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The Access Challenge
Submission to the Select Standing· Committee of Finance and Government
Services by the Advanced Education Council of British Columbia Victoria,
November 21, 2000
BC's Minister of Finance, the Hon. Paul Ramsey, recently spoke about the importance of postsecondary education for British Columbia.[i]
"And my challenge, the challenge that is shared by all of us in government, is
to give you the support you need - financially, yes, but also in terms of
building a province and a country that support you; that offer a quality of life
that no professor, no student, no research scientist could possibly pass up.
If we succeed in all these things - and I believe we will - history will look back on us with
favour. And future generations will say. Yes. We made the right decisions. We did the
right thing, and we changed our world for the better."
The Advanced Education Council of British Columbia fully supports the Minister in his
statement -we, as system advocates, could not have said it any more clearly or strongly:
We make our submission in the strong belief that post-secondary education is the key to
economic success of the province and personal fulfillment of the citizens of British
Columbia.

A little history
A great deal has been written and said about access to post-secondary
education in British Columbia. A province that has traditionally relied
heavily on a resource-based economy and labour force, post-secondary
education was not a priority for many British Columbians until less than 20
to 30 years ago. 'Why pursue a diploma or degree if the highly paid jobs in
forestry, mining, and other resource extraction and processing are readily
available without it?' was what many British Columbians asked.

In-migration satisfied
the need for skilled
workers in BC

Skilled workers and professionals migrated in sufficient numbers to British
Columbia to satisfy the need in the job market. The situation in British
Columbia was also characterized by relatively low transition rates into
higher education institutions and lower levels of investment in postsecondary education.

With the decline of the resource sector and the global development toward
a knowledge-based economy, post-secondary education began to receive
increased recognition in British Columbia. The provincial government has
increased its investment in post-secondary education significantly. This
trend can be seen all across the Organization for Economic Cooperation
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Development (OECD). At the tertiary level, spending over the period 19901996 increased on average by 28%, driven mainly by enrolment growth of
40% over the same period. [i i] However, if we compare Canada as a whole
to the OECD, direct public expenditures for post-secondary education
institutions have dropped between 1990 and 1996. In many other countries
during the same period expenditures rose by up to 40 per cent. [iii]

Increasing investment - increasing demand
Canada spends about 1.3 per cent (public expenditures) of its GOP on
post-secondary education. That is about the OECD average. At the same
time, the U.S. is increasing its level of per student funding to postsecondary education quite significantly. In real terms, U.S. colleges and
universities now receive almost 20 percent more government support per
student than they did 20 years ago. This growing gap in spending trends
on post-secondary education is cause for concern in the new, competitive
economic environment.[iv]

$85 million for postsecondary education in
BC in2000

Creating spaces at British Columbia's colleges and universities is a costly
affair. The additional funding for post-secondary education including 5,025
additional spaces (3,500in the college and institute sector) that the
provincial government created last year alone was $85 million.

F••llell Ye.-s•s Jlct•al FTE's
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Dramatic increases in
demand for student
spaces projected

Investment in post-secondary education occurred mainly in the form of
additional FTEs. The much-needed spaces were created in many program
areas, most recently in high tech, nursing and trades. The demand for new
spaces quickly exceeded and still exceeds the capacity of our institutions.
Not only did the changes in the global and provincial economy create
demand pressure, the changing demographics have become the most
obvious factor responsible for increased demand.
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Demand factors

There are at least three factors at work here.

1. Population growth

First, over the past decade our institutions have had to accommodate a
significantly growing number of students. The next few years will bring
even more population growth. Projections show the age group 18-29 will
grow by at least 11.5% over the next six years.

76,000 more 18-24 year
olds by2006

80,000
78,000
76,000
74,000
72,000
70,000
68,000
1997/98

1998/99

1999/00

2000/01

D Funde-d FTEs • Actual FTEs

Source: BC Stats, People 24, prepared by CEISS/Sep 99
2. Life-long
learning

Second, students at British Columbia's colleges, university colleges, provincial
institutes and Open Learning Agency are learners of all ages. Nearly half of the
students presently enrolled in our member institutions are over 24. [v) An
increase in the higher age groups will put additional demands on the system .
Between 1994/95 and 1998/99, full-time enrolments in colleges and institutes
increased by 4,131, or 11 .6 per cent. Over the same period, part-time
enrolments, which are often characterize by older learners, increased by 7.3 per
cent.[vi)

3. Participation
rates

Finally, another factor that affects student demand is an increase in participation
rates. Participation rates [vii) in British Columbia have climbed and are now
around the national average when looking at full and part time participation
rates, university and college categories, ages 18-29. [viii) We have made a rough
calculation that shows the college and institute sector needs a minimum of
3,800-4,000 seats annually over the next three years alone just to meet the
demand as a result of population growth and increasing participation rates. Even
better would be a comprehensive plan to ensure that BC's post-secondary
education system will be capable of meeting the demand of the new economy
and the next generation.

Increase in
participation rates
and population
growth require
4,000 additional
seats annually
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4.New economy
requires constant
skills and
·
knowledge
upgrading
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It is very difficult to predict exactly how many students will want to enter
programs at British Columbia's public post-secondary education institutions ten
or twenty years from now. What we do know, however, is that the need for
spaces will increase significantly not only because of demographics but also due
to the trend toward lifelong learning and skills upgrading . The new economy
makes it necessary for many workers and professionals to constantly upgrade
their skills and knowledge. Thisdevelopment affects particularly the institutions
in the college, university college, institute and agency sector of post-secondary
education as they deliver many of the part-time and short-term programs and
courses. When looking at the development of future demand, it is therefore
important to pay separate attention to the increased demand from the older
student population who may come to a public institution for retraining or skills
and knowledge upgrading.

Why do we need to increase access?
The pressure to provide sufficient spaces for students in almost all program
areas comes from two directions: the need to meet the training and education
needs of individuals and of society and the economy.

More than 70% of
future job
openings will
require a postsecondary
education, almost
half will require a
non-university,
college-type postsecondary
education, and a
quarter will require
a university
education.[ix]

1. Meeting the training and education needs of individuals
Access to affordable post-secondary education is essential in meeting the
objectives of providing the best quality of life and a high standard of living. In
1996, only 52% of BC's working age population had some sort of postsecondary education . People who have completed two years of post-secondary
education earn, on average, almost twice as much than high school graduates
and their employment rates are substantially higher compared to those with no
advanced education. People with higher education are on average healthier,
earn more income and as a result pay more taxes. Statistics show that over 70
per cent of people with a college or university education reported excellent or
very good health, compared with less than 50 percent of those with less than a
high school diploma.

2. Meeting the training and education needs of society and
the economy
The BC Technology
Industries
Association states
that employee
turnover in the high
tech sector is
about 10 per cent
annually, with half
of transitioning
employees actually
leaving the
province. Of that
group, nearly half
are destined for the
United States.[x)

One of the reasons why we need to increase access to post-secondary
education is that in-migration to BC is not significant enough anymore to provide
the economy with the skilled workers and professionals we must have to be
competitive. On the contrary, the weak Canadian dollar, higher wages and lower
taxes in other national and international jurisdictions contribute to the "brain
drain" that affects the Province. Spending money on the public education system
is not merely an expense; it is an investment in our society and economy.
Studies show that post-secondary education is a profitable investment because
graduates pay back our investment in their education and training through
higher income and taxes and less need for El benefits. [xi] To meet rising
demand, OECD education systems are rapidly expanding to allow more people
to study longer. Between 1990 and 1998 the average time a five-year-old can
expect to spend in education rose from 15.1 to 16.4 years. In addition, adults
participate, on average, for more than one year full-time equivalent in continuing
education during the ages of 25 and 64. [xii] Learning at an older age will, over
the next few decades, become a much more important factor than it currently is.
Lifelona learnina -and not iust skills uoaradina throuah continuina education -
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is a necessity for most people to remain competitive in the job market.

In 1997/98, BC
citizens spent
more than 11.88
million hours in
continuing
education and
contract training
activities in BC
university
colleges, co/leges
and institutes that is almost
twice as much
than in 1994/95.
[x iii]

Part-time enrollment has increased by 47 per cent between 1984/85 and
1995/96. While statistics on part-time enrollment and continuing education do
not allow for a clear projection on future FTE demand, they do indicate that
there is a trend toward continuous learning beyond traditional age thresholds. As
discussed earlier, the future need for access for life long learners is difficult to
predict. However, it is reasonable to assume that more people will want to enroll
in part-time studies (a typical characteristic of the older learner) which will likely
result in an increase in students at our institutions. In other words, even if the
number of FTEs goes up to account for population growth, more people will be
on our campuses. This would put additional strain on teachers, facilities and
student services.

From nursing crisis to trades shortage
A number of current examples illustrate why increased access in all program
areas is critical for the future viability of the BC economy.

More jobs require
degrees

By 2004, about 75 percent of new jobs will require post-secondary education
credentials. [xiv) On average across OECD countries, a 17-year-old can expect
to receive 2.3 years of tertiary education, most of which will be full time. Today
an average of four out of ten young people are likely, during the course of their
lives, to enter tertiary programs that will lead to the equivalent of a bachelor's
degree or above. BC's university colleges and institutes provide access to
degree granting programs in every region of BC. This is an extremely important
factor for the economic development of the province not only as a whole (which
is often heavily guided by metro Vancouver) but all its regions .

Nursing shortage

We do not have and cannot retain enough nurses to meet provincial needs.
Additional spaces were created in recent budgets but it will take some time until
the graduates can enter the market and because of a nursing shortage in the
United States, there is the danger that nurses that were educated in BC will
seek employment in the U.S.

Shortfall predicted
in the trades

Experts have predicted that about 15,000 skilled workers in building trades
alone will leave the workforce from 1998-2008, mainly due to retirement. This
attrition indicates that the building trades (bricklayers, carpenters, plumbers,
electricians, mechanics, etc.) will lose 28 per cent of the 1998 employment by
2008. The most severe shortage of workers in those trade areas will be
electricians, plumbers, plasterers, dry wallers, finishers and lathers, cement
finishers, bricklayers, tile setters and sheet metal workers. [xv] By 2008 skilled
job openings in the traditional sectors of the economy are projected at more than
1OO,OOO.[xvi)

Shortage in high
tech industry

The shortage in high tech includes health and bio-technology sectors. BC's high
tech sector currently employs over 50,000 people. Since 1991, the sector has
grown 61 per cent while over the same period all other industries grew by 25 per
cent. [xvii) According to the BC Technology Industries Association, 70 per cent of
BC technology CEOs consistently report great difficulty hiring all levels of skilled
oeoole. Over 200 CEOs reoort a oarticular acute oroblem in findina software
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engineerS. [XViii]

Working together for education and the economy
Often, individuals make their decisions regarding education and training based
on what the market currently needs. In other words, if there is a shortage for
computer programmers or teachers, individuals may go into those fields
because they expect the job opportunities to be good when they are graduating.
This is unfortunately not always the case. The new economy develops so quickly
and often in ways that are impossible to predict that it becomes increasingly
important to have a solid and broad education that is the foundation for skills
and specific training.

40% of Canadians
cannot read and
write well enough
to cope with the
demands of the
workplace.[xix]

In this context, basic literacy and communications skills are extremely important
assets in the job market. It is estimated (by the Canadian Business Task Force
on Literacy) that lost productivity due to illiteracy costs Canadian businesses $4
billion per year. The Conference Board of Canada surveyed managers and
found that one in three report that illiteracy hampers their efforts to train
employees in other areas.[xx] HRDC reports that despite the dramatic progress
in education levels for youth, employers often complain about skill shortages
and many young graduates have trouble finding jobs to match their skills. The
Expert Panel on Skills reports that employers complain less about a widespread
shortage of technical skills than about a shortage of management skills and
essential skills such as the ability to read, write, think critically, calculate, and
use a computer. These skills are essential to a knowledge-based economy and
can be transferred easily from one job to another. [xxi]

In order to meet both the training and education needs of individuals and the
economy careful planning is required . Government, post-secondary education
institutions and industry --across sectors -- need to work closely together for
that purpose.
We need adequate funding of traditional educational programs that provide
British Columbians with an education and not just job specific training to
immunize them somewhat against rapid and unforeseeable developments in the
economy.
If the province does not pay very careful attention to the areas of the economy in
which demand will likely increase dramatically over the next decade, it will find
itself in a similar situation as it is faced with right now with the nursing shortage
- but in more than one sector of the economy.

We need more spaces and we need better spaces
More access --more opportunities
550 applicants for
32 nursing spaces
expected

More spaces for students are an important tool to improve access and to raise
the level of education among BC's adult population . As just illustrated above,
labour shortages in all areas are looming on the horizon. Despite the fact that
the nursing crisis is crippling the health care system in British Columbia already,
there are long waiting lists of qualified applicants who would like to get into
nursing programs at BC's public post-secondary education institutions.
Kwantlen University College reports that last year there were 350 qualified

http://www .aecbc.bc.ca!NewsPublicati ons/accesschallenge 1.htm

12/19/00

News & Publications: The Access Challenge full repm1

Page 7 of 12

applicants for 32 spaces. This year the numbers will look even more dramatic.
Currently the college has received 340 applications; by application deadline in
mid March the number is expected to be around 550 for 32 nursing seats. There
is at least anecdotal evidence in other areas of the health sector where
equipment is underutilized because there are not enough qualified technicians
available who can use the equipment.

Drastic increases of access are needed in many areas of the economy and
not in specialized fields alone. HRDC numbers show that new job creation
requires an increasingly high skill level. Degrees, certificates and
diplomas become increasingly important in the new economy.

Better Access --better opportunities
While increased access is critical for the economic viability of our province, it is
by far not enough if our goal is to turn out satisfied graduates. There is another
aspect of the access discussion that needs to be addressed. This other aspect is
what we refer to as the "quality of access". What we understand by that is the
quality of services delivered to students. That quality of access is jeopardized by
dropping rates of funding per student and is exacerbated by the current situation
of overproduction in our system. In other words, we are concerned that students
who get into the system don't get what they need out of their studies.

Since 1997 our
utilization rate[xxii]
has consistently
exceeded the 100%
mark.

Here is some background on why we think the quality of access is jeopardized.
While funding levels have increased in the past decade, we have also seen a
dramatic increase in enrollment in our sector. Between 1990 and 1998, our FTE
enrollment has increased by 45.2 per cent. Our system works currently at its
limits. In many cases we admit more students than we receive funding for. We
work over capacity! The following graphs show the striking discrepancy between
funded student spaces and actual spaces that exist at our institutions
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The money to finance our over capacity work comes from within the individual
institutions. We admit and serve additional students at the expense of other
programs. The consequence is that the funding per student space (funding per
FTE) goes down, which in turn affects the quality of education students receive.

Inflation

The situation is exacerbated by inflation. While funding levels have gone up they
have not adequately compensated for inflation. The net benefits of higher
funding levels are significantly lower than the absolute dollar figures suggest.
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Base year 1988
Source: MAETT and BCBC
(The graph shows the Vancouver Consumer Price Index, but the BC numbers
are very similar.)

If the problem of lower per-FTE-funding is not addressed the graduates leaving
our system will not have the education they wish or the training they need . The
financial pressures on our post-secondary education system constrain the
potential for excellence in many program areas: for example, technology, trades
and health sciences. Some of our institutions are not able to offer programs in
these important demand areas. Trades spaces in particular, which are managed
through the Industry Training and Apprenticeship Commission (ITAC), do not
come with capital attached. Any equipment purchases must come out of the
scarce capital funding resources of the individual post-secondary education
institution.

No funding for
electro-mechanical
program

For example, The University College of the Fraser Valley wanted to respond
to the high demand for an electro-mechanical program but was not abfe to offer
it because there was not enough funding available to purchase the necessary
equipment. The per-FTE-funding for that program is not high enough to cover
those costs and the university college did not have enough capital funding
available either.

Lack of equipment
hampers
Biotechnology
Diploma
development

Langara College reports that there is a need to develop a Biotechnology, or
Biotechnical Sciences, Diploma but lacks the equipment to offer the courses.
The necessary equipment would cost somewhere between $100,000 and
$150,000. A Biotechnology Diploma program would prepare students to work in
the Biotech sector, which is a rapidly evolving area in the lower mainland, where
there is a shortage in the labour force .

Employer demand
cannot be met

The College of the Rockies says that it does not offer standard courses such
as CAD, GIS, etc. because the software and hardware to support those courses
is too expensive. As a result, the high student and employer demand in this
remote BC area cannot be met, which hampers access to post-secondary
education and economic development in the area. This in turn has an even more
severe effect. Public post-secondary education institutions lose out on revenue
generating industry training contracts because they cannot offer state-of-the-art
courses. The College of the Rockies also reports that a major forestry company
in the area routinely spends hundreds of thousands of dollars each year with
private training institutions instead of with the college because private training
institutions have the relevant equipment for teaching the courses.

The projected labour shortages in key areas of the economy can only be
prevented if there are enough student spaces and if those spaces are
adequately funded. The equipment in all areas of study, and particularly in the
trades and technology, becomes more and more sophisticated and requires
frequent updating. Only if per FTE funding in those program areas covers the
actual costs of the program delivery will we be able to prevent future worker
shortages along the lines of the current nursing crisis.

Faculty retention and recruitment
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Another dimension of quality is the excellence of our faculty and staff. BC's
Colleges, Institutes and Agencies justifiably take pride in the quality of teaching
that they offer. This is borne out consistently in annual surveys of students.
However, here again there is an impending crisis. As demand for post- .
secondary education increases demand for qualified and dedicated faculty and
other qualified personnel will grow. And our salary scales are such that college
teachers, whose salary ranges were once roughly midway between university
professors and high-school teachers, now find that they are barely keeping pace
with K-12 salaries. If we are to retain and recruit faculty to maintain the
teaching excellence of our institutions the issue of retention and
recruitment will need to be acknowledged and dealt with.
The following graph illustrates the discrepancy between college, K-12 and
university in a provincial comparison .
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Recommendations for more and better access to
post-secondary education in British Columbia
The Advanced
Education Council
of British
Columbia strongly
suggests that for
our public postsecondary
education system
to satisfy
individual and
societal needs, the
following

1.

Begin now to plan for major increases in the number of post-secondary
places in public post-secondary institutions. These increases should be
such that we not only maintain and improve our position in terms of
provincial participation rates, but that we also take into account the changing
nature of our economy.

2.

Recognize that educational infrastructure in the new economy will be more
sophisticated and will need to be more adequately funded . Relying on
institutions to educate more students than are funded is a shortsighted
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measures listed
here need to be
taken.
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solution to this challenge.
3.

Examine salary scales as they relate to the K-12 system and other
provinces, and allow adjustments to ensure that our institutions will be able
to recruit and retain qualified and dedicated personnel.

4.

Establish a tri-partite consultation and cooperation process (government,
business and institutions) that will assist in identifying post-secondary
education and training needs for the province.

Return to the top .
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