Build Back Better: The Role of PostSecondary Institutions in Supporting
Community Resilience Post-COVID-19
22 pages • December 2021

INTRODUCTION
COVID-19 has demonstrated our collective need for increased social,
economic and environmental resilience. This pandemic has often
been framed as a ‘rehearsal’ - only one of many future crises. In this
context, we have a collective imperative to rebuild our communities
in ways that help us better weather future challenges.

This effort will require participation across society, and post-secondary
institutions are uniquely positioned to play an outsized role. In their role as
community anchors, they possess unique assets and resources (educational,
research, financial, relational and physical) which can be used for greater
societal impact and prepare us better for the future.
Against this backdrop, university and college presidents are expressing
a strong desire to lean into this enhanced community-building role. This
requires working across sectors, deeper community engagement and
dialogue, and more investment into building relationships of reciprocity
and trust.
With that spirit of collaboration, and an aspiration of increased social
impact, nine universities across the country, in collaboration with the
McConnell Foundation, hosted community-university dialogues on
“building back better’’ through the spring of 2021.
Each institution invited an array of stakeholders, representing all levels of
government, public and private organizations, students, and nonprofits and
advocacy groups. They asked them what needed to be done to build a more
resilient future economically, socially and environmentally, and what a postsecondary institution’s role could be in helping to steward that. They were
bold, creative, and candid in their ideas. Community members challenged
the university to do and be better, and expressed a vision of greater
collaboration and new ways of working with one another.
The intent and design of these dialogues was locally specific to the
nine regions, but what emerged was nationally relevant. Community
stakeholders’ perspectives informed a powerful call to action for the postsecondary sector as a whole, and provided specific and actionable next
steps for how these institutions could best respond to our collective social,
environmental, cultural and economic challenges, and help us “build back
better.”
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The dialogues were inspired and inspiring. In this
paper, we share back what we were privileged to hear.
We organized communities’ recommendations
according to the instrument that the university has
to affect change (educational, research, financial,
relational and physical). Then (with thanks to our
friends working on community engagement on
campuses across the country) we pull out illustrative
examples of post-secondary institutions leading
change in some of those areas. This piece is
designed to elevate the community stakeholders’
recommendations, provide options for pathways
forward, and share inspiration to and from institutions
across the sector.
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PART I: PICTURING A BETTER FUTURE
Communities have bold visions for
the future. The following themes
were raised multiple times across
the country, as participants painted
a picture of an ideal future for their
region. And the role of universities in
bringing that future to life.

ECONOMIC FUTURE
Envisioning a strong and equitable economic future
that is characterized by…
A more equitable model for the economy:
• Economics that holistically incorporate
environmental and social dimensions
• Community wealth-building as the guiding
foundation for economic development
• Pathways and opportunities to build co-ops,
community trusts and other alternative business
models
Healthy workforce participation and
opportunities for future generations
• Lifelong learning and skills acquisition
• Just-in-time learning

4 • Build Back Better: The Role of Post-Secondary Institutions in Supporting Community Resilience Post-COVID-19 • The McConnell Foundation

SOCIAL FUTURE
Envisioning a socially just and healthy future that is
characterized by…
Social Connectedness and
Mental Health Supports:
• Supports for isolated and vulnerable individuals
• Gathering, interaction, and cross-cultural learning
• Digital spaces designed for accessibility; thoughtful
facilitation and use of virtual technologies that
enhance inclusion and engagement.
Reconciliation:
• Truth and Reconciliation is understood and embraced
by everyone living across Turtle Island
• The Calls to Action are realized
Inclusion:
• Access to education and financial independence
for everyone in the region, including women, new
Canadians, people with disabilities, historically
marginalized communities.
• Childcare and high female participation in workforce
• All members of the community feel supported &
celebrated.

ENVIRONMENTAL FUTURE
Envisioning a low-carbon, sustainable environmental
future that is characterized by…
Resilience (preparation for future crises)
• Transition to a low-carbon world is just and equitable
Environment/Climate
• A healthy, liveable climate for people, animals
and plants
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PART 2: BUILDING A BETTER FUTURE
During the dialogues, community
members shared their views on the
opportunities and responsibilities of
institutions in the collective effort to
build forward better post-pandemic.

Each of these five assets can be
harnessed by a university or college in
support of a transition to a healthier
and more just future.

RELATIONAL
ASSETS

Below, we share the specific ways
that postsecondary institutions can
bring us closer to this future, based
on recommendations from their own
communities.

PHYSICAL
ASSETS
FINANCIAL
ASSETS
RESEARCH
ASSETS

* These assets are explained in greater
depth in the paper “Maximizing the
Capacities of Advanced Education
Institutions to Build Social Infrastructure
for Canadian Communities” https://bit.
ly/3y13Cqm (pg 21 - 25)

EDUCATION
ASSETS
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RELATIONAL ASSETS

Thought Leadership and Influence
Participants consistently advocated for and
commended instances when their institution
had taken leadership on large societal
challenges (reconciliation, climate, discrimination
and intolerance). They acknowledged that beyond
the direct impacts, such actions also drive indirect
impact - by way of their influence on other
organizations and employers.

HARTER PARTNERS’ PLANNING INITIATIVE

Community stakeholders suggested that postsecondary institutions can embrace this thought
leadership role to support progress on societal
challenges, by:
• Developing research that can inform policy
and local stakeholders’ advocacy efforts.
• Co-creating strategies by sitting on
community roundtables and committees.
• Responding to unique local and regional
challenges. In one region, the specific example
was housing; in another, this was paid sick
leave.
• Strengthening implementation science and
knowledge mobilization, so that researchers’
work can better inform policy, planning and
advocacy.
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Example

1

“Luminary” is a new Indigenous-led
initiative to bolster a thriving Indigenous
economy. Stewarded by Indigenous
Works, and with over 150 “charter
partners,” the project is co-creating and
co-designing an Indigenous innovation
strategy and plan for Canada to
accelerate economic transformation,
employment and wellbeing. Nearly 70
postsecondary institutions have signed
on to contribute to these efforts.

CHARTER

ON ANTI-BLACK RACISM AND BLACK INCLUSION IN CANADIAN
HIGHER EDUCATION: PRINCIPLES, ACTIONS, AND ACCOUNTABILITIES

Thought Leadership and
Influence (continued)

Example

• Mobilizing collective action across multiple
institutions to combat major societal problems.
• As communities learn to work better together,
there will be an increasingly important
convening role for the university/college: as a
connector, liaison, and neutral ground for the
exchange of ideas and building of relationships
• In some regions, participants worried about
divergent views on recovery priorities, saying
that “fragmentation and competition will hold
us back” from making necessary change.
• Given that we will continue to connect in online
fora even post-pandemic, postsecondary
institutions are well-positioned to help
increase the quality and depth of digital
connections: modelling new ways of convening
online, putting intention into strong virtual
facilitation, deploying research to this topic,
and sharing out
what works.

During the National Dialogues
and Action for Inclusive Higher
Education and Communities hosted
by University of Toronto in October
2020, participants representing 60
postsecondary institutions agreed
on the need for a unified approach
to fighting structural racism. Thus, a
collective plan of action was drafted:
the Scarborough National Charter
on Anti-Black Racism and Black
Inclusion in Canadian Higher
Education: Principles, Actions,
and Accountabilities. This charter
commits signatories to actions and
accountabilities, and guides their
initiatives to confront anti-Black racism
and advance Black inclusion.

Example

In 2021, the College of the North Atlantic is launching
an Economic Immigration Ideas Lab. Thanks to CNA’s
strengths as a convenor in the region, this lab will bring together
an array of stakeholders: leaders from communities, business,
labour and post-secondary education, to collectively innovate
and incubate new approaches to recruiting and retaining
immigrants to the province.
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PHYSICAL ASSETS

Repurposing Space
Universities and colleges across the country
opened up campuses to serve as testing
centres, vaccination sites, and quarantine
hotels during the pandemic. Doing so revealed
the different ways universities and colleges
can mobilize their physical assets in service of
community, break down barriers between the
institution and its city/town, and reach out to
groups that may be underrepresented in their
faculty and student body.
As we go through the pandemic recovery
period, the need for flexible campus spaces has
become evident. How can the physical assets
of universities be repurposed as community
assets? How can physical spaces be accessible
for the community? What does a communitycentred, culturally-inclusive design and use
of universities’ physical assets look like?
• Prioritization of multi-use spaces that
can be accessed by different groups (i.e.
trainings, conferences, community meetups, etc).
• Making facilities available to local nonprofits
for meetings, organizing, convening.
• Examining underutilized building spaces
such as faculty offices, in light of the rise in
remote-work.
• Space and place play a key role in efforts
toward decolonization. Following guidance
from Indigenous communities, creating
culturally-safe and inclusive space can be a
tone-setter for other reconciliation efforts.
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Deeper Dive

For more on how to re-imagine
underutilized spaces on campus, see
report: Unlocking the Potential of
Campus Infrastructure.

Example

Mukqua Waakaa’igan, a new cultural
centre at Algoma University, models
how universities can decolonize space,
and - just as importantly - the process
of creating that space. By following
Indigenous leadership in its inception,
design, and construction, Algoma has
created a deeper and wider understanding
of ways of knowing. Mukqua Waakaa’igan
is at once a space for truth (through crosscultural learning) and for reconciliation
(through healing, ceremony, and
community). External firms hired to carry
out the architectural and construction
work must be committed to keeping
sacred community relationships and
core Indigenous values at the forefront.
They must honour the significance of
this project, support ceremony, around
its construction, and welcome a spiritual/
cultural advisor as part of the project team.

Example

Leadership on Environmental
Sustainability

Algonquin College’s Discovery,
Applied Research, and
Entrepreneurship (DARE) District
is a multidisciplinary space for faculty,
researchers, businesses and students.
DARE embeds Indigenous knowledge,
methodology, and imagery in its design,
identity, and purpose. One notable
example is its outdoor courtyard space,
Ishkodewan. Ishkodewan (meaning
“there is fire”) functions as an outdoor
classroom and place for ceremony. It is
complemented by a large Indigenous
garden that includes over 100 plant
species valued for their medicinal,
nutritional or cultural properties.

Across Canada, we heard communities emphasize
the importance of prioritizing a healthy
environment, and point out that creating a more
sustainable, lower-carbon, healthy natural environment
is a collective effort. How can a postsecondary
institution, possessing sizable physical infrastructure,
occupying large areas of land, and supporting the daily
mobility of thousands of people, take leadership in
building the environmental future depicted in Section
1?
• Setting an example by integrating sustainability
into all its operations: buildings, energy, food and
dining, grounds, purchasing, transportation, water
and waste.
• Becoming test-sites for sustainability innovations
that can be replicated and scaled into other
sectors
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FINANCIAL ASSETS

Building a more inclusive and
regenerative economic system
In each dialogue, participants highlighted
the inequities of the pre-pandemic
economy. They shared local and regional
challenges relating to accessibility and
affordability in an array of areas - from childcare
to employment to education.
Community stakeholders pointed to specific
ways that a university or college can play a role
in building a more just, equitable economy:
• Social procurement policies are emerging
at some schools, which participants
commended. Expand those and encourage
adoption by other institutions.
• Promote (in educational offerings as well
as in its own operations and procurement)
alternative business structures and ones
that have a social purpose as core to their
mission.
• Investigate incubators, accelerators and
other venture-development programming:
are these hubs doing all they can to
encourage development of non-mainstream
business models? Is access to financing
equitable and inclusive?
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Example

Capilano University launched a specialized
entrepreneurship space to support
Indigenous innovators. The Indigenous
Digital Accelerator is designed to help
Indigenous entrepreneurs build sustainable
businesses that have a positive impact in
communities.

Example

8 Canadian universities (Yukon University,
University of Manitoba, Mount Royal
University, Université de Montréal,
OCAD University, Dalhousie University,
University of Regina, Simon Fraser
University) are regional centres for the
Women Entrepreneurship Knowledge
Hub (WEKH). WEKH shares research
and resources on women entrepreneurs
in Canada, reaching more than 100,000
women entrepreneurs with the aim of
increasing their access to financing, talent,
networks and expertise.

Example

Building a more inclusive and
regenerative economic system
(continued)
In 2020, Simon Fraser University
(SFU) became the first university
to invest in the Raven Indigenous
Impact Foundation (RIIF), a B.C.based fund supporting Indigenous
entrepreneurs. This $1-million
investment is a concrete step towards
advancing economic Reconciliation
by supporting innovative, scalable
Indigenous enterprises with
measurable community benefit
streams. By investing in initiatives
like Raven, institutions help increase
entrepreneurs’ access to flexible
capital needed to scale and achieve
impact in their communities.

• Critically assess the institution’s investments and
endowment: do these reflect the institution’s
values? How could they drive greater social
impact and play a stronger role in decarbonizing
the economy?
• As large economic drivers, model ethical and
just employment practices for staff and faculty.
Become role models for other organizations.
• Given its financial and reputational assets, and
its entrepreneurship infrastructure, a college or
university can sometimes support ventures that
have high potential for social impact, but perhaps
a higher degree of risk. “De-risking” promising
ventures is valuable in the development of a
robust social enterprise ecosystem
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RESEARCH ASSETS

Deploying research in service
of communities’ post-pandemic
rebuilding needs
Communities highlighted the importance
of having more research dedicated to local
issues. Having data allows local organizations
to make evidence based decisions, directly
impacting their ability to deliver on their
missions.
It was also highlighted that universities and
colleges are uniquely positioned to be local
knowledge hubs. If the institution wants to drive
local economic and community development, it
can focus on:
• Producing research, conducting evaluation &
generating evidence to inform organizations’
practice and to shape an evidence base for
recovery post-pandemic.
• In the context of building forward out of the
pandemic, the following topics were named
frequently as key priorities for research and
community-campus engagement:
-- Housing
-- Health sciences
-- Sociological topics: race relations,
discrimination
-- Measuring and evaluating the impacts
of the pandemic; surfacing what can be
learned and applied to the future.

Example

The Thriving Regions Process at
Memorial University builds research
partnerships to help regions thrive socially
and economically, based on priorities
identified by citizens of those regions.
In the first stage of the process, research
priorities for the region are set through
a facilitated discussion with local
stakeholders. These priorities lead to a
call for Expressions of Interest from the
university community for applied research
projects. Three projects are selected, and
researchers then travel to the region to
meet with locals to collaboratively refine
the research plan. After these refined
plans are approved by a committee of local
and academics, the researchers receive
their funding to move forward, conducting
research with people in the region, for the
benefit of the region.
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Increasing Epistemological Diversity
Adding their voices to Call to Action 62 from
the Truth and Reconciliation Commission,
participants called on universities to model
interdisciplinarity, honour multiple knowledges,
and create pathways to entrench appreciation
and recognition of diverse ways of knowing.

Example

This work applied to research, and across the
institution’s operations.
• Repeated calls to diversify academic
frameworks and theories to better reflect the
makeup of Canadian society.
• Increase diversity of hiring, and develop more
mixed discipline and/or community-based
research teams.
• Dedicate funding, programming, mentorship,
or other in support of Indigenous students
building their skills and experience in
conducting research.

Yukon University and the University of
Alberta North have established a TwoEyed Seeing Research Program. This
program braids Indigenous and western
knowledge, via a series of research
activities led by a new Research Chair in
Indigenous Knowledge. The collaboration
will develop curriculum that applies
a two-eyed seeing approach to land
stewardship and sustainability; make
scientific and Indigenous knowledge
programming accessible to the public;
and provide students, researchers and
land practitioners with Indigenous
advisory support.
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EDUCATION ASSETS

Universities and colleges have an
opportunity to positively impact the
local economy and combat socioeconomic
stratification through their roles as education
providers.

Future Skills and Workforce
Development
• Increase opportunities for work-integrated
learning in local organizations to build
students’ professional networks locally.
• Offer education matched closely to regional
needs. This impacts the local economy by
increasing the likelihood that graduates will
stay in the region and integrate into the local
workforce.
• Support international students’ success,
increase their involvement in projects
relevant to the community, and incent them
to stay in the region post-graduation.
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Upskilling and re-skilling

Example

• Offer more flexible, modular opportunities for
learning, including micro-credentials and short
programs for upskilling or shifting careers in line
with labour market changes.
• Develop partnerships with other institutions
(college/university, high school/ postsecondary
“dual credit” etc.) to support learners
“laddering” their education.
• Drawing on the innovations in virtual
educational delivery brought about by the
pandemic, consider the post-pandemic period
as an opportunity to rethink educational
accessibility, and better be able to engage
students across life situations.

Laying pathways for educational
attainment and workforce
participation

Bow Valley College recently
introduced a suite of new course
offerings through a CompetencyBased Education (CBE) model. Through
this model, students beginning their
education at the college go through
an assessment to uncover skills they
already have, then receive a custom
learning pathway which will help
them acquire knowledge in the
gaps that remain.

Example

• Put greater intention toward creating pathways
to education and supporting individuals who
don’t traditionally access post-secondary.
• Focus on connecting with individuals early
in life: before they are at the age of going to
university or college.
• Collaborate with the range of stakeholders
offering career supports and guidance. In most
cases, the landscape is fractured and there is
much room for improvement so that individuals
can better see what could be next on their
journey to skills attainment and workforce
participation.
• Looking to the future, consider how youth
unemployment could rise as a consequence of
the pandemic consequence. Consider ways that
the institution can mitigate this.

Following the trailblazing work at
Vancouver Island University
and 9 institutions collectively in
Manitoba, today, there are 31
colleges and universities that offer
Post-Care Tuition Waiver Programs
to support tuition and compulsory
fees for former youth in care. Many
institutions couple these programs
with “Navigator” staff roles, whose
roles are to help the students through
every step of their postsecondary
education: from application for the
Tuition Waiver Program through to
completion of the degree.
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Developing future change-makers
• Ensure all graduates leave with a fulsome
understanding of Indigenous realities
past and present. As education providers,
universities and colleges have a major
responsibility not only to Indigenize the
curriculum and hire more Indigenous
educators, but also to consider “informal”
education such as uncovering and making
more visible the Indigenous histories of
places.
• Integrate concepts of environment and
sustainability into courses and programs
across disciplines. Doing so can attract
future students, given the importance of
these topics to this generation of learners.

Example
LETHBRIDGE COLLEGE NIITSITAPI STRATEGY

coming together
in a holistic way:
LETHBRIDGE COLLEGE NIITSITAPI STRATEGY

Lethbridge College’s Niitsitapi
Strategy: Coming Together in a
Holistic Way follows a framework
based on the Blackfoot tipi ring and
supports quality education through
reconciliation, decolonization, and
Indigenization. The Strategy makes
progress in these three areas by taking
a holistic approach: it focuses not only
on Indigenized curriculum and pedagogy,
but also on changes to governance
and community, support for Indigenous
students, research and innovation, and
the college’s collective environment
- recognizing that all five areas have
interdependent effects on one another.

Deeper Dive

See our Perspectives on Reconciliation
report for deeper analysis and more
specific actions around how universities
can move forward, informed by leaders on
reconciliation in Canadian postsecondary.
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Printable 1-page resource (Summary)

PART I: PICTURING A BETTER FUTURE
ECONOMIC
FUTURE

SOCIAL
FUTURE

ENVIRONMENTAL
FUTURE

• A more equitable model
for the economy
• Healthy workforce
participation and
opportunities for future
generations

• Social Connectedness
and Mental Health
Supports
• Reconciliation
• Inclusion

• Resilience (preparation
for future crises)
• Environment/Climate

PART 2: BUILDING A BETTER FUTURE
RELATIONAL
ASSETS

• Thought Leadership and Influence

PHYSICAL
ASSETS

• Repurposing Space
• Leadership on Environmental Sustainability

FINANCIAL
ASSETS

• Building a more inclusive and
regenerative economic system

RESEARCH
ASSETS

• Deploying research in service of communities’
post-pandemic rebuilding needs
• Increasing Epistemological Diversity

EDUCATION
ASSETS

• Future Skills and Workforce Development
• Upskilling and re-skilling
• Laying pathways for educational attainment
and workforce participation
• Developing future change-makers
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CLOSING THOUGHTS
We have all been deeply challenged by
the pandemic, and will continue to be. At
the same time, as this report details, there
is opportunity in crisis. These pages are
therefore an invitation to continue the work
of collaborative and relationship-based
community engagement. It is a snapshot of
community needs, and a call for reimagining
the depth and manner of campus–
community relationships.
Our gratitude goes to the community members in 9 regions
across Canada whose ideas are reflected in these pages, and
the institutions who so willingly and openly stepped forward
to create these open dialogues with them: Algoma University,
Brandon University, Brock University, Carleton University,
Mount Saint Vincent University, Nipissing University, University
of British Columbia, University of the Fraser Valley, and York
University.

Interested in more on this topic? See:
• “The role of Colleges and Institutes in Canada’s
Resilient Recovery” (November 2020)
• “Unlocking the Potential of Campus Infrastructure”
(August 2021)
• Perspectives on Reconciliation (January 2021)

Contact: Kelly Hodgins
khodgins@mcconnellfoundation.ca
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