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Abstract

The Hamilton Community Research Partnership (CRP) is a coalition of community
partners working to improve educational journeys and outcomes for Hamilton
students. Over the past several years, the partners have worked together

to connect student data from Hamilton’s high schools and post-secondary
institutions. Their goal has been to better understand the educational journeys
and needs of local students, and to demonstrate the utility and importance of
lifelong learning data—something not currently available province-wide. The
dataset, built by the Hamilton-Wentworth public and Catholic school boards,
McMaster University, Mohawk College, the Hamilton Community Foundation and
the Higher Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), has helped answer
critical questions about Hamilton student pathways, such as who is accessing
post-secondary education in Hamilton, who succeeds once there, and what
supports would lead to more equitable outcomes.

The CRP has currently published three reports: two outlining factors that affect
educational opportunities and outcomes for students in Hamilton, and a third
that offers a blueprint for other communities interested in taking on similar work.
This paper provides an update on the coalition’s work and a glimpse into its long-
term goals. The authors contextualize the motivations that brought the partners
together, summarize the CRP’s findings and lessons to date, and outline the
coalition’s plans to continue expanding the dataset to explore questions including
those relating to equity, inclusion, and post-graduate employment.

Introduction

The current pace and scale of economic change in Ontario is unprecedented.

An aging population, technological advancement, ongoing tariff threats and
other disruptive forces have all impacted demand for skills and labour (Financial
Accountability Office of Ontario, 2025; Parisa & Tingting, 2025; World Economic
Forum, 2025; BHER, 2023). To keep pace, the province will need to develop and
maintain its highly skilled workforce and ensure individual communities have the
talent they need to thrive.
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Education and training play a key role in addressing the
labour needs and challenges of communities across

Ontario. A strong and effective education system requires
that policymakers understand what is working and where
improvements can be made. Who has opportunities to access
college or university after high school and who does not? Who
is graduating from post-secondary institutions? Who needs
more support to succeed, and what does that support look
like?

Answering these questions requires longitudinal data that
follows students through each stage of their education
and into the labour market. Unfortunately, this kind of
data infrastructure is not available in Ontario (Gallagher-
Mackay, 2017; Robson, 2021). The Toronto District School
Board (TDSB) has taken initiative to link its board data
with information about college and university applications,
and with data from an individual university (Gallagher-
Mackay & Brown, 2021; Parekh et al., 2020). For the most
part, however, data in Ontario is constrained to individual
institutions. Colleges, universities and school boards all
collect student data that, if linked together, could offer
important information for policymakers and educators looking
to make improvements.

In the absence of linked data, the province is left data-rich
but information-poor. We know little about what happens
after a student graduates from high school and whether,

for example, they were set up to succeed in college, trade
school or other post-secondary pathways. This makes it
virtually impossible to identify systemic factors that broaden
or restrict educational opportunities for students and that
ultimately benefit or hurt communities.

The Hamilton Community Research Partnership (CRP) seeks
to address this issue and fill information gaps in Ontario’s
education system. The partnership links K-12 and post-
secondary data to better understand the pathways and
experiences of Hamilton students. Below, we provide an
overview of how the CRP has evolved, key research findings
from the pilot phase, and plans for phase two and future
collaboration. The CRP highlights how longitudinal data can
inform policy and support positive education outcomes for
Hamilton students—and it serves as a model for government
and other communities to follow and replicate moving
forward.
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The Hamilton Community Research
Partnership (CRP)

Since 2018, educational partners in Hamilton have
collaborated to build their own data infrastructure: the
Hamilton CRP. The CRP links student data from McMaster
University, Mohawk College, and the Hamilton public and
Catholic school boards. In addition, the partnership is
supported by the Hamilton Community Foundation (HCF), a
Hamilton-based charitable organization, as well as the Higher
Education Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO), an arms-length
agency of the Ontario government with a mandate to conduct
research and provide evidence-based policy advice on the
province’s post-secondary system.

The early stages of the CRP established a process for building
a dataset with up-to-date information about Hamilton’s
education system. During the CRP’s pilot phase (2018-2023),
the partners developed a data-sharing mechanism that uses
the Ontario Education Number (OEN) to link data from the
Hamilton public and Catholic boards with data from McMaster
and Mohawk. Partnership researchers use demographic and
achievement variables from the resulting dataset to track
students’ experiences, pathways and outcomes as they
progress through K-12 and post-secondary in the region.

The dataset also includes application data from the Ontario
Universities Application Centre (OUAC) and Ontario College
Application Service (OCAS); this allows researchers to extend
analysis a step further and consider the pathways of Hamilton
high school graduates who may have pursued post-secondary
education elsewhere in the province.

The CRP builds on existing academic research on educational
pathways in Ontario. As noted above, the TDSB has linked
demographic information from student census reports and
other administrative data with key outcomes information,
such as high school graduation and post-secondary
confirmations (Gallagher-Mackay & Brown, 2021). Findings
from the TDSB data highlight secondary grades and Grade 9
credit accumulation as strong predictors of post-secondary
access (Robson et al., 2019; Brown & Tam, 2017). Due to
the TDSB’s size and location, however, its findings might not
be broadly applicable to other communities in the province
(TDSB, n.d.).

1 The OEN is a unique identifier assigned to each student that follows
them from kindergarten to high school and, if they choose to pursue
further education, into their postsecondary institution(s).
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Figure 1 shows key components of the CRP’s pilot phase, including governance structure, guiding principles, data assembly and

privacy protection.
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Figure 1: Key Components of the CRP’s Pilot Phase

The CRP’s process was also informed by British Columbia’s
Student Transitions Project, a joint initiative between BC’s
education ministries and post-secondary institutions that
links K-12 data to public post-secondary data to better
understand student success (British Columbia, n.d.). To our
knowledge, the CRP is the first initiative in Ontario to offera
community-level perspective by linking student data across
multiple school boards and post-secondary institutions.

Building a community-level dataset like the CRP requires that
educational partners provide sensitive, potentially identifying
information about their students, including data collected
before they reached the age of majority. Understandably,
bringing stakeholders to the table for this initiative required
strong relationships and a commitment that data would be
used and cared for responsibly.

During the pilot phase, the partners took steps to build trust
and establish procedures for ongoing collaborative research
in the Hamilton community. This included creating a set of
guiding principles to help ensure partnership values would be
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consistently upheld. The partners agreed, for example, that
research using CRP data must always be conducted under
the common goal of supporting students through their various
pathways. The partnership also provides an equal role and
voice for each partner by using collective decision-making
processes. Project direction and objectives, for example, are
determined via unanimous vote by senior administrators from
the four data-contributing partners (McMaster, Mohawk, and
the Hamilton public and Catholic school boards).

The CRP’s research protocol and data-sharing agreement
include detailed guidelines for data transfer, storage and
security. During data assembly, OENSs are obscured using
a hashing formula to minimize the risk of students being
identified.? The transfer process also includes multiple
rounds of de-identification, further minimizing the risk

of data being traced back to individual students. Once
assembled, the dataset is stored in a secure location and
restricted to partnership researchers, who are required to

2 Hashingis a one-way mathematical function that obscures a given
number or set of characters, making it virtually impossible to reverse.
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sign a confidentiality agreement to gain access and conduct
analysis. During the pilot phase, we also applied strict
standards for suppression and generalization—an added
safeguard to reassure partners and further minimize the risk
of students being identified by their data.

The partners showcased the CRP and its first research reports
ata public launch event held at Mohawk College on November
30, 2022. The event received local media coverage, which
highlighted the potential for the partnership’s community
impact (Hamilton Spectator, 2022).

Findings from the CRP’s Pilot Phase
During the pilot phase, the CRP successfully linked de-
identified datasets from Mohawk, McMaster, the two
Hamilton school boards and Ontario’s post-secondary
application centres. The resulting dataset connected school
board and post-secondary data for nearly all students who
entered Grade 9 in Hamilton in Fall 2010, following them for
eight academic years. Itincluded achievement variables, such
as high school grades, credit accumulation, standardized

test outcomes and college/university GPA, as well as
demographic variables like first language and neighbourhood
income.

CRP researchers conducted statistical analyses on the
dataset to answer questions such as: Who graduates from
high school in Hamilton? Who goes to college or university in
Ontario? And for those who study in Hamilton, who completes
college or university programs? In total, we examined
pathways for 5,310 students, contributing to a growing body
of research on factors affecting educational outcomes such
as high school graduation and post-secondary access. Figure
2 provides an overview of research findings from the CRP’s
pilot phase.

We found that the same factors shown to predict post-
secondary access most reliably in other parts of North
America apply to Hamilton and may hold true for other Ontario
communities (Au et al., 2022). We confirmed, for example,
that Grade 9 credit accumulation and secondary grades were
the strongest determinants of graduation at both secondary

DETERMINANTS OF GRADUATION:

GRADE 9 CREDIT
ACCUMULATION

SECONDARY
GRADES

MEIGHBOURHOOD
INCOME

SECOMNDARY
STREAM

MATH
ACHIEVEMENT

CRP PILOT PHASE FINDINGS

\
The rate of credit accumulation — normally 8 credits by the end of
Grade 9 — was conflirmed as one of the two strongest
determinants of both secondary and postsecondary graduation,

Secondary grades were confirmed as one of the two strongest
determinants of both secondary and postsecondary graduation.

Students from higher-income neighbourhoods were more likely
to graduate from high school and confirm a university offer.

students who enrolled in the academic stream (rather than the
applied stream) in high school were more likely to confirm a
postsecondary offer and graduated from college and university
more often. J

Students who earned higher grades in high school math earned
higher grades overall and graduated more frequently.

Figure 2: Determinants of Graduation: CRP Pilot Phase Findings
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and post-secondary levels; these were also closely tied to
demographic factors like neighbourhood income, secondary
stream and exceptionality.

Income and secondary stream were linked to advantages in
the post-secondary pathways available to Hamilton students.
Students from higher-income neighbourhoods were more
likely to graduate from high school, confirm a university offer
or pursue Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM)*
programs. Similarly, students who enrolled in the academic
stream in high school were more likely to confirm a post-
secondary offer of admission; they graduated from college
and university more often as well.

Researchers also used the initial CRP dataset to analyze the
impact of high school math achievement on post-secondary
graduation and success (Pichette et al., 2023). Among
students in the dataset who attended college or university
in Hamilton, those who earned higher grades in high school
math went on to enrol in post-secondary STEM programs
more frequently, earn higher grades, and graduate more
frequently. Our research showed that students with higher
scores on Ontario’s Grade 9 EQAO test,> which focuses on
math, were more likely to graduate from high school and
accept post-secondary offers.

Notably, students in the dataset attended high school prior
to the Ontario government’s decision to de-stream Grade 9
math, which replaced academic and applied streams with

a single course (Government of Ontario, 2020). We found
that students who enrolled in the academic stream for Grade
9 math went on to graduate from high school at a higher

rate and were more likely to attend and succeed in post-
secondary education, compared to students in the non-

3 During the years that the CRP’s pilot phase cohort attended high
school, compulsory high school courses (e.g., math, science,
geography, English and French) were offered through multiple
streams. Typically, these streams were referred to as “Academic”
or “Applied” in Grades 9 and 10 and as “College” or “University” in
Grades 11 and 12. In some cases, students had the alternative to
enrolin locally developed courses.

4 Inouranalysis, college and university programs were grouped into
STEM and BHASE (business, humanities, arts, social science and
education).

5  The Education Quality and Accountability Office (EQAQ) administers
the Grade 9 Assessment of Mathematics, which “tests the
mathematics knowledge and skills students are expected to have
learned by the end of the Grade 9 mathematics course” (EQAO, n.d.).
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academic math stream. This relationship between math stream
and post-secondary pathways and outcomes reinforces the
importance of offering Grade 9 math through a de-streamed
format. Findings like this one also highlight the CRP’s potential
to inform government policy. Moving forward, future CRP
phases could monitor the implementation of de-streamed
Grade 9 math, as well as government’s subsequent decision

to de-stream Grade 9 science, geography, English and French
beginning September 2022 (Alphonso, 2021).

Looking Ahead to Phase Two of the CRP
During the pilot phase, the CRP partners laid a foundation

for future phases of the partnership. Phase two took shape

in early 2025 when the partners signed a new data-sharing
agreement. The agreement outlines plans to expand the CRP
dataset by including students who began Grade 9 in Hamilton
between 2010 and 2015 (six cohorts, compared to one in the
pilot phase). In addition to increasing the size of the dataset,
adding cohorts will allow CRP researchers to explore changes
overtime and consider the effects of policy initiatives, learning
disruptions and other events that may have affected some
cohorts but not others—for example, changes to the Ontario
Student Assistance Program (OSAP) in 2010 and 2016,

which expanded eligibility and increased funding amounts
(Government of Ontario, 2010; Government of Ontario, 2016).

During the CRP’s second phase, the partners will seek to
answer research questions that build on findings from the pilot
phase. These questions will cover three main areas:

* Demographic characteristics: How do students’
post-secondary pathways and outcomes vary by
demographic characteristics such as first language,
neighbourhood income and special needs/
exceptionalities?

e K-12 experiences and achievement: How do K-12
experiences and achievement affect pathways and
outcomes? We will examine K-12 variables such
as grades, high school course selection (including
stream) and standardized test scores, as well as
post-secondary progress variables such as academic
credits earned and GPA.

¢ Movement: How does student movement (i.e., the
act of transferring between K-12 schools or between
post-secondary institutions) affect pathways and
outcomes? To help answer these questions, we will
also collect a supplemental dataset of students who
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transferred between McMaster and Mohawk, did not
attend secondary school in Hamilton, and are similar
in age to the six student cohorts.

The CRP as a Model for Communities
and Governments

The CRP provides a strong model for other communities
interested in improving educational outcomes. The

HEQCO report, CRP Blueprint: How We Built a Community
Data Infrastructure (https://heqco.ca/wp-content/
uploads/2022/11/CRP-Blueprint-Final-Version-English.
pdf), summarizes steps taken and lessons learned from
the pilot phase—for example, the need to set expectations,
build trust among partners and prioritize coordination and
project management (Pichette et al., 2022). The report
offers a template for administering a community-level
partnership, including an overview of the CRP’s governance
structure and how the partners established legal authority to
share and link their student data. The CRP relies on a data-
sharing agreement and a privacy-impact assessment; the
latter identifies privacy and security risks of the project and
identifies measures the partners take to mitigate them.

The pilot phase also highlighted the importance of
establishing notices of collection to inform students

and parents of intentions to use administrative data for
improvement purposes. McMaster, Mohawk and the Hamilton
public and Catholic boards each published notices of
collection, setting expectations for a K-12-to-PSE continuum
of research. This was a positive departure from historic
practices in Ontario, and we encourage other educational
institutions to make similar strides. When school boards,
colleges and universities clearly communicate intentions to
utilize data, this helps foster a culture of research and system
improvement within their communities.

More broadly, the CRP model can serve as encouragement
forthe Ontario government to both use OEN-linked data for
its own policymaking, and to make this type of data available
to organizations outside of government. Making this data
publicly available would allow communities to conduct

their own analyses, deepen their understanding of student
pathways and outcomes, and make improvements to their
education systems. In the meantime, institutions with data
tied to the OEN are free to link their data with willing partners
and available data sources (Gallagher-Mackay, 2017).
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Conclusion

As economic shifts continue to impact Ontario’s communities,
we need to take stock of how well our education system is
working so we can protect one of our greatest assets: our
highly skilled workforce. The Hamilton CRP is an important
step in this direction; it breaks down data silos and generates
information that policymakers can use to improve education
systems and better serve communities. During the pilot
phase, the CRP partners took strides to set expectations
among members of the Hamilton community about data
usage. Notices of collection helped students and their
families understand the importance of safely and securely
linking data forimprovement purposes. This was central to
establishing the CRP’s foundation for data sharing, which in
turn allowed for insight into student journeys from high school
into and through post-secondary education. Future phases of
the partnership will build upon this work.

The CRP is evidence that an educational data infrastructure
can be built at a community level in Ontario when partners
come to the table. Our project provides a blueprint for other
communities interested in doing this work. Moving forward,
students, employers, educators and communities across
Ontario would all benefit from similar work at the provincial
level.

Note on Contributors
Ryan Tishcoff is a Senior Researcher at the Higher Education
Quality Council of Ontario (HEQCO).

Jackie Pichette served as the Director of Policy, Research
and Partnerships at the Higher Education Quality Council of
Ontario (HEQCO) until July 2025.
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