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General Comments
Despite the tight timelines governing the comprehensive review of the advanced education system launched by the Minister of Advanced Education in June, ACIFA is pleased to have the opportunity to provide input to assist the Steering Committee and internal policy working groups in drafting policy recommendations.  The present submission is in response to various discussion documents prepared by the Ministry of Advanced Education, specifically those dealing with the key questions of investment and affordability in the post-secondary system.

The challenges and opportunities facing our sector have evolved rapidly since 2000, when an MLA Post-secondary Funding Review Committee, chaired by Rob Renner, consulted with stakeholders and made recommendations for renewal of the funding framework.  One of the Renner Committee’s recommendations was that a review of post-secondary base operations grants should be conducted approximately every five years.  ACIFA strongly supports the decision of the Ministry to undertake the review this year in the broader context of a comprehensive review of the vision, policy directions and priorities of the advanced education system.  Our membership is united in its commitment to the vision of ‘leading in learning’ set out in the government’s twenty-year plan, and it is in that spirit that ACIFA offers its response to the discussion documents supporting the Learning Alberta initiative.
NOTE:  ACIFA finds that the perspective offered by A Learning Alberta: Profile of Alberta’s Advanced Education System, a document prepared by Alberta Advanced Education to support the discussion papers, is flawed.  The systematic exclusion of data detailing the long-term impact of massive reductions in government funding to post-secondary institutions in the period 1994-97 distorts both the context and the extent of the challenges facing our sector today.  The reality is that every aspect of the post-secondary education system has been shaped by the years of cutbacks and underfunding, and an accurate profile of this system cannot be drawn without incorporating relevant pre-1997 statistics.  The 2005 Profile, then, is an unreliable guide for policy-makers precisely to the extent that it fails to demonstrate exactly how and why the post-secondary system came to be the way it is.
‘Investing in Alberta’s Advanced Education System’
Response to ‘Strategic Questions’

1. Do the challenges and opportunities discussed in Section 3 represent the key priorities that need to be considered in a discussion around investing in Alberta’s advanced education system?  If not, what are the additional challenges and opportunities?  Are any of them more critical than others?

· Faculty Attraction and Retention

One striking omission is any reference to the continuing challenge of attracting and retaining the services of sufficient numbers of top-level academic staff to meet the ever-increasing demands being put on our universities, colleges and technical institutes.  ACIFA notes with concern that, in a discussion paper focusing on investment in the system, the only reference to academic staff is contained in the muddled observation (page 7) that ‘inflation is largely dependent on faculty and support staff salary settlements.’  Taken literally, this argument would seem to mistake cause for effect, but the larger question here concerns the apparent assumption that investment strategies need be concerned with academic staff only insofar as salary settlements constitute a continuing inflationary pressure on institutional budgets.  This is a shortsighted view, and one which fails to recognize the degree to which the capacity of the post-secondary system is dependent on the quality and sustainability of its ‘intellectual infrastructure’. 
According to the government’s vision for the future, 60,000 new learning opportunities are to be provided in the advanced education system by the year 2020; and higher levels of participation in rural areas, and among Aboriginals and the disabled, in particular, have been identified as priorities.  It is difficult to see how these goals can be achieved without a long-term, system-wide strategy for attracting and retaining well-qualified academic staff in the numbers which will be required to meet the challenge of expanding learning opportunities on this scale, without compromising the quality of the system.  Competition to secure high-quality academic staff is expected to be especially keen over the next five to ten years, in any case, as large numbers of the current cohort aged 50 – 60 retire.
To address long-term requirements for academic staff, the Alberta government’s Working Group on Faculty Attraction and Retention, as long ago as 2002, recommended, for example, that the Ministry ‘should work with post-secondary stakeholders to develop standard indicators for competitive compensation’ for academic staff in Alberta’s universities, colleges and technical institutes.  Recognizing that such benchmarking would depend on the development of comparative compensation data, tracking the competitive position of Alberta institutions in the national marketplace for faculty, the Working Group suggested that any future funding for attraction and retention could take these benchmarks into account.  
The Working Group also recommended that the Ministry should collaborate with the post-secondary institutions to develop a detailed forecast of supply and demand for faculty in the university, college, and technical institute sectors in Alberta over the next fifteen years.  In fact, the relative lack of hard data on future faculty requirements continues to represent one of the biggest challenges in attempting to devise a long-term investment scenario for the post-secondary system.  The Ministry and stakeholders, including faculty groups, need to work together to address this.
Faculty attraction and retention remains an urgent consideration for the post-secondary system as a whole, whether or not individual institutions are currently experiencing difficulties in hiring the academic staff they need.  It is estimated, for example, that the 4-year baccalaureate programs recently approved for delivery at Grant MacEwan College will require the recruitment of at least 40 new academic staff at the Ph.D. level, for whose services the College will have to compete with universities, as well as with other colleges which offer university-level programs, both here in Alberta and across Canada.  Given this kind of challenge, there is a need to re-examine how our post-secondary institutions can, as the Working Group recommended, ‘work collaboratively to identify and implement shared strategies for improving the system’s ability to attract and retain faculty and staff.’  

ACIFA urges that all the recommendations of the 2002 Working Group should be revisited and updated, and where feasible incorporated into the advanced education investment strategy.    
· Funding for 4-Year Baccalaureate Programs at Colleges and Technical Institutes
Another major challenge to system, in our view, is the failure of government to commit funds to support delivery of approved 4-year baccalaureate programs at colleges and technical institutes.  Alberta’s Post-secondary Learning Act authorizes colleges and technical institutes, upon the recommendation of the Campus Alberta Quality Council (CAQC), and with the approval of the Minister, to offer their own undergraduate degree programs.  While proposed programs are evaluated rigorously by the CAQC, and cannot proceed without the Minister’s approval, to date there has been no firm, long-term commitment from government to provide the necessary funding for programs which do receive approval to go ahead.  For example, Grant MacEwan College’s proposed 4-year B.A. programs, recently approved after an arduous review process, will not now proceed until the government comes up with the funding.  
In ACIFA’s view, this situation is unacceptable – given the considerable investment in time and resources the approval process demands of an institution, to say nothing of the the expectations it is bound to raise, approval of degree programs by the Minister without a clear commitment to fund them can only sow confusion about the government’s intentions, and drive institutions to attempt to finance these programs themselves, from existing resources.  ACIFA strongly advises that institutions should not be put in this position – it was never the intention of the Post-secondary Learning Act to permit colleges and technical institutes to offer 4-year degree programs at the expense of their existing diploma and certificate programs, for example, and to the detriment of the advanced education system as a whole.  If the government has targeted expanded access to undergraduate degree programs, through the colleges and technical institutes, as a system-wide priority, it must be prepared to step forward with the new funding to pay for these programs, if and when they are approved.  
· Deferred Maintenance and Infrastructure Requirements
The magnitude of the deferred maintenance backlog at post-secondary institutions across our system should not be understated.  Alberta Infrastructure’s recent accounting indicates that a total of hundreds of millions of dollars will be required to address the backlog in public colleges and technical institutes alone.  ACIFA strongly advises that this challenge should be treated as a priority by the government, and that Alberta Advanced Education should work closely with Alberta Infrastructure to come up with a long-term plan of attack designed to eliminate the backlog and prevent a similar crisis from occurring in the future.  

ACIFA also urges that the government should formulate a long-term capital plan capable of accommodating the burgeoning requirements of the advanced education system as the ‘learning society’ evolves.   
2. Is the current set of investing principles appropriate given the challenges and opportunities identified in Section 3?  If not, what changes should be made to the principles guiding the funding of advanced education providers?

Much depends, of course, on how the general principles and objectives guiding system investments are interpreted and applied (see below), but the list also omits one crucial principle – that is, that the level of post-secondary must be ADEQUATE to meet the demands on the system.  
The Renner Committee in 2000 was directed to examine funding mechanisms and to develop a set of core principles and recommendations for a renewed funding framework, without looking at the adequacy of current levels of government funding to the system – any proposed changes to funding mechanisms had to be accommodated within the government’s existing post-secondary budget.  Within these parameters, the recommendations of the Renner Committee helped to provide a much-needed measure of direction to an increasingly complex process.  
Yet, five years on, it is clear that any meaningful attempt to design principles to guide investment must take account of the level of funding which the government is prepared to provide – there is no getting around the fact that the adequacy, or inadequacy, of the resources put into the system will have a critical bearing on the applicability and viability of different investment principles established to produce targeted outcomes.  In practical terms, the principle of adequacy has priority.  If the government pushes ahead with its vision and greatly expands opportunities for participation in post-secondary education, but fails to provide funding adequate to meet the cost of realizing that vision, investment principles promoting collaboration, or accountability, or predictability, or sustainability, will be of limited utility.  
How the system will respond to such principles, in the final analysis, depends on the level of funding government provides.  With that proviso, ACIFA offers the following observations on the principles identified in section 2.2 of the discussion document Investing in Alberta’s Advanced Education System:
· Accessible

While increased participation in PSE of under-represented groups is a timely consideration and a legitimate policy goal, we must point out that the access envelope funding mechanism has had negative consequences for the system in the past, not least because incentive funding of targeted, high-profile programs, often to serve short-term policy goals, has tended to exacerbate inequities between institutions, and to distort the planning and budgeting processes within institutions.  Indeed, there is clear evidence that, in the absence of adequate base operations grants, the current model of access funding tends only to complicate the fiscal problems of institutions already constrained by rising costs and inelastic revenues.
The government has identified increased participation in post-secondary education as a priority for the province, but it must recognize that the creation of so many new learning opportunities and much-expanded access to the system in the next twenty years will necessitate a fundamental readjustment of the level of base funding, which is manifestly inadequate to support current responsibilities, let alone the bold new vision for the system contained in A Learning Alberta.  The announcement in the 2005 Budget of an 18% increase in base operations grants to post-secondary institutions over the next three years is an excellent start, but the fact is that an advanced education system capable of supporting the kind of ‘learning society’ envisioned by the government depends on a significantly increased, long-term financial commitment by taxpayers.  (The Access to the Future Fund, which when it is fully funded from unbudgeted surpluses is expected to generate substantial annual revenues, is designed to promote innovation and excellence in the system, rather than to supply base operations funding.)  
· Accountable

ACIFA recognizes the need to build into investment mechanisms some accountability measures, ‘relative to both system-wide and individual goals and priorities’ – but we note that the (necessary) proviso that the results must be viewed ‘within the constraint of available resources’ reinforces the (obvious) point that results are always going to be dependent, to some extent, on funding.  If institutions are to be held accountable for the investment of public funds, through an objective measurement of the results they achieve, it should also be recognized that there is a measurable correlation between the adequacy of the funding of institutions and the results they are able to achieve.  

· Collaborative

As it stands, the much-touted principle of ‘leveraging’ scarce resources such as government funding and infrastructure ‘to their full potential’ through collaborations between providers, the private sector, and community groups, needs to be qualified with the proviso that leveraging is not, and cannot become, a substitute for adequate government investment in the advanced education system.  Leveraging only makes sense if the system is provided with sufficient resources to create meaningful opportunities for leverage in the first place.  
Under tight funding constraints, such as those imposed on our sector over the last decade, system-wide goals necessarily remain a secondary consideration for individual institutions, which are as likely to compete as to collaborate with each other, as they look constantly to the bottom line.  By the same token, while the private sector may find sound business reasons for entering into collaborations with large, urban universities, colleges or technical institutes, for example, it may well have less incentive to invest in smaller, rural institutions, whose future is uncertain.  Leverage follows investment.  Where investment by government is lacking, leverage and collaboration are less likely options than commercialization and privatisation. 
· Cost-Sharing

ACIFA does not dispute that individual learners and their families ought to make a contribution to the cost of their education, but the evidence suggests that tying the level of this contribution directly to the operating costs of post-secondary institutions, in the current tuition fee policy, was a mistake.  The principles of accessibility and affordability have suffered as tuition fees have risen annually to unprecedented levels, yet at the same time the relative inelasticity of revenue deriving from tuition fees has tended to circumscribe the budgeting and planning of institutions already scrambling to make good shortfalls caused by government cutbacks and chronic underfunding.  The current formula, then, has served neither the learners nor the institutions well, and does not seem sustainable, in the long run.
In recent years there has been a major shift of the responsibility for funding post-secondary education, away from the government (that is, the taxpayers), and on to the learners and their families, as the government has pursued a fiscal strategy focused on provincial debt reduction.  The attempt to explain this shift now by invoking a ‘policy’ or ‘philosophy’ whereby learners should be required to pay one-third of the cost of their education, according to some notional distribution of the benefits which accrue from it, is unconvincing.  It was, in fact, the failure of government to provide adequate resources for the post-secondary system which drove institutions to ramp up tuition fees to the maximum allowable, as a percentage of their net costs – an arrangement given statutory authority in the post-secondary legislation.

ACIFA advocates uncoupling tuition fee levels from the operating costs of institutions in any new tuition fee policy.  We do not argue for free tuition, necessarily, or even a tuition rollback.  In our view, what is urgently required, in the interests of the system as a whole, is that the level of the students’ contribution, through tuition fees, should cease to be tied directly to institutional operating costs, but should be indexed instead to a standard of affordability to be worked out between the government and the student groups.  Shortfalls in institutional revenues should be met by the government, not the learners – the current formula may once have seemed expedient, but for the good of the system it must now be replaced.

· Equitable

ACIFA endorses the principle that investment mechanisms and policies should be equitable, as between institutions, ‘taking into consideration institutional differences such as program mix, size and location’.  One of the great strengths of the Alberta post-secondary system is the diversity of its institutions, but the disparities between them, not least in terms of the costs they face, are so great that it can be difficult to understand how the principle of ‘equity’ applies at all in this context.  The constant complaint of smaller, rural colleges that ‘one-size-fits-all’ funding formulas put them at an unfair disadvantage, is echoed by the technical institutes, by the former AVCs, and even by the big urban colleges and universities.  No single funding model is likely to satisfy the special requirements of all of these institutions at the same time; the best we can hope for are transparent system-wide priorities and a sound planning framework, with allowance for a wide range of local differences.  In this context, ‘equity’ is bound to remain a relative concept. 

· Innovation and Excellence

On the question of the future role of technology in the post-secondary system, ACIFA enthusiastically embraces innovations which enhance system capacity and quality, but warns against too easy acceptance of technology, in itself, as a kind of panacea.  Technology is a powerful tool, which will allow us to do more, and more cheaply, in the future, but it remains only a tool.  In no sense can technology be considered as a ‘replacement’ for high-quality academic staff, who will continue to play a central role as system capacity expands to meet the growing demand for more (and different kinds of) learning opportunities.  

Meanwhile, academic staff in Alberta post-secondary institutions continue to take the lead in pioneering new and better ways to enhance teaching and learning with the assistance of technology, and we strongly support the inclusion of innovation and excellence among the investment principles for the system.
· Practical

ACIFA shares the institutions’ concerns that the mechanisms and policies governing investment should be as straightforward and transparent as possible.  We note that complicated funding formulas, in particular, hamper accountability and predictability, and that shared responsibility with other ministries, such as Alberta Infrastructure or AHRE, or with the Government of Canada, tends to create confusion, uncertainty, and increased administration costs.
· Predictable

To encourage strategic planning consistent with system goals and business plans, what is required is a commitment by the government to provide stable, predictable, multi-year base funding for post-secondary institutions.  Only this kind of commitment will allow the advanced education system to begin to lay the groundwork for the ‘learning society’ envisioned by the government.  The announcement in the 2005 Budget of an 18% increase in base grants to institutions over the next three years is an important first step, which has already begun to have a positive impact.   
· Sustainable 
ACIFA fears that the government’s current approach to funding is unsustainable, since it appears to be based on the expectation that post-secondary providers will be able to do more and more in the future, without a correspondingly higher level of investment in the system.  This makes no sense.  New technologies will no doubt create as yet unforeseen economies, but it would be dangerously shortsighted to ignore the need for a massive injection of new resources and a continuing funding commitment by government at an unprecedented level, if the advanced education system is to meet the challenge of creating a ‘Learning Alberta’.
3.  What are the strengths and weaknesses of Alberta Advanced Education’s current approach to funding advanced education providers?  If there are weaknesses, how can they be addressed to ensure goals are met?
Again, ACIFA continues to argue that targeted, contingent, envelope funding, which has not served the system well in the past, should be avoided, and that the government’s primary commitment should be to realistic, stable and predictable base operating funding.  The announcement in the 2005 Provincial Budget of an 18% increase in operating grants over the next three years represents a significant improvement on past practice, not least because this kind of multi-year commitment allows institutions in our sector to plan more effectively for the longer term.  Post-secondary education needs to respond to rapidly changing demands, and, too often in recent years, providers have been unable to do more than react, on an ad hoc basis, to challenges and opportunities, due to annual uncertainty over funding levels.  Given the ambitious goals set out in the government’s vision for post-secondary education, strategic planning at the institutional level is a priority.
Goals and outcomes in our sector have for too long been dictated by fiscal constraints imposed by government policy, and while ACIFA welcomes a renewed commitment by the provincial government to re-invest in post-secondary education, we strongly advise against over-reliance on targeted funding, which, in our experience, constrains and distorts the planning process within institutions, while it exacerbates inequities across the system.  It is surely counterproductive to target increased enrolment in certain high-demand programs, in the short-term, if this is at the expense of the long-term health of the system, which, with realistic, stable, and predictable base grants to build on, could be expected to accommodate the changing requirements of learners, industry and society, without this kind of intervention.  

The recent announcement of a massive injection of new funds into the Access Fund ($90 million over the next three years), to cover the cost of some 15,000 new post-secondary ‘spaces’ (that is, ‘opportunities’) was unexpected, insofar as these numbers appear to have been selected arbitrarily, and without prior consultation with stakeholders.  While we applaud the government’s commitment to expanding participation in advanced education, ACIFA advises a measure of caution in arousing expectations which, given current funding levels, may be difficult to fulfill – without at very least calling into question the quality and sustainability of the system.



ACIFA, the Alberta Colleges and Institutes Faculties Association, is a representative professional organization which acts as the provincial voice for the more than 6,000 members of the academic staff associations at fifteen public colleges and technical institutes across Alberta.  ACIFA promotes the professional and economic well-being of faculty in the interest of fostering and promoting quality post-secondary education in this province.
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