid positions for which several
different sets are needed. For instance, among
occupations with at least 10,000 postings, there
were only 12 occupations in 2012 that required
“data skills.” By 2018, that number had increased to
32 different occupations, representing an increase
from approximately 270,000 to 861,000 job postings
requiring data skills.57 These occupations are not
necessarily newly created occupations, but rather
pre-existing professions that, for the first time,
require data analysis as a prerequisite skill.e.
Dr. Rick Miner warned of this trend in his 2010 paper
People Without Jobs, Jobs Without People when
he wrote that, “unless we take effective action to
increase the proportion of skilled labour in our
economy, we face a future with large numbers of
unskilled workers looking for jobs that require skills
they do not possess.”58 The Ontario labour market
was already witnessing Miner’s prediction come
true, but with the impact of COVID-19 making
rapid automation more likely, this prediction will
become even more accurate.Fourth, because of
COVID-19, March 2020 saw the largest single drop
in employment in any month in Canadian history.
Over 1 million Canadians lost their job in March
2020. By the end of April, Canada’s unemployment
rate hit 13%, with another 1.1 million Canadians not
counted as unemployed since they were not actively
looking for work.59 If they were included, Canada’s
unemployment rate would have been 17.8%.60
Another 2.5 million workers were still employed
but worked reduced hours in April compared to
February, the last month before COVID-19 hit.61
As of April 19, 6.7 million Canadians had applied
for the Canada Emergency Response Benefit
or Employment Insurance, which both require
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significant hours reduction or employment loss to
qualify.62
The long-term impacts of COVID-19 remain to be
seen. However, the millions of workers who built
their future on the service economy will suddenly
find that future unreliable. Essentially, these workers
– for the first time – will be faced with the reality of
how impermanent their career path was, and how
large a bridge they must cross to attain a highskilled, higher-paying and more permanent position.
As noted earlier, a particularly troubling aspect of
an automated future was the potential for layoffs of
thousands of workers at the same time – like one
large plant closure in a small town. In just a matter
of months, COVID-19 has laid off millions across
the entire province all at the same time, creating
perhaps the most daunting labour force challenge in
a lifetime for policy makers.
Fifth, even if lower skilled service jobs become
available, as has been seen with some businesses
that have increased demand during quarantine, such
as delivery companies, the sheer amount of people
competing for these positions will have increased
significantly. Canada already had more postsecondary educated adults in its working population
than any other Organization for Co-operation and
Economic Development (OECD) country at 55 per
cent of the workforce.63 Having a post-secondary
credential may not be enough to set a prospective
candidate apart from other applicants. For lesser
educated workers, they will be surrounded by
applicants with far more educational experience
than themselves, making their chances at securing
employment even worse.
Recent studies suggest that employers had already
reached the point where a main hiring differentiator
was actually a candidate’s possession of soft skills,
which are essentially inter-personal skills such as the
ability to communicate, empathize, problem-solve,
and work well with others. A 2018 Ontario Institute
for Competitiveness and Prosperity survey found
that “nearly 40 per cent of employers said they are
changing their recruitment policies to reflect the
need for soft skills.”64
During our consultations with 14 employer-led
PACs, every single group identified the need for
strong soft skills as an urgent priority. In other
employer survey work (see chart below) it is quite
common for employers to identify entry-level
positions as the ones that require the highest
amount of soft skills. Therefore, in a post COVID-19
world, with potentially dozens of suitable candidates
for a single position, soft skills may be the
differentiator.

Lesser educated workers will have a much more
difficult time gaining meaningful, well-paying
employment in a post COVID-19 world. They will
have to contend with an emphasis on soft skills they
may not possess, a massive unemployed labour
force with a higher level of education competing for
similar jobs, a hybridization of jobs which increases
the overall qualifications needed, an increased push
towards automation, and a loss of many low-skilled
job openings for the foreseeable future.
The Brookings Institute describes this as not just
an end to the “plentiful supply of jobs” but rather
that “any downturn is likely to bring a new bout
of structural change in the labor market and its
demand for skills. If it extends for a while, the
downturn could include firms in food service,
retail, and administrative work to restructure their
operations toward greater use of technology and
higher-skilled workers.”65
Further, there are possibly even more complications
for less educated workers, as COVID-19’s impact
on the gig economy remains to be truly seen. In
certain instances, the gig economy may benefit
from an ‘online first’ society due to its mobile and
impermanent nature. However, in many cases,
the gig economy also replaces a service that most
people could complete themselves. How many ride
sharing trips are taken by people who own vehicles?
How many students are hired as painters by people
who simply do not want to perform the task
themselves? If services can be performed online,
they may increase in take-up, but if they need to
be performed in-person, Ontarians may choose
to do the tasks themselves. It is uncertain if the gig
economy is a potential avenue for less educated
workers to pursue, however, the unreliable and
commission-based nature of the gig economy may
not provide the income security many need.
Additionally, youth workers are another segment
of the economy that will be particularly hard hit by
COVID-19 and its ramifications. It is very common
for labour force participation rates to drop during
bad times and grow during good times, however
young Canadians still had not achieved pre-Great
Recession participation rates before COVID-19.66
The 15 to 24 year-old age bracket has, in many
cases, pursued post-secondary education without
first entering the labour force or only after entering
the labour force for a short period of time.
Specifically, Ontario youth labour force participation
is lower than the national average. Young Ontarians
who do pursue work are less successful on average
than their counterparts in the rest of Canada, with a
2019 youth unemployment rate of 12.1% compared
to a national average of 11%.67 As potentially millions
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Figure 4: Share of employers considering skill important for candidates at a given level %
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Source: Advisory Council on Economic Growth (2017), Business Council of Canada, Aon Hewitt (2016)

of Ontario workers across the age spectrum are laid
off from their positions they will pursue income in
whatever form, including positions typically filled
by younger workers, such as fast-food employees.
Statistics Canada projected that 15 per cent of
‘school leavers’ between 2015 and 2024 will go into
retail, food and beverage, cashier work, or kitchen
help despite those segments only making up eight
per cent of the job market and being “ripe for more
automation.”68 With as many as 900,000 young
Canadians not currently enrolled in any education or
training program, this risk of youth unemployment
rising is very real.69

Further, given the competition that will now
come from older candidates with greater levels
of education, experience, reliability, and soft skills,
Ontario’s youth will find even greater difficulty
participating in the post-COVID-19 labour market.
Given that youth are, by definition, ‘less’ educated
workers due to their lack of post-secondary
credentials, they are likely to be hardest hit by the
phenomena described above. Without the ‘pullfactor’ of a lively labour market, additional incentives
must be there to ensure youth continue to invest in
a post-secondary education.
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Ontario’s Urban-Rural Labour Market Divide
The other major trend in Ontario’s economy in
recent years has been the exacerbation of the ruralurban divide. More accurately, the divide is between
urban Ontario, primarily the Greater Toronto Area,
and both rural and Northern Ontario. As Ontario
has moved from a goods producing economy to
a service economy, it is only natural that those
service jobs were primarily located where population
density is higher.
Research conducted by Sean Speer, Assistant
Professor of Public Policy at the University of
Toronto’s Munk School, estimates that of the
865,000 jobs created in Ontario between January
2008 and August 2019, 87 per cent were created in
either Toronto or Ottawa.70 Even worse for nonurban Ontario, rural areas that do not belong to
one of Statistic Canada’s Census Metropolitan Areas
(CMAs) lost 76,000 net jobs during the same time
period.71 Quite simply, little to no new investment
is being made outside of the province’s major
cities. Only 12 of Ontario’s 49 CMAs have seen an
increase in foreign direct investment since the Great
Recession, with the other 37 CMAs seeing no net
new investment or an overall loss.72
It was always accepted that Ontario’s larger cities
would lift more than their fair share of the economic
burden in the province ever since the move away
from traditional agricultural employment was made.
However, these trends have intensified. Between
2011 and 2019, the number of Ontarians working
in agriculture has dropped by 22 per cent. Over
the same time period, the number of Ontarians
working in resource extraction has dropped by 9.1
per cent and the number working in manufacturing
has dropped by 1.6 per cent.73 All three of those
industries happen to be commonly located in rural
and Northern Ontario.
From a province-wide perspective, the labour
force is being re-deployed away from asset-based
employment (traditional manufacturing, mining,
farming) where goods are made with physical labour
to an “intangibles economy” where both goods
and services are produced through technology
and computers (intellectual property, mobile
applications, supply chain management).74 Though
this re-deployment may average out across the
province – as the province-wide unemployment
rate continually declined over the last decade – it
does not mean that the benefits are distributed
evenly.
Between 2007 and 2019, the participation rate
(number of people looking for work) in Ottawa,
Toronto, Hamilton and the Kitchener-Waterloo
corridor grew by an average of 18.3 per cent. In the

rest of Ontario’s CMAs, that growth rate was just 7.4
per cent, with negative growth in Greater Sudbury,
Thunder Bay, and London.75 In the rural areas
outside of CMAs, the labour force shrunk by more
than 20 per cent between 2011 and 2019.76
An illustrative example of this phenomenon is the
closure of movie rental stores such as Blockbuster
Video giving way to digital streaming platforms
like Netflix. Those stores would have been located
across the province with multiple locations in most
CMAs. Any jobs created in Canada by streaming
services – such as post-production work, film crews,
or software support – are most likely located in
the technology corridor of Kitchener-Waterloo to
Toronto. Even if the number of employees in the
industry netted out to be the same over time, the
geographical distribution pulls net jobs away from
non-urban areas to the urban core.
Moreover, the fall in rural and Northern employment,
including in Indigenous communities, is masked by
traditional labour metrics. With a declining labour
force in these parts, rural communities are either
seeing fewer births per capita or people of working
age are leaving to seek employment and education
elsewhere. Either way, the shrinking labour force
reduces the unemployment rate given few people
stay in the area to look for work.
Indeed, some rural communities are now reporting
exceptionally low unemployment rates as their pool
of workers shrinks and their employment demand
remains relatively constant. There are pockets of
Ontario where unemployment rates are now under
two per cent, such as in Bruce and Wellington
Counties.77 To the naked eye, these areas seem to
be doing quite well. But, in reality, they are quickly
turning into an aging populous in need of services
and support with no local workforce to provide
them.
Politically, the rural-urban divide may very well
be the single greatest demographic challenge
facing Ontario. Providing adequate services to
underpopulated areas is costly. Underfunding
of services like rural doctors or new school
infrastructure leads to an acceleration of the
rural brain-drain. That culminates in a less diverse
economy that cannot sustain itself through periods
of change in global demand and supply. It also
means a concentration of political power in urban
areas, causing potential polarization and political
dissention.
Automation looks poised to further this trend
of unequal geographic job growth as retail
positions continue to move towards e-commerce
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avenues and larger manufacturing plants are
being either automated to contain fewer workers
or decentralized to bring products closer to
consumers.78 Increased virtual capability also
implies that certain categories of service workers
no longer have to be physically located in rural
areas. Doctors and home care workers can perform
virtual visits or offer help via telemedicine. Resource
surveying can be done by drone. Even pastors and
personal trainers can conduct their work from
behind a camera.79
Luckily for rural communities, automation and
especially a COVID-19 recovery effort have the
potential to slow or even reverse the trend of
negative rural growth. COVID-19 has forced
companies throughout urban Ontario to embrace
teleworking technologies that, even though
they already existed, were likely not used to their
fullest capacity. Now that companies have had to
figure out how to have entire workforces perform
remotely, they may be questioning the need for
expensive downtown office space. Employees may
be questioning the need to live in markets with
expensive home prices and mortgages.
The flexibility of a digital workplace provides
opportunity for rural communities. Policy Horizons
Canada suggests, “this could lead to new types of
winners and losers: areas that can offer attractive
amenities and lifestyle, such as safe walking
communities, green space, and good public
schools could draw remote worker populations
(and consumer-driven revenues) away from less
attractive locales.”80 The attributes of a rural lifestyle,
and the often cheaper costs associated with it, may
be a draw to workers who are no longer tied to their
current location.
Though rural economies may not be creating jobs in
this scenario, the addition of workers and families in
their locales will lead to increased spin-off positions

and the consumer revenues that come with them.
Essentially, rural Ontario could benefit from the
digital service economy for the first time.
Rural and Northern communities could greatly
benefit from spread out digital workforces, but
they will still need to be cognizant of the impact of
automation in their own communities. These areas
would be best served by pushing for government
stimulus investment in the form of infrastructure
upgrades as part of COVID-19 recovery efforts
regardless of changes to their populations in the
immediate term.
Additionally, these communities should also be
taking advantage of the push for more domestic
supply chains and manufacturing. If more is to
be built in Ontario post COVID-19, it will need to
be built in areas with excess land, cheaper access
to resources, and potentially vacant commercial
real estate – all assets found in rural and Northern
Ontario.
If, as a result of COVID-19, rural and Northern
communities can attract digital work-from-home
employees, government stimulus infrastructure
investment, or new domestic manufacturing
mandates, they will need more workers and,
specifically, more skilled workers.
Even if these potential benefits do not come to pass,
automation will still impact the resource economy
forcing the surviving rural and Northern jobs to
become more skilled and specified. Humans may
no longer be cutting down trees or mining minerals
themselves, but the equipment that is will need to
be serviced and operated by trained technicians.
Either way, like urban Ontario, rural Ontario will
need a more skilled workforce. COVID-19, however,
will determine exactly how many of these skilled
workers they need.
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The Future of Ontario’s Workers
Before COVID-19, Ontario’s labour force was
constantly evolving. A rift between employment in
rural and urban Ontario was growing while the skills
gap was widening and automation was poised for
large-scale implementation. Though COVID-19 has
dramatically impacted the Ontario economy, it has
largely served to accelerate the unemployment that
automation could have brought.
Certainly, COVID-19 will accelerate the need for a
more skilled workforce. Ontario’s lesser educated
workers will see many of their previous jobs
eliminated while more candidates step forward
to take what positions are left. Millions of Ontario
adults will need to learn new skills to compete.
Some can be learned on the job, but most will
require some form of additional education to adapt
to the new world of employment.

governments, employers, and employees.81 Given
the mass unemployment caused by COVID-19, that
number is sure to escalate. Making matters worse,
education theorist Alex Usher writes succinctly that
“adults are far more expensive to train than young
people because their labour has significant market
value – it costs them money to take time off work,
and their free time is limited due to things such as
child or elder care.”82 Put simply, adults need to
put food on the table and pay their mortgages. The
recently unemployed cannot afford to defer working
income long enough to pursue a multi-year degree
or diploma. Ontario will need to create a system
of rapid re-education and re-deployment, and as
explored in Part II, they should turn to the college
sector to do just that.

Before COVID-19, the future of work was
estimated to necessitate as much as $15 billion in
annual investments in adult skills development by
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Part II
The College Sector as an
Answer for Ontario’s Workers

Centre for Innovation, Technology and Entrepreneurship (CITE), Seneca College
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Source: Yvonne Flores (Project Manager, Multimedia), Colleges Ontario
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Introduction
When Ontario’s college system was established
53 years ago, its creators intended it to operate
independently of the province’s existing universities.
Where universities offered a broad-based liberal arts
education, colleges were to equip students using a
more practical, applied framework. Unlike a fouryear bachelor’s program, the college diploma was
designed for students to realize a specific labour
market outcome immediately upon graduation.
The distinction between the two systems was
deliberate. Universities were to house academia
and colleges were to house applied and vocational
programming. Where one was rooted in theoretical
learning, the other was to develop a concrete set of
skills needed for a particular job. The separation was
so entrenched that no formal transfer mechanism
existed between institutions in either system;
colleges were not seen as steppingstones to
universities, and for students in university that was
the end of their post-secondary journey.
In 1967, then-Minister of Education and eventual
Premier Bill Davis created the college system along
the following rationale:
“We now have accepted the principle of secondary
education for all. We … must now recognize the
inevitability of some form of post-secondary
education for all capable of profiting from it.” 83 –
Ontario Minister of Education Bill Davis, 1967
At the time, Davis was referring to the technological
revolution of the 1960s, which had led to the
disappearance of many unskilled and semi-skilled
jobs. Both Davis and then-Premier John Robarts
recognized the problems with young people
graduating from universities and entering a rapidly
changing job market without the skills necessary to
compete. Davis’ rationale for the college system was
underscored by what Premier Robarts highlighted
as the broader need for institutional change to keep
Ontario’s economy relevant:
“The first implication of technological change will
be the change in the nature of individual jobs 		
and each such change eventually leads to changes
in values, patterns of behaviour and our social
institutions.” 84 – Ontario Premier John P. Robarts,
1967
Davis and Robarts correctly predicted not only that
technology would disproportionately displace lessskilled workers, but also that Ontario’s institutions
would need to undergo significant reform to keep
pace with the accelerating rate of change. In a feat
of clairvoyance, Robarts went on to emphasize
i

that the displacement of workers would arise not
because new technology would solely replace
workers outright, but because operating those
technologies would require a new set of skills that
workers were unequipped for and unable to easily
obtain from universities:
“It is almost a paradox that future growth in Ontario
may be hampered because of skill shortage
rather than by displacement of workers by
sophisticated machines.” 85
To address the skills deficit arising from the surge
in post-war innovation, Davis and Robarts offered
a straightforward solution: colleges. Today, Ontario
faces a similar, if not wider, technology-induced
skills gap. As in 1967, colleges remain the province’s
best tool to fix it.
With 24 institutions, Ontario has more public
colleges than any other province in Canada.i 86 In
fact, that Canada has the highest attainment rate
for tertiary education in the Organization for Cooperation and Economic Development (OECD)
is owed largely to high enrolment in Ontario
colleges. 87 88 Including their satellite campuses,
Ontario’s colleges are present in more than 200
of the province’s 444 municipalities, ranging from
Northern College in Timmins to St. Clair College in
Windsor. 89 90 Each year, these colleges train 30,000
apprentices, offer over 900 unique programs, and
educate half a million Ontarians throughout 700
buildings or 25 million square feet of infrastructure.91
Of the province’s small businesses, over 280,000 are
currently owned by Ontario college graduates.92
College programing has evolved to cover subjects
from 3D manufacturing and digital animation to
culinary management and hospitality innovation.
Traditional trades, such as welding and carpentry,
continue to play an important role in colleges’
service offering. Instructors in these disciplines are
commonly practitioners in their field and bring the
latest industry technology directly to the classroom,
thereby preparing students to apply their skills to
technically advanced sectors such as aerospace
manufacturing and high-rise construction.
Additionally, each college program is specifically
designed to help students achieve a targeted
labour market outcome. Where other institutions
accommodate work-integrated or experiential
learning programs such as co-ops, colleges centre
their entire curricula around them. The combination
of practical skills training and field experience
equips students with both applicable ‘hard’ skills

This statistic does not count Quebec’s Collège d’enseignement général et professionnel (CEGEP) school category.
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and increasingly demanded ‘soft’ skills, ultimately
delivering well-rounded and work-ready graduates.
Over time, Ontario’s colleges have grown in physical
size, population, and economic importance.
Moreover, the once clear lines between the college
and university systems have blurred. Colleges offer
four-year degrees normally found at the university
level. Universities have realized their offerings lack
the practical application of skills found in the college
sector, leading many universities to establish joint
programs with colleges. Some college graduates go
on to pursue a university degree, while a growing
number of university graduates later enroll in college
to acquire skills that their bachelor’s degree did not
teach them.

All the while, colleges have never lost sight of their
original mandate to train Ontarians for a changing
world. Shifts in technology and automation, the
fields in which Ontarians work, how Ontarians are
working, and which Ontarians attend college and
when, necessitate that the sector evolve. If colleges
are to continue their role as consistent and relevant
contributors to Ontario’s economy, particularly
in the context of COVID-19, they must be given
the tools necessary to adapt. A changing labour
market requires a flexible education system that can
respond to its chief constituent – the worker.

Colleges for Students
Cost of Returning to School: An increasing
number of university graduates are forced to
pursue an additional degree after obtaining their
bachelor’s degree due to the lack of employable
skills acquired during their undergraduate
experience. A recent paper from Ontario’s
Institute of Competitiveness & Prosperity found
that 47 per cent of humanities and 43 per cent
of social science graduates in Ontario are back
in school six months after graduation, including
15 per cent who enroll in college to become
“more career ready”.95

A college education, like any other form of postsecondary education, should be considered an
investment in one’s own human capital. While some
students may attend college or university purely for
the learning experience, the vast majority invest their
time and money to grow their earnings potential
and secure a better future for themselves. When
evaluating the benefits of attending college, it is
therefore important for Ontarians to consider the
opportunity cost of attending college over another
institution given the size of the investment and the
return they hope to see.

3.

From a student perspective, the return on
investment of an Ontario college education is
significant. A recent study by the University of
Ottawa’s Education Policy Research Initiative found
that, on average, individuals with a college diploma
see their mean annual earnings increase by 59 per
cent within eight years after graduation.93 While
university graduates see their mean annual earnings
increase by a few percentage points more at 66 per
cent, the overall return of a university education is
not necessarily greater than a college one given the
higher cost of university on three fronts:

Across Canada and in all disciplines, nearly one in
four university graduates report having gone back to
school for another certificate, diploma, or university
degree of equal or lower level, often to pursue
business and public administration at 27 per cent,
education at 18 per cent, or health at 13 per cent.96
College graduates, on the other hand, have lower
‘repeat enrolment’ rates, and those who do pursue
further education often enroll in another college.
Between 2014-15, only 5.5 per cent of college
students transferred to a university, down from eight
per cent in 2006-07.97 Between 2007-08, only
5.6 per cent of college graduates were pursuing a
university degree.98 Because such a high proportion
of university graduates return to school, the ‘lifelong
cost’ of a university education over a college one is
elevated substantially.

1.

Cost of Tuition: For comparable arts and
science programs in Ontario, the average annual
tuition for college is $2,768, while the average
annual tuition for university is $6,160.94 Over the
course of a student’s post-secondary education,
the difference in tuition can be significant,
especially if they need financial assistance to
attend post-secondary.

2. Completion Time: Most university degrees in
Ontario require at least four years to complete,
whereas many college programs can be
completed in two years or less. That allows
college graduates to enter the labour force
earlier, thereby earning a full salary sooner.
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Consider St. Lawrence College in Kingston, ON.
During the 2012-13 school year, St. Lawrence
students paid a total of $19.4 million to cover
tuition, fees, books, and supplies. Had these students
been working rather than attending college, they
would have collectively earned $112.8 million.

Thinking in terms of costs vs. benefits,
students therefore incurred a cost of $132.2
million ($19.4 million for tuition and expenses
+ $112.9 million in foregone earnings) in
return for a benefit of $583.2 million (i.e.
benefit-cost ratio = $4.40)

Did the investment cost of a college education merit
students foregoing what they would have otherwise
earned had they remained in the workforce?
Consider this:

In other words, students not only recover the
cost of their original investment, they also
receive an additional $3.40 in benefits for
every $1 in costs

In return for their investment, 2012-13 St. Lawrence
students are projected to receive $583.2 million
in increased net earnings over the course of their
working lives

With an average annual internal rate of
return of 18.9 per cent, it is safe to say the
students of St. Lawrence College made a wise
investment decision.
99

Applying similar cost-benefit analyses to Ontario
universities reveals that, on a per dollar and per
year basis, the return on investment for a college
education is greater than it is for a university one.
The return for colleges is further compounded by
the fact that it takes less time, and therefore requires
less money, to graduate from college than it does
from university. It is worth noting that in the context
of an increasingly contract-based workforce, it is
unlikely that workers will be successful with only a
single post-secondary credential.

The accelerating rate at which new skills are
required for the same occupations, or at which
new occupations arise altogether, necessitates that
workers continuously upskill and re-skill. The new
educational journey will require repeat visits to postsecondary institutions, therefore it is crucial that
Ontarians realize that colleges offer the best value
for money time and time again.100 In that vein, a
college education offers Ontarians a solid long-term
deal on a worthwhile and accessible investment.

18

The college value proposition also extends to
job prospects. Ontarians with no other postsecondary credential other than a college degree
or diploma face an increasingly wide net of
opportunities. The Institute of Competitiveness &
Prosperity recently found that only 26 per cent of
the province’s projected non-management job
openings will require a university degree, compared
to 37 per cent that will require a college education
or apprenticeship training.101 Many of these job
openings, despite being non-management, are for
high-paying and skill-intensive positions in highgrowth sectors. The same paper projected nearly
215,000 job openings in Ontario’s apprenticed
occupations between 2017 and 2021.102 This
indicates a positive return on job prospects for a
standalone college education.
The emphasis of Ontario’s colleges on cultivating
both hard and soft skills serves their graduates well
in the skills-based economy. Specifically, colleges
are well-positioned to respond to growing demand
in the business community for graduates with
relevant prior work experience. For instance, one
study recently found that among employers who
participate in work-integrated learning programs
such as co-ops, 82 per cent offer employment to at
least one graduate who participated in the program
at their worksite.103
Work-integrated learning is a crucial component
of any college program. A 2014 survey conducted
by the Canadian Council of Chief Executives found
that over three-quarters of its members hire co-op
students through partnerships with various postsecondary institutions, and that these companies
almost always prefer to hire students with workintegrated learning experience than those without.104
In 2013, the Higher Education Quality Council of
Ontario found that 68 per cent of college students
were involved in work-integrated learning programs,
compared to only 48 per cent of university
students.105
Only 34 per cent of employers feel that Canadian
youth are adequately prepared for the workforce,
compared to 83 per cent of education providers.
Therefore, it is essential that post-secondary
institutions not only offer a strong value-proposition,
but also convey that value proposition to students in
a way that enables students to clearly communicate
their add-value to prospective employers.106
While this is an area of concern for both colleges
and universities alike, survey data indicates that
college students are in a relatively stronger position.
In Colleges Ontario’s 2019 student survey, 86.2
per cent of students across institutions reported
being “very satisfied” with the extent to which their
program gave them “knowledge and skills that will
be useful in [their] future career.” 107

By contrast, many students in a Canada-wide
university survey 56 per cent of respondents said
their school did little or nothing to contribute
significantly to their employment. Another 60
per cent said the school did little to support their
computer literacy while 80 per cent said the same
for fostering students’ entrepreneurial skills.108 Even
worse, more than half of students reported that their
university did little or nothing to contribute to their
knowledge of future career options.109
The Institute for Competitiveness & Prosperity
suggests that part of this discrepancy can be
explained by the focus of universities on content
knowledge rather than skills development.110
A university transcript, for instance, conveys
mastery of a disciplinary subject as opposed to
transferrable skills. This “awareness gap” can lead to
a situation where “many new graduates are unable
to communicate the skills they have developed,
and employers must [therefore] attempt to infer
graduates’ skill sets from their content knowledge”.111
In many aspects, the value proposition of Ontario’s
colleges for students has never been stronger.
Inevitably, for some learners, Ontario’s robust
university system will be the best option. However,
for many Ontarians the value proposition of
colleges, measured by the return on investment
against its more limited costs, offers them the
best path forward in a volatile labour market. For
those workers most impacted by automation, and
COVID-19 in particular, colleges offer a secure and
cost-efficient alternative to other forms of postsecondary education.
Over the past several decades, the profile of
students being served by Ontario’s public colleges
has grown in number and become more diverse.
In 2019, Ontario’s colleges served more than
500,000 students and clients of which 266,202
were full-time.112 Of all new fall 2018 entrants to
Ontario post-secondary institutions, including
universities, 58 per cent enrolled in a college.113
Demographically, college students today are more
diverse in age, gender, minority status, Indigenous
status, nationality, geographic distribution, and
family income. Often, underrepresented groups in
Ontario’s wider economy rely on colleges as their
primary source of post-secondary education, and
therefore as their main tool to grow their income.
To respond to a changing student demographic,
colleges must be given the tools necessary to best
serve these students while also empowering them to
contribute more broadly to the province’s economy.
Compared to students in university, the average
college student in Ontario is more likely to come
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from a lower-income family, be a visible minority,
have been born outside of Canada, and reside in a
rural area.114

Figure 5: Pathways to Ontario colleges (% total
students)

• Just over 25 per cent of college applicants report
household incomes of less than $30,000 and
almost 50 per cent have incomes of less than
$60,000 115

13

18

• 31 per cent of college students identify as visible
minorities and four per cent as Aboriginal (of
which 20 per cent study at colleges in northern
Ontario) 116

• As of 2019, 33.4 per cent of Ontario’s college

students are international and 32 per cent of
students speak neither English nor French as a first
language 117

• 35 per cent of college applicants come from

communities with fewer than 100,000 people
while only 32 per cent of Ontarians live in
communities of this size 118

It is important to highlight that because of their
many satellite campuses, colleges are often
the first post-secondary institutions with which
rural Ontarians interact. A paper from the Higher
Education Quality Council of Ontario found that
post-secondary students from rural Ontario are 27.8
per cent more likely to enroll in college and 58.6
per cent less likely to enroll in university than urban
students are.
Many rural college students are also Indigenous.
Self-identified as Aboriginal learners, these students
are twice as likely to attend a college over a
university.119
Additionally, the labour market-driven necessity of
lifelong learning is beginning to bear out in student
demographics through the advent of mature
learners. In 2018, 36 per cent of students enrolled in
Ontario colleges were aged 25 or older, compared
to only 22 per cent of university students.120 Further,
69 per cent of college students did not enroll
directly from high school with 31 per cent of the
total student body having already graduated from
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Direct from high school
Delayed from high school
Incomplete PSE
University graduates
Non - University PSE graduates
Source: Colleges Ontario (2019)

another post-secondary institution.121
Perhaps the most dramatic trend in student
demographics is the increased reliance of Ontario’s
colleges on international students. Between 2008
and 2017, international enrolment grew by 258 per
cent.122 Last year, 89,035 full-time college students,
out of a total of 266,202, were international.123
Moreover, although overall international enrolment
is up, students from abroad are increasingly coming
from a fewer number of countries. In 2019, just over
84 per cent of international students came from
Asia, of which the vast majority were citizens of only
a handful of countries, predominately India and
China.124
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Figure 6: Foreign citizenship of Ontario college
students, 2019 (%)
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Helping colleges to successfully integrate
international students into the labour market is likely
to reward the future provincial economy. Much as a
college education is an investment for the learner,
international students represent a key asset to the
province with significant potential to appreciate in
value. International students tend to enter college
with more advanced credentials, as 41.9 per cent
already hold a university degree compared to 9.1
per cent of domestic students, and often choose
programs with the greatest long-term employment
prospects such as business, technology,
engineering, and hospitality.125
Ontario’s colleges are serving a very different group
of students than they served at their inception.
Consequently, the sector must be given the
flexibility to adapt and cater to these students in
order optimize their learning experience, and in
doing so expand the extent to which they can
contribute to the provincial and Canadian economy.
This becomes particularly pertinent during the
period that follows the COVID-19 pandemic, as
international enrolment will drop, and domestic
enrolment may spike as out-of-work Ontarians look
to re-train and improve their employability.

Source: Colleges Ontario (2019)

Figure 7: Distribution of ontario college students by
international status and region, 2011 – 2014

Distribution Of Ontario College Students By International Status And Region,
2011–2014.
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Source: Canadian Bureau for International Education (2016)
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Colleges for Employers and the Economy
Humber College, led by industrial design
professor Odin Cappello and a team of
students, partnered with Ooyavah Inc., a
Scarborough-based auto-stereoscopic
technology company, to develop the
‘Pryzma’, an iPad case that integrates 3D lens
technology. Students designed and prototyped
the case, developed the interface, conducted
market research, and prepared the materials
for launch.140
Colleges themselves are an important driver for
the Ontario economy, both in terms of the people
they directly employ, and the local investment
generated by the institutions. However, the skilled
workers they produce for employers are even more
important to the economy. Additionally, colleges
are the province’s most important source of applied
research.
All of Ontario’s 24 public colleges, particularly
through their satellite campuses in remote
communities, are significant employers in their
local area. Specifically, more than half of Ontario’s
colleges are among the top 10 largest employers
in their region, of which several are among the top
three. For instance, with over 450 employees Sault
College in Sault Ste. Marie is the city’s fifth largest
employer.126 The seventh largest employer in all
of Simcoe County, which includes communities as
diverse as Barrie, Orillia, Collingwood, Innisfil, New
Tecumseth, and Oro-Medonte, is Georgian College
with 2,250 employees. 127
In addition to offering employment, colleges
generate significant economic activity for their
communities through regional institutional
investments and student expenditure. The 3,500
students of Canadore College in North Bay, for
instance, account for $11 million of annual spending
in the region.128 Sault College’s overall economic
impact to the wider Algoma Region is estimated
at $150 million a year.129 In the 2012-13 academic
year, St. Lawrence College added $861.3 million in
income to the Eastern Ontario’s regional economy,
or approximately 5.9 per cent of the region’s GDP. 130
These benefits often continue well after a graduating
cohort as, of the 5,040 students from outside the
Eastern Ontario Region who attended St. Lawrence
College between 2012-13, 56 per cent relocated to
the region permanently to pursue work in the area.131
For employers, particularly SMEs, colleges offer a
means to fill a growing skills shortage. In a survey
conducted by Colleges Ontario of employers who

hired 2017-18 college graduates, 89.6 per cent were
“very satisfied” with the skills and performance of
their college hires.132 The fact that employers have
a growing demand for college graduates is further
illustrated by the fact that the graduate employment
rate for college students six months after graduation
increased from 83.6 per cent in 2012 to 86.2 per
cent in 2018.133 Unlike credentials offered by other
non-university post-secondary institutions, such
as private career colleges (PCCs) and online-only
platforms, employers recognize Ontario college
credentials as consistent indicators of particular
skillsets.
Today’s employers especially rely on colleges
for reskilling and upskilling their workers. Across
Canada, employer spending on training and
development has declined considerably since
1993.134 This is likely due to the fact that SMEs,
which employ around 70 per cent of all privatesector workers in Canada, lack the resources to
educate staff internally.135 The rise in ‘gig economy’
behaviour and contract-based work across the
labour market further disincentivizes employers to
invest in training, as high staff turnover reduces the
return on investment. As a result, colleges are left to
fill the gap, often partnering with local businesses
to do so. Workers benefit in turn from such
partnerships. For instance, an agreement recently
signed by McDonald’s Canada and Colleges Ontario
enables McDonald’s employees to count their inhouse management training as credit towards a
college business diploma.136
While the contribution of colleges to local
economies through jobs and labour supply is
significant, colleges’ role as a source of applied
research is perhaps even more valuable. As Ontario
retrofits its workforce for the future, no investment
will be as meaningful as those made in research and
innovation. Unlike other post-secondary institutions
where research is often confined to academic
journals, colleges cultivate practical innovation
which directly benefits local businesses in real time.
In Ontario, there are currently more than 1,300
applied research partnerships between colleges
and business.137 These partnerships often result in
At Cambrian College in Sudbury, students
worked with a local business to promote
greater use of a new underground mining
technology through the creation of shockresistant charging station for USB-powered
devices.142
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A team of student researchers and faculty at
Sheridan College’s Centre for Mobile Innovation
(CMI) in Oakville worked with Tech4Life, an
Ontario-based telehealth company, to design
the ‘NewPneu’. The device, which has been
recognized by the World Health Organization,
offers a portable and cost-effective system
for diagnosing childhood pneumonia in lowresource settings.143
distributable innovations, with real opportunities
for commercialization, that genuinely help SMEs
become more productive.
A study by the Conference Board of Canada of
such partnerships found that nearly every collegebusiness collaboration in Ontario, “has led, or will
soon lead, to the development of a new or improved
good, service or process.”138 Of the partnerships
studied, 50 per cent led directly to a reduction in
firms’ time to market, 80 per cent resulted in or
are expected to result in increased firm sales and

revenues, 79 per cent led to the firm improving its
competitive market position, and approximately
one-third of partnerships resulted in the firm
increasing their overall spending on research
and development.139 Despite the obvious value
of this important work, the research capabilities
of colleges are often overlooked compared to
those of universities. Moving forward, all levels of
government should realize the benefit of Ontario
colleges’ applied research capabilities when
investing research and development dollars.
Student researchers at Lambton College in
Sarnia partnered with Canadian sanitization
company, Sani Sport, to adapt the firm’s
sports gear cleaning cabinet technology to
be used for firefighting gear. Their work has
subsequently had an important regulatory
impact on the firefighting industry.141

Colleges for Communities
An often-overlooked benefit of Ontario’s college
system is its physical reach into hundreds of
different communities. The province’s 24 colleges
are geographically spread out, reaching every corner
of the map from Southwestern Ontario to the North
and everywhere in between. In addition, those 24
institutions run satellite campuses with smaller
service offerings throughout Ontario’s smaller
towns, ultimately leading to a college presence in
more than 200 of Ontario’s 444 municipalities.

the top third of income to attend post-secondary,
but he did find that college enrolment increases
among middle and lower-income families.145 Even
with tuition support or financial assistance from
governments, the increased costs of going away to
post-secondary may not be tenable for middle to
lower-income families.

This form of localized education provided by
colleges is imperative to Ontario’s overall success.
Economist Marc Frenette has written extensively
about the impacts of distance on post-secondary
education access. In his work, he finds an
80-kilometre radius from universities and colleges
to be a tolerable commuting distance for students.
He found that, across Canada, 17 per cent of high
school students live more than 80 kilometres from
the nearest university, but only three per cent of
high school students fall outside of the radius from
the nearest college.144
If students must leave home to access a postsecondary education the costs increase, both
financially for fixed costs such as rent, but
emotionally as well as young adults are removed
from their families. Frenette found that distance
did not discourage students from households in

Parrott Centre, Loyalist College
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Across Canada, rural households average 25 per
cent lower financial earnings annually than urban
households.146 Rural students are already most likely
to be physically distant from a university, meaning
increased costs to attend, and are also likely to
be worse off financially. This combination makes
localized education critical, or it will likely not be
pursued. By providing a high-quality education in
a local setting, Ontario’s colleges ensure proper
access to a post-secondary education no matter
where an Ontario student may live.
As the demographic of students changes to include
more older students who were previously active
members of the workforce, this local dimension
will become even more important. For mature
students, the local college campus can be a savior
when considering they may need to find a part-time
job, have a mortgage or fixed assets tying them
to a community, or have children in local school
systems. All these factors would prevent mature
students from being able to move to a new city to
pursue further education. The localized nature of
college campuses situates them in the best position
to handle the challenges coming from the changing
nature of work.
Second, if Ontario’s rural communities are to
compete properly in the future economy, they will
need to increase their overall level of education as
studies have projected that, by 2031, 77 per cent of
all positions in Ontario will require some form of
post-secondary education.147 A recent Ontario 360
study noted that “55 census subdivisions in Ontario
(roughly 12 per cent of [census subdivisions]) have
higher numbers of people who have not graduated
from high school than who have earned a high
school diploma; 54 of these subdivisions are
considered rural.”148
As automation and the impacts of COVID-19 hit
rural economies, many workers will need to be reeducated or access post-secondary education for
the first time in order to become employable. The
need for rapid training programs will be especially
felt in rural areas where the educational starting
point is lower. College campuses can provide
that training and can even serve as a local hub for
connecting people to employers and opportunities,
which some colleges already offer as an in-house
service.
Third, having so many local campuses and a strong
local presence means a unique tie-in to the local
economy and its needs. By being in touch with local
communities, colleges can create programs that
are in demand in their locale. These programs can
be tailored to individual local employers and allow
for an ease of recruitment. For instance, Conestoga
College currently trains students in warehousing
logistics given employers like Adidas and Ferrero

Rocher have complex warehouses nearby, while St.
Lawrence College offers training tailored specifically
to the needs of local employer Shopify. Northern
colleges can provide mining and forestry programs
while Southwestern colleges can provide programs
in areas such as agriculture, winery, or viticulture.
Not only does their localized positioning give
colleges an advantage in tailoring the courses they
offer, but it also makes them a prime candidate for
further re-training and upskilling programs. 65 per
cent of all jobs will require training after a highschool or post-secondary education is attained.149
An employer’s need for skilled labour is constant
and evolving, and often necessitates building on
the skill base of existing staff where those skills
can’t be imported through outside hires. Most local
employers already use colleges to recruit new
staff – there is opportunity to use them further as a
destination for additional mid-career training.
Recent studies have suggested that “nearly 50 per
cent of the subject knowledge studied in the first of
a four-year technical degree will be outdated by the
time the individual [has] graduated.”150 This alarming
figure is likely to worsen as workplace technology
continues to advance at a rapid pace. A computer
science degree from the mid-2000s would have
little to no applicability to today’s technology.
Colleges can be at the forefront of re-training
simply because they are, by design, located where
employers are. Therefore, colleges can use these
local networks to provide specifically tailored retraining programs that help create more complete
workers who, in turn, will be rewarded with higher
pay and more stable employment.
Lastly, if the onset of rapid automation and an
overall embrace of the digital economy due to
COVID-19 isolation measures takes hold, work in
Ontario will far less location dependent than ever
before. The ability to live in a rural or suburban area
while effectively working for a ‘big city’ employer is
now a reality for many Ontarians. By making remote
working more attractive, smaller communities can
attract more people – a problem these communities
have struggled with for decades.
Instead of having to create unique immigration
programs, rural communities may be able to attract
domestic workers for the first time in generations.
If they are successful in that pursuit, they will need
to provide more trades and spinoff services. That
means a need for more carpenters, electricians, and
other skilled positions. More people mean more
opportunities and a greater demand for educational
programming that Ontario’s colleges are already
well-suited to provide.
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Satellite campuses are expensive for colleges to run,
given they have smaller student populations to draw
from but require similar levels of programming that
is offered on main campuses. Though the cost to
colleges may be high, the value of the colleges in
rural communities is proportionately higher than in
urban locales. Given that colleges are consolidated
on the province’s financial statements, these
investments should be considered not in purely
financial means, but also in their ability to stimulate
rural economies and enable the provision of highquality services in less densely populated areas.
As Ontario’s economy evolves, rural communities
may be best positioned to take advantage of the
shift, though only if they are able to utilize the

existing college infrestructure in place.An Ontario
360 study analyzing Ontario’s rural-urban divide
provided six recommendations to help invigorate
rural economies and unlock their full potential. One
of those recommendations was simply to “leverage
the role of post-secondary institutions as catalysts
for attracting and developing human capital –
including prioritizing the retention of international
students in nonurban centres and creating satellite
campuses or distance education opportunities for
non-urban students.” Luckily, Ontario’s colleges
already have a network of more than 175 satellite
campuses that can be leveraged for this pursuit.

Colleges for Government
As Ontario’s workforce and economy evolve,
governments will be faced with the urge to use
whatever tools exist in their toolbox to respond.
One of the main tools they should utilize is the
empowerment of the college system.
Ontario’s colleges are consolidated on the
province’s financial books, meaning if they
experience a financial surplus so does the
government. However, that relationship also works
in an inverse manner, where an operating deficit at
a college will also mean a deficit for the province.
Therefore, the financial interests of colleges and the
province are one in the same.
As international student enrolment likely drops –
even with interim online course measures available
– colleges will need to find more students. If

colleges are empowered with new tools to provide
new forms of programming that are attractive to
domestic displaced workers, they will become
more financially sustainable all while educating
the populous to help repair the economy faster.
An investment in the college system, financially or
through more operating flexibility, is by extension an
investment in the province itself. Given that stimulus
measures and relief programs will already cost the
province tens of billions of dollars, allowing colleges
to adapt to a changing labour market through
regulatory flexibility can be far more cost-effective.
Next, of all post-secondary institutions, colleges are
best prepared to handle this rapid set of changes
due to their straightforward approach to learning
modules. Since college programs are rooted in
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the education of specific skills and less theoretical
learning, the elements of courses are more straight
forward and practical in nature. This means that
faculty have a clear set of goals to teach students
over the course of a semester or class. Those
goals and tasks are less susceptible to the oftenindividualized nature of teaching via full academic
freedom, which can lead to different conclusions for
different students.
For instance, a political philosophy professor in a
university could easily leave out utilitarian teachings
from theorists like Jeremy Bentham and still have
a robust, complete course offering for a student.
If a college professor teaching a course in the
electrical engineering technician program left out
a component – like installation or troubleshooting
of electrical circuits – they would leave that
student unprepared for the workforce, unable to
pass trade credentialing requirements, and with
an incomplete academic study. The components
of a college course are, in many cases, technical
in nature and thereby fixed. The fixed nature of
college programming makes it far less susceptible
to a professor’s interpretation of academic freedom
than in the traditional humanities or in the university
system more broadly.
Given college course components are often times
fixed year-over-year and progressive in nature, they
can be broken down into specific components more
easily, meaning an easier translation of a course to
an online structure or to smaller course offerings
targeted at upskilling and re-training workers already
in the field or in the labour force. It is difficult to
disentangle or speed up a university philosophy
degree, whereas a college carpentry program can
more easily be pulled apart into individual sections
that students may use to build on their existing
carpentry knowledge or skills.
In addition to the building block nature of college
programming, colleges also have more flexibility
than other post-secondary institutions with their
faculty and structures, while still providing a
recognized and lauded credential. Universities are
too tightly bound by faculty tenure and collective
agreements that do not allow for technological
change. College faculty can also be part-time
faculty members who are practitioners in their field,
meaning their teaching methods keep up with the
latest trends and advancements as their work-life
goes through the same transition. Additionally, the
current collective agreement between colleges
and their faculty has specific provisions in case
technological changes force adjustments to staff
compliments, which further increases flexibility. 151

bargaining agreement than in the university sector
where, regardless of demand, universities must
continue to employ professors with tenure in fields
that may be experiencing little to no enrolment
or economic value in a recession. Importantly,
colleges do not have individual pieces of legislation
governing each institution’s existence and do not
have an independent senate structure, meaning
college executives and administrative staff can
more easily alter the path of the institution to
adapt to changing labour market demands than
is possible in a university setting. Despite having
more flexibility than the university sector, colleges
will still be bound by the nature of their collective
agreements. Therefore, further collective agreement
flexibility may be needed to adapt to a post
COVID-19 economy. The current agreement expires
September 30, 2021, meaning an opportunity for
significant revision is approaching.152
On the contrary, other post-secondary institutions
that offer credentials may have more flexibility
than the college system, but they may not provide
recognized and approved credentials in the eyes
of employers. For instance, a private career college
or online provider like LinkedIn Learning may have
the ability to create new programming faster, but
that programming is not regularly reviewed or
up to the same educational standards as college
programming. Therefore, students may graduate
from these institutions only to find that they are not
capably trained. Employers need to have trust in the
institution in order to have faith in the training of
graduates. Each of our 14 employer consultations
expressed that the rigour needed to acquire a
college certified credential provides a level of surety
to employers that the student is qualified in their
field.
In addition to educational quality, academic
flexibility, and financial security, governments will
also see a definite benefit through the demographic
profile of college students. As well as the benefits to
rural economies (see D, Colleges for Communities),
when “compared to universities, colleges have
historically attracted more students from lower
income families, more new Canadians or minorities,
[and] more students who have been less successful
in previous academic experience.”153 Given
automation and COVID-19’s likely disproportionate
impact on lower-skilled positions held by minorities,
the lesser educated, and lower-income Ontarians,
it is critical to empower an institution that reflects
those populations. Government will need to help
these specific classes of Ontarians and therefore
should empower the institutions that they are most
likely to attend.

These agreements are important and critical to an
effective employee-employer relationship, but the
colleges are well-suited, through a more flexible
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Be it the benefit to government, communities, employers,
the economy, or students themselves, empowering
colleges is a clear roadmap to success in an increasingly
automated world post-COVID-19. The institutions need
to be empowered to be as flexible as possible, respond to
economic challenges in real-time, continue to be financially
sustainable, and to help repair the Ontario economy. The
question quickly evolves from a debate on whether colleges
should be empowered to a question of how.
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Part III
How to Empower
Colleges to Power the Economy
28

In retrospect, Ontario’s college sector was uniquely
designed to respond to the labour market challenges
of today. Faced with a growing skills deficit and
record unemployment, few other institutions are as
well placed to address the skills gap and move the
province toward a more robust economic future.
As discussed in Parts I and II, Ontario’s colleges
represent undervalued assets ready to realize their
full potential. The question faced by policymakers is
exactly how to unleash the college sector in a way

that matches the greatest number of people with the
most fulfilling jobs of tomorrow. In response to this
question, outlined below are 17 recommendations
for government developed in consultation with
several stakeholders both in and around the college
sector, including employers across the province. The
expeditious implementation of any number of these
recommendations will only serve to better prepare
Ontario for both the near-future of work and a postCOVID-19 world.

Embracing Microcredentials
Though not an entirely unfamiliar term among
students, the concept of a microcredential (or
micro-credit) is certainly not new to Ontario’s
post-secondary institutions and policymakers. While
no jurisdiction in Canada has yet agreed upon a
single definition of microcredentials, they are in
their truest form a granular, digitally administered
and competency-based certification “focusing on
specific knowledge, skills or competencies while
being heavily market/society-driven.”154 RMIT
University in Australia defines them as credentials
that “certify an individual’s achievements in
specific skills and differ from traditional education
credentials, such as degrees and diplomas, in that
they are shorter, can be personalised and provide
distinctive value and relevance in the changing
world of work.”155
To date, there are approximately 600
microcredential offerings in the province of Ontario.
The majority of these microcredential programs
focus on training already-employed workers in a
specific skill needed to fulfill or upgrade their current

job. For instance, Humber College and Purolator
have teamed up to train their freight and parcel
workers in data fluency to better understand and
work with the organization’s complex tracking and
warehouse systems.156 This form of microcredential
programming is a specific and expedited add-on to
an existing skillset or credential already possessed
by an employee. The company gains the benefit of
employee retention and improved human capital,
while the employee expands their productivity by
working with technology and avoids becoming a
victim of automation.
However, while there are a few shining examples
of microcredentials being effectively administered
in the province, most of the 600 microcredentials
on offer are either one-off programs to address
a particular employer’s immediate needs or are
out of step with the general consensus on what a
microcredential actually is. For the microcredential
system to serve as a solution to re-training a mass
amount of Ontario’s workforce, the offerings will
need to be greatly increased, become more regular
and consistent, and be designed to offer clear
linkages between programs so they can become
‘stackable’ in nature towards a larger accreditation.
In the joint context of increasingly automated supply
chains and the disruption caused by COVID-19,
microcredentials could act as a wider solution
to the mass layoff of mid-career workers. Short,
outcome-oriented programming especially benefits
most working adults who do not have the luxury
of returning to school for an extensive period of
re-training. In a 2017 survey, 31 per cent of workingage Canadians reported a desire to complete
additional training but identified significant cost and
time commitments preventing them from doing
so, such as family and their full-time job.157 This
comes despite research from Carleton University
demonstrating that mid-career training boosts an
employee’s earnings by five to nine per cent on
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average and by up to 15 per cent for low-skilled
workers.158
More traditional college offerings might be broken
down into individual microcredentials that each
represent a singular, clearly defined competency.
These programs can either be taken as one-off
courses or as multiple microcredentials stacked and
taken in succession to build towards a more wellrounded set of skills in a given field. Students would
be examined and assessed before completing a
microcredential with progression based on proven
mastery of content, rather than simply the time
spent ‘in class’. Colleges would be well positioned
to conduct such pre-assessment given they already
employ their own robust ‘prior learning assessment
and recognition’ (PLAR) system to evaluate mature
applicants. PLAR results are used to award credits
for courses based on “formal demonstration of
prior learning usually acquired through study, work,
and other life experiences that is not recognized
through formal credit transfer mechanisms.”159 A
similar approach might be taken to determine
entry into microcredential programs, albeit in an
expedited fashion given the digital accessibility of
microcredentials.
A key component of any microcredential framework
is stackability – microcredentials need to be
‘stackable’ in nature so that students can build upon
each skill they master online. Take, for instance, a
manager at a restaurant who has been working in
the same role for several years, and whose position
has been eliminated from the economic fallout of
the pandemic. Without other restaurant positions
to turn to, that individual may choose to pursue
a diploma in a related field such as restaurant
and hotel operations management. Given their
background in the industry, they may already have
some of the basic proficiencies needed to operate
a point-of-sale system or track inventory needs
– both skills typically taught during the diploma
program. If they had to begin the program from the
start, they may find themselves repeating content
they already know, costing them precious time and
resources while they are unemployed.
Instead, with a microcredential framework, students’
competency would be assessed before entering
the program. For the former restaurant manager
mentioned above, it might be determined that they
need only a few microcredentials, say in food service
accounting, to have gained the skills necessary to
find employment in the field. The learner would not
be forced to re-take microcredentials for skills they
are deemed to already possess. Learners could then
obtain as many microcredentials as they wish, either
completing one or two and entering the workforce
again or finishing the remaining microcredentials in
the diploma program to earn full certification. Such

an assessment framework, though similar to that of
PLAR, would need to be tailored to each program
and rolled out on a larger scale to manage the influx
of mid-career learners.
In a recent study, the Royal Bank of Canada found
that these career transitions need not necessarily be
between highly similar fields, such as a restaurant
manager moving to a more corporate or strategic
role in the food services industry. In fact, they found
that many of the core skills needed to perform tasks
in vastly different fields are the same. Depending on
how microcredential programs are structured, they
estimate that a transition from a role as different as
a dental assistant to a professional photographer
would require only four skill upgrades, or that a
miner transitioning to a veterinary technician might
require only three skill upgrades.160 The profound
potential for microcredentials to help Ontario
rapidly retrofit its workforce for the future is worth
the investment in a robust, comprehensive, and
accessible system.
To create a microcredential system that can
be embraced by colleges, and, ultimately, by
employers, it is important to create a standard public
definition of what a microcredential is and entails.
If the business community does not understand or
recognize what a microcredential is, they will not
value the credential when making hiring decisions.
Employers will not value a microcredential unless
they can be assured that there has been a standard
form of academic rigour and a form of examination
included in the student’s achievement of the
credential.
Most of the employers we consulted had
significantly high trust in the competency of the
college system due to their experiences hiring
college graduates. If employers begin to hire college
microcredential graduates but the requirements to
obtain a microcredential are not similar in rigour
to a traditional college credential, that trust in the
college system will erode. Therefore, a proper
definition of microcredentials needs to be set. That
definition must be followed to be able to offer a
microcredential program. Please see the attached
callout box for our proposed definition.

30

Proposed Definition of Microcredentials:
Microcredentials represent a portion of a
traditional credential and are competency-based.
They represent skills that are in demand by
industry and both the learning and assessment of
microcredentials are focused on discrete workplace
competencies. Microcredentials should be
stackable and transferable to other credentials.
Microcredential programs should adhere to the
following principles:
a.

Microcredentials are not a substitute for
traditional credentials (certificate, diploma, or
degree) but complement them.

b. Microcredentials should be designed to
meet employer needs and thus be developed
through consultation and partnership between
employers and colleges.
c. Microcredentials must be based on
competencies identified by employers as
relevant to the labor market.
d. Microcredentials should be stackable, trackable,
and provide clear and seamless pathways across
different credentials, thereby facilitating student
mobility, lifelong learning, and reskilling.
e. Microcredential should represent a portion of a
traditional credential and should not be based
on time spent learning but rather on mastery of
competency.
f.

A microcredential should represent one
competency and that competency should be
clearly defined.

g. Microcredentials will contain at least one
opportunity for assessment and feedback,
followed by further activity which allows
students to integrate what is learned into
practice.
h. Microcredentials should be verifiable, clear as
to how competency is assessed and subject to a
rigorous quality assurance process.
i.

Microcredentials should be secure and portable.

Colleges Ontario and the Ontario government should
define microcredentials, including a set of principles
that microcredentials must adhere to, that can be
used for program evaluations. These standards should
be developed in conjunction with the Postsecondary
Education Quality Assessment Board and should be added
to the Ontario Qualifications Framework. The definition
and principles of microcredentials should be based upon
emerging national consensus.

Critical to the definition of microcredential
programming is that a student can only graduate
from the program once they have mastered the
content. Being able to use Microsoft Excel is
very different from mastering the application. If
the employer community is going to put faith in
microcredential graduates as ‘work-ready’, those
students must be able to demonstrate off-the-shelf
mastery of content rather than base level familiarity.
This principle applies for both soft and technical
skills.
Though individual microcredential programs are
important, if Ontario colleges offer only one or two
microcredential programs at each campus or at a
time, it will be difficult for all students to use them
as a tool to transform careers. As noted earlier,
a student may only need three to four different
microcredentials to shift from one profession to
another, but if only one of those programs exists
at their nearest college, they will be unable to
complete the transition. Therefore, to allow students
to build towards new careers, it is important that –
whenever possible - microcredentials are stackable.
In order to follow that stackable model, students
must be assessed for competency before enrolling.
If a student has been working in a similar field
for several years, they may already be able to
demonstrate mastery of certain skills. For instance,
they could show proficiency in arc welding but
not in welding at heights. An initial test will help
determine where on the learning journey the
student should be placed. The Australian state of
New South Wales has created a stackable vocational
system already “whereby workers’ existing skills are
measured and then built upon with new training
modules.”161 That system may serve as a helpful
model when creating an Ontario microcredential
system.
Even though stacking microcredentials to a more
traditional form of accreditation like a degree or
diploma is laudable, it may not always be possible.
Each individual student may have their own unique
combination of microcredentials needed in order
to build to a full accreditation. Two employees with
the same title and laid-off from the same workplace
may have different competencies. Second, those
employees may both pursue different secondcareer paths, requiring different microcredentials. It
will not be possible for each college to offer each
microcredential needed for each possible career
path.
To solve for this, colleges should evaluate their
most unique course offerings and, should
there be reasonable expectations for demand,
microcredentials in those fields should be made
available. For instance, if a Northern college offers
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unique mining programs that are not readily available
at any other college, they should endeavour to provide
those programs in microcredential format. Given the
uniqueness of this programming, the government
should consider financially assisting the creation of
these programs especially if they serve underprivileged
communities or are offered by financially smaller
colleges.
Similarly, part of this new approach to microcredential
programming should include the ability to transfer
programs. Given that each microcredential offering
will adhere to a quality standard and set definition, they
should be recognized much like existing programming
and be transferable so that they can be used towards
larger credentials at other Ontario colleges. Colleges
may need to re-do student competency assessments
if a transfer is needed, but building towards a diploma
or degree program via microcredentials should be
made transferrable wherever possible to allow students
who may need to relocate to continue their education.
For some workers relocating to move-in with other
family members or to allow a spouse to continue
employment elsewhere will be a by-product of lost
income and wages.
When it comes to providing microcredentials, having
the most in-demand offerings available at each college
in Ontario would be ideal, but it is not necessarily
realistic or cost-efficient. COVID-19 has the potential
to impact each region of the province differently,
which can impact course offerings. In addition, some
Ontario colleges have healthy reserve funds to apply to
new programming while other colleges may not have
as much financial flexibility. Financially, the impact of
reduced international student tuition will impact each
college differently. Layoffs and automation may also
differ geographically. For instance, American research
suggests rural and manufacturing based towns will be
the first hit by the next wave of automation.162
All these factors mean that each individual college
will have a unique set of circumstances as they
pursue microcredential offerings. Some may be able
to get programs up and running immediately while
others may not. During this period of transition, it is
important that colleges coordinate to ensure proper
programming is available and temporary mitigation
plans can be put in place. Ontario’s six Northern
colleges already coordinate on program offerings
to ensure a full selection is available throughout the
region. This model could be built upon and replicated
as microcredentials are implemented.
Colleges within geographic proximity to one another should
endeavour to ensure the most in-demand microcredential
programs are offered by at least one of their institutions. The
Ontario government should assist in funding the creation
of microcredentials for unique programming at these

colleges if it serves an underprivileged demographic or if
the college cannot be reasonably expected to fund the
creation of the microcredential on its own.

Further, since microcredentials are specifically
designed to create employable workers with
programs that reflect the needs of employers,
institutions will likely find many employers require
similar skills and training. For instance, between 2017
and 2021 it is projected that there will have been a
total need for 215,000 additional apprentices.163 In
many cases, especially in clearly defined and often
unionized trades, programming at each college can
be identical.
In Singapore, the government, local employers,
and unions have created ‘Skills Framework’, which
“defines existing and emerging skills needed for
specific occupational roles and facilitates the
recognition of skills acquired by maintaining a
database of approved courses.”164 By working
together, these groups identify what programs
are most needed and educational institutions
then curate courses to meet that demand. Most
importantly, those base level courses that will need
to be offered in multiple institutions are made
available in a shared database to cut down on the
time needed to stand up a new program.
The Ontario government should designate course
offerings that are likely to be consistently in-demand
across the province as shared microcredentials, making
the content available to all colleges and those colleges
should be pre-approved to offer those courses without
further Ministry consent.

When looking at the needs of local employers, it is
important to remember the public sector can be one
of the largest local employers in some communities.
Depending on the definition used, the number of
public sector employees in Ontario can be as high
as 1.3 million workers.165 This workforce includes
everything from employees within traditional
government ministries, to hospital employees, to
employees within government business enterprises
such as the Liquor Control Board of Ontario. These
employers will also embrace automation over time
and/or may need differing skillsets among their
workers.
The Ontario government should review its employee and
employer needs throughout the Broader Public Service
and coordinate with colleges to create microcredential
programming for their own employees where needed.

When colleges create new programming, their
proposals are evaluated by the government
against various labour metrics that purport to
showcase worker demand. Though the Ontario
government approves courses, they often use
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federal government labour classifications and data
called National Occupation Classification codes to
assess market demand. Despite the rapidly changing
nature of work, these codes have not been updated
since 2016 and have only been updated five times
since their creation in 1992, meaning in-demand
occupations may not appear that way to provincial
decision makers.166
The federal government should endeavour to update
National Occupation Classification codes annually.

Microcredentials are targeted at individuals who
need rapid re-training and may not have the
flexibility to choose when they take a program. Many
of these students will need to work part or fulltime jobs to make ends meet and may have family
obligations like childcare that limit when they can
be in a classroom. Similarly, if course offerings are
limited only to the English language it will serve as
an unnecessary barrier to education and re-training
for Ontario’s francophone population. Knowing this,
microcredentials should be created with maximum
flexibility in mind when it comes to the format of
program offerings.

may enter a post-secondary institution multiple
times throughout their career. Tracking students
who enter different institutions in potentially
different fields and potentially decades apart
can be a challenge for each individual college’s
admissions departments. Further, accessing official
proof of graduation documents, especially if done
by traditional transcript, would be a challenge in
this environment. To allow for maximum flexibility
and an ease of transition, colleges should pursue
a centralized Ontario Education Number (OEN)
under the Ontario College Application Service
instead of managing the current OEN at each
individual college. This centralized OEN should
feature permanent non-transcript-based credential
ownership for microcredential graduates.
Microcredential programming should always target
maximum flexibility, including - where possible - online
formats and/or at differing hours such as via night classes,
offerings in both official languages, as well as student
tracking through a centralized Ontario Education Number
managed by the Ontario College Application Service with
permanent, non-transcript based credentials ownership
upon graduation.

Part of that flexibility needs to consider the rapid and
reoccurring nature of microcredentials. Students

Recommendation 1: Colleges Ontario and the Ontario government should work together to develop
and implement a robust microcredential framework as a rapid re-training tool for displaced workers .
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Funding of the College Sector
As colleges pursue microcredentials they will see
an influx of part-time students. Microcredentials
will not take root unless this programming is
financially viable for colleges to offer. Creating new
programs contains higher start-up costs to secure
new equipment, faculty, and design curricula. In
some cases, the cost of microcredential programs
can be shared by the employers that colleges are
coordinating with. In most cases, these costs are
recovered over time through enrolment in the
program through two primary streams – tuition
and government enrolment-based funding.
Microcredentials pose an interesting challenge to
this framework.
First, some microcredentials may be cheap to create
given they are essentially components of already
existing programming. At the same time, aptitude
tests will need to be created and administered
and students may progress on unpredictable
timelines compared to traditional program offerings.
Additionally, microcredential programming can
change frequently. Changing labour market demand
and changing technologies will force colleges to
rapidly adjust their microcredential offerings. The
shorter shelf-life of microcredential programs
means a shorter period of time to recover the funds
invested in the creation of the program.
On top of these factors, a vast majority of
microcredential students will enroll as parttime students, which will have implications on
enrolment-based funding. In its most basic form,
each program has a program weight to account
for the costs to offer the class. Courses that use
expensive technologies, laboratories, or materials
– such as engineering programs – have a higher
weight than more traditional classroom programs
like business offerings. The higher the weight, the
more funding a college gets for a student enrolled
in that program. However, if a student is enrolled
part-time, the Ontario government automatically
applies a low funding weight no matter the course
offering. This means that even if the part-time
student is enrolled in a high cost program, the
college only receives low-level funding. Given that
microcredentials can be in the higher cost program
offerings, this problem will need to be addressed.
As the province builds out a microcredential
framework, it will also need to consider funding,
and therefore access, to such programs. Given
the scarcity of financial resources available to
government due to COVID-19, it will need to
carefully consider where it can procure the best

return on investment. Investing in microcredentials,
and therefore in everyday workers, offers the
province an innovative way to secure such returns.
A provincial investment in microcredentials could
play out in one of two ways. Government could
either fund students, or credential-seekers, directly
through the existing Ontario Student Assistance
Program (OSAP), or it could increase funding
for institutions that offer microcredentials, such
as colleges, for every student that enrolls in an
approved microcredential program.
While both options would achieve the same result
of reducing the consumer cost of microcredentials
and therefore promoting uptake, the latter may
prove more effective. Although OSAP links directly
to individuals, the transfer mechanism the Ministry
of Education uses to direct financial aid to students
is cumbersome and time-intensive. Microcredential
programs are both short by nature and designed to
be accessed swiftly at any given moment in order to
meet employer demand. If a student is forced to go
through OSAP to obtain funding, the administrative
burden presented might negate the quick benefits
of microcredentials to begin with. On the other
hand, by providing funding directly to institutions,
colleges would be able to consistently offer lower
enrolment fees equivalent to the aid students would
have received through OSAP. Given that colleges
are consolidated on the province’s books, the
institutions could easily be made whole at fiscal year
end by the government.
An enrolment-based funding system would
eliminate the traditional application burdens
associated with OSAP but could also allow for
centralized tracking through an Ontario Education
Number system recommended earlier. In turn,
colleges would offer microcredential programming
to domestic students at little to no charge, thereby
ensuring students already in financially difficult
situations are not temporarily removed from
necessary funds in anyway.

Recommendation 2: The Ontario government
should work with Colleges Ontario to address
issues with the province’s funding model for
part-time students and provide student assistance
for microcredentials through enrolment-based
funding instead of OSAP subsidies. Any changes
to the funding model must be considered in the
context of ongoing work around new Strategic
Mandate Agreements (SMAs).
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The demand from COVID-19 related unemployment
is immediate. Even with an aggressive
microcredential approach, it will still take time to
dramatically expand the current microcredential
offerings in Ontario. Therefore, as is common
in times of recession, governments may turn to
funding re-training programs in a bid to help
revitalize the economy.
For instance, Ontario created the Second Career
Program in 2008 in response to the negative labour
impacts of the Great Recession. This program
provides students with up to $28,000 to enable
them to enroll in re-training.167 Given the scale
of COVID-19 related unemployment, financial
assistance through a program like the Second
Career Program could become astronomical given
that a 2016 audit found that the Second Career
program only helped 8,600 individuals and, at
that, only 35 per cent of those individuals found
employment by the time they ended the program.168
Funding colleges to get microcredentials up and
running would be a much more cost-effective
option for large cohorts and a faster way for
government to assist in re-training Ontario workers.

Recommendation 3: The Ontario government
should immediately evaluate the efficiency,
effectiveness, and demand for the Second
Career Program. This review should evaluate
options to adapt the program to cover costs of
microcredential enrolment or wind down the
program in favour of funding microcredential
programming.

ensure enrolment in additional microcredential
education is as attractive as possible for people on
Ontario Works, the government should immediately
review the relationship between Ontario Works and
college enrolment to eliminate negative barriers.
Specifically, the Ontario Government should ensure
paid Work Integrated Learning opportunities that
may be available through college microcredential
programming does not have a negative impact on
Ontario Works recipients because of aggressive
income claw backs.
The government should also determine how
microcredential tuition payments should be
treated for Ontario Works recipients. Specifically,
tuition should be treated as an eligible income
deduction, much like childcare expenses are treated,
to reduce income claw backs. This is especially
important given the significant impact COVID-19
has had on women’s employment. If tuition is not a
deductible expense, that increased cost may be too
burdensome to overcome compared to receiving
full Ontario Works benefits.

Recommendation 4: The Ontario government
should review the relationship between
microcredential enrolment and Ontario Works.
Specifically, they should review the requirements
to seek employment opportunities while enrolled,
claw backs of income from paid work integrated
learning opportunities available through colleges,
and options for microcredential tuition to be
deducted as eligible income similar to how

Recognizing the impact COVID-19 has had on the
individual worker is critical. When temporary federal
employment assistance runs out, many Ontarians
will find themselves without a job to return to. This
could lead many to seek out government financial
assistance through Ontario Works at the same time
they pursue other employment or a microcredential
program. A prerequisite of Ontario Works eligibility
is that each recipient must continually prove they
are searching for employment or taking part in
activities related to finding a job.169 This is a logical
requirement given that the main premise of the
welfare system in Ontario is to empower Ontarians
to return to the labour force and remove themselves
from the welfare rolls. The Ontario government
should ensure enrolment in a microcredential
program, provided the program is regularly
attended and satisfies Ontario Works’ job searching
requirements.
Secondly, if Ontario Works recipients are also
enrolled in microcredential programs, they will
have to navigate a confusing network of income
claw backs and eligible deductions. In order to
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childcare expenses are treated
It should be noted that issues with enrolment
funding will fade over time as the province moves
toward funding colleges through a Strategic
Mandate Agreements (SMA) funding formula. In
this SMA formula, the Ontario government will
determine up to 60 per cent of a college’s operating
funding based on their performance on certain
metrics previously agreed to by the college. This 60
per cent level is up substantially from the 2018 level
of 1.2 per cent of a college’s operating funding being
tied to external metrics.170
The percentage of operating funding tied to SMA
performance was to be phased in over the next few
years with the full 60 per cent target being reached
by 2024-2025. However, changes to operating
funding based on SMA performance are currently on
pause due to COVID-19 impacting enrolment and
the overall financial situation of colleges.

Recommendation 5: With the exception of
potential funding changes to reflect the increase
of part-time student enrolment in microcredential
programs, the Ontario government should
continue to implement their previously announced
changes to the Strategic Mandate Agreements.
However, government should pause all funding
formula changes – be they positive or negative –
for two years to allow for an economic realignment
post-COVID-19 and for the proper incorporation
of microcredentials into the SMA framework. This
funding pause should include freezing any changes
to the formula for grants to colleges or tuition
subsidies in place for two years

Even though the SMA framework is currently
paused, it should not be abandoned. Instead, the
government should balance the need for funding
certainty with the long-term benefits of an SMA
system. In the immediate term, the government
should continue the freeze of SMA outcomebased funding for the next two years to allow
for the impacts of COVID-19 to be measured,
accommodated, and solved for. In the meantime,
the data by which colleges would have been
collected under their individual SMAs should still be
accounted, assessed, and reported on.
Essentially, this two-year window can serve as a trial
run of the SMA framework to see what the impacts
would have been – positive or negative – of the
new system. Colleges can then be better prepared
for the actual implementation of a more aggressive
SMA framework, while government can ensure
they protect these important local institutions
during COVID-19 recovery efforts. To be clear, the
SMA process should continue to develop, but the
negative funding consequences associated with
poor performance should not be implemented since
the impacts of COVID-19 will hamper colleges’
ability to perform.
Lastly, both sides of the financial equation should
be frozen in place for two years, meaning no new
tuition increases during this time. This is fair to
students, will be popular politically, and will ensure
stability in college funding during any transition to
microcredentials. During the freeze, the Ontario
government can use this time to develop a proper
incorporation of microcredentials into the SMA
framework.
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Autonomy Over Course Offerings
The SMA framework previously proposed by
government aims to rightfully fund colleges based on
their levels of success and performance. However,
if colleges are to be evaluated on their successes,
they need to be given the tools to succeed. First and
foremost, that means giving colleges autonomy over
their own program offerings.
Control over microcredential programming is key to
ensuring a successful inclusion of this new form of
programming. Seeing as one of the main benefits of a
microcredential system is its immediate responsiveness
to labour market needs, colleges will need to have
flexibility when implementing, designing, and even
removing these programs. Microcredentials can be
developed faster than multi-year programming. They
can also be removed from a college’s offering faster
than a multi-year program can be removed. Part of the
system’s design is to mimic the needs of the labour
market in rapid fashion.
In order to allow for that rapid evolution of
programming, the Ontario government will need to
approve microcredential programs in a different way
than they have traditionally approved programs. As
recently as October 2019, the Ontario government
has taken steps to streamline new course approvals
for traditional programming from a process that took
as long as two years to a process that takes three to
six months.171 This trend of increased flexibility for the
college system will need to be accelerated.
Some microcredential programs could be as short as
a few weeks long and could need to evolve rapidly. In
fields like science, engineering, or coding “updating
course curricula annually or even semi-annually means
students graduate with out-of-date knowledge.”172 If
a new software is being implemented by an employer
and they need to rapidly train their employees on it
using a college microcredential program, they cannot
wait months or years for ministerial approval.

Recommendation 6: The Ontario government should
give colleges autonomy over their microcredential
offerings and allow for in-program changes without
prior consent from the Ministry of Colleges and
Universities. Government should further focus on
quality assurance and compliance with the agreed
upon microcredential definition and broader
framework through regular program reviews
conducted by the Ontario Quality Assurance Service.
A risk-based approach to these evaluations should
be considered whereby repeat offenders are subject
to review more often than institutions that regularly
meeting evaluation standards.

The demand for microcredentials will be very real
for workers who are left unemployed mid-career
due to a combination of automation and COVID-19
impacts. However, there will still be hundreds of
thousands of students who have entered postsecondary before entering the workforce in any
meaningful way. It is important that colleges be
empowered to best help those students too, instead
of just mature learners looking to re-educate.
For a student who has not entered the workforce
before or has not earned previous post-secondary
credentials, a microcredential program is not for
them. These microcredential offerings are not
meant to replace traditional degrees and diplomas,
but rather to supplement them or even to help
these traditional programs evolve.173 Even though
microcredentials may not be for younger pre-career
students, the spirit of rethinking Ontario college
offerings should still be applied to more traditional
programming.
The arguments used to put forward microcredentials
as a solution apply to traditional programming as
well. The labour market will be rapidly changing.
Colleges will need to become “nimble, crosscircular institutions,” that are properly “built for the
21st century.”174 Students will need to have a mix
of soft skills and hard skills if they are to compete
with the potentially much larger unemployed labour
pool that already has a mix of skills. These students
will also need to be prepared for an economy that
demands more and more skills from them.
Shorter term programs ensure that curricula
are more up to date. Work-integrated learning
opportunities ensure students get practical
experience to master their skillsets and gain soft
skills like communication and leadership abilities.
Pursuing hybridization during a college education
ensures students are prepared for the practical
application of their abilities in the real world.
First, the rule of competency equalling certification
could be applied to traditional programs. If a student
is demonstrating a mastery of the material, why are
they forced to take the same educational journey
as a student who is not? As colleges adapt to a
competency-based education system for mature
learners, they should be empowered to make that
adaptation to existing programming. However,
most of the credentials in the Ontario Qualification
Framework expressly state semester and time
requirements, thereby preventing this type of
adaptability.
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A competency based model would “disentangle
the concept of seat time from earning a degree
or diploma; allowing for students to learn at their
own pace.”175 Students could earn their credential
faster, join the labour market quicker, contribute
positively to the tax base for longer, and generally
pursue a greater quality of life by increasing their
income earning potential. This system of individual
advancement will be easier to accommodate if
microcredential programming already sees colleges
break their programming down into skill modules
instead of full semesters or credits.
Similarly, this new form of thinking can be applied to
the purpose of elective or breadth courses. Students
with previous post-secondary experience can
already take bridging courses in certain instances
that allow them to skip some introductory classes
and fast-track their degrees. However, this fast
tracking cannot be done for students who have
not completed any form of prior post-secondary
education.
This concept of fast-tracking could be implemented
for traditional degree and diploma courses by
eliminating non-core courses, allowing students
who wish to reach the labour market faster to focus
on only the classes essential to their degree or
diploma. This reform would effectively quicken the
diploma or degree process without devaluing the
foundational skills acquired.
In addition to allowing for fast-tracked courses,
elective courses can be further reformed to better
reflect employer needs as many students may still
choose non-fast-tracked programs. Given the
vital importance of soft skills to the employment
community, these electives could be reformed to
focus on education in soft skills like entrepreneurial
skills, communication and leadership skills, or
financial literacy skills. These types of courses,
though not necessarily core to the credit being
earned, are sure to be relevant to any graduate’s
career.
Secondarily, electives could be reformed to
encourage job hybridization. For example, several of
the courses in Centennial College’s public relations
programs are offered by their business school in
order to ensure a cross-pollination of skill sets given
how intertwined public relations and the business
world can be. Colleges can pursue this hybridization
on their own without government intervention and
should continue to do so, especially as an alternative
to existing ‘free-for-all’ elective programming.
Given the importance of soft skills, it is important to
consider the role of Ontario’s Essential Employability
Skills (EES) framework. The EES framework was
created in 2005 to ensure that all colleges “teach,

reinforce and assess” what the government viewed
at the time as being essential skills to transmit to
students.176 Colleges are required to incorporate
these skills, many of which would be categorized as
‘soft skills’, into all program development and must
ensure that each of the six EES categories and 11
learning outcomes are taught to students. Though
many of the skills listed are pertinent today, the fact
that Ontario has not updated the EES framework
since 2009 is problematic given the extent to
which the labour market has evolved over the past
decade. Both the skills categories (communication,
numeracy, critical thinking and problem solving,
information management, interpersonal, and
personal) and each of their corresponding learning
outcomes should be updated by the Ministry on a
more frequent basis and in conjunction with both
colleges and employer groups to ensure they reflect
the skills needed in the labour market.

Recommendation 7: As Colleges Ontario and the
Ontario government empower microcredential
programming, they should also move to a
competency-based education system that allows
for the fast-tracking of traditional degree and the
diploma programs as well as revamps elective
programming to focus on essential soft skills and
cross-program hybridization where applicable. To
enable this, the province should update Ontario’s
Essential Employability Skills (EES) framework on a
regular, if not annual, basis.

Another restriction faced by colleges is the limitation
on the types of degree programming they can offer.
At present, Ontario’s colleges are only able to offer
four-year degrees and shorter certificate programs.
Additionally, for five colleges (Humber, Sheridan,
Conestoga, George Brown, and Seneca), the fouryear degrees they can offer are not permitted to
exceed 15 per cent of their overall programming;
for the other 19 colleges, the threshold is only five
per cent.177 By contrast, Ontario’s universities are
permitted to offer short-term certificate programs,
three-year degrees, four-year degrees, and various
postgraduate offerings such as master’s and
doctoral programs. While colleges and universities
serve different roles in the province’s postsecondary
landscape, both seek to offer programming that
best meets student and employer demand. Only the
latter of the two institutions, however, are given the
autonomy to actually do so. Despite the maturity
of Ontario’s college system, colleges are unable to
structure their degree programs to keep pace with
changing demand and both student and employer
expectations.
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In order to offer in-demand degrees, many colleges
must team up with a university to create jointprogramming. If a university is far away, offers
a competing program, or is not interested in a
partnership, colleges have no form of recourse.
Recently, the Ontario government allowed colleges
to offer four-year nursing degrees,178 however,
to provide them, nursing program colleges must
eliminate other four-year degree programs they
already offered or get closer to their arbitrary cap,
thereby limiting future offerings.
Arguably, this cap exists to differentiate university
offerings from colleges even though these
institutions compete for the same students. Students
should be able to evaluate which institution they
wish to attend based on a variety of factors including
cost, student experience, location, employment
prospects, program offerings, and credentials
earned. With these caps in place, colleges cannot
truly compete for student enrolment.
Even though colleges could benefit from some of
the flexibility enjoyed by universities, it is important
to understand that colleges should not aim to
become universities. Their programming will always
be rooted in the practical application of skills instead
of largely theory-based education. The move to
microcredentials highlights this distinction. In
the vein of providing more flexible but expedited
program offerings, colleges should be able to
provide three-year degrees.

Given shifting labour market trends, the Ontario
government should be seeking to expedite the
education process for students, not lengthen it.
The additional flexibility provided by a three-year
college degree would see the same benefits as a
fast-tracked credential by allowing a student to join
the labour market earlier, contribute to the tax base
sooner, increase their lifetime earning potential,
and fulfill employment needs in the existing skills
gap. This not only means allowing colleges to offer
three-year degrees, but also to provide options
for masters-level programming where appropriate
and in response to specific workforce demands in
their local area. Since colleges already offer threeyear diploma programs, the transition to being able
to offer three-year degrees would be swift and
immediate. Of all the recommendations presented
in this paper, this is perhaps the simplest policy
change that would yield the fastest results.

Recommendation 8: The Ontario government
should give colleges more autonomy to offer
demand-driven programming. This includes not
only allowing colleges to offer three-year degrees,
but also removing the arbitrary cap on the number
of four-year degrees they can offer and giving
them greater flexibility to offer applied master’s
programs where applicable.

In most parts of the world, students who take a
three-year program earn a degree whether or
not their education focuses on applied studies.
Even though diplomas and applied studies are
inherently valued by employers, many job postings
sort out candidates based on the degree credential
nomenclature. From an employer perspective, a
three-year applied studies diploma is more valuable
than a three-year liberal arts degree. However, due
to the nomenclature used, these diplomas can be
excluded from consideration. Ultimately, if a student
wants the recognition of a degree combined with
the employability of a college education, they
must either take a four-year program with limited
offerings or graduate with a three- or four-year
university degree, and then take a college course.
This creates a trend of colleges as ‘finishing schools’
rather than the primary learning choice. This is a
growing trend – 18 per cent of college students
already have a university degree.
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Reimagining Online Learning
Given the unpredictability of the novel coronavirus,
Ontario may very likely experience multiple waves
of the virus that would induce repeated lockdowns
and physical distancing measures. Even without a
future spike in cases, the return of students to large
classrooms will be slow as such environments are
viewed as potentially unsafe.
In Ontario, there are currently “20,088 online
courses and some 981 certificate, diploma or degree
programs available online – far more than any other
province or territory.”179 The government found
in 2011 that students complete online courses at
similar rates to traditional in-class programming,
meaning the move should not disproportionately
increase dropouts.180 Despite this access, only seven
per cent of Ontario college students have taken at
least one online course. 181
Colleges and their faculty will need to fully embrace
available online learning tools and create new online
programming immediately in order to guarantee
student offerings in the 2020 fall semester. In order
to develop online programming over such a short
period, all parties will need to work together over
the summer months.
By mid-April 2020, private online learning provider
Coursera, which provides free online introductory
theory-based programming through partnerships
with universities, has seen an eightfold increase in
annual enrolment.182 Though this spike in interest
is certainly directly related to millions of individuals
self-isolating who have free time, it does show a
willingness to not just tolerate but proactively seek
out online programming.
Ontario’s colleges will need to adapt to the desire
for online programming to stay competitive and
financially viable. In making this transition to online
programs, there are several roadblocks that need to
be addressed. The Council of Ontario Universities
estimates that it costs anywhere from $25,000
to $50,000 to transition a single course from inperson to online programming.183 Faculty members
will need to be trained on everything from online
course design to creating new methods of student
assessment. The government will need to work with
regulators to allow virtual or augmented reality in
place of in-person training courses. Finally, colleges
will need to upgrade their information technology
systems to handle the new demand that comes with
virtual programming.

Recommendation 9: The Ontario government and
Colleges Ontario should work together to address
the barriers to online programming, including
funding and regulatory issues. As part of this work,
the government should consider how eCampus
Ontario and Ontario Learn can assist with this
transition.
In rural communities, the transition to online
programming will not be seamless if communities
don’t have access to reliable broadband
infrastructure. It is crucial that rural communities
be given the same access to a modern college
education as urban centres have, and a reliable
broadband connection is paramount in ensuring
this. Equal access to broadband not only benefits
rural and northern colleges, but also the local
businesses with which these schools supply workers.
Rural and northern employers will continue to lose
both business and skilled employees to their nearest
urban competitors if they are unable to operate on
an equal digital playing field.
For rural and northern communities, reliable
broadband access represents the foremost barrier to
crossing the learning gateway. This holds particularly
true in light of COVID-19 given the move to remote
learning, a system with which rural students
are unfortunately all too familiar. Investment in
broadband infrastructure is needed but getting
these systems up and running will take time. In the
meantime, government should coordinate with rural
and northern colleges to explore temporary access
measures such as the distribution of devices with
free wireless data given in remote areas.184 Without
such investments, the long-term economic and
social health of these communities will be continue
to be in jeopardy.

Recommendation 10: The Ontario government
should make substantial investments in broadband
infrastructure so that rural college students
are able to reliably access as high quality of an
education as those living in urban areas.
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Empowering International Students
Online programming will be especially important for
international students who, even if colleges were
physically open to students, may not be allowed
into the country due to closed borders or high
levels of infection in their home country. Given that
limitation and the significant source of revenue
that international students provide to Ontario
colleges, the Ontario government and Colleges
Ontario should ensure that programs with high
levels of international enrolment are moved online
immediately.
In addition, the federal government has announced
that online programming will not negatively
impact an international student’s eligibility for the
Post-Graduation Work Permit Program. They also
announced that international students can begin
courses online and complete up to 50 per cent
of their programming online.185 These are much
needed steps that may need to be strengthened
if COVID-19 impacts last longer than anticipated.
To ensure these steps are effectively retaining
international enrolment in Ontario colleges,
the federal government should regularly review
the 50 per cent cap on online programming for
international students.
Separate from immediate online concerns, all
colleges and employers consulted for this paper
raised a consistent ask for the federal government
regarding international students to let them stay
and work. Many policy action committee employers
surveyed complained of not being able to hire
international college students for more than a short
period despite both parties wanting to continue
employment and there being an abundant supply of
qualified candidates.
For employers outside of the Golden Horseshoe
Region, this issue is compounded by the fact that
international students who graduate from local
colleges soon leave for the Greater Toronto Area, as
there they believe they can find a job faster through
a wider network of immigrants from their home
country. As discussed earlier, international students
now constitute a slim majority of all college students
in Ontario. While COVID-19 is likely to lessen the
demographic weight of international students over
the short- to medium-term, they will continue to
be an important constituency for the sector. It is
therefore essential that Ontario remain attractive to
them.
Unlike other countries that Canada competes
with for international students, such as Australia,
where the government recently implemented
its comprehensive “Vocational Education and
Training International Engagement Strategy 2025,”

Canada does not have a targeted strategy to retain
international students in non-university postsecondary institutions such as colleges.186 While
the federal government has made positive first steps
through “Building on Success: Canada’s International
Education Strategy (2019 – 2024),” it should commit
more concretely to reducing work barriers while
also considering the unique challenges faced by
international college students.
However, some elements of the government’s
current approach are to be lauded, particularly in the
context of COVID-19, such as the need for Canada
to diversify the countries from which it accepts most
of its international students, which are currently
India and China.187 With regard to the biggest
challenges threatening Canada’s competitiveness
in the international student market, government
has been largely silent. For instance, in the national
strategy mentioned above, the word ‘visa’ is not
mentioned once despite visas constituting the most
significant barrier to international students staying
and working in Canada. In this domain, despite
their best efforts, provinces are powerless to affect
change. Unless Ottawa acts swiftly to ensure an
easier pathway for international students to work in
Canada both during and after their studies, Ontario’s
colleges will lose market share, and therefore
a significant source of funding, to competing
jurisdictions.
Currently, international students may only work offcampus if they are enrolled full-time in a program
lasting at least six months that leads to a degree,
diploma, or certificate. Part-time international
students may only work off-campus if they are in
the last semester of their program, have fulfilled their
course requirements, and were enrolled full-time up
until their last semester. Many international students,
however, choose Ontario colleges precisely
because of the flexibility to learn part-time, and
because otherwise lengthy programs are efficiently
condensed into a short timeframe which may last
for a period of less than six months .
International students who wish to pursue such
programs, yet face financial barriers to do so, are
therefore disincentivized to choose a Canadian
college given the lower capacity to earn income
and finance their studies while still in school. Making
changes to this barrier would ensure international
students choose Ontario first while still completing
a high-quality education found at a college. It is
important that a high-quality college education be
a requirement to discourage those who are looking
to use institutions like Private Career Colleges as
a backdoor around the immigration system. This
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problem becomes particularly acute as Ontario
develops its microcredential framework, which
would ostensibly promote the value of programs
that could be completed in six months or less.
Recommendation 11: The federal government should
evaluate loosening the rules around international
student employment while in school. This work could
include easing the full-time student requirement,
reducing the six-month minimum to four months
(i.e. one semester), or allowing any student enrolled
in an accredited post-secondary education course,
regardless of whether they are in a program that
ultimately leads to a credential, to work off-campus
during their education.
Next, the federal government could allow
international students to work for more hours each
week. International students are currently able
to work on-campus for as many hours as their
employer permits, which is an attractive position to
many international students. However, on-campus
jobs are often few and competitive to obtain. To
finance their studies, most international college
students rely on off-campus jobs, for which they are
unable to work more than 20 hours a week.
While this limit is consistent with peer jurisdictions,
the cost of studying in Canada is for most programs
more expensive than in other countries such as
those in Europe and Oceania, where the need to
work longer hours is therefore lower. By raising
the hours cap, Canada would set itself apart and
attract top talent to its post-secondary institutions.
This change would especially benefit colleges in
particular, as even international college students
tend to come from lower-income families than
those in universities.
Most importantly, employers routinely requested
changes to this limitation during our consultations,
specifically by employers that operate in a shift
work environment. Most shift offerings are eighthours and are not flexible or adaptable to individual
employees as companies operate three cycles of
eight-hour shifts a day. Therefore, when limited to
20 hours an international student can only work two
shifts. By adding four hours to the allowable hours
per week, that same employee would be able to
work an additional shift per week, thereby helping
the student and the employer.
Changes to shifts would help international students
wishing to complete co-op or internship work
during their studies. These students must currently
obtain an ‘open work permit’. This requirement
is in addition to students having to obtain both a
‘temporary resident visa’ and a ‘study permit’ in
order to study in Canada. Canada is one of the few

countries among its competitors for international
students which requires documentation in addition
to a visa for students to complete co-ops or
internships.
In the U.S., by contrast, the ability to work - granted
as ‘Optional Practical Training’ or ‘OPT’ - is built
into the F-1 student visa. Moreover, international
students in Canada may only apply for an open work
permit before they begin their studies and if they are
required to do so by their study program. This policy
has negative and disproportionate consequences
for Canada’s college sector for which experiential
learning is a hallmark of almost all curricula. While
virtually all Ontario college programs recommend
students partake in work integrated learning through
a co-op or internship, not all programs require
students to do so. In programs where student
participation in work integrated learning is expected,
though not mandated, international students are put
at a significant disadvantage.
Recommendation 12: The federal government
should make it easier for international students
to participate in work integrated learning
opportunities, such as co-ops or internships,
regardless of whether their study program requires
it. They should further raise the number of hours
per week that international students are allowed to
work off-campus from 20 to 24 hours.
International students who wish to work in Canada
after graduating must apply for a ‘post-graduation
work permit’ (PGWP). The duration for which a
student’s PGWP allows them to work in Canada
depends on the length of their study program. The
PGWP is structured in such a way that discriminates
against international students graduating from a
non-university post-secondary institution, such
as a college or polytechnic. For programs longer
than or equal to two years, PGWPs are issued for
a three-year period. For programs longer than or
equal to eight months but less than two years,
PGWPs are issued for a period equal to the length
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of the program (i.e. a graduate of a 10-month program
will receive a PGWP for a period of 10 months).
Graduates of programs lasting less than eight months
are ineligible for a PGWP altogether, and are therefore
unable to work in Canada.
Many colleges, both in Ontario and throughout
Canada, cater to students seeking short-duration
programs of which many last less than eight months.
Under the current system, an international student
studying in Canada for less than two typical 4-month
semesters is disqualified from participating in the
Canadian job market. The framework therefore creates
perverse incentives for colleges, which rely heavily
on international student tuition, to extend certain
programs longer than necessary in order to reach the
eight-month benchmark.
If this barrier to post-graduation work is reduced,
international students will spend less time exposed
to the French and English language during their
studies. Many of our employer consultations cited
improved language proficiency skills as needed among

international students. If less classroom time is
needed to qualify for a PGWP and online courses
are more common due to COVID-19, international
student language proficiency may suffer even
further. Therefore, with these changes, it is highly
likely international students will be in even greater
need of language proficiency programs.
Recommendation 13: The federal government
should consider reducing the eight-month
benchmark for international students to qualify
for Post-Graduation Work Permits and should
work with Ontario colleges to offer additional
English or French language proficiency training for
international students. This recommendation may
involve coordination with the Ontario government
or local municipalities, which may be able to assist
in delivering supplementary services to students
who are permitted to stay and work in Ontario.

Investing in Colleges Post-COVID-19
When the crisis policy responses to COVID-19
pass, self-isolation measures are lifted, and life
begins to return to a version of normal, the Ontario
government will transition its thinking from crisis
management to recovery. In doing so, they will
quickly realize the need to stimulate economic
activity, but also the need to reduce non-essential
expenses. The Ontario government is already
projecting a $20.5 billion deficit for 2020-21, the
largest in provincial history. That deficit is likely to
be much higher as COVID-19 throws the flat GDP
growth rate currently embedded in that projection
off course.
First, the Ontario government will likely turn to
stimulus measures to reinvigorate economic
activity. Luckily, students enrolled in Ontario college
programming are eligible for the nearly $9 billion
in federal student assistance. Therefore, the focus
of any assistance funds should be for mature
learners who were not previously enrolled in college
programs and thus are ineligible for that student
assistance. Many of these potential new mid-career
students will have family and economic pressures
that may cause them to prioritize low-paid, lowskill work over making an investment in themselves
and returning to school for a microcredential
program. If the Ontario government helps defray
the cost of college programming in-part or in-full,
this calculation will change for tens of thousands
of Ontarians. These recommendations have been
previously explored in Part B of this section.

Second, if stimulus money is still available after the
costs of programs are defrayed, investing in college
infrastructure should be a particularly attractive
stimulus option for the Ontario government.
Stimulus investments in Ontario colleges would
help colleges update their facilities and equipment
needed to keep up to date with rapidly changing
technologies. Many colleges had previously
prepared green infrastructure projects under the
previous government’s climate change strategies
that were never implemented. These projects may
serve as useful shovel-ready projects for the current
Ontario government to consider. Additionally, given
the geographic location of Ontario’s colleges and
satellite campuses, this stimulus funding could be
spread out to all corners of the province.
Also, since colleges are consolidated on the
province’s financial books, capital investments in
colleges can be amortized over the useful life of
the asset. That amortization is commonly upwards
of 20 or 30 years. By stretching the cost out over
time, the government can get the immediate benefit
of generating economic activity while ensuring the
2020-21 and 2021-22 deficits do not balloon to an
unmanageable size. Since universities in Ontario
are not consolidated on the province’s books, this
benefit would not apply to the university system.
When considering colleges for stimulus funding,
it is important to recognize that, when compared
to main campus operations, satellite campuses
are much more expensive to run. Similar levels of
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student services and programming must be provided
at these campuses, but those costs are spread over
a smaller student population. Therefore, when
colleges are looking for future savings, they may
offer up cuts to satellite campuses as an option.
Cutting regional campuses should be avoided at all
costs due to the massive benefit to rural economies
and the increase in access to post-secondary
education that they offer to millions of Ontarians.
Instead, the Ontario government should recognize
the importance of these regional communities when
making stimulus investments but also in long-term
policy changes. One such change would see satellite
campuses included in the eligibility for provincial
assistance programs. In Northern Ontario, colleges
are eligible for Northern Ontario Heritage Fund
monies under the Strategic Economic Infrastructure
Program.188 However, under both the Southwestern
and Eastern Ontario Development Funds, colleges
are ineligible fund recipients.
Recommendation 14: The Ontario government
should allow college satellite campus investments
to qualify for regional development funds
such as the Southwestern and Eastern Ontario
Development Funds, and should strongly consider
investing in capital infrastructure at Ontario
colleges in order to generate economic activity
while benefiting from their amortization schedules
and accounting treatment.
Not only are satellite campuses important to train
local students, they also serve as a resource hub
for residents. In fact, most college campuses have
facilities that improve community services and can
be used by local groups when not in use for college
programming. For example, many colleges offer
free dentistry to seniors or free hairdressing services
to residents. The Ontario government should view
college campuses, satellite or otherwise, as local
community hubs.

During traditional moments of employment loss,
like a manufacturing plant closure, the province can
deploy a Rapid Re-Employment and Training Service
team to the affected area to offer connections to
other job opportunities or to re-training programs.
For example, the government most recently used
this team to respond to the impact of General
Motors layoffs in the Oshawa area. Given many
re-training programs like microcredentials will be
housed in Ontario colleges anyway, the province
should consider housing these teams on local
college campuses when an employment shock
occurs in a community – be it from COVID-19
related measures or in the future.
Recommendation 15: When the Ontario
government deploys their Rapid Re-Employment
and Training Service teams to an affected
community, they should house those teams in the
local college or satellite college campus to allow
a seamless transition to re-training programs and
local employer connections.
When the province shifts its attention to deficit
reduction measures, it will want to ensure that every
dollar spent delivers the maximum value possible.
One way to ensure dollars are spent appropriately
is to force institutions that are directly or indirectly
receiving government funds to be transparent and
accountable. Private Career Colleges can receive
government funding indirectly through tuition
assistance programs. However, these institutions
are not subject to the same financial accountability
measures that other post-secondary institutions are
subject to. This can and should be rectified.
Recommendation 16: Private Career Colleges
should be added to Ontario’s Public Sector Salary
Disclosure List (commonly known as the ‘sunshine
list’) to increase transparency and financial
accountability at these institutions.
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Connecting Ontario Secondary Schools and Colleges
After the COVID-19 recession is behind us, there
will be an opportunity to look at the long-standing
relationship between Ontario’s secondary and
post-secondary systems. Canada has, “the highest
proportion of work-age adults with post-secondary
education (55 per cent) in the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD),”189 meaning that the system is properly
encouraging students to pursue further education.
However, that does not mean the system is
encouraging students to pursue college or university
education equally. For example, a recent Ontario
government advertising campaign was launched to
target the stigma associated with pursuing a trade
instead of a university degree. It is in the best interest
of students, the government, the overall economy,
and employers if students pursue the level of
education that is best suited for them.
In order to become a guidance counselor in an
Ontario secondary school, one must complete a
graduate level Bachelor of Education degree that is
only offered at universities. Before that, they must
obtain a post-secondary degree that is either a
three-year or four-year degree.190 Ontario colleges
cannot offer 3-year degrees currently and four-year
degrees are limited to only five per cent of the total
credential offerings at most Ontario colleges (15
per cent of offerings can be four-year degrees for
some larger colleges). Therefore, every guidance
counsellor is guaranteed to be a university graduate
with a vast majority attending only university
throughout their post-secondary careers. This
experience may create a bias towards advising
students to pursue university programming.
Additionally, the nomenclature used in the
secondary school system also leads to an inherent
bias. In the first two years of secondary school,

the two streams of classes available to students
are called “academic” and “applied” classes. But,
when the student moves to their final two years
of secondary school, those class nomenclatures
change to “university” and “college” classes.191
These differing levels of classes generally reflect the
differing levels of education needed for programs in
the university or college system.
Most college programs only require college level
classes, but they also accept university level classes
as prerequisites as well. Meanwhile, many university
programs, especially in the liberal arts, will accept
a transcript with college level classes so long as
the student has completed university level grade
12 English or a small number of grade 12 university
level classes. Despite this level of interconnectivity,
the nomenclature of the programming misleads
students to believe that colleges are second tier
to universities and that their choices during grade
10 class selection must pre-determine their postsecondary institution.
Recommendation 17: The Ontario government
should ensure that the secondary school system
does not disproportionately encourage university
enrolment over other forms of post-secondary
education. This should be accomplished in part
by mandating that secondary school guidance
counsellors receive adequate information about
the benefits of college programming, as well
as by reviewing post-secondary nomenclature
used in Grade 11 and 12 classes to ensure that
any curricular or institutional bias against college
education is removed.
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Conclusion
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Throughout the paper a variety of important themes and
trends have been identified and explored. Those trends
include the growth of the skills gap, the potential impact
of automation and COVID-19 on the economy, the
diminishing opportunities for lesser educated workers,
or the explanation of the rural-urban divide in Ontario.
Those trends present multi-faceted problems for policy
makers and politicians to fix.
For instance, how does Ontario recover from the
COVID-19 recession? Does the province recover from
COVID-19 in an unequal fashion? How do we ensure
regional stability in recovery efforts? What will the labour
force look like post COVID-19? What will employers need
to compete in the new economy? How prescient will
automation be in Ontario’s future?
These questions do not have straightforward answers.
However, luckily, they do not have to. If we approach
each of these questions with an understanding that
change is occurring and will continue to occur, we can
begin to prepare our institutions for that change, adjusting
policy decisions at the margins to accommodate for the
pace and scope of that change. The key will be to identify
and remove barriers to recovery and re-training in real
time, rather than months or years in arrears.
Ultimately, this paper has shown how critical Ontario’s
college system will be to answer these questions and
provide a quicker and much needed economic recovery
across the province. A strong Ontario college sector
means stronger students, employers, communities,
and even governments. All told, that leads to a stronger
economy.
However, Ontario’s colleges need to be empowered
to achieve these results. The status quo cannot be a
permanent option. Colleges and governments need to
work together to implement microcredentials, embrace
online learning, address issues with international student
enrolment, rethink traditional program offerings, adjust
to post COVID-19 financial realities, and fix longstanding issues with the educational journey through the
secondary school system.
These solutions vary in scope and detail. Much work
needs to be done to chart the exact path forward in
a cost-effective and responsible manner. However,
the solutions all centre around the need to adapt to
COVID-19 and the automation that will follow by
embracing quicker, short-term re-training programs. The
shift to embracing microcredentials and upskilling will be
a significant one.
Policy makers do not have to look far to find a useful
example of these types of programs. The Canadian
military has embraced this method of learning for
generations. The military recruits people with varying skill
levels, including semi-skilled and low-skilled individuals.
All military personnel complete basic aptitude testing and
training to gain a generalized set of foundational skills –

much like secondary school or introductory level postsecondary programming. These skills are inherently
stackable. For example, officer training can only be
completed if the foundational skills of basic training are
achieved. The next promotion is only ascertainable if
the previous level has been mastered.
These military members then perform regular upskilling
to gain additional skills or change career paths if a new
skill is desperately in need within the military. They
enter as semi-skilled or low-skilled individuals and
leave trained military personnel with specializations in
everything from culinary arts to media relations and
aircraft maintenance to medical surgery. The training
programs are consistently updated to respect and
utilize the latest technology available. Essentially, the
Canadian Armed Forces have created an entire “culture
built on upskilling.”192 Ontario’s policy makers and
college administrative teams can learn much from the
military’s approach to re-training as they embark on
creating a similar culture of rapid re-skilling.
Even though most of the recommended changes in
this paper would take place at Ontario’s 24 colleges,
they would be enabled by decisions made at the
Legislative Assembly of Ontario. It was noted in the
introduction to the paper that the Legislative Assembly
of Ontario notably overlooks the physical intersection
of College Street and University Avenue. This, of
course, can serve as a metaphorical reminder of the
intersection of Ontario’s post-secondary institutions.
However, it is also worth noting the lesson told by how
these streets got their names.
When College Street was being planned and built, the
land that abutted the road belonged to King’s College,
thus the name College Street. On the other hand, the
perpendicular University Avenue was originally named
College Avenue for the same reason. However, College
Avenue was renamed to University Avenue because,
by the time it was expanded, the post-secondary
institution it led to had changed its name from King’s
College to the University of Toronto.193
The history of these street names should not be a sign
that Ontario’s colleges should change into universities.
In fact, this paper has shown time and again the unique
benefits of the more flexible and nimble college
system. For any Ontario public servants, politicians,
or political staff that work in the surrounding area of
that intersection, the street names should rather serve
as a physical reminder that Ontario’s post-secondary
institutions have always evolved. Regardless of whether
the changes are caused by automation, COVID-19, or
a combination of pre-existing trends, one constant is
clear: Ontario’s post-secondary institutions, specifically
its colleges, need to be allowed to evolve once again.
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