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Executive Summary

In March 2020 due to the Covid-19 pandemic, Canada’s colleges and universities closed classroom

instruction down, switching to online delivery, shutting down ancillary instructional services and

dismissing resident students. Around 2.15 million post-secondary students had to adjust to fully online
instruction. Education continued that way, not only over the outstanding academic year, but the following
academic year 2020-2021 too.

Our objectives with
this report on the postsecondary sector and
students are to:

We find that domestic enrollment increased during

•

part-time education.

•

•

Determine the type of changes
in education participation by
youth over the pandemic,

Discuss relevant challenges
faced by students in PSE
institutions,

Outline possible courses of

action towards meeting those

the academic year 2020/21, despite the continuation
of online education through that academic year. The
rise in enrollment was characterized by a shift towards

The key question is whether this

trend will continue as colleges and universities return to

in-person learning and/or blended or hybrid learning
in 2021/22. Part-time study tends to be associated with
poorer education experiences than full-time study, as

well higher attrition rates for part-time students which
pose challenges to Canadian PSE as the pandemic
continues.

challenges.
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The challenges concern the quality of online/hybrid learning, student

tuition fee rises, work-integrated learning and effective mental
health delivery and can be dealt with in the following ways:
i)

Addressing hybrid-online student-contact in education concerns by
better calibrating academic resources to the instructional method

being used (traditional v/s hybrid v/s purely online). With the known
problems in hybrid and online methods being around instructor-

student contact, instructor-student mentorship and student privacy;

those are the areas where considerable expansion must be offered, and
remote methods modified to improve the gaps in contact, mentorship
and privacy.

ii) Addressing equity concerns of hybrid-online approaches by expanding

bursaries for computing technology and extending laptop loaner
programs. Also, PSE institutions must continue developing strategies
that explicitly promote equity and inclusion in the classroom.

iii) Addressing the financial burden imposed on students by re-visiting
the revenue-expenditure models of the post-secondary education
sector with oversight.

iv) Addressing the switch to part-time education with WIL opportunities
by expanded collaboration of PSE institutions with private and public
organizations.

v) Addressing student mental health and well-being by viewing
student academic engagement as a mental health issue and raising
academic contact opportunities for students because they can play
a role in mitigating student anxieties around performance and future
opportunities.

Further, outreach covering existing mental health services for students can be improved without requiring
additional outlays.

The most relevant and imperative concern regarding the changes that the pandemic has brought to
Canadian post-secondary instruction has been that of student engagement under remote purely online

and/or hybrid models. Student engagement (contact and mentorship) addresses student motivation,
socialization, peer connectedness, student-faculty-peer mentorship and the like. These require huge
investments in staffing, such that students have and can build individual relationships with faculty,

instructional assistants and other members of student supporting services. These naturally occur

with traditional on-site education on campuses, but remotely, it clearly does not to the extent that it is
required. And that is the challenge.

Certain NGOs in the social assistance sector through their programs for NEET youth and/or chronically

unemployed adults, have had success in engaging, motivating and even instructing people through the
pandemic because both were predicated completely on maintaining person-to-person contact. The
cited programs boasted very positive program retention and outcomes. These could serve as models

for improving person-to-person contact in the post-secondary context after objective exploration of
such applicability.
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In March 2020, the Covid-19 pandemic shut down contact-based economic activity and Canada’s colleges
and universities followed suit by closing classroom instruction down, switching to online delivery, shutting

down ancillary instructional services and dismissing resident students. The shut-down meant that around 2.15
million post-secondary students in Canada had to adjust to fully online instruction and education continued
that way, not only over the outstanding academic year, but the following academic year 2020-2021 as well.

Our objectives with this report on the post-secondary
sector and students are to:
•

Determine the type of changes in education participation by

•

Discuss relevant challenges faced by students in Post-Secondary

•

youth over the pandemic,

Education (PSE) institutions,

Outline possible courses of action towards meeting those challenges.

Education and skills training play an integral role in the lives of those in the youth phase. The shock to higher

education through the pandemic has impacted the lives of youth (and children) everywhere drastically, in
some cases very negatively. Hence, CCYP’s focus on this sector in this report.

We find that domestic enrollment increased during the academic year 2020/21 during the pandemic
shutdowns, despite the continuation of online education through that academic year. The rise in enrollment

was characterized by a shift towards part-time education, both at colleges and universities in Canada.
Reasons for this range from waiting out the recession to the quality of online education. While we do not

know whether the trend towards part-time education will continue, there are issues arising from pandemic

education that apply to both part-time and full-time education to varying extents. Hence, we propose distinct

courses of action that can improve on existing conditions for students in Canadian colleges and universities
in 2021/22 and beyond.

5

State of Post-Secondary Education
in Canada during Covid-19

The Covid-19 pandemic shut-downs of Canada’s colleges and universities in-person instructional activity,
resulted in around 2.15 million post-secondary students in Canada having to adjust to fully online instruction,
in their most crucial period of the academic year, besides having to disband from their campus residences.
Both college/university administrators and instructors continuously adjusted not only over the outstanding

academic year, but also in the following academic year 2020-2021. The impact, especially on post-secondary
students cannot be overstated, and they will suffer these consequences for a long time, even after the
pandemic recedes and the economy fully reopens.

As the 2019-2020 academic year wound down, immediate forecasts made at that time and over the summer
of 2020 predicted enrollment falling by 10% or more1 in the following academic year, were the shutdowns to

continue (which they did), prolonging online instruction. However, the process of ‘waiting’ out a recession by

seeking skills, training and education is a very well established one and a survey from Universities Canada
conducted for Fall 2020 showed an increase in enrollment from 1,380,000 students in 2019 to 1,420,000 in 2020.

International student participation in Canadian post-secondary institutions did fall between September 2019
and September 2020; it dropped 17% due to the pandemic with total enrolment going from 642,480 students
in Canada in 2019 to 530,540 in 2020.

Using the Labour Force Survey (various issues) and the Canada Emergency Wage Subsidy data (CEWS) we
look for changes in enrollment in education from the pandemic by youth aged 15-29 years and then focus
on post-secondary education. The emerging pattern over the pandemic is discussed in following sections.

Youth labour force participation,
education and NEET rates
Takeaways as of September 2021:
i)

Total enrollment in education up 2.2% from pre-pandemic levels

ii)

Youth labour force participation numbers down

iii)

• University enrollment increased from pre-pandemic levels
Youth NEET rates up from pre-pandemic levels

The numbers of youth between the ages of 15-29 not participating in the labour force grew by 3%, from 1.05

million before the pandemic shutdowns in February 2020 to 1.12 million youth a year later in February 2021.

This is unsurprising because during a recession, labour force participation generally falls. Nonetheless during
recession, overall participation in education often tends to rise as people use the recession as an opportunity
to acquire skills and education for future job growth. We see this in the data with respect to youth between
the ages of 15-29 years from the Labour Force Survey (Feb 2020 and 2021). The youth participating in educa-

tion (all types) rose 2.2%, while university enrollment increased 3% between September 2019 and September
2020 (see Figure 1).
1

https://www.theglobeandmail.com/canada/article-enrolment-up-at-canadian-universities-mostly-because-of-part-timers/
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increased 3% between September 2019 and September 2020 (see Figure 1).
Figure 1
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Yet, this situation with regards to youth in education is not as sanguine as above because simultaneously,

there was an increase in youth NEET (not in employment, education or training) numbers between September

2

2019 -2020 and/or from before the pandemic in Feb 2020 to a year later. Youth in NEET status rose 30.2%

between September 2019 -2020 from 675,985 NEET youth to 880,030 NEET youth over that period, after reaching

a high of 1.6 million NEET youth in April 2020. On comparison of NEET numbers from immediately before the

pandemic to a year later in February 2020-21, that rise is 16% in terms of year-over change from 753,074 NEET
individuals to 871,870 a year later in February 2021, after the initial shock of pandemic closures subsided. The
essential point here is that in both cases, the number of youth in NEET status rose.

The upshot is that while declining youth labour force participation is expected during recessionary times,
the rise in NEET rates suggests that unemployed youth are not being directed into education and training,
a desirable occurrence during recession with declining employment opportunities. Increasing numbers
of youth in NEET status indicate that the young people are unemployed and actively looking for a job, not

finding one but yet are not actively pursuing other opportunities that could help them gain employment once
opportunities rise. Being in NEET status tells us that education is not acting as a viable option out for those
who fell into unemployment earlier. This is of concern.

Reasons behind increasing NEET numbers during the pandemic might lie in what we find from youth
participating in education during that time and it is to that end that we look for patterns in youth in study
during the pandemic.
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Youth in Education

Overall rates by age bracket
There are differences in terms of the degree of participation in education by age bracket amongst youth.

Education participation rates are the highest for 15 -19 year olds at around 85%. Those rates plummeted

during March-May 2020 to about 77%, from an average of 84% between September 2019 to February 2021. The
15-19 age bracket mostly covers minors who participate in secondary education, most of which is mandatory

for any additional skills training and employment. Generally, the education participation rate for 20-24 year
olds tends to be around 42-44% as post-secondary education is pursued by them and this education rate
falls further to 13% with 25-29 year olds, as youth aged 20 and older enter the labour market for full time

employment.2 Here too, the March-May shutdowns caused these rates to fall to 40% for 20-24 year olds and

11% for 25-29 year olds. The rates have since recovered closer to the norm: 85% for 15-19 year olds, 44% for 2024 year olds and around 12% for 25-29 year olds at the time of writing.

Youth in Education

Part-time/Full-time by age bracket
Over the past two years for the age brackets 15-19 and 20-24 years, the relative participation in full-

time education versus part-time education has been falling, illustrated in Figure 2. Full-time educational
participation was 31 times that of part-time educational participation for 15-19 year olds in September 2019

(shaded blue area). The bulk of that participation in full-time programs for this age group is in secondary
school certifications; for 18-19 year olds it could be post-secondary education. That ratio fell to 27 for the same

group in February 2021, reflecting the decision made by 18-19 year olds to switch to part time post-secondary
education.

For youth 20 years and above, full-time education is not a requisite as it is for 15-17 year olds, so the relative
importance of full-time education to part time education is not only lower than that for the younger agegroup, but has been trending downwards. This ratio of full-time program participation to part-time program
participation falls from a factor of 9 to 7 between September 2019 and February 2021 for 20-24 year olds.

The orange area depicts a narrowing of the gap between full-time and part-time educational program

participation for this group. Finally, for the 25-29 age range, expectedly, full time educational participation
is approximately twice that in part-time programs as this age group either transitions fully to employment
or participates in part-time programing as a balance to their employment. This ratio is significantly lower for

this age group compared to the younger age brackets, indicating that there is not a large difference between
full-time and part-time educational program participation; the education process is mostly completed.

2

Youth in Canada: A Profile (wildapricot.org)
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participation; the education process is mostly completed.
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2
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In net, part-time education has shown greater growth between February 2020 (pre-pandemic) and a year
later as the bar chart below (Figure 3) indicates.

In net, part-time education has shown greater growth between February 2020 (pre-pandemic) and a
Figure 3
year later as the bar chart below (Figure 3) indicates.
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The growth in part-time educational participation was 9significant amongst the older age brackets; i.e.,
20+ age groups, rather than the 15-19 age bracket for which it fell in net during 2020-2021. Part-time

The growth in part-time educational participation was significant amongst the older age brackets; i.e., 20+

age groups, rather than the 15-19 age bracket for which it fell in net during 2020-2021. Part-time education
appears more popular for older youth categories, while full time education was prevalent amongst the
younger 15-19 group by Feb 2021 (although in net, participation fell for this age group). In sum, the bar chart

in Figure 3 indicates a shift towards part-time education, away from full-time education participation
during the pandemic.

Factors behind shifts
to part-time study

One of the factors behind the shift
towards part-time study is either
being employed or the prospect

of being employed. Figure 4 is a

bar plot of the youth labour force
status (in percentages) by age-

range for those in part-time and
full-time education programs in
February 2021. Readings of the
chart indicate:
•

•

Fewer younger workers are in

employment compared to 20-24
year olds and 25-29 year olds.
Youth in full-time education
programs are less likely to

participate in the labour force as
seen from fewer youth across all
age categories in employment,

as well as in unemployment. The
reverse is seen for youth in parttime education programs with

more of them participating in the
labour force (employment and

unemployment percentages are
•

higher from the figure).

Employed, but furloughed youth
in both, full-time and part-

time education had a higher
representation amongst the

higher/older age-ranges than
younger, with the most in this

status from the 25-29 age group.
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Figure 4
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While part-time education participation was lower than full-time education participation in absolute terms,

Whileitspart-time
education
participation
wasarise
lower
than
full-time
education
comparatively
higher
growth could
from
several
factors
at play:participation in absolute
terms, its comparatively higher growth could arise from several factors at play:
i)
i)

ii)ii)

Waiting out the recession to deal with:
!Waiting
Costsout
and
financial pressures
the recession to deal with costs and financial pressures
!Wage
Wage
subsidized employment encouraging expectations of possible
subsidized employment encouraging expectations of possible employment,
employment, shifting the participation towards part-time education.
shifting the participation towards part-time education.
Quality
of online education
Quality of online education

In the following section, we discuss the importance of factors i) and ii) that could have influenced the
education decisions made by the youth towards part-time study.
Waiting
outfollowing
the recession
bywe
pursuing
education
and training
In the
section,
discuss
the importance
of factors i) and ii) that could have influenced the educaYouth
participation
in
education
recovered
from
a
dip
in
2020 during the throes of the pandemic
tion decisions made by the youth towards part-timeApril
study.
shutdown (see Figure 5 Panel A for all ages). In net from September 2019, participation rose for all
three age-groupings by February 2021. Simultaneously, youth unemployment spiked at the same time
as the dip in education participation in April, but then reduced by February 2021.
6
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Waiting out the recession by pursuing
education and training
Youth participation in education recovered from a dip in April 2020 during the throes of the pandemic
shutdown (see Figure 5 Panel A for all ages). In net from September 2019, participation rose for all three

age-groupings by February 2021. Simultaneously, youth unemployment spiked at the same time as the dip in
education participation in April, but then reduced by February 2021.
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Some of the reduction in youth unemployment rates could have arisen not only from improving employment
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opportunities but from youths dropping out of the labour force as seen from Figure 5, Panel C which illustrates
year over change in youth labour force participation rates. The drop in participation rates reduces for higher

Some of the reduction in youth unemployment rates could have arisen not only from improving
youth age ranges.
employment opportunities but from youths dropping out of the labour force as seen from Figure 5,
Panel C which illustrates year over change in youth labour force participation rates. The drop in
participation ratesYouth
reduces
higher youth
agematter)
ranges. drop out of the labour
(orfor
anyone
for that
force for two reasons:
Youth (or anyone for that matter) drop out of the labour force for two reasons:
i)

i)
ii)

they drop out to pursue education or skills training

they drop out to pursue education or skills training
ii)
they drop out because they have lost confidence in
they drop out because they have lost confidence in participation; they are discouraged.
participation; they are discouraged.

It is likely that the second factor is reflected in higher youth NEET rates since the pandemic began, but it
isIt also
likely that the first factor has led to the recovery in educational participation, albeit a part-time
is likely that the second factor is reflected in higher youth NEET rates since the pandemic began, but it is also
basis.
likely that the first factor has led to the recovery in educational participation, albeit a part-time basis.
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Figure 5: Panels A, B, C
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Each of the four policy measures undertaken during the recession are correlated positively (and significantly)

with the number of youth (ages 20+) in education in February 2021 , indicating that there might have been a
‘wait out the recession’ phenomenon when it came to youth decisions to acquire education and skills training,

Each of the four policy measures undertaken during the recession are correlated positively (and

a well-established
in labour
markets
recession.
significantly)occurrence
with the number
of youth
(agesduring
20+) in aeducation
in February 20213, indicating that there

might have been a ‘wait out the recession’ phenomenon when it came to youth decisions to acquire
education and skills training, a well-established occurrence in labour markets
during a recession.
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Figure 6 above reports the scatter plots or general correlations between recession measures during MarchSeptember 2020 and youth participating in education in February 2021.

We use this time lag to get the
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number of youth in education programs later on the academic year. The same holds for the bottom
panels. The shock of the pandemic shutdowns is measured by the number of worker re-hires through
tion with youth participation in education later on in the academic year. That said, these are just based on
the wage subsidy program and the number of employees per company covered by wage subsidies. Both
correlations drawn from the scatter plots.4 The aim of these scatter plots is merely to support the observed
show the positive and significant correlation with youth participation in education later on in the
ber of employees per company covered by wage subsidies. Both show the positive and significant correla-

increase in educational participation during the pandemic, due to the recession. A rigorous statistical model

must be used to clarify the relationship between the recession and educational enrolment which is out of the
scope of this report.
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this report,
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4
The number of industry level observations in our data set is small because public release LFS microdata is only available at the 2-digit NAICS
level and not lower levels of industry aggregation, which was the format of the CEWS dataset. Hence we lost degrees of freedom when merging
9
data sets.
3
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Recession and the shift to
part-time study
As youth unemployment rates hit highs of almost 30% during the early shock of the pandemic closures, there
was an expectation that it would affect education enrollment and participation in Fall 2020.

However, we

know that youth in education rose 2.2% over February 2020-Feb 2021 for secondary and post-secondary edu-

cation. Besides the increase in part-time education outstripped that of full-time education by a factor of 2
over February 2020-21, with much of that change concentrated in the 20+ age categories. Mostly, older stu-

dents shifted to part-time education. These suggest that unemployed youth in September 2020, might have
decided not only to enroll in study to wait out the recession, but also preferred to enroll in part-time study over
full-time study.

An additional factor behind this, besides waiting out the recession for future employment or expectations of
subsidized employment, might have been the relatively lower costs of going part-time versus full-time.

Of

course, without students being surveyed on cost burdens during this time we cannot know exactly, how much
of the decision to partake of part-time education was indeed influenced by costs pressures.

Figure 7 illustrates the correlations between participation in part-time study relative to full-time study and the
pandemic for previously unemployed youth, who by participating in education later are likely trying to ‘waitout-the-recession’.

All four relationships are significant and show that the correlation between unemployed part-time students

and the pandemic measures is stronger than those for unemployed full-time students and the pandemic
measures. The green lines are steeper than the orange illustrating this point.
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Taken together, these scatterplots suggest that the pandemic shock (measured by activ-

ist labour policy), may be associated more strongly with part-time study than full-time
study for unemployed youth who a) might have made that switch to mitigate financial
pressures and costs associated with full-time credits, or b) to wait out the recession or to
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Figure 7

Scatterplots: The Pandemic(measured by CEWS) and
participation in PT/FT Education in Feb 2021
by youth unemployed in Sept. 2020
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iii)

The pandemic shock and ensuing recession may have influenced a

skewed shift towards part time education, less so for full-time education

Online education
domestic
student participation in post-secondary education
for and
youth
facing unemployment.

The swift shift towards remote and online education in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic likely
impacted student participation decisions. Although the technological tools available particularly at the
disposal of large educational institutions helped smooth the shift to online education, it still required
changes on part of the educational institutions in terms
of course schedule, modality of assessments etc.
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Online education and domestic
student participation in
post-secondary education

The swift shift towards remote and online education in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic likely impact-

ed student participation decisions. Although the technological tools available particularly at the disposal of

large educational institutions helped smooth the shift to online education, it still required changes on part of

the educational institutions in terms of course schedule, modality of assessments etc. The pandemic also
impacted the delivery of other services by educational institutions such as mental health and career support

services. However, the most significant effect of the pandemic in the education sector was on the quality of
education. Below we discuss particulars concerning online education prior and during the pandemic.

The switch to online- delivery and
quality of online education
During the first phase of the pandemic in March 2020, colleges and universities were compelled to rely on

prior investments made in communications technology to undertake the switch to fully online instruction;
investments made before online education became the only medium in use in education.

Until 2019 (prior to the pandemic), surveys conducted by the Canadian Digital Learning Research Association
(CDLRA-ACRFL) found that of the 234 public PSE institutions surveyed, 177 offered some form of online learning.5

Although, the responding institutions formed a small majority of the 436 public (and private) universities
and public college and institutes in Canada and it is likely that a substantial percentage of Canada’s PSE

institutions offered some online learning even prior to the pandemic shutdowns. Certainly, amongst the top

22 public institutions with over 30,000 students each, online courses were offered for credit, even in 2019.
Online instruction options covered 65% of university students in Canada and 48% of all post-secondary
students in the CDLRA-ACRFL subsample alone, suggesting that the infrastructure to deliver instruction using

online media had been in place for a while, especially amongst the larger institutions. CDLRA-ACRFL found in

their sample of public Canadian PSE that there were some online offerings even amongst the smaller-sized
institutions. Thus prior to the pandemic shutdown, a plethora of public post-secondary institutions have
had physical infrastructure in place for online course delivery. The important questions have been about
its quality and adoption prior to the pandemic shutdown and ever since.

Surveys conducted by the CDLRA-ACRFL reveal the following points about online course delivery, prior to the
pandemic shutdowns, in 2019 and earlier.

First, most public PSE institutions surveyed indicated that investing in online education satisfied their goal

of accessing distance learners. Around 85% of the 234 PSE institutions reported that online education was
The Canadian Digital Learning Research Association is a non-profit corporation tracking the development of online and digital learning in public
PSE institutions in Canada.

5
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part of their strategies to widen their scope; “to grow continuing and/or professional education, increase
student access and attract students from outside service area.” Cost reduction/containment was not a

reason for offering online learning. So, institutions appear to have invested considerable resources in online

courses/programs with targeted audiences, while the smaller institutions reported doing so to “enhance the

value of college or university brand”, an enrolment maintenance strategy. Hence online education until the
pandemic was geared towards distance learning, continuing education (work-study programs) and/or
professional education only, not the vast majority of university and college courses and programs.

Second, in the same surveys, institutions reported that faculty effort was the primary barrier to adoption

of online education. Most reported that professional development or orientation for online teaching was
offered on a voluntary basis for faculty only, but smaller institutions tended to require it. So with the pandemic
shutdown and the fully online delivery of courses in March 2020 onwards, it is likely that there was some

degree of unpreparedness on the part of large numbers of faculty who had until then, delivered instruction
traditionally. This likely meant some degree of compromised quality of instruction, perhaps initially.

Third, the surveys showed that PSE institutions as of 2019 did not as yet consider online learning to be on par with

in-person learning on many fronts including student satisfaction, its legitimacy in comparison to in-person

learning, student discipline etc. While the pandemic forced fully online learning across Canada, there have
been mixed views on this subject from the media and anecdotally. For example, according to a survey of 2,700

faculty members, students and academic librarians in Ontario, online learning has had a negative impact
on education quality because meaningful engagement between students and faculty is a fundamental part
of learning.6 Despite university administrators recording advantages of online instruction by way of its

extended reach, convenience and ﬂexibility, the consensus is that traditional students prefer in-person
learning, perhaps for the experiential aspects more than instructional aspects.7

All these factors put together has likely affected the trends discussed in earlier sections: that the shift online
(perhaps due to quality/experiential constraints on instruction) promoted a significant shift towards part-

time domestic participation in education more than for full time domestic participation for Canadian youth.
Moreover, some of these factors are seen anecdotally in the responses we received from students during our
Impact Covid project conducted January 2021 through March 2021.

The Impact Covid project conducted by CCYP with partners from JanuaryMarch 2021, employed 77 post-secondary students in work-integrated
learning programs at their respective institutions. The project involved these
77 students conducting workshops/focus groups with other youth groups,
community organizations, educationists, employers and employment
services providers towards informing a youth led recovery report from
this pandemic caused recession. Particulars regarding the educationists
interviewed and student/youth groups are provided in the Appendix to this
report in the interest of space.
The points discussed in this report are contained in workshop/focus group
transcripts.

6
7

Ontario Confederation of University Faculty Associations.
https://www.universityaffairs.ca/opinion/its-never-just-academic/the-return-to-normal-an-illusion/
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Student responses about shifting
part-time or delaying education
decisions

We did learn from our primary research interviewing students during the IMPACT COVID project in the Winter
semester of 2020/21 school year, that the already difficult transition to remote learning was made even harder

by the fact that their schools and professors seemed un(der)prepared when it came to delivering online

lessons. This has been acknowledged by administrators and faculty themselves, as the pandemic struck
partway through the Winter 2020 semester and left them with a steep learning curve re: online instruction.

Our discussions with students also revealed concerns about the quality of instruction and education provided
through the pandemic. On one hand, the worries were financial, with students concerned that tuition and
other prices remained the same despite the quality of online delivery not matching up to regular on-campus

instruction. The other aspect of the concerns about quality of online instruction were career related. Students,

especially seniors, post-graduate programs or programs that required hands-on/in-person teaching e.g.,
nursing or lab work, worried that the online instruction might not prepare them sufficiently for the labor market.
These concerns about a reduced quality of instruction and financial return were also cited by some senior

undergraduate and recent graduates as reasons to defer their plans for further schooling or for part-time
study till the pandemic subsided and online instruction was no longer the main method of delivery.

Thus, the general trends seen in the data towards part-time PSE over full-time PSE amongst domestic

students appear supported by the individual responses of the students and PSE administrators interviewed/
workshopped in CCYP’s Impact Covid program.

The key question is whether the relatively higher growth rate in part-time education will continue as colleges

and universities return to in-person learning and/or blended or hybrid learning in the forthcoming academic
year and beyond. Pedagogic research has shown that there is an association of part-time study with poorer

education experiences than full-time study, as well higher attrition rates for part-time students, (Lee, 2017). All
this poses a challenge to Canadian post-secondary education as the pandemic continues.

Challenges in PSE in 2021/22
and Beyond

Currently, while in-person learning will resume (and has resumed by the time we go to press on this report)

in post-secondary institutions across Canada in Fall 2021, elements of online/remote learning will be still

in place. Figure 8 illustrates the delivery decisions made by a sample of 152 colleges and universities in
Canada.8 This sample represents approximately 35% of the 434 Canadian universities (public and private)

and colleges. A cursory look at the re-opening decisions from the same sub-sample shows a pattern:
relatively more universities compared to colleges opted for (50%+) in-person learning; colleges opted for
hybrid or fully online models at a higher rate (50%+) than universities.

https://www.coursecompare.ca/covid-19-canadas-colleges-and-universities-roll-out-fall-pandemic-plans/20 This view has been expressed
to us by a specialist in youth policy in Ontario .
8

19

Figure 8

Figure 8

150Colleges
Colleges&
& Universities
Universities and
in in
150
andInstruction
InstructionDelivery
Delivery
2020/21 & 2021/22
2020/21
& 2021/22

2021

77

2020

6

0

7

61

80

20

40

64

60
Fully In-Person

80
Fully Online

100

120

140

160

Hybrid

Source: Data obtained from coursecompare.com

Source: Data obtained from coursecompare.com
Each of these modes of delivery bring with them challenges, alongside benefits.
We discuss these in the following pages:

Each of these modes of delivery bring with them challenges, alongside benefits. We discuss these in the
following pages:
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cost concerns at this point. Online/hybrid options are continuing to be offered to minimize student-student
contact and/or student-staff contact which would occur throughout with traditional learning.

Although there is clear evidence that hybrid instruction has pedagogic advantages9 over traditional
learning, there are a few disadvantages/concerns, that PSE institutions must work around as they
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Although there is clear evidence that hybrid instruction has pedagogic advantages9 over traditional learning,

9

9

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1127597.pdf

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ1127597.pdf
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i) First a few facts about the efficacy of hybrid
education over purely online models.
Hybrid or blended models while generally
do not show significant differences in

terms of student results to fully online
instructional models, they have other

advantages over fully online education

in the form of accountability, motivation,
time management and experiences of

students (Lamport & Hill, 2012). The relative
constancy of the numbers of institutions

offering blended/hybrid instruction in 2021-22
lends support to the general view that there
are limits to purely online education. Well

put-together hybrid models that have more
synchronous (instructor/personal contact)

elements tend to create a more ﬂexible and
engaging learning environment compared
to the other models of teaching, (Raes,
Detienne, Windey, & Depaepe, 2020).10

•

But they also impose additional strain on instructors by raising workloads, leading to instructor stress and
fatigue. CCYP and partners spoke to university and college administrators (and a few instructors) from
Canadian colleges and universities during our Impact Covid project and many reported dealing with
very large increases in workload resulting from redesigning the curriculum for hybrid and/or fully online
instruction.

•

And there is considerable research demonstrating that hybrid-remote models create and accentuate
lack of student relatedness to peers and lowered intrinsic student motivation; where both the above are
integral to learning, (Raes, et al., 2020).11 Student disconnectedness and low motivation came through to

us in our discussions with them, conducted during January-March as a part of our Impact Covid project.
Unequivocally they reported feeling mentally stressed and overworked from having to attend ‘Zoom
University’, even if the model used was hybrid and synchronous, with some remote contact. Many missed
and preferred the face-face nature of learning pre-pandemic, as well as the other social interactions
that happen in school face-face which can help with developing soft social/people skills, and felt the
virtual classroom took away from their overall learning experience. Students reported feeling completely
disconnected from teachers and classmates with online instruction, further contributing to a sense of
isolation. One clear example of this, was the concern expressed by graduating students that their senior
year professors did not know them enough to write reference letters for work or study, due to the virtual
nature of learning over 2020-21.

https://campustechnology.com/Articles/2021/07/21/Educations-Hybrid-Future-What-We-Know-from-Research.aspx?Page=1
In fact there is considerable evidence to back up the issue of student disengagement with remote and virtual learning, except for those
students who are highly intrinsically motivated and independent, for whom online education is either on par or better than traditional learning.
https://heqco.ca/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/How_Online_Learning_Affects_Productivity-ENG.pdf

10
11
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PSE institutions that continue to offer hybrid/blended learning models in 2021-22 should extend additional
support to faculty12 for improving personal contact with students for pedagogic purposes, with the aim of

addressing student inclusion and student motivation. Student disengagement and lack of motivation arising
from virtual instruction occur because of inadequate academic support and/or technology problems.

Both shortfalls in instructional engagement and technological snafus can be addressed by expanding

teaching assistant and/or tutor hiring, or imaginative use of existing software, increasing frequency of student
contact, even if done remotely, and clear-cut technological support for students to trouble shoot technology

problems. For example, an Ontario university representative on our Impact Covid panel, reported that since

students lacked the in-person collaboration with fellow students and the interaction with their professors

which worsened their university experience, they tried to come up with online interactive exercises particularly
in groups to compensate for the lack of in-person interaction. But all this takes additional staffing. So as the
hybrid model gets more widely adopted, these are the kinds of allocations that will benefit student learning.

Balancing fully online or hybrid
instruction with equity concerns:

Inequity of equipment and broadband access

Hybrid and fully online instruction require students to possess computing equipment and superior internet
access for participation in learning. Without good quality equipment and internet, electronic/virtual/remote

learning is not only inadequate, ineffective, but also inappropriate. Since the start of the pandemic in 2020,
the term ‘Digital Divide’ has become ubiquitous in the media that refers to precisely the problem of internet

access and computing equipment access above amongst students (and workers) of all ages. As of latest

CRTC data, while 99.5% of Canada can access the internet through LTE (long term evolution) or (4G wireless
standard), with 2.6% of rural Canadians still without access. For education purposes, however, it is access
to broadband that is more effective as an internet medium. Around 33 million Canadians (87.4%) have

broadband access, yet less than half of rural Canadians have broadband access. Besides the ‘Digital Divide’
covers equipment as well, and we do know that students coming from lower income brackets learnt using cell

phones, rather than computing equipment during the pandemic, (Frenette, Frank, & Deng, 2020). Knowledge
of the extent to which this applies to PSE students also, is dependent on internal surveys of PSE students.
Thus the thrust towards hybrid education (even if not fully online) accentuates these in-built inequities.
Equity in education was a theme that reverberated through multiple discussions with educational institutions

during our Impact Covid project. For example, at the University of Saskatchewan, a survey reported one-third
of students struggling with their internet connection. PSE administrators shared with us that students from
marginalized and low-income backgrounds disproportionately suffered from the situation since they had low
access to the necessary technological tools (e.g., computer hardware, stable broadband connection etc.).

The patterns referred to by Frenette et al (2020) below are supported by the PSE administrators interviewed,

who reported that some of their students attempted their assignments on their cellphones due to lack of
ownership of computer hardware.
12

Adequate compensation for faculty must address institutional dependence on poorly and precariously employed contractual faculty.
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From the Impact Covid workshops:
a. Although universities had programs to provide the necessary equipment to students who lacked
a.
access to computer hardware, funding constraints and the fact that students were geographically
disbursed impacted the efficacy of such programs. So not every PSE student who needed a
computer, got one through PSE bursary programs.
b. The impact of online learning did improve equity in certain instances, i.e., on students with
b.
disabilities. On one hand, remote learning enhanced the participation of students with disabilities
as they were able to participate in classes more effectively due to the presence of chat functions
in online classes, an option not available in in-person classes. On the other hand, concerns were
also raised for quality of education for students suffering from disabilities who might not be able
to learn as effectively as they would in an in-person scenario.

Inequity in student privacy &
learning experience

Another shortcoming of fully online/hybrid education lies in experienced inequities due to students being

home-bound while instruction occurs. This has been quite prevalent amongst those post-secondary students

who come from vulnerable backgrounds as they logged on to their classes. A recent paper out in Ecology
and Evolution13 on teaching biology discusses at length how remote instruction (even hybrid) diminished the

educational experience because some students reported lower than desired or lower than necessary camera

use. Reasons for reduced camera use ranged from having weak internet (discussed above), physical location

and locational disturbances. Almost all these factors come into play when considering underrepresented
students or disadvantaged students.

This is how existing inequalities play a role in affecting the quality of online (hybrid) instruction, generating
further inequality of student outcomes for those in vulnerable circumstances.

Further, this was reinforced by students in our Impact Covid workshops, that it was not only having to turn

on cameras in their homes that some had reservations about, but beyond those privacy concerns, there
were also those students from multi-generational households who were negatively impacted by the shift to

remote learning as they had to contend with the lack of personal space, sometimes on camera. Furthermore,
youth from vulnerable backgrounds reported not fully participating in online education (which will apply to
remote elements of hybrid models too) because they had household responsibilities.

Since hybrid or blended instruction will be an important strategy followed by Canadian post-secondary
institutions, PSE institutions must develop strategies that promote equity and inclusion in the classroom
without complete dependence on technological means. These would include interactions that do not require
camera use, active learning strategies, anonymous student surveys with controls, etc.

13

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC8057329/
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Student fees, expenses and
financial burdens

y 7.1% over that time. Due to the existing revenue structures of Canadian post-secondary institutions,
specially those that are degree granting, fee burdens are not likely to change.

recent study out of Statistics Canada 15 showed that with international travel restrictions and shift to
While there has been increased domestic enrolment/participation during the academic year 2020/2021 in
nline and
hybrid models during 2020, the total number of study permits issued to international
PSE in Canada, students in degree programs saw an increase of 1.7% from academic year 2019/20 to 2020/21.14
udents,International
a measure of
international
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student participation in PSE institutions, Statistics Canada has projected financial losses for Canadian

a) Increasing
universitiesdependence
for 2020/21. on student fees: As Fig 9 shows since 2015 provincial and local
government contribution to the Canadian degree granting universities and colleges has
However, the revenue structure of Canadian universities is a more pressing concern, which
declined, while the reliance of revenue generation on tuition fees has risen. 16

has grown

increasingly dependent on student fees in general. Below are illustrations of the key issue regarding fee
structure.
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https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200921/dq200921b-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/81-595-m/81-595-m2021002-eng.pdf?st=DAtbjQnnjj
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previous year, 2019-2020- but the fee increase was much larger for international students.
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International students paid almost 5 times the rate of domestic students during academic year 2020-

2021 (not in the table below) and 4.6 times the rate of domestic students in the academic year 2019-

2020. During the academic year 2020-2021 as education moved online for domestic and international
students alike, the annual tuition rate for international students was $32,019, while for domestic students
it was $6,580. In both cases it was an increase in fees over the previous year, 2019-2020- but the fee
increase was much larger for international students.
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This existing PSE institutional revenue stream implies continuing fee increases for both domestic (and

international students), especially for those in Ontario that depend on student tuition revenues heavily,

(Matias, Andrija, & André, 2021). This Statistics Canada study has forecasted losses for Canadian PSE institutions
ranging from $438 million (best case) to $2.5 billion (worst case) in 2021/22, contingent on which of their
various forecasting scenarios were realized in 2020-21 and further down the line.

As the pandemic wears on and its impact on international enrolment is borne out; this puts some pressure

on provincial governments to amend revenue contributions to PSE operations because as we learned from
our Impact Covid student focus groups, there was considerable burden placed on Canadian students during

the pandemic recession to cover tuition fee increases. Students reported that expectations of postsecondary
education amongst their families were unchanged even during the pandemic; parents expected them to

complete university education, for example. However, parental support changed. The hit to income from the
pandemic recession (while income supports mitigated hardship considerably), changed parental support

towards tuition fees. Many student panelists reported that from intending to financially support their children’s
postsecondary education through savings, many families switched to supporting the students by providing
free accommodation, sometimes even selling of assets and incurring debt.

Provincial and the federal governments have extended help to domestic students to support PSE enrolment

through financial assistance in the Federal budget and a two-year moratorium on student loan interest

payments. Though the bigger challenge lies in reforming the PSE revenue model, especially in those provinces
that are so heavily dependent on tuition revenues (domestic and international) like Ontario, BC and Nova
Scotia to cover operations, of which salaries, benefits and capital expenditures are a big part.18, 19

The time has come for universities and degree granting colleges (especially in provinces that are dependent on

student’s tuition) to re-visit their revenue-expenditure models with oversight. While there are five universities
that have announced a policy of reducing in operating costs going forward, the key revenue model must still
be examined.

A weightier question regarding operational costs is about the extent

of remunerations and earnings of faculty and administrative staff.
Average salaries across 67 universities in Canada during in 2019-2020,

for ranking teaching staff was $132,632, and it rose by 3% over 2020-2021
during an approximate tuition fee increase of 4.4% (for domestic and

international students) and a projected revenue loss under a best case
scenario. Salaries and benefits comprised 60% of PSE expenditures
in 2015/2016 and they rose 1 percent point in 2019/2020 as a share of

PSE expenditures, the latest year for which public data is available.
Further, non-academic salaries a share of salaries and benefits rose

while academic salaries as a share of salaries and benefits declined

during that time period. (https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/t1/tbl1/en/

tv.action?pid=3710002701)

This issue certainly requires in-depth and rigorous analysis than our

discussion here, but the issue is that the revenue model cannot be

adequately addressed without examining PSE expenditures, a strong case
for government contributions towards PSE notwithstanding.
18
19

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/201008/dq201008b-eng.htm

Table 37-10-0108-01 Number and salaries of full-time teaching staff at Canadian universities.

The 3% increase in average salaries for academic staff was still lower than the inﬂation rate of 3.7% over 2020-2021. Any decline in average
salary for faculty appeared only in the small regional universities in the country.
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Expanding more work-study and
part-time study options
As we discussed in earlier sections here in this report, while domestic enrolment rose in 2020-21, most of it has

been in part-time enrolment. Possible reasons for choosing a part-time option were also discussed, namely
employment opportunities for youth/students, ‘waiting’ the recession out and tuition fee arbitrage.

It is too early to see whether the increased domestic enrolment in part-time instruction is sustained, but at
any rate, it begs for more part-time study options accompanying work opportunities for students.

Why advocate for work-study
programs in PSE?

By now the key advantages of work-integrated learning (WIL) and/or students who work while participating
in education are known. Research shows that there is a strong link between participating in WIL and better
labour market outcomes after students graduate. In fact, analysis of longitudinal survey of working adults

(LISA) by Statistics Canada showed that graduates that had a job related to their respective field of study

were 14 percentage points more likely to be employed full time within 3 months of graduating compared to
those who worked in an unrelated field. The results from this study indicate that work integrated learning (WIL)

where work experience is embedded in education programs were more successful in setting graduates on
a career path. However, the study emphasized that any work experience proved beneficial to students, not

just WIL. It was just that WIL had superior outcomes, while student jobs unrelated to WIL were still useful for
graduates to obtain their first career job. Alternatively put, student work stemming from WIL programs had
superior outcomes to student work unrelated to WIL programs which had better outcomes than students
without any work experience at all.20

20

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/en/pub/89-648-x/89-648-x2020001-eng.pdf?st=77mli1-i

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00003-eng.htm
https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/daily-quotidien/200525/dq200525a-eng.htm
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Expanding WIL options while part-time study is on the upswing might also mitigate future problems of ‘over-

education’ or ‘over-qualification’ amongst graduates which is phenomenon at the root of the problem we

hear of in the media: skills mismatch.21 Over-qualification describes the situation of a worker holding higher

levels of education than that required by the position he/she holds. This constitutes a problem because
persistent over-qualification calls into question the ability of education to improve peoples’ lives.

While there is considerable research to show that over-qualification/ over-education is a bigger problem for

immigrants educated overseas, especially older immigrants, even generally amongst Canadian workers it

is predictably prevalent amongst the university educated. Around 5% of Canadian workers between 25-49
were overqualified in 2016.22 Furthermore, over-qualification rates were higher amongst graduates in fields

like the humanities or the arts, rather than education or applied science.

A recent study (Statistics Canada) has demonstrated that participants in WIL are less likely to be overqualified

for the work performed, around three years after graduation.23 This is especially relevant for university educated

graduates for whom over-qualification can be a problem for quite some time, because the same study found
that a smaller group of WIL participants were over-qualified compared to other university graduates who did
not participate in WIL programs.

These studies cited here support our contention that during this period of part-time education growth since

the pandemic’s onset, work-study programs can play a significant role in easing the transition of graduating
students into the labour market. Our Impact Covid program itself was an example of WIL.

Feedback from our de-facto WIL student-employees was exceedingly positive. Of the 77 enrolled, most
students felt that their skills set had improved with the work experience received at CCYP and partners. They
felt mentored and learned professional conduct with the experience. The key benefit was networking for

future employment opportunities. Indeed, CCYP re-hired 10 students on a longer term project, while another
6 of the 77 received job offers close to the ending of their contracts at CCYP. Of course, none of this is to be

taken as conclusive evidence of outcomes. In general however, it can be understood as a good experience
for both the employer and the student-employees, as well as a model to be applied because the immediate
hire rate from this WIL program was 20% amongst all participants.24

Lastly, we note that even in our Impact Covid program, there was overrepresentation of students from the

natural sciences, business & economics and social sciences (political science, especially). These are fields
where over-qualification has been shown not to apply significantly, particularly for young (non-immigrant
or non- newcomer) students after they graduate.25 This itself, suggests that as PSE departments work to

further popularize work-integrated learning, their growth in areas like the arts and humanities would raise
their overall effectiveness, while tackling the problem of over-qualification of university graduates from these
areas.

21

The term skills shortage has been used in the media quite liberally, but it is more the result of longer term demographic changes causing

shortages of labour in certain sectors. In other sectors, the labour shortages spoken about likely arise from inferior terms of employment rather
than actual labour shortages. https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/04/opinion/labor-shortage-biden-covid.html.
22
23
24

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00004-eng.htm

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/75-006-x/2020001/article/00003-eng.htm

Although a more realistic estimate should revise that rate upwards because at least 50 of the 77 had not completed their education and

returned to their programs.
25

Around a third of the Impact Covid students came from political science backgrounds alone, while 16% were from the natural sciences, while

18% came from business and economics programs.
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Student well-being, mental
health and remedial help
for a lost year
There has been a slew of discussion

already on the social isolation, stress,
increased workload and evaporation
of work-related opportunities that

has contributed towards deteriorating
mental health for students.26 While

educational institutions have provided

support services to students remotely27

and attempted to carry out check-

ins with individual students at times,

educational institutions’ mental health
services struggled to cope with the

increase in demand resulting in long
waiting lines.28 Certainly, there was
stress being reported by faculty as

well29, and Canadian instructors are

going to face the same challenges

being reported in other countries that

have already commenced on the new

academic year. Even during the throes
of the pandemic last year in 2020, the
faculty itself reported an increase in

their stress owing to increased workload.
All told, the recurrent themes from

students regarding being mentally

stressed and being overworked from

having to attend ‘Zoom University’ are
as follows:

a. Social isolation
https://www.macleans.ca/education/inside-the-mental-health-crisis-at-canadian-universities/
27
https://www.universityaffairs.ca/features/feature-article/how-mental-healthservices-for-students-pivoted-during-covid-19/
28
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2021/09/06/ontario-universities-are-bolstering-mental-health-resources-for-the-fall-but-students-say-barriers-to-accesspresist.html
29
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/09/07/us/masks-professor-student-delta.html
26
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b. Professional isolation
c. Anxiety about educational quality

from online delivery
d. Anxiety around financing education and

future employment

The Impact Covid focus groups with students elaborated on themes above in the following ways. First, we

learned that largely students missed and preferred the face-face nature of learning pre-pandemic, as well

as the other social interactions that happen in school face-face which can help with developing soft social/

people skills. They felt online learning took away from their overall learning experience via socialization and
student community development. Second, students reported feeling very disconnected from teachers and
classmates with online courses, further contributing to a sense of isolation, even academically. Fewer office
hours, less contact with professors/instructors had worsened learning course materials.
A small minority of PSE students welcomed the shift to online instruction. For some
it saved commute time, childcare costs even, lets them spend time with family
and recorded lectures mean they can always come back to learn on their own
time. Convenience of online learning, while unsatisfactory for the most students,
has made it more attractive for some (disabled/underemployed) to reenter or
reintegrate themselves into university programs. (https://www.universityaffairs.
ca/opinion/in-my-opinion/how-the-covid-19-pandemic-may-have-changeduniversity-teaching-and-testing-for-good/)

The loss of routine and organization, which can help with discipline or staying focused, especially with the
distractions arising from the home environment, adversely affected learning. This sense of isolation both

personal and professional, along with the uncertainty of living through a pandemic and the increased screen
time all combined to take a toll on the students’ mental health.

Also, from Impact Covid workshops with educationists and students we learned that the specific source of

anxiety for many undergraduate students (and faculty as well) was about compromised online instruction
quality leading to an uphill learning task in subsequent years, diminishing learning. While this concern was
shared by both parties alike, viewpoints and suggested actions differed depending on whom we talked with
about the above concern. For example, fair assessment of students while online was a key concern of both

students and faculty. To keep academic integrity of examinations, e-proctoring was used. However, students’
main concern behind its use was the invasion of their privacy and technical difficulties in usage, which only

contributed further to their anxiety, affecting performance. For faculty, the main concern regarding academic
integrity was being fair to all students, but that sometimes meant having to resort to convoluted e-testing
procedures, even though they were invasive. The upshot is that while there was no silver bullet with respect
to issues like assessment, that learning and assessment was compromised for students due to the pandemic
was a great source of anxiety for them and their instructors.

This anxiety did not end with the academic year 2020-21 but is carrying over to the next academic year as

students revealed the extent of their lack of preparedness for future study and employment issues. Besides, the
pandemic is not over and PSE institutions have adopted different approaches discussed earlier-online, hybrid
and in-person-, with each approach coming with its own challenges. The cumulative effects of the pandemic
on students are not limited to anxieties regarding study performance only, but have fed into worries about

being unable to meet the costs of their education (as we have discussed earlier), the continuing recession
(especially in the youth employment context) and future education and employment opportunities.

Some of this was already prevalent amongst Canada’s youth prior to the pandemic, which has only
exacerbated student mental health issues for them especially.30
30

https://www150.statcan.gc.ca/n1/pub/11-631-x/2020004/s3-eng.htm
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How student mental health
conditions were/are being addressed
Canadian post-secondary institutions have been aware of this problem for a while now. Since the pandemic

hit, they have invested considerable resources into student services. A few have been summarized below
along with attendant problems arising from the strategies being used.

First, like all other services, student counselling services shifted online at PSE institutions. In 2019, just 5% of
institutions offered online therapy sessions, but within three weeks of the campus shutdowns 90% of post-

secondary institutions had pivoted to remote mental health services. Under normal circumstances would

have taken years to complete the shift.31 The type of remote services were telephone and video counselling,

pandemic specific mental health materials posted to websites, webinars on managing stress and anxiety,
online meditation classes etc.

However, like the entire online instructional experience for students, these services depended on sound
technological coverage on both ends, the point of transmission at the universities/colleges and for individual
recipients, (Nath, 2021). Often, there were problems at one end or the other. Furthermore, the remote medium

(just like it is for learning itself) inhibits adequate and effective therapy because personal expressiveness,
behavioral cues are often missed by the remote counsellor, introducing and element of danger into remote
counselling services.

Second, in recognition of this issue being faced by youth, the standards for mental health and well-being of

students by way of the National Standard of Canada for Mental Health and Well-Being of Post-Secondary
Students was adopted by universities in 2020. The national standard guides policies, procedures and practices
for post-secondary institutions, as they tackle the mental health difficulties being faced by their students,
more so since the start of the pandemic.

In 2019, just 5% of institutions offered

online therapy sessions, but within three
weeks of the campus shutdowns 90% of

post-secondary institutions had pivoted
to remote mental health services. Under

normal circumstances would have taken
years to complete the shift.

31

https://www.universityaffairs.ca/features/feature-article/how-mental-health-services-for-students-pivoted-during-covid-19/
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The success of the Standard lies in being flexible as student concerns morph from pandemic related problems
to post-pandemic uncertainty in the future.

Third, universities have increased their staffing of counsellors and health professionals as the new academic
year (2021-22) commences. Some have on-call care to respond to urgent mental health calls, while others
have included a wellness adviser for racialized students.32

However, there are three key

problems arising from this initiative
that should be dealt with:
a.

adequacy of these new staffing hours

for the increased numbers of students
facing mental health troubles
b.

information dissemination about the
availability of services to the student

c.

body

off-shore international students

cannot access campus provided
support services.

Lastly, since many of the anxieties being faced by students have arisen from the online academic and

learning issues during this pandemic, there is likely some need for supplemental and/or remedial academic
instruction. This might require universities to compensate for academic setbacks faced by students by adding

more resources, especially academic ones. The educationists participating on our Impact Covid workshops
cited specific examples of resource expansion made– that we have already discussed in the parent report to
this one.33 However, the adequacy of these measures is unclear.

We do know that despite reported expansion of student services, non-academic services saw some

retrenchment during the pandemic and academic staff reported increased workloads in Canadian colleges

and universities.34 Moreover, the increased workloads for academic staff did not mean that there was more

direct contact or additional student mentoring.35 It is precisely the lack of contact with students, that has

impacted learning, raising their anxiety and creating a feedback loop of deficient learning and resultant
anxiety. It is to that end that countering measures must be instituted. While the shift to part-time study may
be short-lived, it might continue or recur with back –and forth shifts in instructional policy to and from fully
online learning, as is currently happening in Alberta, for instance.

32

https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/2021/09/06/ontario-universities-are-bolstering-mental-health-resources-for-the-fall-but-students-

say-barriers-to-access-presist.html
33
34
35

Footnote cite Impact Covid Report.

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/students-struggling-with-online-learning-a-wake-up-call-for-universities_n_5fd29ee9c5b66a7584135b9b

https://www.huffpost.com/entry/students-struggling-with-online-learning-a-wake-up-call-for-universities_n_5fd29ee9c5b66a7584135b9b
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Recommendations for PSE in
2021/22 and Beyond
The shift to online education, the pandemic induced recession, the cost burdens of post-secondary
education and/or wage-subsidy supported employment opportunities may have promoted a shift to parttime education for domestic students over full-time education. A big concern with the shift to part-time is

retaining students. With the new academic year upon Canadian students, there are some key strategies to
be followed by colleges and universities with the aim of addressing the concerns raised here in this report.

Addressing hybrid-online
student-contact in
education concerns

•

With differing approaches being adopted by
Canadian PSE institutions by way of a mix of
traditional, hybrid and purely online methods
of teaching, academic resources must be
better calibrated to the method being used.
With the known problems in hybrid and online
methods being around instructor-student
contact, instructor-student mentorship and
student privacy; those are the areas where
considerable expansion must be offered, and
remote methods modified to improve the gaps in
contact, mentorship and privacy. Both shortfalls
in instructional engagement and technological
snafus can be addressed by expanding teaching
assistant and/or tutor hiring, increasing frequency
of student contact, even if done remotely, and
clear-cut technological support for existing
students to trouble shoot technology problems.

•

Addressing equity concerns of
hybrid-online approaches
Expansion of bursaries for computing technology that addresses the Digital Divide being faced by

vulnerable students. While there has been expansion in broadband access since the pandemic,
individual student needs sometimes fell through the cracks when it came to equipment. Extending

laptop loaner programs will address the equity concerns behind the hybrid and online learning
approaches adopted by PSE institutions.

•

Since hybrid or blended instruction will be an important strategy followed by Canadian post-secondary
institutions, PSE institutions must develop strategies that promote equity and inclusion in the classroom
without complete dependence on technological means. These would include interactions that do not
require camera use, like active learning strategies, anonymous student surveys with controls, etc.
34

•

The time has come for universities
and degree granting colleges
(especially in provinces that
are dependent on student’s
tuition) to re-visit their revenueexpenditure models with oversight.
Dependence on international
students to subsidize Canadian
student fees to a great extent while
depending on tuition revenues

Addressing the
financial burden imposed
on students

in general for operations has
meant that Canadian colleges
and universities have moved from
publicly funded to publicly aided
institutions. Additionally, the
increase in part-time education
if sustained, carries with it
implications for PSE institutional
revenues which must be examined.
This entails some consideration
of difficult issues like academic
salaries and benefits and the
market-model of post-secondary
education in the first place.

•

Addressing the switch to part-time education
with WIL opportunities
Expanding WIL options while part-time study is on the upswing will fulfill the objectives of providing
employment and training experiences for youth that supplements their education, providing

a source of income for youth during a time of economic distress, improve the well-being of
students. If the shift towards part-time education for domestic students is sustained through

the hybrid and online models, then colleges (especially) and universities (to a far lower degree)
must be able to provide additional flexibility towards part-time students in terms of program
credit requirements, for example.

Also, expanding WIL options for disciplines that are not normally known to have them like
the humanities, (some social sciences) and the arts might go a long way in reducing overqualification rates of graduates from these disciplines.

Strategies to expand WIL opportunities include expanded collaboration with private and public
organizations.

35

Addressing
student
mental health
and
well-being

•

Academic supports that involve student-instructor contact,
student-faculty mentorship, or student –peer mentorship
must be expanded and tweaked further because not only
can these sorts of initiatives improve the quality of the
hybrid/online learning environment, but they can play a role
in mitigating student anxieties around performance and
future opportunities.

•

There are some shortfalls in mental health services provided
by PSE institutions in terms of inadequate coverage of
all affected students, the dissemination of information
regarding the services, exclusion of international students
who are off-shore. Of the three, the second listed shortfall
can be easily addressed with better outreach by student
affairs departments at post-secondary institutions. The last
is the most intractable because of differences in international
standards for the same. However, one way to extend oncampus mental health services to off-shore international
students could be providing off-shore (or international)
insurance coverage for remote student counselling services
only. Yet all this requires additional investment, which
is difficult during budgetary deficits in Canadian postsecondary institutions.

Besides the themes of student fees, post-secondary revenues, work-integrated learning and part-time

education raised here, the most relevant and imperative concern regarding the changes that the pandemic
has brought to Canadian post-secondary instruction has been that of student engagement under remote

purely online and/or hybrid models. Student engagement as a theme includes equity concerns raised here
as well, but most definitely covers student motivation, socialization, peer connectedness, student-facultypeer mentorship and the like. These require huge investments in staffing, such that students have and can

build individual relationships with faculty, instructional assistants and other members of student supporting
services. These naturally occur with traditional on-site education on campuses, but remotely, it clearly does
not to the extent that it is required. And that is the challenge.

CCYP has come across two examples recently, by our partners that through their programs have had a
degree of success by engaging, motivating and even instructing people through the pandemic, who are at

a great distance from the labour market (and/or education), i.e. NEET youth and/or chronically unemployed

adults. These are people who are discouraged and disengaged both from education and employment,
vulnerable and at-risk of experiencing worsening quality of life conditions. The first example: the Canadian

Career Development Foundation (CCDF), an NGO, just concluded the first entirely remote delivery of its IM&M
experiential work readiness program for adults (18+), which also imparted foundational digital skills.36 The

second, in 2020/21, NPower Canada, a non-profit workforce development organization that connects youth

with promising digital careers, pivoted their in-person program completely to remotely train 1,032 NEET youth
36

In Motion and Momentum+ (immplus.ca).

36

with employer demanded digital and professional skills.37 Both these programs maintained person-to-person

contact remotely through the pandemic, where direct contact was not possible. Both programs boasted very
positive program retention and outcomes. In fact, one of the key activities with NPower Canada’s training/
placement activities was the development of a peer mentoring program, and this type of program has been

known to be very useful in the pedagogic literature to proffer encouragement and academic assistance for
students, making a strong case for the importance of individual contact for success.

That said, these are examples of highly targeted programs, and their successes are dependent on self-

selected clients. The possibility of applying such focused initiatives based on person-to-person contact
to the post-secondary context which by definition, is not only broad-based and expansive, but also more

diverse in terms of student abilities and capabilities, while challenging, should be explored. It is important to
do so while part-time study amongst domestic students is on the upswing, alongside toggling between inperson, hybrid and purely online instruction because under these conditions, student-instructor-peer contact
becomes even more important than before the pandemic.

37
www.npowercanada.ca. NPower reported that 88% of their enrollees stayed with the program to complete their curriculum and get
successfully placed in employment after 15 weeks of training in Feb-May 2021.
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Impact Covid Workshops Particulars: Youth Respondents and Education Sector Respondents

Youth panelists on the Impact Covid workshops were representatives from various youth groups, including
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College
Mohawk
Collegeothers
amongst
others
ACEY
Apathy is Boring
Association of Committed
and Engaged Youth
Bishop's university
Bishop's University
Environmental Club
Canada World Youth
Canadian Environmental
Network
Canadian Federation of
University Women
Canadian Institute for
Climate Choices
Centennial College
Central Toronto Youth
Services
Chantiers jeunesse
CEGEP Heritage College
CityHive
CNYC
CWBA
ERSSA (Environment
Resources Sustainability
Student Association) at
the University of
Waterloo
Humber College
ERSSA and SERS
Undergraduate Education
Committee
FortWhyte Alive
Green Economy Canada

Participating Organizations on the various Focus Groups
Health & Wellness at UofT
ILC

Sustainability Office, University of Guelph
Shake Up The Establishment

Jack.org
Memorial Memorial University of
Newfoundland University

The Canadian Courage Project
The Immigrant Education Society (TIES)

Mohawk College
Montreal Student Initiative for Covid-19
Response and Relief

University of Saskatchewan

Non-Profit Youth Leadership Network

University of Toronto

NPower Canada

University of Waterloo
Undergraduate Public Policy Students
Association(University of Toronto)
Wilfred Laurier University

Operation Come Home
Partners For Youth Inc.
Pitch It Green
Platform
RCSI
Riipen Networks Inc.
Ryerson University
Queen’s University

Sheridan College
Sierra Youth
Students Commission of Canada
Scarborough Campus Students' Union
SDSN Canada
Seneca College
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