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Abstract
This research explored how Canadian colleges are taking action beyond their traditional
mandates to support the sustainable well-being of their communities through contributions to
social infrastructure and if there are common practices that exist that could be adopted by
institutions nationwide to enhance impact. Already catalysts for social development through their
mandates for teaching and research, colleges have an opportunity to contribute to social
infrastructure, and although admirable efforts have been made by a number of colleges to
contribute toward the sustainable well-being of their communities, efforts have been diverse and
sporadic, largely driven by the priorities of individual colleges. In order to achieve significant
benefit, systemic change is required. This can only occur through the development of robust
assessment frameworks, allowing colleges to assess and report their activities in thorough and
consistent ways, and leading to the identification of common practices, creating an opportunity

for truly transformational change.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

The purpose of this research was to explore the ways in which Canadian community
colleges meaningfully contribute to social infrastructure, with a goal of increasing positive
impact given the changing nature of the social needs of the local communities in which colleges
reside and serve. Social infrastructure “refers to the networks of spaces, facilities, institutions,
and groups that create affordances for social connection” (Latham & Layton, 2019, p. 3). It is
“the organizational arrangements and deliberate investments in society’s systems, relationships
and structures that enable society to create a resilient, just, equitable and sustainable world. It
includes social, economic, environmental, and cultural assets” (Strandberg, 2017, p. 6). Colleges
have long been core contributors to the social infrastructure of their local communities by
providing education and research, offering programming for individuals and groups beyond the
formal campus community (faculty, staff, and students), and granting access to physical
resources and assets for social activities and connection building. Social infrastructure, therefore,
supports community well-being, which may be defined as a state in which the community and
the individuals that exist within it achieve collective fulfilment through their flourishing as
individuals, healthy practices, their good relationships, sense of belonging and support, strong
leadership, and purpose (VanderWeele, 2019; Vaznoniene & Kiausiene, 2018). Sustainable
community well-being requires strong social infrastructure. With this in mind, | asked: How are
Canadian colleges taking action beyond their traditional mandates to support the sustainable
well-being of their communities through contributions to social infrastructure? | supported this
question with the sub-question: Are there common practices that exist that could be adopted by

institutions nationwide to enhance impact?



We live in a time of rapid change, uncertainty, and disruption of our environmental,
economic, and social behaviours. The way in which we function and relate to each other and our
planet continually shifts. This situation is challenging our existing social infrastructure, while
also providing opportunities for innovation. Certainly, humankind’s awareness of this situation is
not a new revelation. In fact, over three decades ago, Our Common Future (World Commission
on Environment and Development (WCED), 1987), highlighted the interlocking crises we face
around the environment, development, and energy. Today, ever advancing technologies continue
to transform the way we operate as a global society (Mulligan, 2018; Schwab, 2016). The United
Nations (UN) (n.d.) acknowledges that we are facing significant global challenges including
poverty, inequality, climate change, degradation, and peace and justice. These challenges are felt
at local levels within Canadian communities. The UN intends to address these challenges
through international adoption of practices that address the 17 Sustainable Development Goals
(SDGs), which were established in 2015 and seek meaningful action by 2030.

The global challenges are complex and intertwined and have direct implications for the
sustainable well-being of communities (Berry, 1999; Mulligan, 2018; WCED, 1987).
Humankind will transform in ways unlike anything we have seen before in the coming years
(Schwab, 2016). A focus on sustainable development (Mulligan, 2018; WCED, 1987) is
necessary and innovation for social infrastructure is required. We must shift the way we live,
work, learn, and communicate and our response “must be integrated and comprehensive,
involving all stakeholders of the global polity, from the public and private sectors to academia
and civil society” (Schwab, 2016, para. 1).

The pursuit of sustainable development requires institutional reform, demanding

“transformation of the economy, industrial systems, and governance” (Robinson & Dale, 2012,
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p. 20). The widely accepted definition of sustainable development comes from Our Common
Future (WCED, 1987). Sustainable development is “development that meets the needs of the
present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs” (p. 41).
Endless economic growth since the Industrial Revolution has taken precedence over
environmental protection, which is leading to global climate change and ecological degradation
(Mulligan, 2018; Verhagen, 2008). The dominant global paradigm is such that economic
prosperity leads to social prosperity; however, it is becoming clear that a holistic view that
considers the interconnectedness of the environmental, social, and economic components of the
world is required (Verhagen, 2008; WCED, 1987). The achievement of sustainability is a
moving target that requires adaptive capabilities and creating opportunities” (Robinson & Dale,
2012, p. 18). It is an immense task to overhaul our existing social structures to align with the new
realities of the interdependencies and deeply connected nature of human existence on this planet
and with this planet. The sustainable well-being of all requires a paradigm shift from the
mechanistic perspective established during the Industrial Revolution to an ecological perspective
that focuses on interconnectivity (Verhagen, 2008). It is clear that institutional, political, and
societal structures must evolve in order to achieve sustainability (WCED, 1987). According to
Strandberg (2017), we cannot achieve sustainability in Canada or globally by keeping the status
quo in our communities, industries, governments, and institutions. Furthermore, Strandberg
(2017) states that the threats we face are so significant they will inhibit society’s progress and
that “breakthrough innovation is essential, requiring paradigm shifts in how we operate and

function as a society” (p. 6).
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Utilizing a Systems Approach

Attempting large-scale change seems intimidating. Adopting a systems approach is
helpful because it facilitates awareness and appreciation for a holistic worldview. This is
necessary not only to transform to better serve the needs of humanity and the Earth, but also to
revolutionize the way we live as a whole. “A systems orientation focuses on understanding
complex adaptive systems and support actors within a given system to contribute toward the
health, vitality, and desired future of a given system” (Birney et al., 2019, p. 16). In essence “the
whole is always greater than the sum of its parts” (Mulligan, 2018, p. 95). When we approach
our world through the lens that everything is interdependent and examine the holistic picture, we
can better appreciate the implications of our actions on other living things and Earth as a whole.
However, to enact effective change, we can examine individual components and make
incremental changes that affect the whole. With this in mind, we can consider Canada as a
support actor within the holistic global system. We can then focus on a specific element within
the Canadian social structure: the education system.

The Canadian educational system is certainly not immune to massive disruption, and in
fact, | believe it is primed for change as a result of the world-wide challenges we face. However,
we should not view the implications of this disruption from a negative and threatening
perspective, but rather, we should consider the necessity to transform education to be an
opportunity to expand positive contributions to society. The COVID-19 pandemic disrupted
education unexpectedly (Kong, 2020). As a result of the pandemic, the educational system,
which has traditionally been mechanistically-inclined and resistant to change (Sterling, 2001),
had to adapt quickly to continue to provide its social service of teaching and learning. To

continue to operate through new platforms and channels, administrators and educators
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demonstrated an ability to be nimble and responsive to societal needs. This necessity to be
innovative demonstrates that the complex system can in fact be flexible to meet societal needs. I
believe this could possibly demonstrate the educational system’s ability to adapt and lead a path
forward for a sustainable future. Society is at a crossroads in which we either keep the status quo
and continue down a volatile path or transform toward practices that support well-being for all.
Education is a key element of our social infrastructure and it must therefore align with the
direction we need to take in order to achieve sustainability in our communities (O’Brien &
Howard, 2020).

Canada has set a national strategy to implement the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable
Development and to achieve the SDGs within the country and across the world (Government of
Canada, 2019). The federal government recognizes that post-secondary institutions have the
potential to take a leadership role in building awareness and advancing sustainable development
through education and research. Institutions across the country are already engaging in this work;
however, the government also acknowledges that institutions are at different stages of
development and implementation of their initiatives.

Canadian Community Colleges

Traditionally, as dictated by their mandates from the provincial learning acts, Canadian
community colleges have positively affected their communities by providing knowledge and
skill acquisition in individuals through the provision of teaching and learning activities. This has
in turn contributed to the economic stability and development of communities. Colleges are also
mandated to conduct research (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986). This research has and continues to
influence society on many levels, including providing the necessary knowledge to assemble and

modify the social structures and systems we operate. However, it is becoming apparent that
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campuses can and should expand their community impact beyond their traditional role of
teaching and research (Strandberg, 2020, 2017). Colleges have the ability to positively influence
social and economic development and environmental sustainability with “potential to augment
this capacity to advance community well-being” (Strandberg, 2017, p. 4). Canadian community
colleges were established in the 1960s due to “a growing economy and population, infrastructure
development, increased immigration, the baby boom, and the shift in focus from an elitist system
towards one of mass access” (Hogan & Trotter, 2013, p. 69). With this focus came an
expectation that community colleges would connect with and serve the communities in which
they were located (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986). While all types of post-secondary institutions
in Canada engage in community extension, community colleges in particular are deeply
embedded into the local regions they serve.

Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan) (2019) states that there are over 670 colleges and
institutes across the nation and that 95% of Canadians live within 50km of one of these campuses
or learning centres. These campuses are located in both urban and rural areas. Their locations
make them accessible for classes and community-focused activities, including but not limited to
providing access to their libraries, recreational facilities, green space, and many other cultural
amenities and services. These are direct contributions to a community’s social infrastructure.
Considering their locale and accessibility, colleges utilize their mandates for education and
applied research and their direct community engagement to serve their communities in many
ways.

Motivations and Implications for this Research
As Associate Dean in the Centre for Applied Research, Innovation and Entrepreneurship

at Lethbridge College in Lethbridge, Alberta, | have developed a keen interest in the role post-
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secondary insitutions can play in achieving the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,
which is centred on the SDGs and has been committed to by the current Canadian government
(Government of Canada, 2019). As well, I am passionate about the ways in which colleges can
enhance and increase their contributions to social infrastructure. Through my professional
practice, | have become actively involved in this work through CICan, of which Lethbridge
College is a member. ClICan emphasizes that Canadian colleges and institutes have an important
role to play in addressing the SDGs and that through national collaboration and the sharing of
best practices, colleges can contribute to the 2030 Agenda to achieve sustainable well-being for
all people and the planet. The SDGs may act as a guide for innovation in the ways colleges
contribute to social infrastructure. This work can begin at a local level utilizing colleges as
vehicles for impact. Given my professional role, | approached this research through an action
research lens, knowing that | have the potential to inspire discussion and development. However,
throughout the process | was also conscious of the potential for my own biases to influence the
findings, and therefore, committed to ensuring that my personal agenda did not supersede the
collective agenda.

I am a member of CICan’s ImpAct initiative, which is a national collaboration of colleges
to advance SDG-related activity that will be discussed in the literature review. Through my
participation, I identified my own ability to help gather information that will contribute to
positive collective action. | witnessed how individual colleges are engaging in activities and
experiences that contribute to the social infrastructure of their local communities and extend their
reach beyond their mandates for teaching and research. | also recognized a need to share more of
this work and best practices for starting and sustaining colleges’ modern role in contributions to

social infrastructure. To gather and analyze the data from my research, | employed my own
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passions for creative problem solving, utilizing design thinking and backcasting, which will be
explained in Chapter 3 and 4. In doing so, | feel this research embodied the change maker values
of the Master of Education in Sustainability, Creativity, and Innovation at Cape Breton
University (CBU).

I believe the information presented in this study may will be of interest to the McConnell
Foundation and CICan and colleges across the country. In 2017, the J.W. McConnell Family
Foundation's Re-Code initiative commissioned a whitepaper with Simon Fraser University
entitled Maximizing the Capacity of Advanced Education Institutions to Build Social
Infrastructure for Canadian Communities (Strandberg, 2017). Through this document, |
validated my assumption that Canadian colleges could address the challenges and uncertainties
that society faces "that threaten social cohesion and community well-being in Canada and around
the world" (p. 3) by reimagining their contributions to social infrastructure. Since 2017,
momentum has been building, as will be demonstrated in the literature review, but the majority
of the published record of events and actions at the time of this writing related to the university
environment, with less being reported on colleges. | chose to focus only on colleges in my
research for two reasons: 1) There is limited inventory to date on college activities on this topic,
and 2) I work within the college system and wanted to generate results that | could reasonably
action. Through this research, | hope to make contributions to the advancement of systemic

transformational change in the college system.
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Chapter 2: Literature Review

This literature review explores the published work relating to Canadian community
colleges’ contributions to social infrastructure in support of the sustainable well-being of their
local communities. It begins with an introduction to the role Canadian colleges play in society in
the context of their contributions to social infrastructure, while also defining key terminology
such a social infrastructure itself, well-being, and resilient communities. Following this is a
description of relevant actions to date, which included a call to action, roundtable and workshop
events, and an introductory assessment tool to gather an inventory of actions. The inventory itself
is also discussed. The chapter concludes with a description of the current state of the college
system’s contributions to social infrastructure and identifies gaps this research begins to address.
The Role of Canadian Colleges in Society

Since their inception, Canadian colleges have served their communities through a social
purpose lens. Dennison and Gallagher (1986) state that the learning environments of community
colleges were designed to provide technical and liberal education that fostered individual
development so that a college-educated individual could “contribute to the enrichment of their
community” (p.40). Their formal role was to: 1) fill the gap between secondary school and
university by way of education that could be transferred to the university environment, and 2) to
provide direct skills for entrance into the workforce. However, this economically-driven mandate
did not tell the whole story about the importance of establishing these institutions with deep roots
in their local regions. Colleges have always had multidimensional curricula and a strong
community orientation (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986). In rural areas in particular, colleges

provide not only education and training driven by the social needs of the time, but also access to
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cultural, artistic, and recreational services that enriched the lives of the local citizens. These are
direct contributions to social infrastructure (Latham & Layton, 2019).

It is important to highlight some key definitions. Social infrastructure fosters sustainable
community well-being and supports resilient communities by addressing social needs and
improving quality of life through spaces and services (e.g., health and education) that build
social connection and support systems (Lantham & Layton, 2019; Popov et al., 2015, p. 32). The
Canadian Index of Wellbeing (2016) defines well-being as:

The presence of the highest possible quality of life in its full breadth of expression

focused on but not necessarily exclusive to: good living standards, robust health, a

sustainable environment, vital communities, an educated populace, balanced time use,

high levels of democratic participation, and access to and participation in leisure and

culture (p. 11).

The UN (2018) states that “a resilient society in today’s world recognizes the pivotal
transformative forces at play — climate change, globalization, urbanization, technological
progress and demographic patterns — and develops strategies to address systemic challenges and
transform them into opportunities” (p. 1).

While all of the provinces traveled a unique path in the establishment of their colleges in
the 1960s, the following statement regarding the purpose of the original college system in British
Columbia captured the holistic vision for a college’s role in its contributions to social
infrastructure:

The community college in British Columbia represents the crystallization of a dream of

service to people. It is something more than and different from the old community of

scholars concept of higher education. It represents an idea of dynamic involvement in the
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total community. It was seen as an entity subservient to no other institution. It was not to

be an extension of the public school, nor a mini-university. It was a social invention,

whole and legitimate in its own right, designed to solve a particular kind of problem
created by a highly complex society” (Beinder, 1983, as cited in Dennison & Gallagher,

1986, p. 20).

A movement began in the late 2010s to transform the role that Canadian colleges play in
their communities (Strandberg, 2020, 2017). Already catalysts for social and economic
development by way of their mandates, it was acknowledged that colleges have an opportunity to
contribute to social infrastructure in new ways to address changing societal needs, engaging as “a
civic actor, driving local and regional community development” (Hodgins & Lubelsky, 2020,
para. 1). To do so, a significant commitment and shift must occur within the college system that
is inherently hierarchical and incentive-based (Hodgins & Lubelsky, 2020). “It takes rewiring
institutional structures and cultures for collaboration” (para. 2). These authors explained that
large systems rarely change on their own; rather, they require a catalyst to align collaborative
action with the good intentions that have been set by the individuals or organizations involved.

This catalyst and systems-focused leadership, as described by Hodgins and Lubelsky
(2020) exists, in this case, as Re-Code, an initiative established in 2016 by the J.W. McConnell
Family Foundation. Re-Code fosters relationships between “innovators, influencers,
administrators, faculty, and policy makers in order to accelerate and scale the adoption of social
innovation practices in post-secondary” (para. 3). Grounded in the belief that post-secondary
institutions, colleges included, possess the assets/capacity—physical, human, and financial—and
community-based relationships necessary to positively impact the well-being of the communities

in which they reside by way of contributions to social infrastructure (Strandberg, 2020, 2017),



19

Re-Code is turning ideas into action and fostering collective projects between institutions across
Canada. To support the transformation of a college’s role in its community, Re-Code is working
with CICan, specifically, to “develop a collaborative initiative to embed building social
infrastructure into Colleges and Institutes’ strategies and functions, and to leverage the
considerable collective capacities of the system to increase its impact on communities” (CICan
& McConnell Foundation, 2018, p. 1). Momentum has been building in the college system, but
there is still much work to do with regard to breaking down silos, fostering collaboration, and
achieving systemic change. The work began with a call to action.
The Call to Action

A whitepaper entitled Maximizing the Capacity of Advanced Education Institutions to
Build Social Infrastructure for Canadian Communities (Strandberg, 2017) challenged the post-
secondary sector in Canada to transform its role in society, extending beyond teaching and
research to meet new demands for sustainable community well-being through contributions to
social infrastructure. It sought to inspire institutions, colleges included, to consider how they
could convene, procure, and incubate new functions and supports by identifying ways in which
they could recognize and repurpose their expertise and assets individually and collectively. It did
so by asking the following question: “What capacities can universities, colleges and polytechnic
institutes unlock and maximize to collectively help build social infrastructure for Canadian
communities?” (Strandberg, 2017, p. 6). This form of engagement with the community beyond
campus walls is necessitated by an increasing need to find innovative solutions for mounting
social issues (Strandberg, 2017). These social issues are highlighted in the UN’s SDGs (UN,
n.d.) and may be addressed through both social innovation and systems innovation. "Social

innovations are regarded as new products, processes and methods that, in a creative and
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sustainable manner, offer a better solution to one or several social demands” (Unceta et al., 2016,
p. 193). Sinclair et al. (2018) support the notion that in order to achieve substantial impact
employing social innovation, “public services need to be reconfigured” (p. 1328); in other words,
we need to change the system. Social infrastructure is part of the system and primed for
innovation.

Systems change refers to the altering of fundamental operating structures, policies,
processes, and relationships within that system so that it functions in a more desirable fashion
(Birney et al., 2019; Gopal & Kania, 2015). The Re-Code initiative seeks to empower systems
change within the entire post-secondary environment so that institutions may serve their
communities and enhance well-being in new, socially-innovative ways and by capitalizing on
their existing assets and resources. Society is a dynamic and complex system. Colleges must be
equally as dynamic in order to continue to serve in a fashion that meets community-based needs.

The whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017) stated that social infrastructure includes
“relationships, networks, partnerships, institutional arrangements and norms; organizational and
hybrid platforms, and culture; and built environment arrangements, such as incubators and
spaces for gathering, learning and innovating” (p. 11). When supported, social infrastructure
fosters collaboration and the ability for multiple stakeholders in a complex system to solve
complex social challenges. Social infrastructure connects government, industry, community, and
academia. In 2017, it was an emerging idea that post-secondary institutions could play a new role
in supporting social infrastructure, leading to holistic sustainable well-being of communities.
Even then, momentum was building as engaged institutions began mapping the expertise and
assets they could employ toward the movement. Strandberg (2017) stated, “By acting

individually, collectively and strategically to build Canada’s social infrastructure, the post-
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secondary sector can be leaders in helping the country to become a more inclusive, sustainable
and resilient society and be a positive exemplar for the global community” (p. 17).
Instruments for Institutional Engagement for Social Infrastructure

The whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017) recommended a list of instruments for institutional
engagement that could be a “starting point for mobilizing institutions to contribute more
holistically and consistently to social infrastructure” (p. 20); in other words, a tool for individual
post-secondary institutions to assess themselves. The instruments were set as relational,
financial, physical, education, and research; and all of them contained sub-categories that were
listed and defined in the whitepaper (see Table 1). Strandberg (2017) proposed that if an
institution identifies its existing assets and relationships relative to the list of instruments that it
may then employ them more effectively to amplify its efforts toward social infrastructure,
something it is inherently doing already. The assessment of existing actions could lead to a
reimagined role for the individual institution, and through collective participation, the role of the
system as a whole to the benefit of transitioning society to a “more sustainable and just future for
all” (p. 31). The list of instruments, while important as individual actions, were intended to be
considered as a complete package for maximum community and societal benefit. Institutions
were encouraged to assess their assets and relationships on a regular basis. It was also proposed
initially that the identification of existing and proposed assets should be embedded within

institutional strategic plans to mobilize action.
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Instruments for Institutional Engagement for Social Infrastructure

22

Relational Financial Physical Education Research
e Alumni e Procurement e Facilities eTeaching  eResearch
relationships e Investment e Cultural mandate mandate
e Future students e Administration services e Faculty e Data,
e Administrative hiring e Temporarily expertise evidence, and
staff e Compensation vacant student e Student scientific
e Government, e Real estate housing expertise information
business, industry e Funding sources e Technology e Social
and Community e Communication eland services
relationships budget
» Post-secondary » Commercialization
sector relationships  rgle
* Professional « Risk management
association skills and expertise
connections « Budgeting and
* Global reach, capital planning
insights, and
networks
e Convening power
e Role model
e Public policy and
dialogue

Note: Adapted from Strandberg, C. (2017). Maximizing the capacities of advanced education

institutions to build social infrastructure for Canadian communities.

Roundtables and Workshops

Following the release of the whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017), a roundtable event was

hosted for Canadian college and institute presidents on October 1, 2017. Twenty-four presidents

and vice-presidents from colleges and institutes across the country attended the event, which was

co-hosted by CICan and the McConnell Foundation (via the Re-Code initiative). At the

roundtable, it was acknowledged that colleges engage in outwardly-focused activities. Although

it was noted that they host many activities that could be considered diverse and significant, they

could, in fact, be more “deliberate and intentional about their social infrastructure activities”
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(McConnell Foundation et al., 2018, p. 3). The participants decided that the following would be
of assistance in this regard:

1) A framework that references what they do, intentionally embeds the building of social

infrastructure in their strategies and functions, and leverages collective capabilities of the

system to increase its impact; 2) Meaningful metrics to support measurement and

strategic learning. (p. 3)

The participants also noted a willingness to build social infrastructure, the need to form a
narrative around how they could contribute to economic development and community well-
being, and the benefit of pursuing collective action. There was interest in using common
definitions and creating a shared vision to strengthen the system.

Following the roundtable, ClCan and the McConnell Foundation hosted a follow-up
workshop with 15 college/institute presidents (or a designate). This event was held on March 15,
2018 (CICan & McConnell Foundation, 2018). The discussion built upon the work started at the
roundtable and it generated a focus on three themes: 1) Social and economic inclusion; 2) Future
of work — addressing disruptive effects of change on work; and 3) Nation-building — building a
national movement for achieving the UN’s SDGs. At the time, the participants decided to
continue to focus on developing a compelling narrative around the need for strengthening social
infrastructure through the colleges/institutes, committing to active and collaborative engagement,
and generating insights on how to complete the work to increase community well-being. Of
significance to this study was the third theme from the workshop: building a national movement
for achieving the SDGs. One of the goals set by this group was to “increase awareness of current
activity in Canada — this could lead to focus and more effective collaboration” (ClCan &

McConnell Foundation, 2018, p. 10). This was important because it developed into a
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collaborative initiative that is currently operational: CICan ImpAct, which will be discussed later
in this chapter.
Building an Inventory

The whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017) and the Social Purpose Administration Primer: Using
Financial and Physical Instruments to Build Social Infrastructure (Strandberg, 2018) presented
sample initiatives that were aligned with the list of instruments for institutional engagement for
social infrastructure. Thirty-one sample initiatives were shared. Thirty of these were led by
universities and not all were Canadian institutions. Only one Canadian college was referenced,
Vancouver Community College, which listed the following initiatives under two instruments.
Under the financial instrument: Social procurement through the operation of the grounds and
gardens by a maintenance company, Mission Possible, an initiative that employs inner city
residents and people with barriers. Under the educational instrument: An innovation hub called
CityStudio that operates in collaboration with six other local post-secondary institutions and
integrates with city employees on sustainability-focused projects. Strandberg (2017) also stated
that Re-Code created a living collaborative Google Sheet to gather sample initiatives from
Canadian post-secondary institutions. They were invited to voluntarily contribute their identified
assets as aligned to the instruments. This document remains active today but has not been
updated since 2017.

At the roundtable for colleges/institutes in October 2017, the participants produced a list
of 119 activities their institutions were engaged in and which they believed relate to social
infrastructure and/or building community well-being. This list was entitled Appendix B: Initial
Mapping of College Policies and Practices that build Social Infrastructure (McConnell

Foundation et al., 2018). The list, which used the headings of applied research, education,
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relational assets, financial instruments, physical assets, and strategic planning/governance/

metrics, provided only a title of the action/initiative and sometimes the name of the engaged

college/institute. Since few details were provided in the published report from the event, it is

difficult to determine how the items related directly to building social infrastructure. It was also

unclear if the initiatives were current, past, or future-focused.

Re-Code (2019) published an inventory of sample initiatives relating to social purpose

administration and financial practices. There were 59 items listed in the inventory. Of these, only

five were at colleges, with the rest being at universities (see Table 2). As was the case with the

original sample initiatives (Strandberg, 2017, 2018), a significant majority of the mapped assets

and resources related to the university environment and not the college setting. Therefore, |

identified this as a gap in the literature for advancing the ability of colleges to transform their

role to meet society’s changing needs in relation to their contributions to social infrastructure.

Table 2

Inventory of Social Purpose Administration and Finance Practices

Facilities Procurement Land Administration Ancillary
Hiring Services
Nova Scotia Vancouver Dawson College: Nova Scotia North Island
Community Community Living Campus:  Community College: Locally-
College: College: Social carbon neutral College: Fair procured food
Committed to procurement: commitment, Hiring Policy: with seasonal
greenhouse gas Operation of the  urban agriculture  Reducing menu in cafeteria
emission grounds and activities, barriers to access and regional
reduction gardens by a monarch nursery  and advancement institutions
maintenance project

St Lawrence company that

College:
Innovation hub
for building
innovation
capacities and
employability in
students

employs inner
city residence
and people with
barriers
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Current State

In May 2020, the McConnell Foundation and Re-Code published A Milestone Report &
Three Year Retrospective Review: Maximizing Social Impact in Canadian Post-Secondary
(Strandberg, 2020). The document explained the collaborations that have begun in the post-
secondary system to “unlock institutional assets to accelerate and scale the social impact of
higher education” (p. 4). It reported high engagement by institutions, very keen interest to
collaborate and share best practices, and an awareness and appreciation for the need for systemic
change. Three years after the initial whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017), the McConnell Foundation
stated its role as a “funder, convenor, capacity builder, strategic learning partner, and field
catalyst” (Strandberg, 2020, p. 15). Furthermore, it believes in an allied relationship with post-
secondary institutions in order to build “a more inclusive, innovative, sustainable and resilient
society” (p. 15). Engaged associations currently include Universities Canada, CICan, and the
Canadian Association for University Business Officers (CAUBO).

Strandberg (2020) highlighted seven Canada-wide initiatives linked to the post-secondary
system, one of which is most relevant to this study on community colleges, entitled ImpAct:
Colleges and Institutes Collaborating for Social Impact. In February 2020, CICan launched the
ImpAct initiative with 23 participating colleges and institutes from six provinces. This initiative
was created as a direct result of the workshop held in March 2018 with college presidents (or a
designate), as discussed above. The objective of ImpAct is to “enhance the ability of the college
sector to create and improve social infrastructure by taking new approaches to collaboration, in
order to scale the impact of the contributions they are already making through their individual
mandates and best practices” (p. 20). The notion that the SDGs can guide colleges’ community

outreach and social infrastructure has gained momentum since February 2020. CICan brought
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the participating institutions together and now supports three formal collaborative working
groups that are focused on 1) reducing barriers to access to post-secondary for vulnerable
populations, 2) social entrepreneurship, and 3) campus sustainability. There is a fourth subgroup
discussing ways to encourage college presidents to sign the SDG Accord (2020), which a
collective response from the global university and college sector to address the SDGs on
campuses and in communities. Participants hold various levels of positions at their institutions.

While ImpAct is a collaborative initiative born directly from the whitepaper’s call to
action, through my own participation in it, it has become clear that the group and system as a
whole still lacks knowledge about the specific actions each institution is taking with regard to
contributions to social infrastructure. The ImpAct participants have continued to develop
actionable pilot projects through online collaborations during the COVID-19 pandemic. While
this disruption has eliminated the possibility for face-to-face interactions, the groups have
persisted in innovative ways and will launch pilot projects in 2021. Strandberg (2020) noted that
despite the challenges, the post-secondary system has an important role to play in supporting a
flourishing future for all and has been building a “stronger social impact platform for
collaboration and engagement across and within institutions” (p. 5).

Since launching ImpAct, CICan (2020) has published a digital resource entitled SDG
Toolkit for Canadian Colleges and Institutes: A Practical Guide to the United Nations
Sustainable Development Goals in Post-secondary Institutions. This is a living document that
includes an inventory that is being compiled by ClCan by surveying some of its membership.
The purpose is to identify emerging practices and inspire further action on campuses. In
December 2020, there were 24 initiatives reported in the online document. ClCan (2020) states

that “In Canada, the SDGs have broadened the perspective of sustainability, as they connect to
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issues relating to people, planet, prosperity, peace, and partnerships that encompass all
institutional priorities from climate action, to access to education, diversity, and equality” (para.
28). The toolkit includes college-focused activities that address all five dimensions. Updates to
the document are expected in 2021. The toolkit (CICan 2020) is organized with headings similar
to the literature that predated it (Strandberg, 2017, 2020), allowing for continuity of the reporting
since the original whitepaper (see Table 3). Only nine unique colleges shared examples of

initiatives, as did three universities (see Table 4). This represents a very small sample size of the

Canadian college system.

Table 3

SDG Toolkit for Canadian Colleges and Institutes Categories

Student and Academic Finance and Physical Applied
Community Administration Infrastructure Research
SDGs contribute SDGs are SDGs are aligned SDGs are SDGs are
to: embedded in:  with: integrated into:  advanced
e Student life e Learning ¢ Planning e Operations through:
e Extracurricular e Teaching ¢ Procurement e Facilities e Research
activities eFacultyand  eHuman resources e Cultural mandates
e Alumni relations curriculum e Investment services e Data
e Youth development e Communications e Student e Evidence
engagement e Co-curricular e« Commercialization housing e Scientific
e Community and student e Risk management  ® Technology information

cross-sector
partnerships
e Association
connections
¢ Global reach
networks

experiences
e Place-based

experiential

learning

¢ Budgeting
e Capital planning

eLand
stewardship

Note: Adapted from Colleges and Institutes Canada (CICan). (2020). SDG toolkit for Canadian
colleges and institutes: A practical guide to the United Nations sustainable development goals in
post-secondary institutions. Pressbooks.
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Example Initiatives from the SDG Toolkit for Canadian Colleges and Institutes
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Academic Student and Community Finance and Physical Applied
Administration Infrastructure Research
Bow Valley College: Online Bow Valley College: Linking the  Bow Valley College: Dawson College: Nova Scotia
course that focuses on SDGs with the Do-It-Yourself Aligning the Annual  Creating a database =~ Community
Indigenization, SDGs, climate Green Fair that teaches Sustainability Report of all curricular and  College: Gold
change, and sustainable jobs sustainability skills with The Canadian co-curricular certification
Indicator Framework activities and from the

Centennial College: 1) Senior Centennial College: and 169 Targets relation to the SDGs  SDG-aligned
academic leaders champion SDG 1) SDG Innovation Lab (annual Sustainability,
innovation across the college program) develops entrepreneurial Fleming College: Nova Scotia Tracking,
through the Innovation Forum skills and change agents Multi-year Community College: Assessment
2) Global Citizenship Education  2) SDG-focused speaker series sustainability plan Using the SDGs to and Rating
mandate: Uses the SDGs for focusing on social framed by the SDGs  inform relocation of ~ System
social change and globalizing entrepreneurship Marconi Campus (STARS)

curriculum (in the Centre for
Global Citizenship Education
and Inclusion)

Humber College:

1) Faculty champions group that
shares practices for integrating
the SDGs through a community
of practice

2) Grounds institutional learning
outcomes in the SDGs through
Learning Outcomes Framework

Seneca College: Fashion design
course that helps teach the SDGs

Dawson College: Sustainable
Happiness Semester Journal links
to SDGs

Durham College: Embeds the
SDGs into extracurricular
entrepreneurship programming:
FastStart SHIFT

Lethbridge College: Develops
student change agents to advance
SDGs in extracurricular
entrepreneurship programming:
AgENT

Nova Scotia
Community College:
Sustainability
consultations to
support the SDGs

during revitalization
of a community
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Upon beginning this research, | proposed that a college has the capacity and assets to
influence the sustainable well-being of its community on a level greater than that which has been
practiced in the past and | predicted there are colleges leading this charge across the country.
However, through this literature review, I have discovered there is a limited inventory of college-
based action and currently, it appears, no set formula or method of defining this role or
established guidelines for taking such innovative action. There is, however, college-focused
momentum building. CICan (2020) believes that by utilizing their social infrastructure, colleges
are “significant contributors to industry innovation and anchor institutions for our local
communities (para. 30). Hodgins and Lubelsky (2020) state that Re-Code has focused primarily
on building collaborative relationships amongst the post-secondary sector. The literature shows
some achievements in the post-secondary environment since the call to action in the whitepaper
(Strandberg, 2017). It is clear that “vision, leadership and bold action—all talents of the
advanced education community—are needed now more than ever, as business as usual is no
longer the best option” (Strandberg, 2020, p. 20). By gathering new data that captures the
current action of colleges to contribute to social infrastructure and support the sustainable well-
being of their communities, the intent of this research was to contribute to the growing body of
knowledge and provide recommendations for the collective momentum for college-based action
that supports an increased contribution to social infrastructure and Canada’s commitment to the

2030 Agenda (Government of Canada, 2019).
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Chapter 3: Methodology

Ethics

The Research Ethics Board at Cape Breton University (CBU) approved this research,
which involved inviting 31 representatives from 31 community colleges across Canada to
complete an electronic survey. Participation posed minimal risk to myself as the researcher or the
survey participants. Nineteen surveys were completed. I ensured that all documents, files, and
survey results—in both electronic form and hardcopy—were kept confidential and secure at all
times. The identity of the survey participants was not reported within the results; rather, only
institutional information was shared. To accomplish this level of confidentiality, | designed the
questions in a manner that allowed the participants to report on their college’s actions and not
identify themselves in any way as a representative of their institution. The requested information
was not of a proprietary or sensitive nature. It was information that the institution could promote
and deem suitable for public dissemination, as the colleges in question are all public institutions.
The majority of the survey questions required a yes or no response. While there were six open-
ended questions through which a participant may have voluntarily disclosed information that
could have identified themselves and tied them to their place of employment, this did not occur.

I informed all potential survey participants of the purpose of the study in writing via an
introductory email. When doing so, | requested their voluntary participation by including an
informed letter of consent. Participants confirmed their willingness to complete the survey and
their availability for doing so within the timeframe 1 allocated for administering the survey by
electronically signing the informed consent form and returning it to me by email. I stored these
electronic forms on my personal, password-protected computer. Following this, | sent each

participant a link to the electronic survey on Microsoft Forms in a private email. | notified the
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participants that they had the authority to revoke their consent at any time before, during, or after
the survey.
Benefits to the Participants and the System

The results of this research offer direct and indirect benefits to individual colleges and the
collective college system across Canada. By gathering data from research participants at
Canadian colleges that captures the current action of these colleges to contribute to social
infrastructure and support the sustainable well-being of their local communities, this research
contributes to the existing momentum and to the growing body of knowledge in this area, as well
as provides actionable recommendations. The results of this research may be of interest and
value to the organizations that are already engaged in the project work that inspired this research,
namely: The McConnell Foundation (and the Re-Code initiative) and CICan (and the ImpAct
initiative), as well as individual institutions. Several of the research participants requested copies
of the results so that they may review them for possible development opportunities at their own
institutions. Certainly, I intend to propose recommendations from this research to the senior
leadership team at my own institution, Lethbridge College.
Research Setting

This research consisted of administering a single cross-sectional survey with quantitative
and qualitative questions that was conducted entirely online as the targeted sample of
participants were spatially distributed across Canada. While the sample size of 31 colleges was
small compared to the number of total colleges in Canada, it included colleges from the west
coast, prairies, central region, and east coast. It included representation from colleges located in

rural settings and urban populations of varying densities, as well as representatives from colleges
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with varying student populations. It was, therefore, representative of the diversity of community
colleges across Canada.

The targeted nature of the selected survey participants was significant to this study. The
survey was distributed to 31 specifically chosen colleges, all of whom had sent a representative
to attend the CICan & McConnell Foundation College Presidents’ Roundtable Building Social
Infrastructure on October 1, 2017; and/or the subsequent workshop on March 15, 2018; and/or
the CICan ImpAct initiative launch on February 24 and 25, 2020. All of these events were
discussed in the literature review. As mentioned, the roundtable identified initial actions of
colleges through a mapping exercise, the workshop expanded upon this event, and CICan’s
ImpAct is a collaborative initiative currently in action. Therefore, | considered the colleges I
targeted for participation in this study to have been part of the original conversation relating to
how Canadian colleges contribute to the social infrastructure of their communities for sustainable
community well-being and to be potentially active in the ongoing progress. As | sought to build
upon existing momentum, it was appropriate to contact colleges that were already engaged in
work related to the original call to action as stated in the whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017). In
addition, due to my participation in ImpAct, | had established relationships with individuals at
many of the targeted colleges, and therefore, had prior knowledge of some existing actions and
commitments in place toward advancing support for social infrastructure at these colleges.

The targeted colleges represented small, medium, large, and rural/urban, with significant
diversity in their academic programming. I included both English and Francophone colleges in
this research. Each of the colleges that attended more than one of the previous events referenced

in the literature review received only one invitation to participate in the survey and completed
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only one copy of the survey. My own institution, Lethbridge College, attended all three events,
but I excluded it from the study to avoid researcher bias.
Research Design

I used an embedded mixed methods design. | selected this method to fully address the
research question because, in my opinion, one dataset would not provide sufficient information
to adequately address it. The question was: How are Canadian colleges taking action beyond
their traditional mandates to support the sustainable well-being of their communities through
contributions to social infrastructure? The sub-question was: Are there common practices that
exist that could be adopted by institutions nationwide to enhance social impact? The quantitative
and qualitative data collection occurred simultaneously through a one-phase approach in a single
cross-sectional survey (Creswell, 2012). The quantitative data, gathered from 27 optional yes or
no questions, was intended to be the primary data with the qualitative data augmenting the
quantitative data. There were six optional open-ended questions in the survey, one for each
category, that asked the respondents to expand upon the information they provided to the yes or
no questions with example initiatives and web links. The qualitative questions provided a
platform for sharing and explaining the current activities being undertaken by the college. The
survey preamble requested that the participants complete the qualitative questions for the
purpose of adding to the existing inventory of assets and actions. | expected the quantitative data
to provide a cumulative perspective on the colleges’ actions, while the qualitative data would
serve as an inventory of specific actions.

I built the survey in seven intentional categories inspired by information uncovered in the
literature review; specifically, the list of instruments for institutional engagement for social

infrastructure (see Chapter 2; Table 1). The first category of the survey contained three



35

mandatory demographic questions so that | could document the location of each college by
province/territory, size of the population centre in which it resides, and the size of its student
population. The six subsequent categories of the survey were: 1) Strategic Plan, 2) Education, 3)
Research, 4) Relational, 5) Physical, and 6) Financial. With the exception of “strategic plan”,
these categories aligned directly to the five instruments for institutional engagement for social
infrastructure as presented in three documents: Maximizing the Capacity of Advanced Education
Institutions to Build Social Infrastructure for Canadian Communities (Strandberg, 2017); Social
Purpose Administration Primer: Using Financial and Physical Instruments to Build Social
Infrastructure (Strandberg, 2018); and Social Purpose in Administration and Finance: An
Inventory of Sample Practices (Re-Code, 2019). The fourth document that influenced my survey
design, and in particular the inclusion of a strategic plan category, was the report from the
college roundtable (McConnell Foundation et al., 2018); specifically, Appendix B: Initial
Mapping of College Policies and Practices that Build Social Infrastructure.

I selected these documents as inspiration for the survey design because they represented
existing efforts to map the impact of supporting social infrastructure through actions in the post-
secondary system. However, since | noted that these documents primarily contained information
about actions at universities and they did not quantify action across the entirety of the post-
secondary system in Canada, primarily excluding colleges, | saw an opportunity to identify and
address gaps. Following the opening of my survey to the confirmed participants, a fifth resource
was published by CICan (2020), entitled SDG Toolkit for Canadian Colleges and Institutes: A
Practical Guide to the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals in Post-secondary
Institutions. Although I had already distributed the survey, the six categories | had created were

also in alignment with this latest work as well.
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Data Collection Plan

I collected the quantitative and qualitative data simultaneously using a single survey
hosted on Microsoft Forms and housed on secure CBU servers. This software is available to
CBU graduate students. Using purposive sampling, | sent an invitation to participate in the
survey to a specific individual at each of the 31 colleges in the target sample. | used a few
methods to identify the potential participants. Firstly, since | hold the position of Associate Dean
in the Centre for Applied Research, Innovation and Entrepreneurship at Lethbridge College and
am an active member of CICan ImpAct, as well as another group called the Entrepreneurship
Educators of Alberta, | was able to identify colleagues to approach for participation from 17 of
the 31 institutions in my target sample. This left 14 colleges remaining for which I needed to
identify a potential participant using convenience sampling. To complete my list, | searched the
targeted colleges’ websites and staff directories for an individual who worked in a department
relating to social innovation, entrepreneurship, applied research, or community engagement. In
my introductory email, | asked this individual to be a research participant or to refer me to
another more appropriate participant at their institution based on areas of expertise. Nineteen
participants representing 19 unique colleges from the 31 invited institutions completed the
survey.

Recognizing that it is difficult for an individual to have an in depth understanding of all
areas of their college, | invited the participants to collaborate with their colleagues to gather
information as they answered the survey questions before submitted their responses. | explained
this in my invitational email. By encouraging this practice, it was my hope that comprehensive,
accurate answers would be provided. The introductory email asked for the participants’

expression of interest in completing the survey, accompanied by a formal letter of informed
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consent. Once the form was returned, | provided the participants’ with an electronic link to the
survey on Microsoft Forms. Initially, the survey was to be open for three weeks starting October
19, 2020; however, due to the implications of the COVID-19 pandemic on workloads, the survey
remained open until December 18, 2020 to allow the participants ample time for completion
before the holiday break. Having distributed electronic surveys, the responses were collected
automatically using the survey software. This electronic data, both quantitative and qualitative,
was kept confidential and secure at all times.
Data Analysis Plan

Two expected outcomes from the completion of the Master of Education in
Sustainability, Creativity, and Innovation (MEd-SCI) at CBU are the exploration of methods for
critical thinking, creativity, and innovation, and the generation of contributions to individual,
community, and global well-being (CBU, 2020). Throughout the MEd-SCI, | was exposed to
numerous methodologies for creative problem solving. These learnings were complemented with
my professional experiences working in a post-secondary environment for 15 years. Taking
prominence in my learning journey was a creative approach called design thinking. IDEO U
(2019) states that design thinking is human-centred in that it “encourages organizations to focus
on the people they're creating for, which leads to better products, services, and internal
processes” (para. 1). It “helps us appreciate and make sense of the complex connections between
people, places, objects, events, and ideas” (Mootey, 2013, p. 14). Given that this research
proposes systems change for how colleges support social infrastructure, utilizing analysis
methods that support systems thinking was appropriate in my work. As a self-proclaimed

disruptor and change maker, design thinking resonates with me deeply.
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I acknowledge that this approach made my data analysis somewhat unorthodox for thesis
research, but my innovative choice was justified. Creating different results requires different
approaches. Albert Einstein is commonly credited with stating: “The definition of insanity is
doing the same thing over and over again, but expecting different results.” | stated in
Chapter 1 that a paradigm shift was necessary in order to achieve systemic change in
education and | supported this claim throughout Chapter 2 with relevant literature.
Continuing to operate status quo will not lead to transformation and true systemic change
(Strandberg, 2017), and as such, my data analysis and interpretation represents a “practice
what | preach” moment. By engaging in out-of-the-box methods, | hoped to generate innovative
recommendations for transformation.

The influence of design thinking materialized primarily through my development of a
research wall (see Chapter 4; Figure 7). Given that | was exploring a complex system, creating a
visual map of the data to enable the identification of connections and patterns was appropriate.
By placing data on sticky-paper on a whiteboard, | was able to visualize the data and work with
it in an iterative fashion, physically moving it around to cluster it into themes and drawing
connectors between related information as insights emerged (Stickdorn, et al., 2018, p. 66).

The two datasets in this study served different purposes in support of addressing the
research question. The quantitative data was prioritized as it indicated the actions being taken by
the colleges, directly answering the research question. The intent of the qualitative data was to
augment the quantitative data in that it allowed the participants an opportunity to explain their
yes/no answers with open-ended responses. Qualitative questions allowed for interpretive
research in which I could personally assess the information, theming it so that it could be used to

expand upon the existing literature, namely the published inventories of instruments for
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institutional engagement for social infrastructure and actions of colleges to support sustainable
community well-being.

While I collected the datasets simultaneously, | did not analyze them in the same fashion.
In addition, I did not compare the quantitative and qualitative datasets. | used the qualitative data
as evidence to support the quantitative data. | analyzed the quantitative data first to determine the
actions being undertaken by the institutions. The quantitative data, due to the yes/no nature of the
questions, was nominal. The Microsoft Forms software | used to collect the data automatically
generated pie charts and percentages for the yes/no answers. It also generated a frequency table
for each yes/no question. | then analyzed the qualitative data as it provided specific examples of
actions the participating colleges are taking related to the yes/no questions in each section of the
survey (with the exception of the demographic questions). | combined the results on the research
wall to create a holistic picture so that | could generate comprehensive conclusions and
recommendations.

I coded the qualitative data manually on paper printouts. Creswell (2012) described the
coding process as being iterative in that the researcher reviews the data numerous times through
different lenses. Coding is inductive in that it flows from detailed and specific information to
general codes and themes. In this sense, it aligned nicely with my design thinking approach as
well, as design thinking requires divergent and convergent thinking (IDEO U, 2019). | developed
text-based codes, but I also assigned a colour to each code in order to transfer the data onto my
research wall. The colour-codes provided clarity to the clustering of the data on the research wall
and were especially helpful for establishing sub-themes (referred to as sub-categories in Chapter

4). The main themes emerged naturally based on the categories of the survey itself. These themes
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were also identified in a text-based and colour-coded format on both the printed results and on
the research wall.

As | conducted the data analysis with a design thinking mindset and the physical
manipulation of connections between pieces of information on my research wall, it became
apparent to me that | also needed to employ a suitable method for generating practical and
actionable outcomes. | selected backcasting, which is useful for strategically approaching topics
that relate to sustainable development as it facilitates a stepped-approach to achieving a specific
imagined future scenario (The Natural Step, n.d.). It is “the process of looking backward in time
from an assumed set of circumstances in a future time, to better understand what could lead
there, in order to explore appropriate intervention” (Candy, 2019, p. 18). In the case of this
research, | established the ideal outcome as an environment in which all community colleges
across Canada would be contributing to the five instruments for institutional engagement for
social infrastructure in meaningful ways. Having established this vision, I focused on the current
state, which was not only outlined in the literature review, but also represented by the
quantitative and qualitative data I collected in this survey. While the examples provided in the
qualitative data are starting points for creative solutions, or steps, to move from the current state
to the ideal future state, | identified that these examples represented ad-hoc activities driven by
individual institutions or specific individuals’ priorities rather than a cohesive system-wide
approach. My analysis by way of a “begin with the end in mind” approach led me to propose
creative solutions that would support systemic transformation (Birney et al., 2019). My
backcasting process is discussed in detail in Chapter 4 and the creative solutions are presented in

Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4: Research Findings and Discussion

Research Findings

This chapter describes the findings from the survey conducted for this thesis research. It
begins with a summary of the demographic information, which represents the diversity within
the participants’ colleges with regard to their physical location in Canada, the size of the urban
population in which they reside, as well as their student populations. Diversity in demographics
was sought during the selection of the target sample and it was achieved. The demographic data
is followed by the quantitative data and qualitative data, which are presented together within the
six main categories structured in the survey: 1) strategic plan, 2) education, 3) research, 4)
relational, 5) physical, and 6) financial. The qualitative data provided examples of some actions
taken by the individual colleges, relating to the quantitative data provided by the colleges.
Overall, this data showed diversity in the colleges’ offerings, with little consistency amongst the
individual colleges in terms of similar offerings.
Demographics

Nineteen participants completed the survey, representing 19 unique colleges. The
demographic data showed that the participants represented colleges from across the country (see
Table 5). Not every province or territory was represented in the findings; however, each general
region of the country, with the exception of the north, was represented (i.e., west coast, prairies,
central region, and east coast). The demographic data shows that the participating colleges
represented diversity with regard to the size of the urban population in which they are situated,
with the largest percentage of them being located in a large urban centre (see Table 6). They also
varied in size with regard to their student population, with the largest percentage being small-

sized colleges (see Table 7).



42

Table 5

Location of Participating Colleges

Province Percentage of
Total Participants

British Columbia 11%

Alberta 32%

Saskatchewan 5%

Ontario 42%

Quebec 5%

New Brunswick 5%
Table 6

Size of Population Centre in which the Participating Colleges are Located

Province Percentage of
Total Participants
In a small population centre: population between 1,000 and 29,999 21%
In a medium population centre: population between 30,000 and 99,999  32%
In a large urban population centre: population of 100,000 or over 47%

Table 7

Size of Student Population of the Participating Colleges

Province Percentage of
Total Participants
Small-sized college: student population of less than 5,000 FTEs 47%

Medium-sized college: student population of greater than 5,000 FTEs 37%

but less than 10,000 FTEs
Large-sized college: student population of greater than 10,000 FTEs 16%

Strategic Plan Category

Following the demographic questions, the participants were asked to focus on their
institution’s strategic plan. There were four quantitative questions in this category relating to

terminology used to describe a college’s actions; specifically, if the plan explicitly referenced
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four terms: 1) corporate social responsibility?, 2) social infrastructure?, 3) community well-
being®, and 4) The UN SDGs*. Definitions were provided within the survey questions for each of
these terms to ensure the participants’ clear understanding of the intent of each question. I
included these explanations because the importance of working from common definitions was
noted by the participants of the college roundtable event (McConnell Foundation et al., 2018) as
discussed in the literature review. The majority of the participants stated that their college’s
strategic plan explicitly referenced corporate social responsibility, supporting and developing
social infrastructure within the community, and supporting and developing community well-
being (see Figure 1). However, the majority of the participants stated that their college’s strategic
plan did not explicitly reference the SDGs (see Figure 1).

In the strategic plan category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked
the participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category
(see Table 8). This data serves as an inventory of activity at the unique participating colleges.
Some participants identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted.

The example initiatives provided have been summarized.

1 Corporate social responsibility refers to an organization’s ethical duty to act in the best interests of and
be more accountable to society while seeking its profit (Social Purpose Institute at United Way, n.d.).

2 Social infrastructure refers to “the organizational arrangements and deliberate investments in society’s
systems, relationships and structures that enable society to create a resilient, just, equitable and
sustainable world. It includes social, economic, environmental and cultural assets” (Strandberg, 2017, p.
6).

3 Community well-being encompasses the social, economic, environmental, cultural and political
conditions that work in combination for a community so that the individuals within it and the community as
a whole can reach full potential and flourish (VanderWeele, 2019).

4 There are 17 SDGs that represent “an urgent call for action by all countries - developed and developing
- in a global partnership. They recognize that ending poverty and other deprivations must go hand-in-
hand with strategies that improve health and education, reduce inequality, and spur economic growth — all
while tackling climate change and working to preserve our oceans and forests” (United Nations, n.d.,
para. 1).
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College’s strategic plan explicitly references:

a. Plans for incorporating corporate social responsibility

b. Contributions to supporting and developing social
infrastructure within the community

c. Contributions to supporting and developing
community well-being

d. Addressing the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals
on- or off-campus
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Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Strategic Plan Category

Sub- Examples
category

Community  Bow Valley College: Provides community and social success. This is one of
three pillars of strategic direction.
Loyalist College: Collaborates and engages with community, business, partners,
industry and other post-secondary institutions on mutually beneficial projects.
Undisclosed: Works closely with community to develop and assist with social
development, addressing literacy gaps through community adult learning
programs; Indigenous training.

Economy Loyalist College: Through applied research, facilitates college’s role in

Environment

Faculty
Students
Sustainable

Development
Goals

development and expanding the local economy. Actively engage community,
business, and industry partners in innovation, technology transfer, and
appropriate applied research initiatives.

New Brunswick Community College: Responsible for enhancing economic and
social well-being for the province.

Algonquin College: Signed the Tallories Declaration in 2007: culture and
commitment to sustainability; environmental responsibility and literacy.
Canadore College: Builds a strong sustainable future; good environmental
stewardship.

Dawson College: Goal of receiving Association for the Advancement of
Sustainability in Higher Education (AASHE) gold level standard

Loyalist College: Engages faculty and staff to pursue research opportunities.
Celebrate and recognize faculty for their commitment.

Canadore College: Supports social development of students and communities.
Loyalist College: Supports student success through applied learning initiatives
by incorporation into college curriculum.

New Brunswick Community College: There is natural alignment with the SDGs
in the current strategic plan, but they are not explicitly stated in it; formed a
committee that ties the college’s corporate social responsibility to SDGs.
Sheridan College: Mapped and aligned SDGs to operations, strategic plan;
discovered significant alignment to date; this work continues.
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Education Category

The second main category of the survey contained five questions relating to the colleges’
educational activities. The participants were asked to state if their college supports learning
partnerships with underrepresented groups. Next, they were asked to identify if their college
provides opportunities for students to build skills, knowledge, competencies, and networks that
will help them address local and global societal issues. When a participant answered yes to this
question, they were then asked to state if this action occurs in formal curriculum and in a variety
of extracurricular settings. The majority of participants were providing educational programs for
students to build skills, knowledge, competencies, and networks that will help them address local
and global societal issues in a variety of formats (see Figure 2).

In the education category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked the
participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category (see
Table 9). This data serves as an inventory of activity at the unique participating colleges. Some
participants identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted. The

example initiatives provided have been summarized.
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Figure 2

Education Category

a. College supports learning partnerships with
underrepresented groups

b. College provides opportunities for students to build
skills, knowledge, competencies, and networks that
will help them address local and global societal issues

c. If yes to b), these
opportunities occur in credit
programming

d. If yes to b), these opportunities
occur in extracurricular
programming and events

e. If yes to b), these opportunities
occur through
internships/practicums and/or
work-integrated learning

No —
5%
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Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Education Category

Sub-
category

Examples

Community

Curriculum

Industry
Policies

Student
programs

Under-
represented

Canadore College: Rural outreach education. In partnership with YMCA, the
Village at Canadore offers the Digital Inclusion, Seniors Connection, and
Opportunities (DISCO Hub): a place to connect, do workshops, and access
technology. The Village at Canadore offers the CARES initiative: students do
wellness and reassurance calls with seniors; also operates during COVID.
Sheridan College: Co-creation of solutions with community.

Undisclosed: Girls and Boys Club; Girls Inc.

Canadore College: Academic programs with a sustainability focus

Portage College: Provides education and training that instills passion for
lifelong learning and promotes wellness and an appreciation for personal
cultural diversity; inspires social engagement.

Sheridan College: Tracks sustainable development in courses and learning
outcomes.

Undisclosed: Networking events with industry, work integrated learning; co-
ops; internships, practicums, service integrated learning, and Enactus.

Dawson College: Sustainability Plan increases sustainability literacy. Living
Campus increases well-being for all.

Algonquin College: SLIDE program provides digital technology talent to
community-based organizations in Ottawa through service learning in design
and engineering.

Bow Valley College: Sustainability ambassador program linked to SDGs.
Canadore College: Student leadership group focused on the SDGs.

Sheridan College: Social Change Ambassador Program and a SDG Sustainable
Development Solutions Network Canada Youth Coordinator. Entrepreneurship
hub in social innovation and entrepreneurship. Human-centred design focused
programming.

Algonquin College: Indigenous Plan. ASPIREAC: services for students with
barriers. With Ontario Tourism launched Indigenous tourism entrepreneurship
training. Save You a Seat program: increases academic program diversity (e.g.,
women in STEM non-traditional careers).

Canadore College: Partners with First Nations to deliver training in academics,
work essential skills, personal management, and life skills. Aboriginal Care
Centre, Indigenous Poverty Reduction Education Program (access to
education), and STEAM training using the land as a teacher. Dental hygiene
program with a clinical placement in Guatemala.

Confederation College: Indigenous student navigators help students transition
from rural/remote communities to college.

La Cité: Centre for Indigenous Students. Largest French college in Ontario,
contributing to economic, social and cultural development of French Ontario,
and of society.
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Research Category

The third main category of the survey contained five questions relating to the colleges’
research activities. The participants were asked to state if their college considers socially-focused
research a valuable contribution to the community. When participants answered yes to this
question, they were then asked to state if their college provides release time for faculty to
conduct applied research related to societal issues. Next, they were asked to state if their college
directs applied research resources toward tackling societal issues with community partners. Next,
they were asked to state if their college establishes community partnerships for research and
innovation. If they answered yes to this question, they were then asked to state if their college
uses this network to support social innovators/entrepreneurs. The majority of responses to all of
these questions were “yes”, although there was a notable drop in the percentage of yes for the
two secondary questions (see Figure 3).

In the research category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked the
participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category (see
Table 10). This data serves as an inventory of activity at the unique participating colleges. Some
participants identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted. The

example initiatives provided have been summarized.
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a.

College considers socially-focused research a
valuable contribution to the community

b. If yes to a), college provides
release time for faculty to
conduct applied research
related to societal issues

College directs applied research resources toward
tackling societal issues with community partners

College establishes community partnerships for
research and innovation

e. If yes to d), college uses this
network to support social
innovators/entrepreneurs
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Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Research Category

Sub-category

\ Examples

Curriculum-based
applied research

Faculty

Innovation/
entrepreneurship

Programs/projects

Loyalist College: Applied across the spectrum; students in courses, real-
world industry challenges; students, faculty and staff with industry
partners; curriculum integrated applied research; commitment to research
excellence ties to resilient grads who thrive.

New Brunswick Community College: Problem/project-based learning is
integrated in program curriculum.

Undisclosed: The main focus of the current strategic plan is to implement
applied research in every program at the college. Created a dedicated
position entitled Research Project Expansion Facilitator.

Sheridan College: Dedicated faculty release time occurs during the third
term for engagement in research, much of it with a social focus.
Community Idea Factory initiative supports faculty projects with social
impact (an academic, community, not-for-profit and government
collaboration for bottom-up philanthropy and innovation).

Undisclosed: All funded research provides faculty release; there are
extended study leaves available and innovation funding to support faculty
in social innovation opportunities.

Undisclosed: Faculty release time has been a challenge, but this is shifting;
may not value research as much as other projects.

Algonquin College: Social Innovation Lab gives students, faculty, and staff
opportunities to work with community; focused on SDGs.

Sheridan College: The EDGE Entrepreneurship Hub is the only academic
partner in a consortium with six community foundations, addressing social
enterprise development in three regions; funded through the federal
Investment Readiness Program.

Undisclosed: Enactus and capacity building grants.

Algonquin College: Victimology Research Centre works in partnership
with non-profits and local, provincial, and federal government to study
victimization, resilience, and experiences of survivors in the criminal
justice system and service providers.

Canadore College: Cultural continuity and physical health: Creating a
model of resiliency amongst Indigenous post-secondary students and their
families; holistic well-being. Indigenous poverty reduction education
program.

Confederation College: Office of Applied Research works with educational
institutions, government, industry, entrepreneurs, and community partners
on practical applied research relevant to the region to promote community
economic development and improve learning and professional
development for staff and students. Negahneewin Research Centre focuses
on identify and guiding effective ways to support Indigenous learning.
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Dawson College: In 2017, 33% of research at Dawson was sustainability
focused — food security, international sustainable campus exchange with 20
community partnerships and four universities in Mexico.

Grande Prairie Regional College: Conducting a comprehensive evaluation
of the implementation and delivery of Grande Prairie’s Police and Crisis
Team with a goal for recommendations for healthy communities. Civic
belonging in a Northern Resource Economy. At risk youth re-connecting in
northern Alberta — a lack of community connection leads to low social
outcomes.

La Cité: An engine of development and growth in the community; SSHRC-
funded research group on social inclusion in Ontario. Bio-innovation,
intelligent prototyping, food processing, and social innovation.

Loyalist College: The college’s ability to achieve sustainable growth is
based on relationships with people and organizations and being considered
a trusted provider of applied research services. Committed to maintaining
connectivity with local and community partners. Serves as a holistic
innovation hub, helping other schools, faculty, and students to support-
business driven innovation at the community and regional levels. Cluster-
based program and applied research support to meet industry-community
need. Sustainable Skills, Technology, and Life Sciences Centre. Applied
Research Centre for Natural Products and Medical Cannabis. Sustainable
Science and Technology Research — health, natural sciences, and
manufacturing.

New Brunswick Community College: Actively engages staff and students
in local community and industries and supports economic development in
the province. The applied research and innovation team helps solve
technical and business problems, takes advantage of market opportunities,
and develops new technologies and processes that enhance the way we
live, work, and do business. Research themes are based on expertise,
infrastructure, resources, and access to funding opportunities as well as
industry need and support.

Olds College: Projects that will decrease emissions in ranching and through
work with wetlands.

Sheridan College: Social innovation is a core element of research, actively
seek opportunities to work with community partners to enhance the quality
and enjoyment of people’s lives; social value of research is as important as
economic value. Utilizes faculty expertise in the Faculty of Humanities and
Social Sciences and Faculty of Applied Health and Community Studies.
Five research centres, with two focused on cultural and social innovation:
Centre for Elder Research and Canadian Music Theatre Project.
Undisclosed: Extensive social innovation focused applied research by
faculty and students.
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Relational Category

The fourth main category of the survey contained four questions relating to the colleges’
relational activities. The participants were asked to state if their college supports its employees,
students, and alumni to contribute their time, skills, and expertise to community initiatives that
address community well-being. They were also asked to state if their college uses its network
(other post-secondary institutions, government, industry, etc.) to create collaborations to address
community well-being. The majority responded “yes” to all four questions (see Figure 4).

In the relational category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked the
participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category (see
Table 11). This serves as an inventory of activity at the unique colleges. Some participants
identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted. The example

initiatives provided have been summarized.
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a.

College supports its employees to contribute their
time, skills, and expertise to community initiatives
that address community well-being

College supports its students to contribute their time,
skills, and expertise to community initiatives that
address community well-being

College engages its alumni to contribute their time,
skills, and expertise to community initiatives that
address community well-being

College uses its network (other post-secondary
institutions, government, industry, etc.) to create
collaborations to address community well-being
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Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Relational Category

Sub-category

Examples

Alumni
Community
collaborations

Development

Employee
programs

International

PSls
Programs to
assist the
community

Sharing
knowledge

Student
volunteer
programs

Bow Valley College: A new but growing program.

Bow Valley College: Partners with Calgary Economic Development, City of
Calgary, Calgary Chamber of Commerce, Calgary Immigrant Women’s
Association, IBM for Pivot Ed, and Government of Canada for Future Skills
Centre for Bridging Gap Initiative.

Dawson College: Member of Fair Labour Association, Fair Trade Association,
UN Higher Ed Sustainability Initiative, Sustainable Development Solutions
Network, CEGEP Vert, AASHE, Earth Values Institute to further Children’s
Nature experiences, Living Daycare, and Living Schools with local schools.
New Brunswick Community College: #TransformNB

Undisclosed: Healthy Campus Saskatchewan Network

La Cité: Education and training mission and promotes community influence.
New Brunswick Community College: Community engagement fund.
Canadore College: Program that encourages staff to participate in community
outreach for organizations that align with their values.

New Brunswick Community College: Volunteer leave for volunteers on
service days.

Bow Valley College: Projects and partnerships to address community well-
being outside Canada.

Multiple colleges: ClCan ImpAct Project Working Groups.

Algonquin College: SLIDE provides service learning in design and engineering
for social innovation in the community. Project In-kind is an impact movement
that enables donations of skills, services, and goods in support of the SDGs.
Grand Prairie Regional College: CARES campaign for COVID response
includes services to community: mail and grocery deliveries using the college
vehicle fleet.

Dawson College: Position paper on well-being for all. Annual Living School
Symposium. Sustainable Happiness Journal.

New Brunswick Community College: Community leadership courses mobilize
faculty, students and staff. Speaker events on community leadership,
communication, collaboration, and creative problem solving.

Algonquin College: Recognize students’ volunteer opportunities on co-
curricular record as well as through awards.

Canadore College: Encourages volunteers in the entire college community to
engage in meaningful community service that is recognized on students’ co-
curricular record and employee recognition.

Dawson College: Recognizes students’ participation in volunteer hours on
transcript for 60+ hours of service.

Undisclosed: Opportunities to volunteer in the community for staff and
students in relation to mental health, community capacity building, good food
box, and habitat for humanity.
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Physical Category

The fifth category of the survey contained four questions relating to the colleges’
physical facilities. The participants were asked to state if their college grants access to its
buildings and/or land for community use; if it offers social and cultural amenities and services to
the community; if it allows community partners to use its technology; and if it creates
opportunities to utilize student housing during times of vacancy for programs and services for the
benefit of the community. The majority of participants answered “yes” to all four questions (see
Figure 5).

In the physical category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked the
participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category (see
Table 12). This data serves as an inventory of activity at the unique participating colleges. Some
participants identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted. The

example initiatives provided have been summarized.
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a.

College grants access to its buildings and/or land for
community use

College offers social and cultural amenities and
services to the community (e.g., childcare facilities,
entertainment, athletics programming, library and
learning services and events, religious spaces, etc.)

College allows community partners to use its
technology

College creates opportunities to utilize student
housing during times of vacancy for programs and
services for the benefit of the community
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Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Physical Category

Sub- Examples
category

Book/ Algonquin College: Rents on ad-hoc (not formal policy) through programs like

rent SLIDE.

facilities/ La Cité: Project experimentation and learning and co-creation opportunities

technology (e.g., immersive experiences).

for New Brunswick Community College: Invites many community partners into

community  buildings and rents to a variety of community groups. Offers discounts to
registered not-for-profit organizations. Occasionally rents sports facilities to
local sports clubs and other spaces for entertainment purposes.
Undisclosed: Rents space for events from conferences to meetings, to drama
productions to gyms for community groups.
Undisclosed: Rents space for meetings for community partners and access to
technology and video conferencing.
Undisclosed: Shares resources occasionally with community groups, but this is
not necessarily something that is open and public to all.

Community  Undisclosed: Facilities are co-located with K-12, public health, and community
sports centres and library.

Emergency La Cité: Has a dedicated temporary housing wing; provides the use of facilities

Relief during disaster situations.

Assistance Undisclosed: Student residence opened to health care workers during COVID
pandemic during summer 2020.
Undisclosed: Allows individuals to book into housing units if there is
availability.
Undisclosed: Use of facilities for disaster relief.

Family Dawson College: On-campus Living Daycare.

Services La Cité, New Brunswick Community College, and Undisclosed: On-campus
daycare.
Confederation College: Campus Sustainability Plan includes waste reduction,
energy savings, water filling, recycling, commuter program, and a community
garden.

Provide Canadore College: Access to the Museum of Aboriginal Peoples’ Artifacts that

social and promotes and celebrates Indigenous culture and maintains vital assets.

cultural Undisclosed: A wide range of cultural and community learning events.

amenities

and services
to the
community
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Financial Category

The sixth main category of the survey contained five questions relating to the colleges’
financial activities. The participants were asked to state if their college prioritizes or gives
preference to local procurement. The majority of participants responded “yes” to this question;
however it was not a large majority (see Figure 6). The final four questions asked the participants
to state if their college has a social procurement policy; if it prioritizes or gives preference to
purchasing from companies that have social purpose regardless of geographic location; if it
incorporates socially-focused goals into its property purchases and development; and if it holds
investments in funds that take into consideration corporate social responsibility. The majority of
the participants responded “no” to these four questions (see Figure 6).

In the financial category in the survey, there was one qualitative question that asked the
participants to share details about their college’s specific initiatives relating to this category (see
Table 13). This data serves as an inventory of activity at the unique participating colleges. Some
participants identified their college within their response. When provided, this is noted. The

example initiatives provided have been summarized.
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a.

College prioritizes or gives preference to local
procurement

College has a social procurement policy

College prioritizes or gives preference to purchasing
from companies that have social purpose regardless
of geographic location

College incorporates socially-focused goals into its
property purchases and development

College holds investments in funds that take into
consideration corporate social responsibility
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Table 13

Example Initiatives from the Participating Colleges: Financial Category

Sub-category Examples
Collaborations Bow Valley College: Membership in the Sustainable Procurement Leadership
and Council (which developed 10 sustainable purchasing goals).

memberships

Investments Dawson College: A minimum of 60% of the Dawson Foundation’s investment
has to align with the socially responsibility investment category.

Policies Bow Valley College: Purchasing policy that incorporates both environmental
and social sustainability; Supplier Code of Conduct; and Sustainable
procurement procedure.

Dawson College: Purchasing guidelines, biodiversity maintenance,
Sustainability Plan, Climate Action Plan, and landscape guides.

New Brunswick Community College: Exemptions to the competitive bidding
process are available for the purchase of goods and services from philanthropic
organizations.

Restrictions New Brunswick Community College: The provincial Procurement Act allows
for limited preferential treatment to local manufacturers, vendors, and
suppliers.

Data Analysis
As explained in Chapter 3, | created a research wall so that I could analyze the data from
a holistic perspective and generate comprehensive conclusions and recommendations.

Figure 7

Research Wall
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Strategic Plan Category

The colleges that participated in the survey had sent an individual—in most instances, the
president or a vice president—to attend the ClICan & McConnell Foundation College Presidents’
Roundtable Building Social Infrastructure on October 1, 2017; and/or the subsequent workshop
on March 15, 2018. Attendees at the ClICan ImpAct initiative launch on February 24 and 25,
2020 held various positions at their institutions. I, therefore, considered that these colleges,
having participated in the original conversation relating to how Canadian colleges can support
social infrastructure in their communities for sustainable community well-being, might currently
be actively engaged in addressing the whitepaper’s original call to such action (Strandberg,
2017). It was my intention to uncover some of the actions colleges have been taking since 2017,
given that the literature reported action mostly in the university system and very little on the
college system. I sought proof of actions and hoped to find commonality that could be used as an
exemplar of best practice. Overall, my estimation that colleges have been engaging in some
action appeared to be correct given that the majority of the participants reported in the survey
that their college’s strategic plan uses language that describes such commitments. The majority
of the participants stated that their college’s strategic plan explicitly referenced corporate social
responsibility, supporting and developing social infrastructure within the community, and
supporting and developing community well-being (see Figure 1). The qualitative responses
provided in support of these statements however, led me to question if there may be discrepancy
in the way the participants and their colleges define each of these terms. This made me wonder if
it will be difficult to achieve collective action and systemic change if individual colleges within
the system do not use common definitions. In general, action taken by the participating colleges

was described in the qualitative responses as supporting student and community success;
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engagement and collaborative efforts toward sustainable social and economic development and
well-being; economic impact through applied learning and applied research; and commitment to
environmental literacy, sustainability, and stewardship.

Interestingly, given the fact that many of the participants have an active member in the
ClICan ImpAct initiative, the majority of the participants stated that their college’s strategic plan
did not explicitly reference the SDGs (see Figure 1). This fact may be influenced by the
publication date of the colleges’ current strategic plans. As explained by one participant in their
qualitative response in this survey category, the SDGs were established in 2015 and their
institution’s current strategic plan was created in 2016. The fact that the SDGs are not referenced
in the strategic plan is not because the college is not taking SDG-related action, but in fact,
because the strategic plan is currently being rewritten to include alignment with the SDGs. This
respondent noted that the next iteration will include explicit reference to SDG-focused strategic
action. While only one participant explained this fact, it could have been the case for more of the
participating institutions. Given the cycle of development of strategic plans in post-secondary
institutions, this is highly possible. This is supported by the statement from another college that
their institution has undertaken a significant exercise to map and align all institutional action to
the SDGs and that they discovered significant alignment. As will be discussed in more depth
later in this chapter, a college’s commitment and alignment with the SDGs in a strategic fashion
may be a vehicle for the college system to support the sustainable well-being of their
communities through contributions to social infrastructure.
Education Category

Given that the survey category of education has the most direct connection to the

mandate of a community college, | expected to see a high percentage of positive responses to the
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quantitative questions. This was in fact the case. The majority of participants stated they are
providing educational programs for students to build skills, knowledge, competencies, and
networks that will help them address local and global societal issues in a variety of formats (see
Figure 2). They are doing so through both formal curriculum and extracurricular activities, as
well as focusing on programming to support underrepresented groups.

The qualitative data shows that some colleges provide learning experiences outside of
formal curriculum to their internal college community as well as the external community. Some
of these actions are offered as services to the community directly to benefit community members
and groups, such as seniors, youth, and Indigenous communities. Other non-curricular programs
are offered to provide community-integrated learning, real-life application experiences to
students. Given that it would be difficult, if not impossible, for an individual employee at a
college to know everything about every initiative occurring on their campus, | suspected there is
significantly more socially-focused educational action occurring on these campuses than the
participants reported. Despite the fact that a very high majority of the participants responded yes
to taking action relating to each question in this category of the survey, relatively few examples
were provided.

Research Category

Given that the survey category of research has direct connection to the mandate of a
community college, | expected to see a high percentage of positive responses to the quantitative
questions, and this occurred. The majority of participants stated that their college considers
socially-focused research to be a valuable contributor to the community and that their college
directs applied research resources toward tackling societal issues with community partners.

Providing release time for faculty to engage in socially-focused research does not appear to be a
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significantly common practice, although some specific examples of related practices were stated
by some of the participants. Notably, some responses also indicated the importance of utilizing
faculty experience and dedicating certain time-periods of the academic year to research
activities, as well as providing faculty-focused programs for engagement in socially-focused
projects. Innovation and entrepreneurship hubs were also mentioned by some respondents as
being vehicles for connecting the community, internal and external to their college, through
research activities.

A high majority of participants stated that their college directs applied research resources
toward tackling societal issues with community partners and that it establishes community
partnerships for research and innovation. These numerical responses were supported by a large
volume of example initiatives. In fact, the survey participants provided the most qualitative
responses for this category, more than double that of the education category. Upon high-level
analysis, this shows active engagement in applied research across most of the participating
institutions. | inferred from this that colleges’ applied research activities allow for direct
connection points between a college and its local community in a manner that allows a college to
utilize its expertise to positively impact the community in an area of identified need. Providing
access to research services impacts sustainability through environmental, social, and economic
means. Many of the participants indicated that their college positively impacts the local economy
through its applied research activities, noting that socially-focused research projects have indirect
positive economic impact as well. Similarly to the responses provided in the education category,
the overall qualitative responses were quite vague, with few overlapping or similar initiatives

across the institutions. There appears to be diversity amongst selected areas of focus between the
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institutions. As well, the ways in which the participants assessed their activities and reported
them in the survey was inconsistent.
Relational Category

The relational survey category has a close connection to the original purpose of a
community college. Upon establishment and still today, colleges connect with and serve the
communities in which they are located (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986). They engage in
community extension and are deeply embedded into their local regions. Given this, | expected to
see a high percentage of positive responses to the quantitative questions. This proved to be true.
The majority of participants stated that their college supports its employees and students to
contribute their time, skills, and expertise to community initiatives that address community well-
being. A smaller portion, just over half, stated they engage their alumni in this way. This could
be an area for growth and may prove to be beneficial as the alumni may provide additional
connection points to the local community beyond the college. Only one institution mentioned
alumni in their qualitative question response, stating it has a new program.

There was significant diversity in the qualitative answers in this category. The institutions
are engaging in activities with and for their local communities utilizing their employees’ and
students’ expertise. Some participants noted programs that recognize employee and student
participation in their communities. There is some knowledge sharing occurring through
workshops and formal non-credit programs. Some of these programs were highlighted by the
same institutions in the educational category of the survey. The majority of participants stated
that their college uses its network, including other post-secondary institutions, government,
industry, etc., to create collaborations to address community well-being. A few of the colleges

provided specific examples of the community-based organizations they interact with, but overall,
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there was little consistency amongst the responses. There appears to be diversity amongst
selected areas of focus between the institutions; however, a number of colleges mentioned they
participate in the CICan ImpAct initiative.

Physical Category

The physical survey category also has a close connection to the original purpose of a
community college. As stated in the above section describing the relational category, upon
establishment and still today, colleges connect with and serve the communities in which they are
located (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986), part of this occurs through the availability of public
spaces to the community. Given this, | expected to see a high percentage of positive responses to
the quantitative questions. This was the case for two of the questions. The majority of
participants stated that their college grants access to its buildings and/or land for community use
and offers social and culture amenities and services to the community. A lower majority stated
that their college allows community partners to use its technology. Several colleges explained in
their qualitative response that their college books/rents on-campus facilities and technology for
various community needs, including events, conferences, meetings, and entertainment-related
activities. A few colleges stated that they have on-campus daycare services.

Interestingly, a small majority of the participants stated that their college creates
opportunities to utilize student housing during times of vacancy for programs and services that
benefit the community. For example, a few noted in their qualitative responses that they have
utilized their student housing units during times of emergency need, including opening them to
healthcare providers during the COVID-19 pandemic response in the summer of 2020.

Overall, few examples were provided in this category and it was difficult to determine if

there is significant overlap in areas of focus across the campuses. Strandberg (2020) noted that of



68

the five instruments determined in the original whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017), there was
underdevelopment of the physical and financial assets from a social impact perspective when
compared to the educational, research, and relational categories. My findings support this
statement. CAUBO has been addressing this in the university environment since the
whitepaper’s call to action. A similar focus may be beneficial in the college system.
Financial Category

The financial category of the survey showed dramatically different results than the other
five categories. As stated above, Strandberg (2020) noted there is potential to maximize post-
secondary institutions’ financial assets. My findings support this statement. Initiatives similar to
those being undertaken by CAUBO may be beneficial in the college system. From my personal
involvement in the CICan ImpAct initiative, | am aware of growing discussion to collaboratively
address socially-focused financial practices, beginning with the colleges and institutes currently
engaged in ImpAct. This activity may include social procurement (J. Varga-Toth, personal
communication, February 3, 2021).

The survey findings show that few colleges are maximizing their buying power to benefit
their community. A small majority stated that their college prioritizes or gives preference to local
procurement. A large majority of the participants stated that their college does not have a social
procurement policy, does not prioritize or give preference to purchasing from companies that
have a social purpose, or does not incorporate socially-focused goals into its property purchases
and development. The majority of participants also stated that their college does not hold
investments in funds that take into consideration corporate social responsibility. From these
results, it appears this may be an area of untapped potential for increasing sustainable community

well-being. Very few qualitative responses were provided in this category. Those examples that
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were provided seemed to focus more on environmental sustainability than socially-focused
initiatives.
Discussion of Findings
Backcasting

In addition to using a design thinking approach to create the research wall for the purpose
of my data analysis (see Figure 7), I also employed the method of backcasting (Candy, 2019). In
utilizing backcasting, | was able to take a backwards design approach to find meaning within the
data that I felt answered my research question and sub-question. My data showed that yes, the
majority of colleges are taking some action beyond their traditional mandates to support the
sustainable well-being of their communities through contributions to social infrastructure (by
using their institutional assets for the benefit of community and society); but no, there are not
clear common practices that exist that could be adopted by institutions nationwide to enhance
social impact. This result made me question how we can transform the college system so that
institutions are individually and collectively maximizing their capacities to build social
infrastructure for Canadian communities. What needs to be in place in order to make this
happen? What is the system missing? What would take all of the individual colleges from their
meaningful individual actions to a place where meaningful collective action was not only
possible but occurring? The backcasting approach allowed me to envision an ideal future state
that addressed all of these new questions. | established the ideal future state as an environment in
which all community colleges across Canada would be utilizing their assets and resources
relating to the five instruments for institutional engagement for social infrastructure (education,
research, relational, physical, and financial) in meaningful ways. | defined the current and ideal

future state based on a goal for systemic change (Birney et al., 2019). From this vision, | could
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then imagine the steps that might be explored in order to achieve the vision (Candy, 2019; The
Natural Step, n.d.). The intent of the instruments for institutional engagement for social
infrastructure in the whitepaper was to “identify resources that organizations already deploy to
pivot them toward community and societal benefit” (Strandberg, 2017, p. 27). The point being
that rather than needing to “rethink and reengineer an institution’s asset base toward social
infrastructure benefits” (p. 27) they would document their current state and develop and
implement creative solutions that would allow them to individually and collectively reach the
ideal future state.

My vision for defining this ideal future state began percolating in an unorthodox way. I
was not engaging actively with my data when I unlocked the “aha moment” of my research
journey. Rather, | was performing my daily job within the college system. | was, in essence,
living the change | hoped to see. My epiphany occurred while | was walking in rural Alberta on a
stretch of road between a recently decommissioned provincial government research facility and
an underutilized satellite campus operated by one of Alberta’s community colleges. | was at this
location with my colleague because our college has recently been granted management rights
over one of the buildings within the government facility and it is our responsibility to revitalize
the resource to benefit the region through applied research; specifically, in the area of sustainable
food production. As we talked about the sustainable business model we would need to develop,
our conversation shifted to the potential impact for the local area. As we passed the satellite
college campus near our new facility, we began discussing the significant potential for a
community college to offer services to a rural and remote community through community-based
training and access to empty housing units. We identified a need to truly assess what a college

has and can offer to its community to address the needs of the community. We realized we need
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to identify what we do, what we have, and how we can do more with these resources and assets
for the betterment of our communities. It was this discussion about how a college could use its
assets in different ways to benefit its local community that confirmed my suspicion that we do
not have an effective mechanism for assessing and reporting our actual community impact within
the college system. It was on this walk that | developed the notion that the college system
requires frameworks for this assessment and reporting to occur if we are to achieve systemic
change.

In my backcasting approach, | envisioned the future state as an environment in which all
community colleges across Canada would be contributing to the five instruments for institutional
engagement for social infrastructure in meaningful ways. The information uncovered in my
review of the literature presented a similar vision (Strandberg, 2020, 2017). The achievement of
sustainable community well-being via systemic change requires transforming our existing social
structures (Birney et al., 2019; Mulligan, 2018; Robinson & Dale, 2012; Verhagen, 2008;
WCED, 1987). The survey data helped me determine that the current state is one in which
individual colleges are taking individual actions that contribute to the five instruments for
institutional engagement for social infrastructure in meaningful ways but that there is not
collective action, nor is there a mechanism for facilitating collective action.

The backcasting method is essentially a gap analysis between what one wishes to achieve
and what currently exists. It then asks for the imagination of steps, or creative solutions, to
bridge this gap. The quantitative and qualitative data from my survey represents the current state.
In order to reach the ideal future state, | identified a need to establish a creative solution, which I
believe is the development of frameworks for consistent assessment and reporting of a college’s

actions relating to the five instruments: education, research, relational, physical, and financial.
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The list of instruments for institutional engagement for social infrastructure as it exists now is
not sufficiently robust to provide meaningful assessment. Strandberg (2020) states that the
instruments are an introductory framework for an institution to “catalogue and frame its social
impact narrative” (p. 4). As such, using it across institutions only generates an inconsistent
inventory list of unrelated items. Individual, ad-hoc approaches by colleges across the country
will not lead to the ideal future state.
Aligning the Findings with the Literature Review

There are numerous points of clear alignment between the survey results and the work
discussed in the literature review. Of significance is the fact that | have gathered evidence that
shows that the college system is engaging in actions that have social impact, contributing to
social infrastructure through the instruments for institutional engagement presented in the
original whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017) and elaborated upon in the milestone report (Strandberg,
2020). The whitepaper was a clear call to action for colleges to start assessing their contributions
to their local communities and to establish mechanisms of collaboration and reporting of their
social impact related initiatives. As | highlighted in the literature review, the majority of the
related actions published are happening within the university system, with only a small amount
of information being shared from the college system. The survey results contribute to a growing
inventory of action happening within the college system, primarily adding to the information
being gathered and compiled by ClCan through the ImpAct initiative (CICan, 2020; Strandberg,
2020). My work helps to fill the gap that | recognized. It is important to note that | did not
discover overlap between the inventory of college actions uncovered in the literature review and
the survey data. The example actions provided by the survey participants in the qualitative data

were new items; thus, the inventory is now expanded.
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The fact that | was able to gather proof of additional activities within the college system
beyond those previously reported is encouraging. This suggests that there is momentum building
across the college system too, as is suggested in the milestone report (Strandberg, 2020). Upon
commencement of this research, I sought to discover if individual colleges are seeking action. In
the literature review, | also discussed the way in which community colleges are directly linked to
their communities (CICan, 2019; Dennison & Gallagher, 1986). | had hoped to find that colleges
were also engaging in meaningful action just like the universities have reported, especially given
their clear disposition toward community engagement and support. What I had hoped to discover
was not just evidence of individual action, but also collective action. With the exception of the
ClICan ImpAct initiative, it appears that individual colleges are engaging in primarily individual
ad-hoc actions at this point. In order to achieve collective action, a mechanism for consistent
assessment and reporting of actions is required. Continual collaboration will also be important to
determine the path forward.

The whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017) challenged colleges to use their traditional mandates,
assets, and resources to benefit society and to use these existing assets in new ways for social
impact via contributions to social infrastructure. It suggested that the path forward was unclear,
but that there are tools and practices that already exist that may help pave this path. It recognized
that barriers exist, but also the imperativeness of the work, stating that “this is the 21st-century
reality of organizational leadership, driven by the social issues and imperatives of this time”
(Strandberg, 2017, p. 27). Of relevance to the survey results, the whitepaper and the milestone
report discussed a continuum of beliefs and a continuum of practice.

The continuum of beliefs (Strandberg, 2020) shows how an idea may be adopted within a

post-secondary setting. It ranges from a point in which an institution is not designed to be a
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change agent, to a point in which an institution is in a state of engagement with change but lacks
appropriate resources, to a point in which an institution is in a state of a full mindset and
governance shift that supports transformation. Those individuals working in an institution
seeking to be a change agent for social innovation or impact in their institution will encounter
these various current states. |1 would propose that in order to reach the ideal future state that |
defined in my backcasting during the data analysis that the institution and the collective must be
in the final stage on the continuum, but that the necessary resources must be in place first in
order to achieve such a state. These resources, as | proposed in my backcasting analysis, are part
of the creative solutions that we must create as a college system. | believe that my data shows
that the majority of the colleges that participated in the survey are existing in the second stage on
the continuum as individual institutions, engaging in ad hoc activities and attempting to gather
necessary resources to move to the third stage.

The continuum of practice shows the level of activity and engagement of a post-
secondary institution in community-related endeavours. Strandberg (2020) states that
“Depending on their priorities, they will be active at different points of the following continuum
of community engagement and social infrastructure practices” (p. 13). The points on this
continuum range from having strong ad-hoc community practices, to being embedded in the
community through teaching and research, to having a community-focus as a strategic pillar in
the institution’s strategic plan, to having holistic community integration across the institution
through its governance, relationships, and roles. In 2019, Universities Canada surveyed its
membership in an effort to discover current state and ideal future state on this continuum across
the system (Strandberg, 2020). Sixty-five universities completed the survey, which is two-thirds

of the membership. The results showed a strong interest in advancing social impact in the
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university system. The majority of the universities were in stage two or three on the continuum.
The majority of the universities desired to be in stages three or four on the continuum. Similarly,
while I did not use this continuum explicitly in my own survey of colleges, | believe the results
indicate that colleges are in a similar current and ideal future state. In hindsight, incorporating
this continuum into my survey may have helped the participants articulate their institution’s
current state more clearly.

Conclusion of Findings

After building the research wall (see Figure 7) and using the main themes from the six
main categories of the survey (strategic plan, education, research, relational, physical, and
financial), I clustered the qualitative information into sub-themes and then connected each sub-
theme by a physical line to the related quantitative dataset. In creating this visual map of the
system, it was clear that | had gathered evidence that colleges were in fact engaging with their
communities and offering meaningful contributions to the social infrastructure of their local
communities, as was expected. | was not surprised to find that the majority of participants’
responses indicated this engagement and these offerings were occurring across most of the
categories, particularly those with direct linkage to a community college’s mandate: education
and research.

It was also clear, however, that although I could infer that there might be some common
practices that exist amongst the institutions, that there was insufficient information available for
me to confidently say that there were common practices across the institutions. Gaps and
discrepancies were evident; a notion that was supported by the literature upon which I had built
my own survey. Recognizing that the information | uncovered in the literature review focused

primarily on the university system, | believe that the data shows that the two unique systems are
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in similar current states. In the results, it was clear that the quantitative data provided numerical
proof that the participating colleges were taking action within and beyond their traditional
mandates to support the sustainable well-being of their communities through contributions to
social infrastructure by using their institutional assets for the benefit of community and society.
In addition, some of the qualitative data provided concrete examples of these actions. However,
most of the qualitative responses provided only high-level and vague statements with little
description about the specific items shared.

The majority of the examples represented ad-hoc actions and initiatives operated within
an individual college and/or by a specific individual within that institution. | found that there was
no significant consistency amongst the reported actions by the participating institutions. This was
also the case with the data uncovered in the literature review. While it was relatively clear how I
could cluster the examples into-sub categories, there were limited instances where | could clearly
see overlapping initiatives amongst the institutions. Therefore, | ascertained that the example
actions and initiatives contribute to the effort to compile an inventory of college’s actions and
initiatives, but due to the inconsistent way in which they were assessed and reported by the
participants, they do not lead to clear inferences regarding best practices that might be adopted
across the college system. They, therefore, do not provide clear guidance for collective action
toward systemic transformation. This led to me to believe that creating a mechanism for colleges
to assess and report their actions would be beneficial. This also informed my formulation of the

recommendations that will be introduced in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations

Through this research, | sought to determine how Canadian colleges are taking action
beyond their traditional mandates to support the sustainable well-being of their communities
through contributions to social infrastructure and to determine if there are common practices that
exist that could be adopted by institutions nationwide to enhance impact. Upon embarking on
this research, | was aware that momentum was building to transform the role that colleges play in
their local communities. Already catalysts for social development by way of their mandate for
teaching and research, | recognized that colleges have an opportunity to contribute to social
infrastructure in new ways and on a greater scale to address changing societal needs. Complex
problems are challenging our existing social structures locally and globally and sustainable
development will require innovation and paradigm shifts (WCED, 1987). Social infrastructure is
essential for building strong, resilient communities (Latha, & Layton, 2019). Education, and in
particular the college system, can play an important role in achieving this transformation.

The literature review provided an overview of the activity that has occurred in the college
system since the publication of the whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017), including an introductory
inventory of current assets and actions based on five instruments for institutional engagement for
social infrastructure: education, research, relational, physical, and financial. The majority of the
inventory, however, focused on the university system and not the college system; thus, I
identified a lack of literature relating to the college system. Colleges were designed to serve the
needs of their local communities (Dennison & Gallagher, 1986), and as such, directly impact
sustainable community well-being by way of their contributions to social infrastructure.

With this in mind, | designed a research study to answer the question: How are Canadian

colleges taking action beyond their traditional mandates to support the sustainable well-being of
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their communities through contributions to social infrastructure (by using their institutional
assets for the benefit of community and society)? | followed this with the sub-question: Are there
common practices that exist that could be adopted by institutions nationwide to enhance social
impact? Through a survey inspired by and designed around the instruments for institutional
engagement for social infrastructure (Strandberg, 2017), | gathered and shared details of actions
of specifically-selected colleges across Canada. The findings contribute to the growing body of
knowledge in this area. The research findings show that the participating colleges are engaging
in actions that contribute to social infrastructure (CICan, 2020; Strandberg, 2020); however, with
the exception of the CICan ImpAct initiative, it appears that individual colleges are engaging in
primarily individual ad-hoc actions and have not established significant collective action. In
order to achieve collective action and determine best practices for widespread implementation, a
mechanism for consistent assessment and reporting is required. Continual coordinated
collaboration will also be important to determine the path forward.
Conclusions

This research shows that there is no clear formula from which to ask the participating
colleges to assess and report on their current contributions to social infrastructure other than to
utilize the list of instruments for institutional engagement for social infrastructure introduced in
the whitepaper (Strandberg, 2017). I built the survey based on this simple assessment tool, and
through this research, | discovered that this tool is not a robust assessment framework. It was,
therefore, not surprising during my data analysis to discover little commonality amongst the
qualitative responses provided in support of the quantitative responses. | found that not only
were colleges not defining or assessing their actions in the same way, they were also not

reporting it in a consistent manner. This was also the case in the list of assets published in
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various documents discussed in the literature review. Due to the fact that the list of instruments
for institutional engagement for social infrastructure is not a robust assessment framework, | did
not identify a systemic approach to action across the participating institutions; rather, the data
showed sporadic and ad-hoc actions based on an individual’s or an individual institution’s
priorities. This led to me to believe that creating a mechanism for colleges to assess and report
their actions would be beneficial. The conclusions and recommendations | have drawn are based
upon this discovery.

Conclusion 1

At the moment, there is no feasible way to capture the full impact colleges are making
toward the sustainable well-being of their communities through contributions to social
infrastructure. The development of robust assessment frameworks would allow colleges to
document their activities in thorough and consistent ways. By using common assessment
frameworks, colleges would be able to capture their individual value to their communities. From
this, the college system could use reported data to identify common practices to collaboratively
develop and implement best practices nationwide to enhance social impact.

The instruments for institutional engagement for social infrastructure described in the
literature review, which were also utilized to build the survey questions in this research, provide
colleges with an ability to only scratch the surface of assessing and reporting the contributions to
social infrastructure they make. Despite the fact that a very high majority of the participants
responded yes to individually taking multiple diverse actions by using their existing assets and
resources, only a few specific examples were provided when given the opportunity to share

qualitative data. Without performance metrics, the survey categories (based on the instruments)
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and the open-ended questions appeared to be too vague, making it difficult for the participants to
assess and report on their college.

In addition, thoroughly assessing and reporting an institutions’ every action relating to
social innovation, social impact, or social infrastructure is a significantly large and difficult
undertaking for one individual. While 1 did offer the participants the opportunity to collaborate
with colleagues to answer the questions, I cannot confirm if this occurred. A full assessment of
the assets and resources relating to the instruments for institutional engagement for social
infrastructure would require college-wide engagement and senior leadership support. In
hindsight, including an open-ended qualitative question asking only for examples of actions to be
shared may not have been the best approach to gather information intended to uncover common
action that could be used to determine best practices. Consistent parameters for assessment and
reporting may have been beneficial for gathering the data | sought. However, by structuring the
research in the manner | did, | discovered the actual need to create robust assessment and
reporting frameworks based on the existing assessment tool: the list of instruments for
institutional engagement for social infrastructure. This was, therefore, a valuable outcome of this
research.

At the roundtable event attended by college-based senior leaders (McConnell Foundation
et al., 2018), the attendees determined a need for common definitions and frameworks for
assessing performance metrics relating to social innovation and impact. Specifically, they stated
a desire for: 1) A framework that references what they do, intentionally embeds the building of
social infrastructure in their strategies and functions, and leverages collective capabilities of the

system to increase its impact; 2) Meaningful metrics to support measurement and strategic
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learning. (p. 3). The survey results show that little progress has been made in the collective
college system in this regard.

The milestone report (Strandberg, 2020) stated that the post-secondary system has
engaged in social innovation for decades and explains some of the collective social impact
actions of Universities Canada, ClCan, and CAUBO since the call to action in 2017. As
described in the literature review, more information has been published on the actions within the
university system than the college system. At the onset of the work after the whitepaper,
Universities Canada envisioned the ability to measure an individual university’s social impact, as
well as the collective system’s social impact. Acknowledging the complexity of such as task, to
date, no measurement framework has been established for the university system. Nor has it been
created for the college system. However, there is desire to do so from both. Based on the survey
data I gathered, finding a method for measuring the social impact of any institution in the post-
secondary system would be of significant benefit. It would contribute to the forward momentum
of maximizing post-secondary institutions’ contributions to social infrastructure by providing
meaningful methods for assessing and reporting actions. Consistency amongst assessment and
reporting would assist the establishment of best practices.

Recommendation 1. Develop five robust assessment frameworks, one for each of the
instruments for institutional engagement for social infrastructure: education, research, relational,
physical, and financial. Each framework would assist a college with thorough and consistent
assessment and reporting.

Future Research Possibility. In addition to creating new frameworks, there could be
value in utilizing existing frameworks in full or in part. Inspiration for creating the frameworks

could be drawn from existing frameworks that are effectively used within the college system to
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assess and report on programming and initiatives. College-based expertise could be utilized for
development; such as that provided from teaching and learning departments. A research
opportunity exists to explore established frameworks created by a college or an external party
that are currently being used by or accessible to colleges. For example:

e Some participants in the survey noted their college’s completion of The Sustainability
Tracking, Assessment & Rating System (STARS), which post-secondary institutions can
use to measure their sustainability performance (AASHE, n.d.).

e Lethbridge College developed a simple tool for educators called the Curriculum
Alignment Framework that allows for meaningful course design decisions through clear
alignment of outcomes with instructional strategies (Centre for Teaching, Learning and
Innovation, Lethbridge College, 2020).

e Colleges can use The Living Campus Planner to identify ways they can integrate
sustainability and well-being for all on their campus and explore possible next steps for
additional action (O’Brien & Murray, 2020).

Recommendation 2. Pilot the frameworks with a small group of colleges to refine the
tools. Colleges that participate in the CICan ImpAct initiative may be interested in participating
in a pilot project as they are already engaged in related activities.

Conclusion 2

Canadian colleges can utilize their assets and resources to contribute to social
infrastructure that addresses the societal challenges our communities face. While individual
colleges can take effective action alone, systemic change will magnify impact. Systemic change
requires approaching the world through a lens of holistic interconnectivity. Education is an

important element of Canada’s social infrastructure (Strandberg, 2017). Collaboration enables a
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systems thinking approach and effective collaboration occurs through the establishment of
common ground. The frameworks described above will help build this common ground, but
common definitions and a commitment to collective action will also be required to lay this
foundation.

At the roundtable event for college presidents in 2017 (McConnell Foundation et al.,
2018), there was a collectively stated willingness to contribute to social infrastructure, to form a
narrative around how colleges could contribute more to economic development and community
well-being, and to pursue collective action. There was interest in using common definitions and
creating a shared vision to strengthen the system. The survey results indicated that there is still
work to be done in this regard. In general, | received vague examples of existing actions being
undertaken by the participating colleges in the survey. Although I provided definitions of the key
terms | was using in the survey, it appeared there is still inconsistent understanding of how each
term relates to the college environment and how the instruments that contribute to social
infrastructure are being actioned at individual institutions.

Recommendation. The college system should collaboratively establish common
definitions and a shared vision (i.e., ideal future state). Approaching this work by building
awareness, offering education, and taking action may facilitate systemic change.

Implications of the Research

Completing the research during the COVID-19 pandemic offered some challenges and a
unique perspective for the importance of the work. During the research, | witnessed how
educational institutions had to quickly redesign their operations, which led to modified
workloads for many leaders. Remote working arrangements also provided additional challenges.

I invited 31 institutions to participate in the survey, but only secured 19 responses. Several
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individuals stated that while they saw great value in the work, they did not have the capacity to
participate due to the pandemic’s effect on their institution. However, despite this, the pandemic
has also highlighted the ability of colleges to pivot quickly and rise to disruptive challenges. It
has also emphasized the need for increased social innovation. Strandberg (2020) stated that:

While the COVID-19 pandemic is having a profound effect on students, institutions, and

their ecosystems, it is also a time for renewal and rebuilding. Accelerated by the White

Paper the post-secondary sector has a stronger social impact platform for collaboration

and engagement across and within institutions. (p. 5)

The pandemic has provided opportunities for post-secondary leadership to reimagine how it
contributes to social infrastructure and the research | conducted directly contributes to this
movement.

The results of this research may be of interest and value to the organizations that are
already engaged in the project work that inspired it, namely: The McConnell Foundation (and the
Re-Code initiative) and CICan (and the ImpAct initiative), as well as individual colleges across
Canada. The results of this research offer direct and indirect benefits to individual colleges and
the collective college system across Canada. By gathering data from research participants at 19
Canadian colleges that captures the current action of their colleges to contribute to social
infrastructure and support the sustainable well-being of their communities, the results add to the
existing inventory of assets and has led me to conclude that robust assessment frameworks are
required to effectively move forward to an ideal future state, as is continual collaborative action
based on common definitions and vision for systemic change. Certainly, I will share this research
with the senior leadership team at my own place of employment, Lethbridge College, and strive

through my own actions to increase our involvement.
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Summary

Society is at a crossroads in which we either keep the status quo or transform toward
practices that support sustainable community well-being (Mulligan, 2018; Schwab, 2016;
WCED, 1987). Reconfiguring public services through social innovation is required for system
change (Birney et al., 2019; Gopal & Kania, 2015; Sinclair et al., 2018). Education is a key
element of our social infrastructure and it must therefore align with the direction we need to take
in order to achieve sustainability in our local communities (O’Brien & Howard, 2020).

The educational system, in general, has the ability to adapt and lead a path forward for a
sustainable future because of its critical role in social infrastructure. Canadian colleges,
specifically, can help address the complex challenges that affect the sustainable well-being of the
communities in which they reside and serve by way of their contributions to social infrastructure.
This research augments the existing literature and contributes to an increasing momentum across
the country in the college-system. Already catalysts for social development through their
mandates for teaching and research, colleges have an opportunity to contribute to social
infrastructure in new and expanding ways. My findings support the notion that colleges have a
vital role to play in addressing the complex issue of sustainable well-being of our communities
and that transformational systemic change is possible.

The survey data showed that yes, the majority of colleges are taking action beyond their
traditional mandates to support the sustainable well-being of their communities through
contributions to social infrastructure (by using their institutional assets for the benefit of
community and society); but no, there are not clear common practices that exist that could be
adopted by institutions nationwide to enhance social impact. These results made me question

how we can transform the college system so that institutions are individually and collectively
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maximizing their capacities to build social infrastructure for Canadian communities (Strandberg,
2017). Although admirable efforts have been made by a number of colleges to contribute to the
sustainable well-being of their communities, efforts have been diverse and sporadic, largely
driven by the priorities of individual colleges. In order to achieve significant benefit, systemic
change is required. This can only occur through the development of robust assessment
frameworks, allowing colleges to assess and report their activities in thorough and consistent
ways. This practice will lead to the identification of common practices in colleges across Canada,

creating an opportunity for truly transformational change.
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