Investing in Universities: Lessons from the “Double Cohort” in Ontario
A version of this presentation was delivered at the SCUP NorthCentral Region conference in Ottawa, Ontario, October 19, 2003 and at the CIRPA conference in Halifax, Nova Scotia, October 28, 2003.

The following text complements the powerpoint presentation. 
It is difficult to do full justice to the “double cohort” story in the time allotted and through a powerpoint presentation.  The “colour” of personalities, politics and events that occurred over the past five years around the “double cohort” deserve greater attention to detail and need to be placed in the context of other developments that were influencing Ontario politics at the same time. One of these days…
In the meantime…
Slide 1 Introduction
The topic today is “investing in universities” and the focus is the advocacy and research effort that resulted in the provincial government making a major investment in Ontario universities to address the challenges of the ‘double cohort’.  People, politics, process and perseverance are all part of the story and I welcome the opportunity to share a perspective on what is regarded, by some, as a major success story; a story that is still unfolding. 
While some may wonder what this has to do with Institutional Research, it has been a long standing belief of mine that IR has a major role to play in helping institutions ‘tell their story”.  Accordingly, this presentation is an extension of that simple belief.
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Slide 2 Overview

Slide 3 Background
‘Setting the context’ provides some background information about the situation in Ontario in the mid-1990’s. Basically the mid-90’s were dominated by the impact of the recession in the early 90’s and the resultant upwards spiral in government deficits that led to major cut-backs in government investment from the latter half of the decade onwards. The NDP’s deficit control program (The Social Contract) gave way to the Common Sense Revolution and a major cut-back in public sector transfers – exacerbated by the cut-backs in Federal transfers that had been announced earlier.
The government’s initial Common Sense agenda for post-secondary education – included a reduction of $400 million in grants, increased tuition, a student assistance ‘endowment’ and the potential for major undefined ‘reforms’. University campuses became the site of major stresses associated with ‘down-sizing’, tuition increases, concerns about access, student assistance debates and concerted efforts to increase private giving.
Against the preceding background of major external ‘shocks’ that generated wave after wave of ‘shocks’ within the institutions during this period, the phrase “double-cohort” was still in its infancy and off on the remote edge of the universities’ radar screen.  

Slide 4 In the beginning…

The Common Sense Revolution swept Ontario in 1995 and the new Common Sense government began, immediately, to implement the various parts of its election platform – a platform built on tax reductions, smaller government and major overhauls of public services including education.

In education, the new government had made it clear that the five year secondary school program would be reduced to four years.  
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It was the implementation of that policy that would result in the creation of a ‘double cohort’ of high school graduating students.

Slide 6 The Challenge…

The challenge of the ‘double cohort’ was to not only prepare for the greatest expansion of the university systems since the 1960’s, but to try to leverage the situation and recoup funding losses.  Of course government would have a quite a different perspective – how to implement secondary school reform and deal with a  ‘double cohort’ as efficiently as possible and continue with its reform agenda.  

Slide 7 Differing perspectives

It is important to recognize that the Common Sense government had its own views about universities – not unlike many governments.  At the same time, universities tend to have their own views of the “government” perspective. This slide originated from a presentation prepared by Ian Clark, President of COU, and it capture some the key ‘differences’ in perspective. With respect to the Common Sense government in particular, it is important to recognize that the government was anti-elite, essentially considered itself a populist government and was interested in less government and greater emphasis on the ‘free market’.

Slide 8 Sources of enrolment demand

As the mid-90’s moved into the latter part of the 90’s, it was clear that Ontario’s universities needed to prepare for an unprecedented increase in enrolment from the ‘double cohort’. It became clear however that the ‘double cohort’ was just one factor that was going to influence major increases in enrolment demand.

The slide focuses on Ontario and summarizes the impact of key factors that influence enrolment demand; the size of potential PSE population and participation rates.  The left axis measures the size of the 18-24 year old population – the traditional PSE group. In 1965 there were about 700,000 individuals in that age-group in Ontario. By about 1985 the number peaked at about 1.2 million and then decreased to just above 1 million by the late 1990’s. Since that time the age group has increased as the “echo boom” begins to move into the PSE age group.  The right axis measures the change in enrolment. In 1965 full-time enrolment was about 60,000 as illustrated by the blue line.  Currently full-time enrolment is about 250,000 and projected to increase to 350,000 by 2015. The participation rate – the red line –is simply the full-time enrolment number as a proportion of the 18-24 year old age group. In 1965 it was 8.5%. Currently it is about 22% and this projection shows the impact of moving to 26.6%. The bottom line is that the ‘echo boom’ along with increased participation rates will result in about 100,000 more full-time students over the next decade or so – in Ontario. The “projection” has been revised from estimates that informed the original funding projections used by the Ontario government and the Council of Ontario universities and is in the process of almost constant revision.

The fact that enrolment demand over the next decade or is going to lead to an expansion that will rival the ‘baby boom’ expansion of the mid-60’s through the early ‘70’s is now essentially unassailable.   Several years ago, however,  few individuals had given the future much thought and enrolments were actually quite flat in the early to mid 1990’s.  Thus, in the first few years of the Common Sense Revolution the immediate past was characterized by funding cut-backs, and no enrolment growth.
Slide 9

‘How to get some action from government?”.

Shortly after the Common Sense government was elected, planning for secondary school reform was initiated by the Ministry of Education – with the sole emphasis on curriculum reform. In the meantime, Ontario’s universities through COU provided charts and graphs showing Ontario’s relative funding situation – the worst in Canada and in stark contrast to other jurisdictions.  The focus was on the present with reference to the ‘past’. The case for additional funding seemed to fall on deaf ears. 

Slide 10

The focus needed to shift.  Arguments about relative funding levels simply had no traction. In fact in 1997, 8 of 15 “top ranked” universities in Canada were in Ontario, according to Maclean’s.  Further, the universities were simply not on the ’radar screen’.

Slide 11

With the appointment of a new COU President in the summer of 1998 the emphasis shifted to focus on the ‘double cohort’- the future – using 3rd party organizations to validate the facts. Two major efforts were commissioned – the first, by Angus Reid to determine the public’s view of universities and the need for investment to meet the ‘double cohort’ and the second by PriceWaterhouseCoopers  (PwC) to document the projected increase in enrolment through to 2010 taking into account the ‘double cohort’ and demographic changes.  The PwC study was led by a former Deputy-Minister , Michael Gourley, (and former Vice-President Administration at the University of Western Ontario) who was seen as an ‘insider’ in the Common Sense government. The Angus Reid effort was led by an individual (Bob Richardson) who had played a role in the provincial liberal organization.
The results of the two 3rd party studies led to the production of Ontario’s Students: Ontario’s Future – a COU Report that served as the basis for documenting the projected growth in enrolment demand and the need for government investment.
Probably the single most important result of the PwC Report was this graph. It captured the basic ‘drivers’ of enrolment projections and the sheer magnitude of the numbers captured some attention.  It was recognized the “projection” had its limitations and one of the first things the Working Group did was review the PwC projection in some detail. 
Slide 12

Shortly after those two studies were commissioned, a Joint Working Group was established to provide a proposal to the Minister to address the double cohort needs. That Working Group approach was regarded a bit of a coup! What better way to get government to “buy-in” to the challenge!  With the establishment of the Joint Working Group a forum was set for the review and refinement of the enrolment projections and for the necessary resources. The PwC link was retained with Mike Gourley – the former DM - continuing to bring his expertise to the discussions.
As the late Winter turned into Spring, hope ran high that government would respond to the efforts and provide the necessary investment in universities.

Slide 13 Analytics 

The actual development of the projection for funding requirements was based on a relatively simple model, driven primarily by enrolment projections.  Initially low, medium and high projections were prepared but over the following year there was an agreement with government to focus on a single projection – a modified version of the PwC projection with a lower participation rate assumption than the published PwC version.  

However, there was always some ‘looseness’ in interpreting the real meaning of the projection – because it was a projection. University officials believed that the appropriate funding commitment would be based on ACTUAL enrolment and the projection was intended to produce an “order of magnitude” estimate.  As it turned out, government (Finance) had significant difficulty recognizing the difference between projections and ‘actuals’ and appeared to be working solely to limit the financial commitment at every turn. 
With respect to other components of the “analytics” there was considerable discussion about the need for more space and the utilization of existing space.  Government officials argued that many universities were operating with space inventories that were BELOW required levels, thus  indicating the ‘space formula’ used to project space requirements was ‘out of whack’ with reality.  In terms of FTE enrolment, Ontario universities had actually experienced higher enrolments in the early 90’s (largely due to part-time enrolments that declined for much of the 90’s) and thus government officials argued that there was existing capacity in the university sector. Finally, there were continual references made about current inefficiencies in timetabling that resulted in poor classroom utilization and government officials could not help but point to the largely ‘empty’ classrooms in the Spring/Summer. Ultimately, the university presidents on the working group decided to agree to an ‘efficiency factor’ for NEW space without going into details about how each university would accommodate the efficiency factor and without prejudice to the existing space formula. The ‘efficiency factor’ was pegged at 40% - a number that emerged from a negotiation exercise rather than an empirical effort.
By the early Spring, enough work had been completed to prepare a  report to help government officials factor the projected increase in costs into the upcoming budget. 
Slide 14 Budget ‘99

Budget ’99 was an election budget with commitments in a number of areas. 
In the case of the PSE sector, the government announced a major capital investment (SuperBuild) in new facilities for Colleges and Universities. The “twist” – in line with the government’ belief the private sector should help determine (and fund) priorities – was that universities and colleges were expected to raise funds to leverage the provincial investment. Additionally, there were additional funding commitments for 

targetted enrolment increases (education, medicine) and research.

However, there was no reference to a funding commitment for increased enrolment other than specific targeted enrolment areas. 
The universities, thankful for the Super Build initiative turned their attention to the development of capital proposals since the capital investment was to be based on a competition.
The Election Budget resulted in the re-election of the sitting government and in the case of PSE the establishment of a separate Ministry to deal with advanced education issues. The new Ministry also resulted in the appointment of a new Minister (Diane Cunningham)  and new Deputy-Minister (Bob Christie).

The SuperBuild initiative and the establishment of a separate Ministry signalled that the PSE sector had attracted government’s attention.  

Slide 15
The election SHOULD HAVE been a reminder that the “government” was still very much committed to changes in the delivery of services and firmly committed to lowering taxes and balancing budgets. 

In the government’s first mandate the PSE sector had, generally been left ‘untouched’ in terms of major reform. Grants had been cut, tuition had been allowed to increase but it appeared that government was ‘tied up’ dealing with the ‘big ticket items’ of health, k-12 education and focusing attention on ‘privatizing’ certain services.
Slide 16
By September, there was a significant increase in 1st year enrolment beyond what was projected and the issue of funding enrolment increases became a reality. Universities became increasingly concerned that the enrolment increases were “unfunded”.

Faced with a major increase in 1st year enrolment, a double cohort that was now a reality with the 1st class of Grade 9 students entering Secondary School with a 4 year REFORM program, a competition for capital funding that required universities to take more students and no commitment on operating funding, the Universities decided to hold a press conference to raise public awareness of the situation. 

The reaction from government was stony silence. John Ibbotson of the Globe and Mail suggested the universities were attempting to “blackmail” government.  The ‘big chill’ descended on government/university relations. Phone calls went unanswered. Letters to the Premier and Minister of Finance went unanswered. 

The results of the Superbuild competition in Feburary 2000 coupled with yet another increase in applications to universities (For Fall 2000) led Chairs of Boards of Governors to write to the Premier indicating the difficult situation faced by universities.  How could they accept more students and make commitments to build new facilities AND  raise a portion of the necessary funds without a commitment on operating funding? The government responded by stating that any university could decline the SuperBuild funding and the money would be re-allocated to other universities (and colleges).

Slide 17
In the meantime, the Working Group kept working but the level of engagement by government officials (with the new DM) was somewhat less than it had been prior to the October press conference. Rather than the production of “joint” working papers, there was a deliberate move to ensure that any working papers were seen to be “the universities”.  
And the universities put their funding proposal on the table for discussion and review. However government officials were in no position to discuss the proposals in any depth and ultimately the proposal went forward from the Working Group as “the universities”  proposal.  

As the government silence continued, one government insider summed things up by reminding me that  “It’s all pensionable time”.  
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In March 2000, the government responded to the universities and the reaction was stunned disbelief. 

The SuperBuild “win” of the previous Spring was forgotten in the wake of an announcement that was totally unexpected in content.  There had been no discussion of tuition ‘caps’, nor Performance-based funding, and the absence of any commitment to the ‘double cohort’ left the universities reeling.

Work began in earnest to try to influence the upcoming Budget – expected within a couple of months (May 2000).

Slide 19
The 2000 Budget delivered a 2nd round of SuperBuild capital (dubbed by the civil servants in the Ministry as the “losers” – the first round of SuperBuild announcements in Feburary/March were deemed to be the “winners”), as well as additional research funding (a ‘base’ research performance fund) and continued funding for expansion in targeted programs. However, it was a disappointed COU ‘crew’.
It may be useful to pause for a minute and consider both the ‘politics’ and the people involved because the two had a significant impact on the double cohort results.

Slide 20
Listing of the various players in the double cohort ‘drama’. They key point to note is that the, politicians, the civil service, political staff that surround Ministers (and the Premier) and unelected advisors all have a major role to play in the advancement of funding agendas.

At the same time, it is important to recognize that university Presidents have their own set of “politics” within their own institutions and within the collective (COU) that add an extra dimension to the challenge of securing additional government investment. Government officials could easily – and do easily – seize on what appears to be discord among the universities (or any other part of the Broader Public Sector). Trying to deal with the reality (and the right) of individual institutions to try to negotiate ‘their own deal’ with the importance of “sticking together” as a collective, was an extraordinary challenge – and the ability of Ian Clark, in particular, to recognize the importance of that reality – and deal with it in consummate fashion - must be acknowledged. 
Slide 21

With the Budget completed and the March disaster still fresh in people’s minds it was time to take stock and figure out what went right and what went wrong.

The result was a recognition that there had been a major ‘misread’ of government – and thus a need to better understand what government (Premier’s Office) was really thinking.

Slide 22

The University Presidents’ decided to change course and develop more of a ’partnership’ approach and engaged a Tory insider as a government relations consultant.

Advocacy efforts focused on ensuring that a group of “top influencers” were made aware of the double cohort challenge and that universities wanted to work with government to address the challenge. An agenda of meetings and events was set for the Fall and work began in earnest.
Bob Christie, the Deputy-Minister moved to Finance at this time and the appointment of a new Deputy-Minister (Kevin Costante), along with a recognition of the need for the Working Group’s efforts,  led to the re-establishment of the Working Group. University Presidents were not impressed with the time and effort devoted to the Working Group – in light of the previous years results – but Kevin Costante, to his credit, made it clear that he saw his job as trying to convince his DM colleagues of the importance of the ‘double cohort’ – he saw that as an important part of securing the necessary funding.
Meanwhile,  research efforts at COU focused on the value of Universities to the province – using a 3rd party organization with links to the party in power. Given the government’s interest in ‘taxes’ the emphasis was on the tax contribution of universities and university graduates – a new ‘wrinkle’ in the traditional economic impact approach.

Slide 23
Fall/Winter 2000/01 saw the implementation of the new strategy guided by Tom Trbovich the government relations consultant, along with continued emphasis on analytics. In fact, Tom was a strong believer that good analytics were the foundation of making a good case.
COU continued to have informal discussions with the Ontario Confederation of University Faculty Associations (OCUFA) and the Ontario Universities’ Student Alliance (OUSA) but there was a deliberate decision to “distance ourselves” from any co-ordinated campaign to criticize government. OCUFA and OUSA were quite vocal about the state of government funding, tuition levels, student assistance and the need for more investment, and neither organization was shy about making its views known to government.  Although we disagreed to on tactics, the goal was similar – to secure additional funding for the university sector to meet student demand.
The government – which was beginning to hear about the ‘double cohort’ impact  -believing there were significant inefficiencies in the universities and colleges  established a Task Force to find $ for re-allocation. In effect, the government made it clear to the new Minister that it had made the capital investment but was unprepared to commit on-going operating funds without evidence that the universities (and colleges) had explored all avenues to operate in an efficient manner.
Universities co-operated fully in the endeavour and, in fact, the final report of the government’s Task Force produced a “clean bill of health” that also produced example after example of the many cost-effective  co-operative initiatives that had been implemented by Ontario’s universities. When coupled with the Economic Impact Report  focusing on the total contribution including “tax” impacts, the case for greater investment in universities appeared to be compelling.
Further, the ‘double cohort’ was beginning to register on the ‘radar screen’ of politicians – first because of the changed tactics at COU but also because students in Grade 10 had to choose Gr.11 courses and pay attention to the pre-requisites for post-secondary. The prospect of the double cohort was turning into reality for many households in Ontario. Finally, the University Presidents made it clear that they were prepared – as a collective – to ‘clear the market’ and do whatever was necessary to solve the challenge of the double cohort for government.
Slide 24

Budget 2001 marked the breakthrough that was required.  In an unprecedented budget statement government committed a three year increase in funding in line with the projected enrolment increase in universities. At the same time, the existing facilities renewal budget allocation was augmented with a  one-time grant of $67 million and the Performance Fund was increased from $16 to $23 million.  The government also used the occasion to announce the establishment of a new Institute of Technology in Durham and the Premier’s Platinum Awards for research excellence. 
A major breakthrough had been achieved with Budget 2001. Not only had the operating funding commitment been made BUT the government had made a multi-year commitment.  

Taken as a whole, the Budget announcement was pretty positive, but there was no mention of inflation funding, or necessary funding to finance existing “unfunded” students, nor was there reference to a host of concerns that had been expressed by members of Council. And despite the fact that the original enrolment projection was based on 1998/99 as a starting point, the government decided to start “counting” increases beginning with the 2000/01 year.  

In the Spring 2002, Mike Harris stepped down as Premier and the appointment of a new Premier (Ernie Eves) coincided with a a shift in government thinking and a greater willingness to ‘open the purse strings -  a bit  - to solve some problems. 
And it was extraordinarily good fortune that the government relations consultant happened to have very good connections with the new Minister of Finance!

Budget 2002 built on the previous year’s announcement and recognized that growth was even greater than had been originally projected.  Implementation details continued to dampen the full impact of the funding commitment  but it was clear that the “double cohort” was on the government’s mind and it was also clear that the university community was expected to meet the challenge.
Slide 26
As 2002 moved into 2003, interest and concern about ‘numbers’ gave way a bit to increasing interest in ‘extra’ funding to recognize inflation and the need for investment in quality.

With the new Premier heading for an election, the opportunity presented itself to press for additional quality funding and maintain the same kind strategy that had been increasingly successful.
At the same time Mort Rozanski, Chair of Council, had been appointed to chair the Government’s Education Equality Task Force – to look into formula financing in the k-12 sector.  Mort’s Report was a major step in helping government address some major difficulties in the k-12 sector and it was evident that government officials (elected and unelected) regarded his efforts in a very positive light.

Budget 2003 reflected a significant breakthrough on “quality” and continued commitment to fund all enrolment increases. At the same time the government reiterated its commitment to increase funding for student aid and further research funding.
As the universities made their final preparations for September 2003, it finally appeared that all of the funding pieces had fallen into place.
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Provides a summary of the “double cohort” funding commitments.
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The impact of the “double cohort” is not over and it will continue to influence Ontario’s universities in many ways over the next decade.  There will continue to be “number” surprises and implementation issues that will need to be addressed – as always the “devil is in the details”.

Slide 29

Nevetheless, this very brief overview of the “double cohort” story illustrates some key factors that deserve a bit of comment.

List of observations.

Slide 30/31
Lessons

Institutional Researchers and Planners have a major role to play in “telling the story”..  The work you do is the foundation of “making the case” but it is seldom – by itself- enough to secure the necessary resource commitments.  Nor is politics – by itself- enough.  My message today is that there must be an integrated strategy – that ultimately must align – in some way with government’s agenda. Finding ways to “align” agendas requires some creativity and it requires the adoption of  a partnership model rather than an advocacy model.  There are dangers in going down that path – not the least of which is that you run the risk of being branded as “in the government’s pocket”.  In the case of the “double cohort” the risk was worth taking.
_________________
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