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Higher Education 
 
The importance of education is included in many, if not all, discussions about addressing 
the challenges we face in the 21st century. The role of post-secondary institutions in 
society is central in this discussion. Higher education generally refers to formal college 
and university programs, but could also include general equivalency diploma (GED) 
programs, and other forms of education and training that people participate in as adults. It 
is difficult to find people in our region who argue that education is not important, but 
when you ask people what the purpose of education is or should be, a debate emerges. 
There also seems to be a growing debate about whether higher education is a private 
good (benefitting mainly the individual) or a public good (benefiting society). Recent 
debates on higher education in Quebec focus on whether or not education is a right (free 
and accessible) rather than a privilege (able to be granted only to those who can afford it).  
 
Often, higher education discussions focus on whether or not students are being 
adequately prepared to participate in the labour market. Being able to meet the current 
demands of the labour market is important, but it’s not enough. We also need to ask, 
“Does the labour market address 21st century challenges”? and “What kind of future do 
we want our system of higher education to help us create”? The last question changes our 
focus from how the higher education system responds to other systems (such as the 
economic system), to how the higher education system can lead other systems, by 
creating new and different ways to deliver information. 
 
Collaborative approaches to teaching and learning are gaining popularity in part because 
many people believe that we will not be able to address the most pressing challenges of 
the next 20 years if we are not able to work cooperatively with diverse groups of people. 
This raises important questions about how we design higher education programs for 
students. Is it more important for students to learn a lot about one subject, or a little bit 
about a lot of subjects? How students, faculty members, staff, and communities create 
research questions and agendas is an important consideration for the future of higher 
education. This is related to questions about how citizens participate in creating policies 
and policy agendas. 
 
Technology will play a role in the future of higher education. It will (continue) to change:  

- how students access information 
- how institutions deliver learning opportunities  
- what students want to learn 
- what students need to learn 
- who will become a student 
- when someone becomes a student 

 
We also have to consider how we evaluate students enrolled in higher education 
programs. Most evaluations focus on what students have learned, and not on whether 
they have learned to apply this learning in a practical setting, or whether or not they think 
critically about what they’ve learned.  
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Higher education accessibility is another critical area of focus. Student debt is increasing, 
and higher education institutions are becoming more and more dependent on private 
funding to make ends meet. This is partly because of the shift towards thinking about 
higher education as a private good, rather than a public good; or whether or not it is a 
right and fundamental to a changing society. First Nations, Inuit, and Métis students 
continue to face particular barriers to higher education, including a lack of support with 
the transition from home community to school, culture shock, language and cultural 
barriers, difficulties with finding housing, pressure to succeed, and financial barriers 
(MMAYC, 2010).  Where higher education goes in the future and what it might look like 
will be interesting research questions to address.  


