                    The Imperative of Learning
October 26th, 2009, Westin Hotel, Halifax Nova Scotia
A Panel Discussion sponsored by MCCE

Overview of Panelists’ Presentations:  Draft

1.  Catherine Woodman, President and CEO, United Way Halifax Region
Catherine is leading the United Way in a movement aimed at improving individual lives and the social conditions of our community every single day.  The United Way supports 55 not-for-profit organizations who demonstrate daily the difference helping people learn, often through training and education, can make for themselves, their families and the community. Catherine is focused on community change, and has challenged community partners to share their knowledge, resources, skills and services.  She believes everyone’s potential can be realized and that by working together, there is nothing we can’t do or overcome.  Catherine currently chairs the Board of Governors of Mount Saint Vincent University and the Lieutenant-Governor’s Community Spirit Award

Catherine challenged the participants to look at three elements of learning differently:  teachers, classroom and access.  Teaching have become increasingly professionalized, at the expense of informally learned teachers. She reminded us we teach each other, and we need to recognize the resources that are within our communities, for example  elders in aboriginal communities who are recognized for their wisdom.  Seniors are skilled, sage, and offer a tremendous resource for life long learning.  Classrooms need to be looked at differently.   Consider the scores of job-readiness programs, but also consider the role social agencies can play as places to learn.  Is there a way to manage this systematically, to help develop volunteers, and to help the social agencies at the same time?  We need to drive it from the needs of the organization, under a partnership context or a new model of reciprocity, which better matches the needs of the organization and the needs of the volunteer.  Benefits can flow both ways.  Catherine also challenged us to consider access from the perspective of the most vulnerable.  She pointed to the example of Halifax Humanities, which takes university level learning to the community at the North End Library, to people who are not usually seen on a university campus.

 
2. Fred Morley
Fred is the Executive Vice-President and Chief Economist at the Greater Halifax Partnership.  He has worked hard to facilitate economic growth in our economy.  He is frequently challenging us to rethink how we look at economic development and recognizes the importance of a creative and skilled workforce.  He is currently building awareness of  the need for Halifax to become a global talent market by being the best place to live, work and study.  In a recent opinion piece for the Chronicle Herald, he called for the development of a people strategy because that’s where our success will begin and end.
Fred presented statistical evidence of accelerating trends that occur during a recession and pointed out the structural shifts that are occurring, including the growth of some industries and the shrinking of others. Trends around population growth, migration, urbanization, and aging population will lead to reductions in the available work force.  Between 2008 and 2013 there will be 56,000 job openings in Nova Scotia, 85% from retirement.  Net jobs will grow by 8,600, and by 2016 we will see serious shortages of labour.   Continuing education can help increase productivity, if we can increase our professional skills, deal with professional certifications so that new Canadians can contribute, and shift workers from low wage, low productivity jobs to higher wage, higher productivity jobs.  Continuing education can also increase participation levels in the economy, including better training for new Canadians, and helping marginalized workers (such as disabled, and African/ First Nation Nova Scotians) enter more productive jobs.  As well we need training for older workers.   Universities are facing enrollment challenges and continuing education provides a big opportunity.  Fred also touched on the role of business and  the need to change attitudes towards an investment in people, forging new education partnerships. He pointed to the success of our Canadian Armed Forces in providing continuous training and suggested they are a good model for businesses to follow.  Non-government organizations, while facing financial challenges and issues of overlap and duplication, can fulfill a role of mentoring, assisting youth at risk, supporting capacity building and pre-employment development.  Government needs to see education and training as an investment, not a cost.  This includes an investment in older workers and in post-secondary institutions.
3. Ray Ivany
Ray Ivany was recently appointed President of Acadia University, where he is looking forward to working with Acadia and the Annapolis  Valley communities to capitalize on new and emerging opportunities.  He is widely recognized for his leadership in transforming the Nova Scotia Community College into a highly regarded college focused on the needs of Nova Scotians.  Ray was named to the Maclean’s Honor Roll of Top Ten Canadians who made a difference in 2004, was the 2004 Business Person of the Year for the Halifax Chamber of Commerce, and was named four times as one of Atlantic Canada’s Top 50 CEOs.
Ray pointed to the rapidity of change we are experiencing and the fact that this change is complex and ambiguous – we need to learn our way through them, as our traditional models and frameworks are failing.  Lifelong learning is not new to educators, but still, not everyone has access to it, and it is not shared equally.  We still see social economic status dictating participation in learning.  An example is the RRSP policy that allows individuals to draw on the RRSP contributions to pay for education – many are not in a position to contribute to RRSPs, and they are left out.  Those who have get more.   We all know that post-secondary education is the first step to a financially stable life, and that once on it, you can progress upwards.  However, many can’t get to that first step.  We need a “bridge across the moat of hot oil to get to the escalator”.  We need to consider learning in a broader construct - we can’t ignore the learning that is already evident by  an individual’s  experience and activities.  We need to redefine learning.  Universities and colleges control curriculum and they can make it more responsive through the Prior Learning and Assessment  (PLAR) process.  PLAR can help people get back in the education system and back into the workforce.   We need to ask different questions than what formal education individuals have achieved and focus more on what you can do.  We need to go beyond “retraining”  to  “adding to what you already know through experience”.   Large global forces are challenging Canada at the systems level, with Canada losing its educational advantages.  The EU countries have signed a quality assurance and mobility agreement – Canada and the provinces need to do the same.  This should not be a jurisdictional issue, we need to increase labour  mobility and there should not be provincial barriers.  We can create the pieces, but we are not adept at pulling them together.  Lifelong learning falls into this category, the resources are here

