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“No data, no problem… no solution”

Key issue:  not just getting more people into PSE, but 
equity of access for groups facing systemic barriers

Very basic questions:

1) What data do we need
a. To understand current patterns

b. To support effective policy and program development

2) What data do we have now?

1) What’s getting in the way?



Policy needs

At the system level:

• Clear descriptive data: who is going where

• Clearer understanding of key influences on access, and 

key barriers

• Greater capacity to track impact of policy/program 

changes



Implications for data: wish list

• Linked data

• between K-12 and post-secondary, 

• Between student-level data and programs levels

• Longitudinal – to understand change and causation

• Demographic information– based on consent

• Comparable across institutions and sectors

• Routinely available to researchers

• Ideally, resources need to be in place to support analysis on 

the part of users

• Supplemented with in-depth, multi-method research on key 

groups, and experimental research on key interventions



Equity of access

Equality rights are minimum requirements for equity

Ontario Human Rights Code – prohibits discrimination on 

the basis of key ‘grounds’:

“race, ancestry, place of origin, colour, ethnic origin, citizenship, 

creed, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, 

age, marital status, family status or disability.”

Discrimination can be direct, but more often systemic –

unintended, arising out of routine institutional practices.  



Data is essential to challenge systemic 

discrimination in education

“Data collection is necessary for effectively monitoring 

discrimination, identifying and removing systemic barriers, 

ameliorating historical disadvantage and promoting 

substantive equality” 

– Ontario Human Rights Commission Race Policy 

Guidelines



Truth and Reconciliation Commission

Calls to action (2015)

• Government and Aboriginal governments develop a joint 

strategy to close educational and employment gaps 

between Aboriginal Canadians and others

• Annual reports on educational attainment of Aboriginal 

relative to non-Aboriginal Canadians 



Current practice falls short of Human 

Rights Requirement

• Data on indigenous identity collected K-12 on the basis of 

informed consent – actively stripped by MAESD

• CBC study last month: 63 of 76 Canadian Universities 

could not answer questions about racial demographics

• All Ontario universities use NSSE which includes demographic 

information on a representative sample of students, but these 

public institutions do not share this information with the public –

“proprietary”

• Initiatives underway at Ryerson and University of Toronto to start to 

collect and report on demographic info



Does privacy limit our progress?

Freedom of Information and Protection of Privacy Act

• Creates a presumption that information generated by 

public institutions should be public.

• Exempts “personal information” from that presumption

“information relating to the education or the medical, psychiatric, 

psychological, criminal, or employment history of the individual…”



Ontario Education Number

• Randomly generated 8-digit number designed to 

depersonalize student-level records.  

• Follows students from entry into school system 

throughout PSE

• Potentially allows longitudinal tracking of key student 

experiences and outcomes

• K-12 – enrolment, achievement, attendance, course choices and 

special education needs, indigenous identity 

• PSE – applications, program-level enrolment, full- or part-time 

status, year of study, graduation, registration between institutions.  

No student financial assistance.

• K-12 and PSE – limited linkages



OEN and privacy

• Education Act and the Ministry of Training, Colleges, and 

Universities Act -- OEN be treated as private information, 

• Exceptions:  Since 2010/2014 -- Minister and specified 

others may “collect, use or disclose or require the 

production of Ontario education numbers for purposes 

related to education administration, funding, planning or 

research.”

• But currently – research access to this anonymized data 

discretionary, rare and exceptional / case by case



Privacy: Overstated barrier

Significant Canadian / Ontario examples where data –

including demographic data -- has been collected and 

linked to provide significant insights

• Toronto District School Board’s student census and longitudinal 

cohort studies – plus Gateway Cities project

• British Columbia – routine access to data linkages – able to track, 

e.g., growing success of indigenous students; how college students 

doing in university; impact of access programs

• Institute for Clinical and Evaluation Studies – individual-level 

health data in 85 databases, with active program of data analysis to 

support users and researchers – “link once, use often” – some 

demographics



Leveraging data for equity of access

• No conflict in fact between Human Rights law and Privacy 

protections

• Biggest barriers – culture and politics

• As researchers and data users, need to strengthen the case for 

how better data can serve policy, institutions and ultimately, 

students



Challenges for equity seekers, 

researchers and educational institutions

• Equity advocates in education have avoided language of 

equality and discrimination – a strategy which has limited 

the political salience of human rights law 

• For researchers: challenge to develop and spread 

understanding about potential of research to improve

outcomes – identify key indicators and turn data into 

useful tools

• For educational institutions: ask hard questions about 

what’s working, & where there are barriers; seek out 

comparative insights



Questions or discussion:

Kelly Gallagher-Mackay

Kgallaghermackay@wlu.ca

mailto:Kgallaghermackay@wlu.ca

