Office of McMaster
the Provost University g8

| am pleased to share the External Review of McMaster Continuing Education (MCE), an
assessment undertaken by reviewers who bring rich expertise in professional and lifelong
learning. | extend thanks to them and to the many individuals from across our university and
beyond who offered their candid insights on MCE’s operations, programs, and partnerships.

The reviewers note MCE’s strong leadership, learner-focused mission, and success in delivering
flexible online offerings for learners and students. They also identify areas for enhancement,
most prominently modernizing registration systems, strengthening alignment with the
university’s strategic priorities, and exploring expanded pathways for undergraduate and
professional learners.

| expect that this external review will be especially helpful as MCE transitions to new leadership.
With the recent retirement of Dr. Lorraine Carter, we welcome Dr. Ruth Chen as Acting Director
while a search begins for a long-term replacement. The recommendations shared here offer
valuable context for MCE’s future strategic direction and should serve as a key resource for our
incoming leadership. While we look forward to building on the reviewers’ insights, we will be
consulting widely within McMaster to determine which suggestions best fit our goals and what
timelines may be feasible. This collaborative process will ensure that any changes we adopt
align both with the spirit of the review and the university’s broader mission.

| am grateful to the reviewers, to everyone across campus who met with the reviewers, and to
all those who contributed to this important process. By drawing on the feedback in this report,
we have the opportunity to enhance MCE’s role and further support our community of
learners. The Office of the Provost will continue to work closely with colleagues across the
university to ensure that future decisions on any changes are thoughtful, inclusive, and aligned
with McMaster’s broader mission. Thank you once again to all who took part in making this
review a valuable exercise for our institution.

Susan Tighe
Provost and Vice-President (Academic)
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Executive Summary

Strengths

McMaster Continuing Education (MCE) is a highly functional and learner-centric unit, characterized by
strong leadership, a dedicated and capable team, and a commitment to quality and innovation. Staff
across MCE demonstrate a clear understanding of their roles and purpose, which reflects positively on the
effectiveness of the leadership and management team. Program managers are widely praised for their
proactive support of instructors and for involving them in course updates, ensuring alignment with
learner and regulatory needs. Students consistently commend the quality of instruction, and external
partners frequently note that their experiences with MCE exceed expectations. These interested parties
unanimously emphasize the unit’s reliability, organization, and expertise, which are vital to building
strong partnerships. Instructional designers stand out for their competence and collaborative approach,
offering much-needed expertise in course and program development that is both innovative and
dependable. Subject Matter Experts (SMEs) and instructors value MCE’s project management capabilities,
describing the unit as highly organized and supportive.

The quality and reputation of MCE are further bolstered by its learner-first philosophy, robust
technological support, and strategic use of marketing resources. By leveraging online platforms such as
D2L Brightspace and Zoom, MCE extends its reach to learners across diverse geographies. External
partners and regulatory bodies also commend MCE's ability to connect and meet specialized needs with
professionalism and precision.

MCE has also established key internal partnerships with the Faculties of Humanities and Social Sciences
for the MyOWNMac Pathway and the department of Human Resources for staff training. MCE’s
Leadership Essentials programming has not only been successfully training McMaster staff for the last
decade, the program has also expanded into external partnerships with third party providers engaging
notable clients such as Walmart Canada. These attributes collectively position MCE as a vital contributor
to McMaster’s mission and an invaluable partner for lifelong learning, professional development, and
innovation.

Recommendations
This report outlines recommendations to strengthen McMaster Continuing Education (MCE) and position
it as a central hub for lifelong learning and professional development, aligned with McMaster University’s

mission and priorities. The recommendations, supported by a phased implementation plan, focus on
addressing foundational needs while enabling strategic growth and innovation.
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Key recommendations include:
Phase I

¢ Modernize Registration System (Recommendation 1.1): Upgrading MCE’s outdated PeopleSoft
system is a top priority. A modern, user-friendly system will streamline operations, enhance user
experiences, and support key initiatives like the Micro-Credential Hub. This upgrade will enable
mobile device adaptability, scalability, efficiency, and seamless registration and student
conversion. It will also mitigate risks related to payment transactions and refunds.

e Leadership Elevation and Integration (Recommendation 2.1): Elevate MCE'’s leadership to a
Decanal role with direct reporting to the Provost & VP Academic. This change will enhance MCE's
visibility, foster collaboration with faculties, and better align MCE with McMaster’s governance
structure.

* Relocation to Main Campus (Recommendation 2.2): Relocating MCE to the main campus will
strengthen connections with the university community, and enhance collaboration with faculties,
students, and administrative units. It will also release under-utilized space that the university can
repurpose.

e Enhance Established Pathways (Recommendation 3.1): MCE has solid pathways to academic
studies with the MyOWNMac and ElevateYourSkills programs. Revitalizing MyOWNMac to
include additional faculty streams and streamline prior learning review and credit recognition is
highly recommended. Addressing financial barriers for ElevateYourSkills and enhancing its
promotions and outreach to untapped markets could enhance enrollment.

e Expand Business Development Position to Full-time (Recommendation 4.1): MCE currently has
a part-time Business Development role. A full-time business development lead will expand MCE’s
capacity to build partnerships, align initiatives with institutional goals, and enhance its impact in
the competitive corporate training and professional development market.

Phase I1I

o Assess Work Efficiencies Post-System Improvements (Recommendation 5.1): Current
registration system limitations have led to repetitive workflows and manual processes. Need to
evaluate staff workloads and manual processes post system improvements to optimize operations
and support growth. Leveraging technologies like generative Al and cross-training will improve
efficiency, reduce administrative tasks, and enhance flexibility during peak periods.

o Creation of a Micro-Credential Hub (Recommendation 6.1): MCE should be McMaster’s hub for
microcredentials. A project manager should oversee implementation, ensuring alignment with
institutional priorities. Collaboration with the Registrar’s Office, clear program prioritization, and
revenue-sharing agreements will be key to scaling offerings and advancing workforce readiness.

e Improve MAC-MCE Program Partnership and Collaboration (Recommendation 7.1): Strengthen
collaboration between MCE and McMaster to enhance pathways to degree programs and embed
in-demand skills into curricula. This could also include Work Integrated Learning (WIL) which
MCE has been successfully leveraging with third-party provider Riipen. MCE can support
continuing professional development (CPD) for professional programs while fostering strategic
alignment with McMaster’s goals.

Phase II1

o Expand External Program Partnerships (Recommendation 8.1): Develop partnerships with
businesses, industries, and governments to amplify McMaster’s reach and foster innovation. The
full-time business development position will continue to strengthen relationships and align
initiatives with institutional priorities, enhancing McMaster’s role as a leader in lifelong learning.
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¢ Expand Custom Corporate Education and Training (Recommendation 8.2): Differentiate MCE’s
corporate training model by adopting innovative branding that leverages McMaster’s institutional
history and reputation with its current “Leadership Essentials” programming. Rebranding this
programming as Talent Innovation and Skills Development as opposed to ‘Corporate Training’
would be more current terminology. This initiative will focus on positioning a range of short-cycle
skilling programs for all stages of career development, addressing workforce needs and fostering
long-term partnerships.

e Development of an Updated MCE Strategic Plan (Recommendation 9.1): With MCE's current
strategic plan expiring in 2026, a new plan aligned with McMaster’s leadership transitions and
institutional goals is essential. This will position MCE as a leader in lifelong learning, driving
innovation, accessibility, and collaboration across Canada.
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1. Introduction

The landscape of higher education is undergoing a profound transformation. Modernity in its many forms
compels institutions to reconsider the traditional model of higher education, embracing a broader mission
that serves both traditional and non-traditional learners. This shift demands an integrated and inclusive
higher education ecosystem that transcends outdated binaries, meeting the complex and evolving goals of
today’s learners.

Modern learners represent a diverse cohort with varied aspirations. Some are pursuing degree or
postgraduate programs, seeking flexibility to enhance their learning experience without extending their
timelines. Others aim to advance professionally through upskilling or reskilling, while many engage in
learning for personal enrichment. Increasingly, these learners expect universities to offer a multitude of
options—modular learning, stackable credentials, and opportunities for interdisciplinary exploration—
that add value to their educational and professional journeys. At a time when learning opportunities
proliferate outside traditional university walls, institutions must offer responsive and flexible pathways to
retain engagement and demonstrate relevance.

If universities are to respond effectively to these evolving learner needs, a shift is required in how work,
services, and expertise are distributed across the halls of academia. Greater collaboration is essential to
extend the mission of the university, particularly as many institutions face fiscal constraints. Efforts to
reduce redundancy and centralize key activities are critical in this context. This challenge underscores the
pivotal role university continuing education units play, as evidenced in the UK, EU, US, and increasingly
in Canada. For decades, these units have been at the forefront of offering lifelong education that leverages
technology and alternative credentialing to maximize reach and impact. Where cross-collaboration with
the more traditional arms of universities has thrived, continuing education units have retained their core
mission while strategically contributing to the university’s broader goals. By serving as vital hubs for
flexibility and innovation, these units complement traditional academic programs and enrich the
educational ecosystem through shared expertise and aligned priorities. Such initiatives require scaling
efforts within the unit. In other words, achieving more with similar human resources necessitates a critical
assessment of current operations.

One of the central themes of the 2024 review of McMaster Continuing Education (MCE) is how best to
position MCE to sustain its strengths while strategically enhancing lifelong learning opportunities across
the campus and community. This report presents the review committee's findings, highlighting MCE’s
achievements, identifying areas for growth, and proposing phased recommendations. Each phase includes
critical contingencies and emphasizes the need for context-sensitive implementation, acknowledging the
dynamic environment shaped by the transition to new university leadership and evolving institutional
priorities.

In offering these recommendations, the review committee has sought to integrate flexibility and foresight.

The aim is to provide a roadmap that supports adaptive and collaborative decision-making, enabling MCE
and McMaster University to thrive in their shared mission of inclusive and innovative education.
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2. Mission and Mandate

MCE’s 2021-2026 strategic plan, Forging New Futures, was developed and launched during the pandemic.
Despite navigating an uncertain landscape, the planning process engaged staff and management in
reflecting on the previous plan, while shaping a new mission, mandate, and strategic priorities. The plan
is structured around four pillars: people, programs, processes and infrastructure, and partnerships and
community. While the mission and mandate statements are publicly available on the MCE website, the
full strategic plan is an internal document. Each pillar contains a list of priorities, objectives and action
steps. Some priorities were identified for immediate implementation in 2021-2022 while others are longer-
term aspirations. The priorities reflected align closely with those of other Continuing Education (CE) units
across Canada, affirming MCE’s dedication to its mission. It’s clear that MCE is actively fulfilling this
mandate, as demonstrated by numerous programs, internal and external partnerships and initiatives that
demonstrate innovation, collaboration and investment in structural improvements, e.g. new website,
microcredentials, Riipen and SkillsWave partnerships. With only a couple of years remaining in the plan,
it is important to update it regularly with adjusted timelines.

MCE’s vision and mission statements underscore its dedication to community well-being and social
health, aligning with McMaster University’s institutional priorities and its Statement on Building an
Inclusive Community with a Shared Purpose. The Anti-Black Racism and Critical Race course, developed
in collaboration with Health Sciences, exemplifies McMaster's commitment to fostering inclusion and
decolonization. Through partnerships with campus stakeholders, MCE delivers impactful programs that
can be implemented both on campus and externally.

By offering flexible online learning experiences, MCE inherently champions access, serving learners who
might otherwise face barriers in achieving their educational aspirations. Its course design process is
particularly impressive, adhering to best practices in digital pedagogy, Universal Design for Learning
(UDL), and accessibility standards.

A critical question for the university is how MCE integrates into McMaster’s broader strategic priorities.
The current A Brighter World: Institutional Priorities and Strategic Framework 2021-2024 acknowledges
lifelong learning in its mission statement: “We inspire critical thinking, personal growth, and a passion for
lifelong learning” (p. 4). Yet, the strategic framework does not reference continuing education. There are
multiple references to McMaster’s six faculties, MCE is notably absent.

Like many continuing education units, MCE exists on the periphery of the university’s ecosystem. There
is a general sense of disconnect between MCE and academic faculties, a sentiment echoed by Deans, MCE
staff, and some university administrators. While those who regularly engage with MCE recognize and
appreciate the high quality of their work, many university leaders lack a clear understanding of what
MCE does and how they might work better together. This highlights the need for mechanisms that will
foster better alignment, collaboration, and mutual understanding across the university.

Breaking down silos requires a structured approach that establishes opportunities for regular interaction
and fosters mutual support. Currently, the MCE leader holds the title of Director and reports to the Vice-
Provost, Teaching and Learning, while primarily engaging with Associate Deans from various faculties.
While this structure has facilitated functional communication, it falls short of enabling MCE to participate
in strategic conversations that shape the university’s broader goals. This lack of direct engagement with
senior leadership can reinforce misconceptions about MCE'’s role and its value, with some faculties
perceiving it as a competitor rather than a collaborator.

To bridge the gap, the MCE Director should be re-assigned as a Dean and included in Deans’ meetings

and have opportunities to regularly engage with other senior leaders, including the Provost. This is quite
common in comparable universities across Canada. Agendas should allocate time for regular updates and
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meaningful discussions on strategic lifelong learning initiatives such as microcredentials. Such a structure
not only enhances understanding of the unit’s work but also fosters a culture of collaboration.

For McMaster to truly embrace a unified, integrated vision that advances its commitment to lifelong
learning, now is the time to act. The recent appointment of Dr. Susan Tighe as president (October 24, 2024)
and the strategic plan refresh underway present a unique opportunity for senior leaders to define MCE’s
role within the greater campus. At a time when many university leaders are bracing for further budget
cuts, Dr. Tighe has indicated that McMaster is in a good fiscal position and has the capacity to diversify
their programs.

Given MCE’s leadership in building out workflows and infrastructure for microcredentials, the pilot
initiative to appoint MCE as the main centralized body for microcredentials is a promising step towards
enhanced campus-wide collaboration and program expansion. However, its success depends on
establishing clear governance, roles, accountabilities, budgets, and communication including processes for
navigating inevitable conflicts. McMaster's Certificates, Diplomas, and Microcredentials Policy, along with
the coordinating committee for approvals, provides a foundation for this effort.

As microcredentials expand, it will be crucial to discuss and clearly define market segments amongst all
areas that deliver short-cycle programs to prevent duplication and internal competition. Programs offered
by MCE, DeGroote Executive Education, Continuing Professional Development, and the Inspire Office
cater to distinct audiences, but regular communication is essential to maintain these distinctions and
prevent overlap. Without proper coordination, the risk of duplication and market oversaturation with
competing programs under the McMaster name could lead to confusion among prospective learners.

Centralizing and streamlining registration and administrative services within MCE would ensure a
consistent learner experience and position the university to scale for growth. This would also help clarify
the value proposition that MCE provides to faculties and other units. By addressing the silos between
MCE and academic faculties, McMaster can position itself as a leader in lifelong learning and foster
greater collaboration across its academic community. This is largely because most universities have a
fragmented infrastructure with regards to the Continuing Education and academic operations. For this to
work well, McMaster needs to be strategic and intentional on this front.

3. Teaching and Academic Programs

Continuing education (CE) units across Canada are unified in their mission to serve adult learners, yet
their program offerings vary widely depending on the unique needs of their regions and institutional
contexts. Broadly, these offerings can be categorized as follows:

e Professional continuing education (upskilling / reskilling academic programs)

o Academic programs of study leading to a credential (micro-certificates, certificates,
diplomas); assessed learning.
o Professional or corporate training workshops and seminars; not assessed.

e Community personal interest or lifelong learning courses and workshops; not assessed

e DPreparatory and access programs which may include upgrading in academic and study skills for
undergraduate or graduate programs, e.g. math, science.

e English language programs ranging from short-term (3-4 weeks) to semester-long and year-long
programs. These are usually non-credit unless they are part of a pathway to university program;
assessed.

e Online learning in some universities is centralized and operated through CE to support
development and delivery of all university online courses, both credit and non-credit.

e Youth programming is offered by some CE units in specialized areas such as summer camps,
music conservatories or dual credit streams for high school students.
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Every CE needs at least one or more bigger revenue generating program areas to sustain the infrastructure
and operations needed for the entire unit, and a diversified portfolio mix. MCE has strategically
prioritized high-quality online professional programs (both academic and non-academic) with more
limited offerings of community lifelong learning courses. This focus has allowed MCE to remain flexible
and adaptable, particularly during the pandemic, where it achieved record enrollments, and grew its
market reach and revenues.

MCE'’s certificate and diploma programs serve as the cornerstone of its operations, ensuring sustainability.
These programs target strategic, high-demand areas in the labour market, including business, health and
social services, marketing and communications, as well as technology and data, making them a prudent
focus for continued growth. MCE'’s healthcare programming and outreach stands out as a notable area of
success, reflecting the unit’s ability to respond to pressing workforce needs and societal challenges.

MCE employs an agile approach to program development, revision, and discontinuation, enabling them
to be responsive to industry demands by regularly updating/revising curriculum. MCE's programs are
distinguished by their emphasis on quality, blending academic rigor with practical, applied learning. This
dedication to instructional excellence is evident in the positive feedback shared by instructors, learners,
and partners during the site visit.

Professional programs generate revenue enabling the delivery of its community programs. These
programs engage local audiences on timely topics, such as Trump Talks, or address pressing social needs.
While these programs are expected to break even financially, their true value lies beyond monetary
measures. They enhance the university’s reputation and provide a vital platform for meaningful
engagement with local communities. MCE extends the mission and values of the university by fostering
these connections and initiatives.

From a long-term planning and risk perspective, McMaster needs to be conscious that the online
professional learning space is increasingly competitive, with private providers like Coursera, Udemy,
LinkedIn Learning, and edX dominating the market. While universities retain an edge in public
perception regarding the value of credentials, this advantage is not guaranteed. MCE benefits from
McMaster’s strong brand and its commitment to quality and academically rigorous programs. However,
improvements to IT systems, particularly in streamlining registration and payment processes, are
necessary to remain competitive.

A promising growth area for MCE lies in its online professional development training workshops. These
learning opportunities are particularly attractive to small- and medium-sized enterprises looking to
upskill their employees while working within limited budgets for in-house or external training.
Customized corporate training also offers significant revenue potential; however, much of the demand is
centered in the GTA, where McMaster competes with the University of Toronto, Toronto Metropolitan
University, and York University. MCE has achieved some success through its offerings on D2L’s
SkillsWave platform and can explore additional online platforms and partnerships to broaden its reach
and impact.

During the site visit, reviewers gained valuable insights into a range of innovative programs that
exemplify MCE’s ability to leverage diverse opportunities and resources across campus to create
meaningful, impactful initiatives. Examples include the Anti-Black Racism and Critical Race course, which
underscores the university's commitment to addressing systemic inequities, the Caregiver Essentials
program which is addressing a knowledge gap in healthcare, and the the Faculty of Engineering Leadership
Program, designed to support new and emerging leaders in navigating their roles with confidence and
effectiveness. The feedback on these programs was overwhelmingly positive and partners commented
repeatedly that they would not have had the ability to deliver this level of impact without MCE’s
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expertise. Such initiatives stand out as models that can inspire similar efforts across other departments
and institutions.

The Essentials Leadership series that MCE has developed in partnership with McMaster’s Human
Resources department is a brilliant collaboration and testament to how MCE fits in McMaster’s ecosystem.
The mentorship and succession planning that MCE provides is a model that all universities should adopt.
MCE's expansion to offer this programming to Walmart Canada through SkillsWave has been very
lucrative and is another area for possible for expansion.

The MyOWNMac is another program with potential to expand the market and reach new audiences.
During the review, it became evident that while this program provides a valuable pathway for learners
seeking to complete a three-year undergraduate degree in a flexible manner that recognizes prior formal
learning, it is currently struggling to sustain enrolments. To address this challenge, it is recommended that
MCE assess the feasibility of incorporating additional faculty streams, where applicable. While we
acknowledge that this may be more difficult for highly prescribed degree programs, a similar laddering
approach—integrating shorter certificates that build into an undergraduate degree—could be a viable
option. Furthermore, exploring the potential to offer part-time professional credentials from MCE that can
later transition into a degree program warrants further consideration.

ElevateYourSkills is an innovative program that highlights McMaster's agility and forward-thinking
approach. This initiative enables undergraduate students to use their elective courses to earn a career
certificate or diploma alongside their degree, ensuring students graduate with the professional skills
needed for career readiness. However, a notable challenge is that students must pay for these courses
upfront, as they are not eligible for OSAP funding. Advocating for OSAP eligibility or launching a
fundraising campaign could help make this opportunity more accessible. Additionally, promoting the
program early in students” academic journeys is crucial, including incorporating on-campus advertising
and regular campus communications to increase awareness.

Both program pathways illustrate how MCE and faculties can leverage their strengths to create additional
access points for professional learners and undergraduate students. Implementing curriculum mapping to
identify entry and exit points, along with mechanisms to standardize credit recognition—such as block
transfer agreements—would benefit all. Currently, these processes are cumbersome and manual.
Streamlining and structuring these efforts would not only improve efficiency but also free up resources for
other initiatives.

While MCE’s focus on online delivery is a significant strength, it limits opportunities for international
programming as post-graduate work permit (PWGP) eligible certificates or diplomas stipulate that 50%
of the program must be delivered in-person. While this may not be a priority in the current context, as
Immigration, Refugees and Citizenship Canada (IRCC) policies stabilize, MCE’s diploma programs could
become attractive options for international learners seeking pathways to immigrate to Canada.

MCE has undertaken some initiatives with Indigenous leaders, such as recognizing the achievements of
Indigenous youth and offering bursaries, but there is more work to be done to decolonize the curriculum
and advance reconciliation efforts. Examples of actions MCE could take include building partnerships
with local Indigenous communities and Indigenous-led businesses, hiring Indigenous professionals as
instructors, integrating Indigenous knowledge and content into the curriculum, and adopting a decolonial
framework during curriculum review. As a central point for quality assurance, the online development
team plays a key role and should incorporate processes aligned with a decolonial perspective.
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4. Research and Scholarly Activities

Dr. Lorraine Carter has noted that she and her leadership team have published scholarly, research articles
and publications. Continuing education units are not typically involved in research; however, they can
play a vital role in knowledge mobilization by offering research-inspired educational programs. As CE
units move from the periphery to a more central role within universities, there is an opportunity to
include them in research grants, leveraging their expertise in designing and delivering effective adult
learning programs. This integration not only enhances the value of CE within universities but also
strengthens MCE’s competitive advantage over colleges and private education providers. A prime
example is the Caregiving Essentials program, developed by MCE in collaboration with the McMaster
Institute for Research on Aging (MIRA) and THRIVE Group. This program, funded by McMaster Alumni
Office, the Ontario Ministry of Seniors Affairs and the Regional Geriatric Programs of Ontario,
demonstrates the potential for CE units to translate research into impactful learning experiences.

5. Leadership and Administration

Under Dr. Carter's leadership, MCE’s current organizational structure has proven effective. The
leadership team has strong, collaborative relationships and overall, there is a healthy work culture of
teamwork that supports a flexible remote work structure.

MCE is organized into three key areas: Marketing and Enrollment, Program and Online Development,
and Finance and Operations. The in-house marketing team is critical to MCE’s success, providing
expertise in effectively reaching professional audiences. Some continuing education units in Canada do
not have their own internal marketing teams and have to rely on centralized university marketing
services. While coordinating with central services is important, it is vital that MCE maintain its own
dedicated marketing unit. The enrollment management responsibilities, while somewhat unique, adds a
valuable perspective to the department overall.

The Program and Online Development unit is responsible for developing and delivering academic
programs. This team is known for its well-developed processes and exceptional project management
skills, earning praise from instructors, industry partners, and academic collaborators.

While the Finance and Operations team seems very effective, it seems understaffed, due to the significant
amount of manual processing required for business operations and systems. However, pending technical
improvements to MCE’s CRM and registration system have the potential to alleviate these pain points. As
systems are modernized, this is an opportune time to introduce Al tools that may improve efficiencies and
allow the MCE management team to optimize staff talent where needed most. This unit would also
benefit from increased cross-training among roles to enhance operational flexibility and coverage, and
ensure continuity of service to students.

Job titles within MCE should be re-evaluated to better align with other university academic portfolios and
enhance its integration within the broader university. As previously noted, the top leadership role should
be repositioned as a Dean with direct reporting to the Provost, VP Academic. This change would position
MCE's leader as an academic peer to other deans, ensuring the role garners the same level of respect and
authority. Further, including the MCE leader in Deans' meetings would open critical communication
channels, foster collaboration, and reduce perceptions of competition between MCE and faculty
programs—a concern expressed by several Deans.

Accordingly, renaming Assistant Directors as Directors would elevate these roles, providing parity with
similar campus positions and granting them access to strategic meetings with their relevant faculty
peers. These adjustments to job titles would not only elevate MCE’s profile but also strengthen its ability
to collaborate effectively across campus and contribute meaningfully to strategic initiatives.
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MCE currently has a part-time business development officer in place to reach out to industry and establish
partnerships. Networking and relationship building requires time and consistency. It is recommended
that this position be made full-time in order to build out an intentional and sustainable strategy for
training and development with external partners. A commitment to this area requires the resources and
personnel in order for it to be successful.

6. Resources
6.1 IT systems

Enhancing IT systems is an urgent priority to remain competitive and meet the needs of modern learners.
Prospective learners cannot register using mobile devices, a significant limitation given modern
expectation for accessibility and convenience. To register for a course, a new learner has to select the
course and add it to the cart, set up a McMaster ID, answer questions about their employment, education
and learning plan, and then pay for the course. It is at this end point where they may also discover the
course is full. Even when using a home computer, the process is cumbersome and overly complex,
resulting in an alarmingly high cart abandonment rate of approximately 70%. This figure is significantly
higher than industry norms and represents a substantial loss of potential learners.

Competitors in the continuing education space have adopted registration platforms tailored to their
specific needs, offering seamless, user-friendly experiences for learners. Currently, MCE's registration
process falls short of these benchmarks.

“CE must remain flexible in its registration system. By allowing for non-semester intakes, such as continuous
intake, and offering self-paced online courses, you can cater to the growing demand for just-in-time learning. Today’s
learners are increasingly looking for educational opportunities that fit seamlessly into their lives, and your programs
must adapt to this trend to remain competitive.” — MCE Industry Partner

The limitations of the current system extend beyond user experience, imposing substantial inefficiencies
on MCE’s operations. Staff in finance and operations have highlighted that the processes for refunds and
account set-ups are highly manual. Tasks that should be automated, such as applying discounts for
corporate or government partners, must be handled manually. This not only burdens staff with
unnecessary administrative work but also increases the risk of errors, which require additional time and
resources to address. These inefficiencies divert attention from strategic initiatives and innovation,
hampering MCE's ability to grow and adapt in a competitive landscape. Without a robust IT solution,
MCE will face significant challenges in scaling and further diversifying its business.

While the possibility of adopting a standalone registration platform was explored and ultimately rejected,
the review team emphasizes that maximizing the potential of PeopleSoft is both a practical and necessary
solution. Recognizing the urgency of this issue, MCE has allocated funding to support the registration
system upgrade. These funds can be utilized to hire consultants and additional staff as needed to ensure
the project’s successful implementation. This investment is critical to securing prioritization from
university IT and central support teams, ensuring that the upgrade is completed without delays or
complications. Importantly, an operationalized registration system would not only bring value to MCE
but also serve as a strategic asset for other university-wide initiatives, such as supporting a micro-
credential hub and streamlining processes across departments.
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6.2 Budget

The reviewers did not have access to detailed financials; however, it appears that MCE is in a good
budgetary position. MCE allocates 4.5% of its net revenue to central finance. This is a consistent annual
allocation that does not deplete resources for MCE to invest in program development or departmental
enhancements.T. MCE is designated as an “ancillary’ yet offers for-credit and non-credit programming.
Where being an ancillary may work from a budget and autonomy perspective, this positions MCE as a
service to faculties rather than a collaborator. It also limits access to centralized student support services.
Typically, faculty Deans are unaware of the operational costs to run programs at MCE and often
perceive their fee structure as higher than expected. Indeed, discussions around partnership opportunities
often become challenging when addressing budgets, costs and revenue sharing. Faculties may
underestimate the costs associated with marketing, delivering, and administering programs, as these
services are typically covered centrally by the university. While MCE has established clear processes and
systems to support initiatives like microcredentials, not all academic units require or value the full suite of
services they offer. Greater transparency of MCE’s operational costs and an attractive revenue share
model could assist with any miscommunication that perhaps has discouraged partnerships.

As MCE expands its partnerships with internal units and plays a lead role in microcredentials, it is
recommended to develop a flexible menu of pricing or revenue-sharing options. This approach can help
ensure profit-sharing arrangements that are equitable and provide a clear return on investment for all
parties involved.

As was previously noted, MCE is in a good budgetary position and has the capacity to invest in system
advancements as well as staffing that would significantly improve their operations. They have dedicated a
substantial budget to their IT needs to address the much needed customization to their CRM and
registration system. Resources have also been dedicated to a part-time Business Development Officer to
expand their industry training and partnerships.

6.3 Location

Given that all MCE programs are now offered online, the need for a large physical space has diminished.
Staff work remotely four days a week, coming into the office only once weekly for team meetings. Staff
productivity remains high, and management has observed no decline in service levels. While the
downtown location provides visibility through signage, it offers limited benefit to the local community or
the McMaster campus.

The physical distance from the main campus significantly limits opportunities for MCE to connect with
other departments and build meaningful relationships. This separation restricts collaboration and reduces
MCE's visibility within the university community. Dr. Carter, MCE's leader, has excelled in fostering
connections with academic colleagues across the university. However, systemic change cannot depend
solely on individual efforts. Historically positioned on the periphery of the university, MCE now needs to
move closer to the center to strengthen its integration. Staff have expressed feelings of disconnect and
exclusion, citing limited involvement in campus events and broader university initiatives. Greater
physical proximity among teams is essential to breaking down silos and fostering an environment where
collaboration, inclusion, and innovation can naturally thrive.

It is recommended that MCE have a physical presence on the main campus. Relocating MCE back to the

main campus would signal its value as an essential partner in McMaster’s efforts to expand
microcredentials and other non-traditional learning programs.
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7. Phased Recommendations and Concluding Remark

This report presents findings and recommendations that aim to strengthen MCE in alignment with its
mission to serve diverse learners while contributing strategically to McMaster University’s broader goals.
The recommendations are specifically focused on MCE and reflect its unique role as a central hub for
lifelong learning and professional development. They are designed to support MCE'’s ongoing evolution
within the dynamic landscape of higher education, emphasizing its capacity for innovation, collaboration,
and operational excellence.

The pending transition in senior leadership at McMaster University provides a critical framework to guide
changes and enhancements to the mission and mandate of MCE. This moment of institutional reflection
offers an opportunity to strategically position MCE for the future, leveraging its strengths and addressing
challenges to ensure its continued relevance and impact. Given the interconnected nature of the
recommendations (see Figure 1), the review team proposes a phased implementation approach. This
structured framework emphasizes dependencies among initiatives, ensuring that foundational changes
are established before pursuing broader enhancements. The phased approach also incorporates flexibility,
allowing for adjustments based on the evolving strategic direction of the university and MCE’s
operational priorities.

It is important to note that the phased recommendations (Phases I, I, and IIT) do not imply that all stated
recommendations need to be considered or completed within a fixed timeframe. For instance, more
complex recommendations, such as relocating MCE to the main campus, may take longer to realize due to
constraints like space allocation. However, initiating the process of considering such recommendations
early in Phase I will be critical to their eventual implementation. Conversely, other recommendations,
such as improving and modernizing the registration system, will need to be prioritized and completed
promptly, as these foundational improvements will enable the successful realization of subsequent
recommendations.
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PHASE I: LAYING THE FOUNDATIONS FOR STRATEGIC GROWTH

The recommendations in Phase I represent essential foundational changes that are critical for MCE’s
success. These core initiatives address immediate operational challenges while enhancing the unit’s
strategic position and functionality. By focusing on updates to the registration system and processes,
alongside leadership and governance improvements, Phase I establishes the structural and strategic
groundwork necessary to support subsequent recommendations. Prioritizing these actions ensures that
MCE is equipped to operate efficiently, foster collaboration, and align more effectively with McMaster’s
broader institutional goals.

RECOMMENDATION 1: SYSTEM IMPROVEMENTS AND OPTIMIZATION:

R1.1 - Modernize Registration System: Based on the findings of the self-study report and the in-person
interviews conducted during the review, the most critical recommendation—and the one with the most
significant causal impact on subsequent recommendations—concerns the urgent need to prioritize and
fully support the upgrade of MCE’s PeopleSoft registration system. MCE cannot properly efficiently or
profitably operate without this update to their system. An upgraded system will enable MCE to build and
sustain deeper partnerships with external stakeholders, including corporations, industries, and
government entities, by offering seamless registration experiences and tailored functionalities like partner-
specific discounts. These enhancements will send a clear signal of MCE’s commitment to innovation and
excellence, reinforcing its reputation as a leader in lifelong learning. The ripple effects of such an upgrade
will be transformative, extending beyond operational improvements to elevate MCE’s strategic role within
the university and beyond. By embracing this critical step, MCE will not only meet the immediate needs of
its learners and stakeholders but also streamline its operations.

RECOMMENDATION 2: ENHANCE THE STRATEGIC POSITION OF MCE WITHIN MAC

In an era where universities must extend their reach and amplify their impact through innovative and
transformative educational offerings, McMaster Continuing Education (MCE) stands as a critical partner
in advancing lifelong learning and broadening access to education. As the institution navigates financial
pressures and the imperative to do more with less without compromising quality, the importance of
strategically leveraging shared expertise across units has never been greater. MCE, with its proven ability
to deliver high-quality programs to diverse learners and extend McMaster’s reputation into new
audiences, is well-positioned to play a more central role within the university ecosystem. A recurring
theme from our discussions with senior leaders is the desire for increased collaboration and the
recognition of MCE'’s potential as a partner in achieving institutional goals. However, for this potential to
be fully realized, MCE must address two critical barriers: its physical location and its integration into the
university’s decision-making and leadership structures.

R2.1 - Change Leadership Structures to Maximize MCE’s Potential: To fully harness MCE's potential and
amplify its contributions to McMaster University’s mission, it is essential to reevaluate and elevate its
leadership role within the university’s governance structure. The current designation of MCE’s top
leadership as “Director” should be reconsidered in favor of the title “Dean,” reflecting practices at
comparable institutions across Canada. This reclassification would elevate the role to an academic
leadership level, ensuring that MCE's leader is regarded as an equal peer among the university’s Deans.

Additionally, the MCE leader should report directly to the Provost, Vice President (Academic), and be
included in Deans’ meetings. This structural shift would open vital communication channels, foster
deeper collaboration, and address concerns expressed by several Deans about perceived competition
between MCE and faculty programs. Embedding MCE’s leadership more firmly within McMaster’s
governance framework would underscore the university’s commitment to lifelong learning, innovation,
and collaboration, while enhancing MCE'’s capacity to contribute strategically to institutional goals.
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Adopting this governance model would also align MCE with national best practices, reinforcing its
strategic importance. Furthermore, it would enable the development of a comprehensive communication
plan that highlights MCE'’s mission, achievements, and value as a collaborative partner within McMaster.
This plan should aim to dispel misconceptions about MCE's role, fostering alignment with other faculties
and units. By integrating this communication effort into MCE’s strategic plan, McMaster can ensure that
the unit’s future direction is well-defined and closely tied to broader institutional priorities.

R2.2 - Build Bridges: MCE’s Strategic Relocation to Main Campus: The current downtown Hamilton location,
while once strategically beneficial, now poses significant challenges. Staff have expressed concerns about
the site’s physical separation from the main campus isolates MCE from the broader university
community. This isolation limits the visibility of MCE’s contributions and its ability to engage with
faculty, staff, and students in meaningful ways.

Relocating MCE to the main campus would address these issues and provide a stronger foundation for
integration. With MCE’s operational model largely centered on online programming and remote work, the
physical space required on campus would be minimal. Flexible office arrangements, such as hoteling
workstations, could accommodate staff while ensuring a physical presence that fosters collaboration,
increases visibility to students, and strengthens ties with the university community.

Recommendation 3 - ENHANCE PROGRAM PATHWAYS

R3.1 - Enhance MyOWNMac and ElevateYourSkills programs: To bolster the reach and impact of
MyOWNMac, MCE could tailor the program to address the needs of specific learner groups, including
professionals seeking career transitions, adult learners returning to education, and those with prior
learning experiences that could be leveraged for degree pathways. Expanding outreach to
underrepresented or specialized groups, such as military personnel, skilled trades workers, and
internationally trained professionals, could help increase participation and engagement. However,
MyOWNMac has been neglected in recent years. MCE should prioritize internal advocacy and
engagement with academic leaders to highlight MyOWNMac’s unique value as a bridge between
continuing education and traditional degree pathways.

ElevateYourSkills, on the other hand, is highly promoted and has significant potential to prepare students
for career readiness. However, financial barriers currently limit access to the program, as students must
pay for courses upfront without eligibility for OSAP funding. Advocating for OSAP eligibility or
launching targeted fundraising efforts could help make the program more accessible to a broader range of
students. Additionally, promoting ElevateYourSkills early in students’ academic journeys is critical. This
can be achieved through increased on-campus advertising, integration into first-year orientation sessions,
and regular communications via student-focused platforms to enhance awareness and participation.

It is also worth noting that there are concerns among Deans and faculty members that ElevateYourSkills
may compete with traditional academic offerings. Addressing these perceptions through intentional
conversations with Deans and articulating the program's complementary role within the university
ecosystem is vital.

Both programs face challenges related to manual processes for recognizing transfer credits, which are
cumbersome and limit scalability. MCE and McMaster should collaborate to create curriculum mapping
tools that standardize and streamline credit recognition. Automating these processes would provide
students with a more seamless experience while freeing up staff resources for other strategic initiatives.
These improvements would not only enhance the operational efficiency of MyOWNMac and
ElevateYourSkills but also elevate their strategic importance as pathways for lifelong learning and
professional development.
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Recommendation 4 - ADDITION OF STRATEGIC POSITION

R4.1 - Hire a full-time Business Development position: The review team recommends that MCE establish a
full-time business development position to strategically advance its capacity for fostering external
partnerships and identifying new opportunities that align with the unit’s and the university’s mission.
Currently, MCE relies on a part-time contracted position to explore business development opportunities,
primarily with external partners and through initiatives such as roundtable discussions with internal and
external experts. While these efforts have been valuable, a full-time position is essential to fully realize the
potential of these initiatives. Experience from other units with dedicated business development leads
demonstrates that developing meaningful external relationships, identifying aligned opportunities, and
fostering collaborations requires significant time, strategic focus, and expertise. A full-time business
development professional would provide the consistency and capacity needed to cultivate these
relationships effectively.

This position would be instrumental in ideating and supporting new program development, enhancing
existing offerings, and providing critical insights that inform MCE’s strategic direction. Additionally, it
would enable MCE to better engage in multifaceted collaborations that benefit both the unit and the
broader university.

PHASE II: STRENGTHEN STRUCTURES AND INTERNAL COLLABORATION

The second phase of the recommendations focuses on refining MCE’s operational structures to build on
the foundational changes from Phase I. While no major structural overhauls are required, targeted
adjustments will enhance efficiency and alignment with broader institutional goals. This phase also
prioritizes centralizing university processes, with MCE leveraging its upgraded registration system to
serve as a Hub for microcredentials and alternative credentials. Finally, Phase II initiates efforts to deepen
strategic collaboration across the university, fostering partnerships that amplify MCE's role in advancing
McMaster’s mission.

RECOMMENDATION 5: ENHANCE OPERATIONAL EFFICIENCIES

R5.1 - Assess work efficiencies - post system improvements: To optimize operational effectiveness and support
sustainable growth, MCE should conduct a comprehensive assessment of staff workloads in relation to
the specific tasks that define individual roles. This evaluation is particularly critical given the extensive
manual processes currently required for key operations, including transitioning non-credit to credit
recognition, managing enrolments, applying differential fees (e.g., discounts), and other administrative
activities. These time-intensive tasks not only consume valuable staff resources but also constrain MCE's
capacity to pursue new strategic initiatives. As one staff member aptly noted, “We need to operate less
like an incandescent light bulb and more like an LED light”—becoming more efficient, targeted, and
resource-conscious.

As legacy operations are streamlined through system enhancements and new strategic initiatives are
introduced, MCE should adopt a proactive approach to continuously assess and refine its processes.
Leveraging emerging technologies, such as generative Al, could significantly reduce manual workloads,
improve service delivery, and allow staff to focus on higher-value tasks that align with strategic priorities.

Additionally, as emphasized by many stakeholders during the review, cross-training staff is essential to
building operational resilience. Cross-functional training would enable staff working in adjacent areas,
such as instructor and student support roles, to share overlapping responsibilities, ensuring smooth
operations, flexibility in resource allocation, and the ability to maintain service continuity during periods
of increased demand or staffing transitions.
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RECOMMENDATION 6: CENTRALIZE PROCESSES

R6.1 - Creation of a microcredential HUB: For MCE to effectively operate as McMaster University’s hub for
alternative credentials and microcredentials, significant enhancements are required to its registration
system and CRM infrastructure. While MCE has secured dedicated funding for upgrades, further
investment by the central university is critical to fully realize this initiative's potential. Appointing a
project manager to lead the implementation of the hub is essential to ensuring the project’s success.

Stakeholders across faculties and administrative units have raised concerns about decentralized systems
and processes for delivering microcredentials. A key barrier is the lack of time, resources, and experience
in developing and managing these programs. Additionally, current administrative processes—designed
for degree offerings—often require extensive modification or patching to accommodate alternative
credentials, creating inefficiencies and deterring engagement.

To address these challenges, MCE must enhance its program prioritization processes to assess and align
with its internal capacity. This will require a robust mechanism for evaluating staff workloads,
operational limits, and resource allocation to ensure MCE can support strategic initiatives effectively.
Concurrently, strategic lines of communication must be established between MCE, faculties, and
administrative units to ensure coordination and alignment with institutional priorities. The Provost’s
Office will play a vital role in identifying university-wide priorities on an annual basis, which can then be
incorporated into MCE’s workflows once its internal capacity is clearly defined.

Strategic initiatives to centralize and streamline the administration of microcredentials must also be
prioritized. MCE is well-positioned to guide faculties in the business and program development and
delivery of microcredentials, leveraging its expertise to reduce the burden on individual units. Also,
collaboration with the Registrar’s Office will be vital to ensure alignment with existing credit recognition
and program policies, safeguarding academic integrity and functionality. Moreover, an assessment of
faculty needs and curriculum mapping will be essential to establish consistent, scalable approaches to
program design and delivery.

Finally, a clear and transparent revenue and partnership agreement between MCE and faculties must be
developed. For the hub to function effectively, this is critical. Many Deans expressed uncertainty
regarding the costs and time required to develop micro-credential programs, highlighting the need for
explicit agreements that outline revenue-sharing models, partnership expectations, and the resource
commitments necessary to support program success.

By addressing these structural and operational barriers, enhancing prioritization and communication

processes, and formalizing revenue-sharing agreements, MCE can position itself as the central hub for
microcredentials, advancing McMaster’s goals for innovation, lifelong learning, and workforce readiness.

RECOMMENDATION 7: ENHANCE MAC PARTNERSHIPS & COLLABORATION

R7.1 - Improve MAC-MCE program partnership and collaboration: A key theme identified during the review
was the need to strengthen collaboration between McMaster University and MCE to enhance outcomes for
existing students and prospective learners seeking pathways to degree programs. This partnership
represents an opportunity to integrate MCE’s expertise in lifelong learning with the university’s broader
mission of fostering academic excellence and societal impact.

Internal collaboration should focus on creating and expanding opportunities for current students to
develop in-demand skills that complement their degree programs. These efforts could include embedding
professional and applied learning experiences into undergraduate and graduate curricula, equipping
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students with practical competencies that align with labour market demands. For prospective students,
particularly adult learners or those transitioning from professional settings, collaboration should center on
developing seamless pathways to degree programs through initiatives like MyOWNMac and similar
offerings.

MCE is also well-positioned to support professional programs that require regulated continuing
professional development (CPD). By partnering with these units, MCE can enhance CPD delivery,
ensuring that offerings remain aligned with industry standards while supporting the professional growth
of learners. The Essentials Leadership program that MCE offers in collaboration with HR is a great
example of what MCE can accomplish.

To realize these goals, MCE and McMaster must work closely to establish strategic initiatives that align
with institutional priorities. This includes appointing a dedicated business development professional to
identify and develop partnership opportunities that enhance pathways to degrees and skills-focused
programming for current and prospective students. A modernized, fully functional registration system is
also critical to providing seamless administrative support and ensuring that learners, faculties, and
external partners can engage with these programs effectively.

PHASE III: EXPAND IMPACT THROUGH EXTERNAL PARTNERSHIPS

The third and final phase of the recommendations focuses on enhancing MCE's external partnerships and
developing a robust corporate training portfolio, potentially branded as Skills Innovation and Development.
This phase will position MCE as a leader in professional and workforce development, creating new
pathways to engage with businesses, industries, and government entities. Alongside these external-facing
initiatives, this phase also provides the opportunity to redefine MCE’s mission, mandate, and strategic
direction, ensuring alignment with the evolving needs of learners and stakeholders. By building on the
successes of the first two phases, Phase III sets the stage for MCE to solidify its role as a dynamic, forward-
thinking hub for lifelong learning and professional development.

RECOMMENDATION 8: ENHANCE EXTERNAL PARTNERSHIPS , COLLABORATION &
PROFILE

R8.1 - Expand external program partnership: To strengthen McMaster University’s presence and impact
within the community and beyond, MCE must prioritize the development and enhancement of external
partnerships with businesses, industries, governments, and organizations. These partnerships represent
an essential avenue for expanding McMaster’s reach, fostering innovation, and aligning with the
university’s mission and strategic priorities. MCE’s Leadership Essentials series provides a great base of
content to offer external partner.

A dedicated full-time business development position will be crucial in driving this initiative. This role
will focus on building and nurturing external relationships, advocating a "McMaster-first" approach to
engagement that aligns MCE’s efforts with institutional goals. The business development position will
work not only to identify and pursue opportunities that benefit MCE but also to collaborate with faculties
and other university units to scale and enhance external partnerships.

By fostering strong alignment with McMaster’s mission and priorities, MCE's efforts can:

o Create Synergistic Opportunities: Leverage MCE’s expertise in adult learning to offer innovative
programming that addresses the needs of external partners while supporting the university’s
broader objectives.
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e Enhance Collaboration Across Units: Work in partnership with faculties and other university
divisions to design and deliver programs that serve mutual interests and avoid duplication of
effort.

e Expand McMaster’s Influence and Impact: Position McMaster as a leader in lifelong learning,
workforce development, and knowledge mobilization by delivering programs that meet the
evolving demands of the local, national, and global landscape. Offer greater promotion of MCE’s
Essentials Leadership program.

As part of these efforts, MCE should pursue opportunities to co-create programs with external
stakeholders, tapping into MCE’s deep expertise in program design and delivery while also promoting
McMaster’s brand and academic excellence. The development of frameworks and agreements to
streamline collaboration across university units and with external partners will further ensure the success
of these initiatives. By expanding external partnerships strategically and collaboratively, MCE can
contribute to McMaster’s ambition of becoming a central force for economic, educational, and social
advancement in Hamilton, Ontario, and beyond.

R8.2 - Expand custom corporate education and training model for businesses, industry and government: One of
the guiding questions posed during this review was: “How might MCE increase its footprint in the corporate
training sector?” It is important to acknowledge that competition in the Hamilton region—and beyond—
from private businesses and other institutions in this space is intense. Therefore, the key question is not
simply how MCE can expand in this area, but how it can differentiate itself from competitors.

The first step in answering this question is rethinking branding and positioning. The term “corporate
training” is increasingly viewed as outdated, often evoking associations with traditional C-suite programs.
While such offerings remain relevant, the current environment demands a broader focus. Industry,
business, and even government are now prioritizing upskilling and reskilling mid-career professionals.
This shift is driven by the rapid transformation of occupational skills and business models in response to
the disruptive impact of Al and other technological advancements. The need for continuous talent and
skill enhancement is becoming as critical as the ability to attract highly qualified individuals.

To respond to this reality, MCE, in collaboration with McMaster University, could adopt a more targeted
and innovative approach by branding its initiatives under a name that signals its forward-thinking
mission—such as “Talent Innovation and Skills Hub.” Whether through a new name or through distinct
actions, such an approach would convey MCE’s commitment to addressing the evolving workforce needs
of external partners, while clearly differentiating its role from that of other university units, such as the
DeGroote School of Business, which may continue to focus on traditional executive training. While areas
of overlap between units may exist, a strategically enhanced MCE would help reduce ambiguity and intra-
competition while fostering greater collaboration and opportunities for growth.

Additionally, the nature and outcomes of corporate training should be carefully distinguished from
formal partnerships that lead to credentials. Corporate training generally emphasizes short-cycle learning,
such as workshops or intensives conducted over a weekend or similar timeframe, without necessarily
resulting in a formal qualification. In contrast, formal partnerships with businesses, industries, or
government often lead to recognized credentials, including microcredentials, certificates, or diplomas, and
typically require a longer-term commitment. Importantly, corporate training and formal partnerships can
create a positive feedback loop. In other units with well-developed external partnerships and corporate
training models, one initiative often leads to another. For example, a corporate training opportunity might
evolve into a long-term formal partnership, or vice versa, creating sustained and mutually beneficial
relationships.

To effectively enhance its corporate training model, MCE must conduct a thorough assessment of its
internal capacities, including staffing, infrastructure, and operational processes. By leveraging McMaster’s
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reputation, aligning its efforts with industry trends, and adopting a fresh, targeted approach to corporate
training, MCE can position itself as a leader in workforce development, creating lasting value for its
partners while reinforcing McMaster’s broader mission of societal impact.

RECOMMENDATION 9: UPDATE STRATEGIC PLAN

R9.1 - Updated Strategic Plan for MCE: MCE’s current strategic plan is set to expire in 2026. The timing
aligns with several transformative changes at McMaster, including the arrival of a new President, Provost,
and leadership for MCE. These transitions, combined with the recommendations outlined in this report,
create a pivotal opportunity to craft a renewed mission and mandate for the unit. This new strategic plan
will not only position MCE to help McMaster grow and remain relevant in a rapidly changing educational
landscape but will also leverage the unit’s extensive experience and expertise to enhance lifelong learning
opportunities. By doing so, MCE can significantly expand its impact—benefiting the residents of Hamilton
and advancing the university’s commitment to supporting learners across Canada. This forward-thinking
strategic vision will ensure that MCE continues to be a leader in lifelong learning, driving innovation,
accessibility, and collaboration at the local, national, and global scales.

Special Consideration

While not a formal recommendation, the following point is offered as a critical consideration for future
planning. At a time when institutions are striving to enhance mobility and the recognition of learning
across national and international contexts, consistency in terminology is vital. Most universities in
Canada, the UK, the EU, Southeast Asia, Australia, and the United States classify the breadth of their
offerings under the broad categories of credit and non-credit. While this classification is not without its
limitations, it provides a standardized framework for assessing qualifications globally.

Conversely, the adoption of terms like academic and non-academic by some institutions has introduced
challenges. These terms often lack clarity and can create confusion when articulating the value and
purpose of non-academic courses or programs. More importantly, for students and external partners, the
term non-academic may carry unintended value judgments. Within an institution renowned for its
academic excellence and contributions to knowledge transfer, the label non-academic risks being perceived
as less worthy.

Given these considerations, we suggest that as the university and its MCE advance toward a future state,
it would be worthwhile to reevaluate the terminology used to describe courses and programs. Thoughtful
reflection on these terms could help ensure alignment with institutional values, reinforce the inclusivity of
offerings, and uphold the university’s reputation for delivering high-quality education in all its forms.
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Figure 1. Summary of the MCE review recommendations. Recommendations are organized into three phases (I, 11,
and III) with their interdependencies and relative prioritization illustrated. Phase I focuses on building foundational
capacities, including system modernization, leadership enhancements, program improvements, and key position
hires. Phase II emphasizes internal operational efficiencies and university-focused enhancements, such as workflow
optimization, staff cross-training, and the creation of the Micro-Credential Hub to centralize processes. Phase III
prioritizes external strategic initiatives, including expanding partnerships and launching a Talent and Skills Innovation
Hub, culminating in the development of a new MCE Strategic Plan. The upper section of the figure visualizes the time
to initiate or implement each recommendation (horizontal axis) and the relative effort required (vertical axis), with
higher placement indicating greater effort. The relative "effort" is intended to provide guidance from the review team
on the approximate scale of effort needed to realize these recommendations.
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Brief comment on the importance of lifelong learning

Lifelong learning represents a philosophical perspective that emphasizes the agency individuals possess
in their own educational journeys and the corresponding responsibilities of society—particularly
universities—in providing the structures and opportunities to support this learning. It is a dynamic and
transformative process, embodying the idea that learning is not merely a noun, a static outcome, but a
verb—an active, continuous endeavor. Lifelong learning cannot be confined to leisurely pursuits or
personal enrichment alone; it is a comprehensive framework that encompasses all dimensions of
education, from formal to informal, and at all levels, including primary, secondary, and post-secondary
institutions.

As articulated by Sir Julian Huxley (younger brother to Aldous Huxley) the United Nations Educational,
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) first Director-General, lifelong learning transcends
traditional boundaries to include the structured education offered by universities, positioning it as a
unifying concept for all forms of learning. In this sense, lifelong learning is fundamental to the
transformative impact of higher education and central to the mission of democratizing access to
educational opportunities. It serves as an umbrella term that captures the entirety of what is provided to
learners—whether degree-credit or non-degree-credit programs—ensuring that education remains
inclusive, adaptive, and accessible throughout one’s life. By embracing this ethos, universities like
McMasters reaffirm their commitment to fostering a society where education is both a right and a lifelong
pursuit.

7.1 Concluding Remarks

Since its modest inception in April 1887 in Toronto, with its first students arriving in 1890, McMaster
University’s mission has always been to extend the transformative power of higher education to its
community and beyond. From its extramural courses in the early 20th century—allowing working adults
to complete a Bachelor of Arts on a part-time basis—to its affiliation with the Workers' Education
Association (WEA), McMaster was pioneering flexible pathways and workforce-enhancing education long
before these terms became part of the broader educational lexicon. This ethos of "extension" education was
formalized with the creation of the Department of University Extension in 1942, which was later
rebranded in 1968 as the Department of Continuing Education.

As McLean (2023) notes in Democratizing Access to Higher Education: The Extension Era at McMaster
University, the term continuing education was widely adopted by many institutions to reflect "the delivery
of programs of study explicitly oriented towards working-class students and industrial occupations."
These historical foundations reveal a truth that resonates deeply with McMaster’s present and future: the
work of MCE is not peripheral to the university’s identity—it is central to it. As the review team’s
observations and recommendations emphasize, MCE embodies the university’s values, priorities, and
dedication to democratizing access to education, which have been integral to its mission for over a
century.

In today’s rapidly shifting educational landscape, this mission is more critical than ever. As the
introduction to this report highlights, the modern learner is diverse and dynamic, demanding flexible,
modular, and innovative pathways to meet their evolving goals. MCE’s role as a vital hub of lifelong
learning, interdisciplinary exploration, and professional upskilling positions it as an essential driver of
McMaster’s broader goals. By continuing to build on its legacy while embracing strategic enhancements,
MCE has the opportunity to lead the university in shaping a responsive, inclusive, and collaborative
education ecosystem.

The review committee’s recommendations aim to honor this rich history while providing a forward-
looking roadmap. They are designed to ensure MCE’s continued contributions to McMaster’s broader
mission, not only as a steward of lifelong learning but also as a strategic partner in fostering innovation
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and inclusivity across the campus and community. By scaling its efforts and fostering deeper
collaboration, MCE can sustain its tradition of impact while charting a course for greater relevance and
reach in the future.

McMaster’s history teaches us that embracing change and innovation while staying true to core values has
always been the path to progress. In this spirit, MCE stands poised to reaffirm its critical role in
democratizing education and enriching lives, ensuring that McMaster University continues to be a beacon
of transformative learning for all.
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