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Canadians for a Modern Industrial Strategy
(CMIS) 

CMIS BRINGS TOGETHER people from labour, business and the 

community who believe our economic success and social well-being 

depend on adopting a proactive industrial strategy that: 

•	 Recognizes governments have an essential coordinating and 

enabling role to play in the economy.

•	 Is a true partnership involving government, labour, business, 

community, academic institutions and other stakeholders.

•	 Reduces inequality by creating good jobs and putting people 

and nature at the heart of the economy.

•	 Goes beyond the sterile debate between “high tech” and 

“smokestack” industries and provides the tools different 

sectors need to be a vibrant part of a modern economy.

•	 Puts long-term needs ahead of short-term considerations.

Our activities include:
•	 Providing a forum for discussion of what should be part of a 

modern industrial strategy.

•	 Conducting research and analysis of public policy issues 

related to a modern industrial strategy.

•	 Providing access to research and information.

•	 Advocacy with government and in public forums for adop-

tion of a modern industrial strategy.

CMIS is a partner organization of the  

Canadian Labour Institute for Social and Economic Fairness (CLI). 

Both CMIS and CLI gratefully acknowledge the support of  

NUPGE Canada.
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INTRODUCTION

Canadians for a Modern industrial strategy (CMis) brings together 
people from labour, business, and the community who believe our 
economic success and social well-being depend on adopting a pro-
active industrial strategy. We want everyone who is concerned about 
the future, about jobs, about nature, and about education, to have a 
meaningful voice in deciding what the world of tomorrow looks like. 
a future that is not only rich, but rich in equality; where no one is 
left behind.

CMis believes that when education treats people as whole people—
not just as resources for the economy—it can be a great equalizer in 
society. With fair access to quality public education, people are better 
able to pursue career goals and achieve a higher standard of living. 
Education can therefore reduce income inequality. However, educa-
tion enhances equality in many other ways too. When people learn, 
they empower themselves to better understand who they are and 
how to achieve their own goals. it is empowering to the self and to 
one’s community.      

This note recognizes the shared objectives and actions of the inter-
national indigenous (RPL) Collective and CMis. We both understand 
that RPL has the capacity to develop critical consciousness. it can 
help to recognize previous learning and bridge the gap between cur-
rent learning and future goals. RPL empowers people and communi-
ties, as education should. 

a second objective of this note is to recognize that RPL is a good idea, 
but is still in the early stages of broad acceptance in society and aca-
demic institutions. When good ideas are not fully embraced, there is 
normally a reason.  Here, it is argued that the major reason RPL is not 
better recognized is because the dominant view of education is stuck 
in the past. Education, particularly post-secondary education, is too 
often seen as a tool for feeding the needs of labour markets. From 
this point of view education is sold as a product in a formal class-
room. Because of this, governments and post-secondary institutions 
are reluctant to recognize prior learning. 
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The eCONOmIC vIew Of eDUCaTION

Who is a learner and why should people learn?  There is no one an-
swer; people’s reasons are diverse. However, most governments and 
policy makers do not see learning from the perspective of the learner 
or her motives.  From their point of view learning is about making 
more money and making sure business has the human capital it 
wants or needs. Changing this mindset—more likely fighting it—is 
not easy. That is in part because it is routed in a now decades-long 
economic perspective, which strictly identifies who learners are, why 
they learn, and why it matters. 

The economic view of education
in economic thought, people are often understood to be individuals 
who want to make more money. Groups, identities, and history have 
little meaning. The learner is only motivated by the desire to get a 
better job to make more money (Troschitz, 2017a). so, education to 
a learner is nothing more than a product that they can buy to fulfill 
that individual purpose. They buy this product from a university or 
college which is interested in selling it to as many people as possible, 
often for as high a price as possible.  

The government’s role in education, according to this view, is to 
ensure that businesses have a large enough pool of workers. so, they 
concern themselves with making sure universities and colleges pro-
duce the right tools (workers) to supply business needs now and into 
the future (Troschitz, 2017a). This is a glib view of people and learn-
ing, but unfortunately motivates governments and post-secondary 
institutions alike.

a relatively recent report on the subject by the federal government 
highlights the problem. it recognizes that with changing demograph-
ics there will be significant shortages in skills necessary to support 
the economy. Recognition of previous learning does play a role in 
their outlook. Unfortunately, it is motivated by nothing other than 
filling business’ needs. it therefore looks only to obvious and formal 
accreditation as potential solutions. Primarily the focus is on recog-
nition of foreign, interprovincial, and interinstitutional credentials 
(“Labour and skills shortages in Canada”, 2012). This trend does not 
appear to be improving. For example, the Premiers of Ontario and 
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alberta have both adopted an “open for business” mantra. it is hard 
to imagine they see education and training other than through an 
economic lens.

To the extent that indigenous education is specifically addressed, 
indigenous skills and Employment Training offers programs for indi-
viduals who are interested in pursuing greater education. However, a 
recent audit shows that the program is not meeting its targets (audi-
tor General of Canada, 2018). a more comprehensive view of educa-
tion and learning would likely generate better learning outcomes.

Universities and colleges also take a rather closed view of learning. 
This is particularly true of universities. Universities measure them-
selves based on what they consider to be the quality of the education 
they deliver (Belanger & Mount, 1998). They are reluctant to even 
acknowledge transfer credits from other universities. not surpris-
ingly, they take a skeptical view of previous learning, particularly 
non-course-based learning. This is not the result of an inability to 
evaluate other learning, such as portfolio based RPL, because some 
universities have already developed such practices (e.g. athabasca). 

somewhat ironically, despite purported concerns about quality, they 
also measure their performance in terms of how many students can 
be furnished with paper qualifications to open desirable career-doors 
(Reeves, 1988). This has raised concerns about how they and their 
students see the education that is being offered. in this context, the 
student as customer is said to be a client waiting to passively receive 
an education, or more aptly to get a quick education fix (McMillan 
& Cheney, 1996). They wanted adequate certification and references 
to be advantaged in getting a job (McCulloch, 2009).  Perhaps even as 
far as having the right to get a degree because they bought it (Bailey, 
2000). 

Consequences
Education primarily understood in this manner has not been par-
ticularly effective at meeting the needs of leaners or the economy. 
Labour shortages currently exist and projections suggest that these 
shortages will grow (“Labour and skills shortages in Canada”, 2012). 
There appears to be consequences to understanding education as a 
product to be purchased and offered exclusively in a classroom. For 
one, it fails to recognize that significant learning occurs outside the 
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classroom. as a commodity to be purchased from educational insti-
tutions, it is not hard to imagine that they would be reluctant to rec-
ognize learning that comes from elsewhere. ironically, the solution to 
labour shortages actually lies in understanding learning in a broader 
sense. 

    

BROaDeR vIews Of eDUCaTION

it may not be surprising, but the economic view replaced much 
broader and more inclusive views of learning.  Through the 1960s 
and 70s, the dominant view of education was liberal and social. The 
liberal idea focussed around concepts of truth, learning, tradition, 
criticality culture, and moral growth. The societal view focussed on 
equality, justice, and the people (Troschitz, 2017b). neither stipulated 
that personal desires for better jobs or meeting economic needs were 
wrong, just that they are not the only reasons to learn. 

When the purpose of learning is more broadly understood, what con-
stitutes learning broadens as well. Knowles developed a theory of an-
dragogy which conceptualizes the learner in a completely different 
way. Rather than a passive consumer sitting in a classroom, Knowles’ 
learner is the center of the education process. This adult learner is 
self-directed, accumulates a reservoir of experience on which new 
learning can be based, is motivated by the needs of her social role, is 
a problem centered learner, and is motivated internally from a per-
sonal desire to learn (Knowles, 1984).  

From this broader perspective, the learner and her multiple motiva-
tions to learn are much better understood. Learning can be a means 
of developing critical consciousness, developing a sense of deeper 
identity, and of course empowering oneself to improve her standard 
of living. 
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The CaNaDIaN LaBOUR INsTITUTe aND 
CaNaDIaNs fOR a mODeRN INDUsTRIaL 
sTRaTegy

Building on a long history of respect and recognition of learning in 
its many forms, the CMis envisions a more inclusive future. CMis 
envisions a future where education is understood as being univer-
sally accessible. Framed predominantly in terms of its capacity to 
lower income inequality and to enhance fairness between those who 
can afford traditional education and those who cannot, we consid-
er learning to be a foundation of a more equitable future where the 
needs of people come before the needs of productivity alone. Further, 
we support efforts to ensure that necessary resources are in place 
to support access to education. That includes, but is not limited to, 
affordable early childhood education, adequate employment insur-
ance, and elimination of tuition fees (CMis, Byrne, 2018).

Beyond our explicit recommendations in Going Forward, CMis ap-
plies a labour lens to issues such as education. We recognize that ed-
ucation is not merely about an individual’s desire to increase income. 
We also recognize that the most important learning comes from 
actual lived experience and personal reflection on that experience. 
Finally, that learning deserves formal recognition from universities 
and colleges. a brief history of education and labour is helpful to 
highlight just how important learning actually is from a labour point 
of view; both in the standard post-secondary sense and otherwise.  

 

LaBOUR’s BROaDeR  
expeRIeNCe wITh eDUCaTION

There is no single unified lens through which labour views learning. 
instead, unions have adopted multiple approaches to worker educa-
tion and learning.  Primarily, learning is seen as a means to individu-
al development, social responsibility, and the development of critical 
consciousness (not necessarily in that order). Labour education is 
not neutral; it is purposeful and grounded in analysis of class, race, 
gender and human experience.  as a result, learning is recognized in 
both formal and informal settings, through formal classroom learn-
ing and from lived experience.  
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Functional skills and critical consciousness
Labour sees education as the means through which workers can 
effectively gain the functional skills to do their jobs. Employer-spon-
sored training and formal classroom education are of course im-
portant components to that.  However, it has been found that the 
informal learning and tacit knowledge of workers are at least as im-
portant in running actual workplaces (Livingstone & sawchuk, 2005). 
not surprisingly, unionized workers participate in both formal and 
informal education more often than their non-unionized counter-
parts (Livingstone & Raykov, 2005). Unions also appreciate the need 
for literacy and other general skills as means to improve people’s 
lives and even their safety at the workplace (Martin, 1998).

Beyond meeting the needs of workers and employers, labour has 
a long history of prioritizing social responsibility and the develop-
ment of critical consciousness. Unions help workers develop a strong 
working-class identity by encouraging involvement in both cours-
es and informal learning about workers’ rights issues (Livingstone 
& Raykov, 2005).  Formal steward training for example is offered to 
members who have proven their knowledge and commitment to 
their fellow workers through regular attendance of union meetings 
and picket line duties (spencer, Briton, & Gereluk, 2003). Unions, like 
OPsEU prepare activists for union staff positions through a Member-
ship development Training program and apply the practices of RPL 
including portfolio development, a mentoring system and placement 
opportunities in its six-month program. 

The labour movement has also called on and worked with institu-
tions of post-secondary education to formally recognize labour ed-
ucation with college/university course credit (Gereluk, spencer, & 
Briton, 2000). 

Labour and reconciliation: Let’s move forward
One of organized labour’s greatest learning challenges is going to 
be discovering how to move forward with indigenous people and 
First nations. since the Truth and Reconciliation Commission (TRC) 
released its 2015 report, unions have more actively sought an un-
derstanding of their role in reconciliation. The Health sciences asso-
ciation of alberta’s “Walk for Common Ground 2019” is an example 
of ReconciliaCTiOn. a core of 30 union, faith group, and indigenous 
people will walk 350 kilometers together. Through the walk, Treaty 
teachings, and Circle Process, participants will learn to challenge 
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myths, gain knowledge about history, and how to establish more 
meaningful relationships between settlers and indigenous peoples.

This is not unique to one union; the Ontario Public services Employ-
ees Union (OPsEU) has committed to implement the 94 recommen-
dations of the TRC Call for action. in accordance with this commit-
ment, it began holding biennial indigenous Conferences sponsored 
by its indigenous Circle, which brings indigenous peoples and set-
tlers together in the spirit of education, healing and reconciliation. 

RpL aND ReCONCILIaTION: aN UphILL BaTTLe

RPL has moved forward slowly in Canada. it has moved forward 
thanks to the efforts of activists and organizations that understand 
the potential of RPL such as the Canadian association for Prior 
Learning assessment and First nations Technical institute, and now 
the international indigenous RPL Collective. Together, these organiza-
tions have a long history of identifying the need for RPL, advocating 
for its acceptance, and developing tools to establish best practices 
for institutions. Unfortunately, governments and universities have 
slowed this process despite the positive impacts RPL can have on 
their core objectives such as increasing enrolment and meeting la-
bour market needs (PLa Centre, 2008).

Common Ground
The United nations declaration of the Rights of indigenous People 
(UndRiP) articles 13 and 14 provide a common ground from which 
indigenous peoples, RPL organizations, and governments can move 
forward. 

They state:

Article 13

1. indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop 
and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, 
oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, 
and to designate and retain their own names for communities, 
places and persons.
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2. states shall take effective measures to ensure that this right 
is protected and also to ensure that indigenous peoples can 
understand and be understood in political, legal and adminis-
trative proceedings, where necessary through the provision of 
interpretation or by other appropriate means.

Article 14

1. indigenous peoples have the right to establish and control 
their educational systems and institutions providing education 
in their own languages, in a manner appropriate to their cul-
tural methods of teaching and learning.

2. indigenous individuals, particularly children, have the right 
to all levels and forms of education of the state without dis-
crimination. 

3. states shall, in conjunction with indigenous peoples, take 
effective measures, in order for indigenous individuals, par-
ticularly children, including those living outside their commu-
nities, to have access, when possible, to an education in their 
own culture and provided in their own language (p.7).

These articles form a foundation on which the international indige-
nous RPL Collective was built (“Background/Context”, 2014). They are 
also an integral part of the declaration which was supported by the 
vast majority of countries. Finally, in the case of Canada, the Truth 
and Reconciliation Calls for action specifically state that UndRiP—
including these articles—must be adopted and concrete measures for 
their realization must be taken (TRC 2015, p. 4).

it is in this context that RPL—particularly as it relates to indigenous 
peoples—is a concrete step that governments and post-secondary 
institutions can support and implement. Recognizing the learning of 
indigenous peoples as equal and meritorious of formal credit recog-
nition by settler institutions of learning is a necessary demonstration 
of respect for indigenous ways of knowing. 

Unfortunately, governments and post-secondary institutions are not 
the advocates of RPL that they should be. it is up to the continued 
dedication of organizations and activists who understand the value 
of RPL to promote it and continue the struggle. advocating RPL as a 
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concrete action in support of the TRC Calls for action is a promising 
approach. 

CONCLUsION

CMis recognizes and celebrates the accomplishments of the inter-
national indigenous RPL Collective.  The Collective’s vision dovetails 
with that of CMis both in terms of the desire to expand RPL in gen-
eral and specifically to legitimate indigenous languages, cultures and 
ways of knowing.

We applaud accomplishments such as the development of the web-
site and institutional self-evaluation tool as well as future achieve-
ments such as establishing an annual Conference, development of a 
training manual, increasing membership and stable funding. Works 
like these will drive RPL into the future and help to bring about 
change from the narrowly focussed educational systems of today 
and help build bridges towards more holistic and self-fulfilling edu-
cational systems that will improve all our lives and communities in 
the future. 

This paper was prepared for CLi/CMis by Matthew Byrne,  
a Phd candidate at the University of British Columbia
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