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Our Project 

 Higher education participation and 
attainment in urban areas: Challenges 
and Responses in four regions 
 
(A preliminary study leading to a larger project) 
 



Why focus on urban areas? 

 Around half the world’s population lives in 
urban areas 
 

 Experience – complex issues, difficult 
problems, entrenched disadvantage.  
 

 Considerable education provision 
 
 



Source: Oxford Health Association 

Urbanisation 



What we did 

 Case studies of Amsterdam (Randstad), 
Chicago, Merseyside and Toronto 
 
◦ Looking at education participation and 
attainment in their historical, social, political 
and economic context 

 
 Environmental scans of higher education 

in Kenya, South Africa, South Korea  





Our four urban regions have some 
common characteristics  

 Areas of disadvantage / advantage 
 Income disparities 
 High levels of population diversity 
 Clustering of minorities 
 Uneven provision of services 
 Uneven quality of services  
 Ageing populations? 
 Substantial and growing education provision 

but also education participation and 
achievement gaps. 
 



Differences from place to place 

Reflect local context:  
 

e.g. in population diversity: 
 
 Amsterdam – waves of immigration from 

former colonies, more recent arrivals from 
Turkey, Morocco, Suriname 

 Chicago –Hispanic, Black, European, Asian 
 Merseyside – oldest Chinese and Black 

communities, large Irish heritage population 
 Toronto – half population born outside 

Canada 
 



Education issues 

Similarities in education participation and 
achievement gaps: 
 Between younger and older people 
 Between immigrant/refugee and other people 
 Between some minority groups and other 

people 
 Between low income and other people 

 
 Concerns about quality of teaching and 

learning, poor outcomes and PSE enrolment 
 
 
 

 



Gender? 

 Male under-representation and poorer achievement -  
in 4 cities and South Africa 
 young working class and/or Black males 

(Merseyside, Toronto),  
 Black and Hispanic males (Chicago)  
 Francophone males (Toronto) 
 Some immigrant males (Amsterdam)  
◦ Improvements, but still gaps (and some gaps have 

widened) 
 

 Women and girls 
◦ Dropping out in Kenya  
◦ Participation difficulties in parts of South Africa  
◦ Migrant women in Amsterdam  
◦ Labour market difficulties in South Korea 



Why education gaps? 

 Common factors, e.g.: 
Financial barriers, lack of social capital, low 
aspirations, inadequate advice and 
guidance, encouragement and support, non-
completion school or low results, conflicting 
responsibilities…. 

 
 Local factors, e.g.:  

Sub group cultures, local labour markets, 
relations between universities and local 
communities, the quality of schooling, 
streaming, HE/FE systems… 



Responding: Who? 

 Governments 
 Schools and teachers 
 Universities and colleges 
 Civil society organisations 
 Business and industry, enterprises and 

employers 
 Families and individuals 

 
 



Responding: how? 

 Established WP type initiatives 
◦ Outreach, summer schools, taster activities, access 

and bridging programs, tailored programs 
 

 Strengthening 
◦ CSO engagement  
◦ Partnerships/collaborations 

 
 Emerging 
◦ Holistic (Wrap-around) support  
◦ WP Strategies with a focus on young children 



FOCUS ON THE ROLE OF 
GOVERNMENTS : Chicago 



 Different countries, different powers at 
different levels: 
 
◦ E.g. HE policy-making: 
 
 Centralised in Netherlands and UK 
 De-centralised  in U.S and Canada 
 

 
◦ ?  Does this affect the capacity to respond 
to HE issues within an urban area? 
◦   

Governments 



Education policies affecting the 4 
urban areas: common features 

◦ Objectives are both social and economic: 
 Social cohesion, inclusion, equality 
 Knowledge and skills for the economy 
(national/state/local) 
 

◦ Cycles of ‘boom and bust’ in priorities and 
funding – e.g. WP policies/initiatives 
 
◦ Concerns about quality and outcomes of 
schooling 



Chicago – National Context 

 Limited federal role in education based on civil 
rights, national economic goals. Data gathering, 
financial support, funding for special programs.  

 Waves of reform since 1980s report ‘A nation at 
risk’.  

 No Child Left Behind Act – reforms to reduce 
number of children living in poverty and to 
address educational disadvantage  

 HE sector growing, participation rising, under-
representation among Blacks and Hispanics 
declining. 

 National Institute for Urban School Improvement 
 
 
 
 
 



Chicago – Local Context 

 3rd largest city in U.S. 
 Centre of manufacturing and distribution, 

education and culture 
 Diverse population 
 Run down /industrial/ residential areas + 

urban renewal projects 
 Poverty higher than national average 
 17% of population live below poverty line 
 Educational attainment below national 

average 
 Unemployment above national average 
 Crime concentrated in disadvantaged areas 

 
 



Chicago – Local Context 2 

 Mayor-Council form of government 
 Many CSO’s working in city to ‘improve 

life chances and educational 
opportunities, e.g. : 
 
◦ The Illinois College Access Network 
◦ The Consortium on Chicago Public School 
Research (CCSR)   
 

 In 1980s Chicago’s school system was 
described as ‘the worst in the nation’. 



Education Reform: Chicago Style 

 Three waves of reform from 1988: 
1. Decentralisation – schools given control 

of budgets 
2. Mayor took control of education from 

state. Accountability – new measures 
imposed 

3. Diversification and evidence-based 
practice  - District wide theory of 
change model (from 2002) 



District wide theory of change 

 
 Aim: To Graduate all Students (so that they 

are) Prepared for Success in Postsecondary 
Education 
 

 Driven by key CPS demographics, e.g.: 
◦ 85.2 % of students were in low-income families  
◦ 14.1% were English limited proficient 
◦ 86.45% attendance rate for high schools 
◦ 12.6% of students had a disability  
◦ 9,182 students were homeless 
 
 



District-Wide Theory of Change Model 
Past State 
Reacting 
Organization by personality 
Resource allocation by 
negotiation 
Central office as command 
and control 
Data overload and confusion 
People = Jobs 
 
Manage based on one-size 
fits all 
Risk averse, status quo 
culture 

 
Planning 
Organization by strategy 
Resources allocated by policy 
and need 
Central office as support and 
service center 
Data-driven decision making 
People = most important 
asset 
Differentiated oversight based 
on need 
Performance and 
accountability culture 

A Change of Thinking 



Some Elements 

 Diversification – new schools 
 Outcome and progress measures 
 Data: Building and using the evidence 

base 
 Aspiration-raising, academic enrichment 
 Tailored programs: e.g. AVID, GEAR UP 
 School/College/University Collaborations 
 Involvement of urban community 

 
 



Lessons include 

 Gains in postsecondary participation can 
be achieved when it becomes the district-
wide goal and all outcome measures 
contribute to this basic mission. 

 Collecting and conducting a close analysis 
of demographic and other descriptive data 
about students is an important step in 
understanding and developing a risk 
profile and then targeted practices to 
support the students success. 
 



 The range of environmental or structural 
issues in the urban community at large 
must be taken into consideration, such as 
economic and/or cultural challenges  
 

 The multiple stakeholders in the urban 
community must be convened and 
facilitated to work together to support 
students and their families  



Chicago - outcomes 

 High school graduations up 
 College enrolments up – especially males 
 Academic scores up 
 College enrolments up among all racial 

and ethnic groups 
 

 But many gaps remain and some have 
grown 



Focus on Community Service 
Organisations: Toronto 



Toronto: The National Context 

 No national government department of 
education. 

 Canada has second-highest number of post-
secondary educated citizens per capita.  

 Ageing population: labour market 
implications 

 A gap of 20 percentage points between the 
PSE participation rates of the highest and 
lowest income quartiles. 

 Indigenous population – younger and more 
disadvantaged. 



Toronto: The State of Ontario 

 Provincial governments responsible for 
education. 
 

 In 2009, provincial and territorial ministers of 
education announced a joint framework, 
Learn Canada 2020, which sets out a vision 
of Quality Lifelong Learning Opportunities for 
All Canadians. It has 4 ‘pillars’:   
 

1. Early Childhood Learning and Development 
2. Elementary to High School Systems 
3. Post secondary education (PSE) 
4. Adult Learning and Skills Development 



Toronto: Ontario 

 2000 – 2010 Ontario governments 
commissioned studies of education and post-
secondary education leading to reforms. 
 

 Increased public investments 
 Improved access and facilities 
 New accountability measures 
 Increased financial support for students 

 
 Initial focus on under-represented groups 

then shift to retention 



Ontario’s Student Access 
Guarantee 

 
 
Lack of financial support programs shall not 
prevent any qualified Ontario student from 
attending publicly-assisted colleges and 
universities  



CSO engagement 

 Pathways to Education - a charity that 
provides community-based academic, 
social and financial supports to youth 
 

 Creation of Canadian Post-Secondary 
Education Partnership (involving the Y) -
exploring ideas for a community-based 
approach to improving access to post-
secondary studies 
 
 



CSO Engagement 

The United Way of Greater Toronto (UWGT) 
Community of Practice on Youth Educational 
Attainment Partnerships  
1. To mobilise the community to share best 

practice and build collaboration to 
strengthen education outcomes. 

 
The Learning Partnership – Change your 
Future  
 a not-for-profit volunteer-based organization 

operating educational programs aimed at 
different groups.  



Some Lessons 

 Governments reforms have created an 
environment in which the contributions of 
CSOs can flourish. 
 

 CSOs – a great resource. Can provide 
much extra effort. Can provide additional 
programs that fill gaps or meet special 
needs. 
 

 The CSO role is inadequately documented 
and recognised. 
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