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StudentsNS is an alliance of Nova 
Scotia post-secondary student 
associations. We give students a 
united voice in Nova Scotia, help-
ing set the direction of post-sec-
ondary education by researching 
challenges, identifying solutions, 
and creating the political space 
needed for these solutions to hap-
pen.

Our seven member associations 
are the Acadia Students’ Union 
(ASU), Atlantic School of Theolo-
gy Student Union (ASTSU), Cape 
Breton University Students’ Union 
(CBUSU),  Dalhousie Student 
Union (DSU), Saint Francis Xavier 
University Students’ Union (The U), 
Saint Mary’s University Students’ 

Association (SMUSA) and Kingstec 
Nova Scotia Community College 
Student Association (NSCCSA). 
Taken together, we represent over 
38,000 post-secondary students 
on campuses from Yarmouth to 
Sydney, including 87% of all uni-
versity students in Nova Scotia, 
which makes StudentsNS the sec-
ond largest membership associa-
tion in Atlantic Canada.

StudentsNS is governed by a 
Board of Directors comprised of 
Presidents and Vice-Presidents 
from each member association. 
The Executive Director manages 
the day-to-day operations of the 
organization’s staff.
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Introduction
 On March 19th-20th, 2014, 
StudentsNS hosted the Summit on 
Youth in the Nova Scotia Economy at 
Dalhousie University. It was the cli-
max to several months of planning 
by StudentsNS staff, Board Members, 
and partner organizations. Funding 
or in-kind contributions were provid-
ed by the following partners: Cana-
dian Association of Career Educators 
and Employers (CACEE), Dalhousie 

University, Democracy 250 Youth En-
gagement Legacy Trust, Department 
of Labour and Advanced Education, 
Digital Nova Scotia, Fusion Halifax, 
Generation Squeeze, Greater Halifax 
Partnership, and Nova Scotia Com-
munity College. 
 Nova Scotia youth face a 
unique set of challenges in our prov-
ince’s economy. At StudentsNS, we’re 
thrilled that the summit provided 

participants with a timely opportu-
nity to gain a deeper understanding 
of these challenges and begin iden-
tifying starting points for some new 
and creative solutions. 
 The Summit took place over 
two days. On the evening of March 
19th, StudentsNS hosted with a net-
working event organized in collabo-
ration with Digital Nova Scotia and 
Fusion HFX. 

The next morning, well over 200 
attendees dove into a jam-packed 
agenda. The day included three 
keynote speakers–Sandra McK-
enzie (Deputy Minister, LAE), An-
drew Langille (youthandwork.ca), 
and Paul Kershaw (Generation 
Squeeze)–and five additional 
“break out” sessions, in which par-
ticipants could choose to attend 
one of three simultaneously oc-
curring presentations/panels. It 

was a busy and frenetic day, but 
we made sure participants had 
plenty of  choice. 
 We made great efforts 
to make the summit informative, 
engaging, and participatory. This 
included graphic facilitation by 
Brave Space (pictured above), and 
a dedicated conversation space 
facilitated by Will Martin. We also 
included live electronic polling 
throughout the summit,  and gave 

away iPods to winners of a net-
working contest we organized. Fi-
nally, we encouraged participants 
to engage with the content via 
social media. It worked! we trend-
ed nationally on Twitter; and even 
today, conversations that began 
at the Summit way back in March 
are still ongoing! Join us on Twit-
ter using the hashtag #YoungNS.
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Themes
The Summit on Youth in the Nova Scotia Economy was organized into three thematic sessions, each cor-
responding to a particular set of labour market challenges faced by youth in Nova Scotia. By exploring the 
obstacles facing youth along an extended trajectory–from their post-secondary training, to their transition 
into the labour market, and finally, beyond that transition–we hoped to provide a panoramic view of the 
issues Nova Scotia face across time, as well as a comprehensive set of possible solutions.

Nova Scotia’s Post-Secondary System and Youth 
Employment Readiness1.

Beyond the Transition: Expectations and Obstacles 
facing Nova Scotia’s Youth3.

Youth Transitions to the Labour Market2.

This session was designed to explore the ways 
in which the quality and nature of the training 
youth receive at post-secondary institutions in 
Nova Scotia impacts their preparedness to enter 
the post-graduate labour market. It also explored 
the obstacles a flawed post-secondary education 
(PSE) system can create for graduates attempting 
to navigate Nova Scotia’s economy, as well as a 

number of ways in which we might improve the 
PSE system to make it more accessible, afford-
able and valuable for the province’s youth. Other 
topics included the challenges faced by inter-
national students in the province’s immigration 
framework and some of the unique needs of 
mature students seeking retraining.

Beyond the Transition: Expectations and Obsta-
cles facing Nova Scotia’s Youth
The challenges facing youth don’t stop once 
they enter into the labour market. Their early 
experiences as active participants in their chosen 
fields can be critical to how their careers unfold 
for many years to come. In the third and final 
session, we sought to uncover what obstacles 

face youth beyond the transition into the labour 
market and how Nova Scotia youth might 
become better prepared to overcome these 
challenges. We also questioned how government 
and employers might help young workers prevail 
over these challenges. Other topics included 
youth entrepreneurship in Nova Scotia and 
youth unemployment.

This thematic session was designed to explore 
the ways in which the quality and nature of 
the training youth receive at post-second¬ary 
institutions in Nova Scotia impacts their pre-
paredness to enter into the labour mar¬ket once 
they graduate. It also explored the obstacles a 
flawed post-secondary system can create for 
its graduates as they attempt to navigate Nova 

Scotia’s economy, and the ways in which we 
might improve that system in order to make it 
more affordable, accessible, and valuable for the 
province’s youth. Other topics included inter-
national students and the challenges they face 
within the province’s im¬migration framework, 
and meeting the needs of mature students who 
seek retraining. 
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We kicked off the Sum¬mit on 
the evening of March 19th with 
an event called “This is the Now!” 
Organized in col¬laboration with 
Digital Nova Scotia and Fusion 
Halifax, this was a net¬work-
ing event that allowed youth to 
connect and collabo¬rate with 
business people, representatives 
from govern¬ment and from PSE 
insti¬tutions. Together, attendees 
shared ideas on what Nova Sco-
tia’s government, businesses and 
educators could do to better sup-
port youth. 

The event’s theme was inspired 
by the recently released Ivany Re-
port, which encour¬aged Nova 
Scotia to take drastic measures to 
improve its econ¬omy under the 
tag line “Now or Never.” Our ap-
proach was to encourage youth 
(and all other stakeholders) to see 
the pres¬ent moment as “now” 

and to act accordingly. 

The event included a brief open-
ing statement by Sandra McKen-
zie (Deputy Minister of Labour and 
Advanced Education) , followed 
by remarks from Kelly Bennett 
(Fusion HFX), Ulrike Bahr-Geda-
lia (Digital Nova Scotia), and 
Jona¬than Williams (StudentsNS). 
Throughout the evening, Digital 
NS hosted a “digital tech lounge” 
which served as a pop-up hub for 
youth in the tech industry. Mean-
while, our partners at Fusion Hali-
fax made sure the room was well 
attended by Halifax’s busi¬ness 
community, many of whom par-
ticipate in Fusion’s highly success-
ful Mentorship Program.

To provide struc¬ture to the con-
versation that evening, we posed 
five ques¬tions to the attendees 
and asked them to write their an-

swers on post-it notes and hand 
them off to our graphic facilitator 
on site. The five questions were: 

1. What can youth do to support 
youth in the Nova Scotia econo-
my?
2. What can business do to sup-
port youth in the Nova Scotia 
economy?
3. What can post secondary insti-
tutions do to support youth in the 
Nova Scotia economy?
4. What can government do to 
support youth in the Nova Scotia 
economy?
5. What can I do to support youth 
in the Nova Scotia economy?
 This was a great way to 
get the conversation started and 
helped to shape many of subse-
quent discussions as the Summit 
continued. 

Networking event co-hosted by StudentsNS, 
Digital Nova Scotia, and Fusion HFX.
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 The Summit agenda 
was chock-full with content and 
thought each session provided 
great value, a full overview of each 
would be unfeasible. Here we’ve 
chosen to showcase a cross-sec-
tion of the content, which we be-
lieve represents the broad themes 
explored at the Summit.

The Summit’s first keynote speak-
er was Sandra McKenzie (Deputy 
Minister of Labour and Advanced 
Education). In her keynote ad-
dress, Sandra reminded youth in 
the audience that many gener-
ations before them have faced 
unique challenges that required 
them to act in creative ways to 
succeed. This experience, she said, 
allows older generations to be an 
asset to today’s youth and creates 
natural allies to work toward re-
moving the obstacles standing in 
the way of youth success. As San-
dra so hopefully put it, “we are all 
in this together.”

At a following panel, “Universities–
Higher Learning or Job Training 
Centres?” our panelists explored 
whether or not our universities 

are playing the right role in pre-
paring youth for the Nova Scotia 
economy. Leonard Diepeveen of 
Dalhousie Faculty Association, in 
addressing the criticism that uni-
versities don’t prepare students 
for specific jobs, argued that it isn’t 
their purpose to prepare students 
for specific jobs: “With the par-
tial exception of our professional 

schools, we can’t and shouldn’t 
train students for specific jobs ... 
on average, people change their 
jobs eight times over the course 
of their career, so we need to think 
about what we can give students 
that will be useful for all eight of 
those jobs. That’s critical thinking 
skills, the ability to communicate 
clearly, and the ability to recog-
nize evidence.”

At the Summit we also explored 
the needs of mature students. The 
panel tasked with discussing this 

topic focused heavily on how to 
make it easier for mature students 
to pursue higher education. Patti 
Doyle-Bedwell of Dalhousie spoke 
to the value of Dal’s “Transition 
Year Program” which focuses on 
providing mature African Nova 
Scotian and Aboriginal students 
with an access point into the 
post-secondary system by provid-

ing financial, academic, and per-
sonal support.

Similarly, Mary Morrissey of Prior 
Learning Centre described the 
need for prior learning assessment 
and recognition (PLAR) which 
allows mature students to gain 
advanced standing in university 
programs in fields in which they 
already have experience. This, 
Mary said, would help to ensure 
that mature students don’t have 
to waste time and money “relearn-
ing what they already know.”

Highlights

“Generations before you are kindred spirits, and want to 
work for you and with you towards your success. We are all 
in this together.” 

– Sandra McKenzie

The Summit agenda was chock-full with content and thought each 
session provided great value, a full overview of each would be un-
feasible. Here we’ve chosen to showcase a cross-section of the con-
tent, which we believe represents the broad themes explored at the 
Summit.
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Another hot topic addressed at the Summit was un-
paid internships. Andrew Langille of youthandwork.
ca was quick to point out that it is “completely legal to 
ask someone to work for free in this province” which he 
argued was “legalized exploitation.” Langille and Tova 
Sherman of reachAbility agreed that one of the big-
gest problems with unpaid internships is the “privilege 
issue,” where students from wealthier backgrounds are 
more likely to be able to afford to work for free. Langille 
suggested government grants that give young people 
some sort of income while engaging in unpaid intern-
ships could be helpful.

Sherman pointed out that unpaid 
internships might restrict diversity 
in the labour market, asking the 
question: “what is stopping one 
person from pursuing an intern-
ship instead of another, outside 
of the skill set each hold?” She ar-
gued that historically marginalized 
groups are restrained by their fi-
nancial situations and, as a result, 
often miss out on these opportu-
nities.

Two of the Summit’s afternoon 
panels focused on how employers and government can 
support young workers. Speaking on a panel organized 
by Fusion HFX, Andy Osburn of Equals6 argued that the 
private sector is best suited to lead the charge on hiring 
and retaining youth: “Government’s role is reduce fric-
tion that exists in the labour market, but fundamental-
ly it’s a problem for the private industry to fix; business 
leaders must look at hiring youth as an investment.”

Angela Lewis of Eastlink agreed but also pointed out 
that “government has to break down barriers” by doing 
things like “attracting strong businesses so that talented 

young people will stay here to work for them.”

David Fleming of the North End Business Association 
served as both a insightful discussion panelist and Mas-
ter of Ceremonies for the Summit’s events. David agreed 
that government’s role in supporting young workers is 
a critical one and one that is often neglected: “Our gov-
ernment is structured so that important, complex areas 
have dedicated departments to problem solve; for ex-
ample the Department of Rural Development and Tour-
ism, or in PEI the Department of Rural Development and 
Seniors. Yet, in Canada there is not a single department 

focused on just youth issues...I’d 
like to see from government a 
level of commitment and coordi-
nation similar to these other de-
partments, but focused on youth.”

One of the day’s most electrify-
ing presentations came from Dr. 
Paul Kershaw (University of B.C.) 
as he presented his research and 
introduced Nova Scotians to the 
Generation Squeeze campaign. 
Kershaw argued that one reason 
governments don’t treat youth 
as a priority is because they don’t 

unite and exercise their political clout effectively.

He pointed to the powerful Canadian Association of Re-
tired Persons, an organization of 400,000 members that 
seeks to bolster its members’ political clout in order to 
effectively represent their interests. In light of this, Ker-
shaw asked the audience a simple question: who does 
this for Canada’s young people? The answer, he hopes, 
will be his campaign, Generation Squeeze, which offi-
cially launched in Nova Scotia later that evening.

“We can find dollars in tough times 
even in Nova Scotia for things we 
identify as priorities. The question 

is why are younger generations not 
as much of a priority? One of the 

reasons is because we don’t use our 
political clout very effectively.” 

       
                     – Paul Kershaw
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Evaluation
 Of course, it is difficult to 
definitively measure the impact of 
a Summit such as this one. It is hard 
to know all the ways it might have 
influenced participants’ actions or 
attitudes as they interact with our 
province’s economy in the future. In-
deed, if we were truly successful, we’ll 
not fully know its impact for years to 
come.

With that said, the day following the 
Summit, we emailed participants 
requesting that they complete an 
online evaluation of the Summit. In 
total, we received 37 responses. Of 
these respondents, 24% identified 
themselves as “community group/
nonprofit organization represen-
tative;” 20% as “student;” 12% as 
“government employee;” 10% as 
“post-secondary institutional repre-
sentative;” 8% as “business person;” 
6% as “recent graduate;” 4% as “job 
seeker” and 10% as “other.” To the 
right is an overview of how these 37 
participants responded to the first 
half of the evaluation.

1. In your opinion, was the summit well-organized?
 (1/5 = Not at all, 5/5 = Yes, very)
Average: 4.0/5

2. Prior to attending the Summit, how interested were you in the 
Summit’s themes? (1/5 = Not at all, 5/5 = Very)
Average: 4.43/5

3. Generally, were the presentations well-prepared and understand-
able? (1/5 = Not at all, 5/5 = Yes, very)
Average: 4.0/5

4. Generally, was the content presented in a way that made you feel 
more engaged with the subject matter?
(1/5 = Not at all, 5/5 = Yes, very much so)
Average: 3.86/5

5. How much of the content presented at the Summit was new to 
you? (1/5 = Nearly none, 5/5 = Nearly all)
Average: 3.19/5

6. To what extent do you feel the summit increased your prepared-
ness to tackle the challenges facing youth in the Nova Scotia econo-
my? (1/5 = Not at all, 5/5 = Very much so)
Average: 3.41/5

The second half of the evaluation 
asked respondents to give written 
feedback. In response to the ques-
tion “What could have been done 
differently to increase the value of 
the Summit?,” common suggestions 
included a more accessible venue, 
more time for dialogue between 
participants, and a generally slower 
pace, as well as “a wrap up session 
with tangible action items.”

Asked “What worked in favour of 
making your experience at the Sum-
mit a valuable one?,” common re-
sponses were the diversity of topics, 
opportunities for conversation, and 

Paul Kershaw’s presentation, in par-
ticular, was identified by several re-
spondents.

To the question “Are you more or less 
inspired to take action on issues fac-
ing youth in the
Nova Scotia economy because of this 
Summit, and why?,” nearly all who 
responded indicated that they were 
more inspired. Several respondents 
wrote that they felt inspired by the 
collective momentum at the Summit, 
with one participant writing “I feel 
quite inspired by the motivation for 
change that I saw in the room,” while 
yet another indicated they felt more 

inspired but still felt “unsure as to 
how to move forward.”

Among the “additional comments” 
were suggestions to increase the 
presence of rural and
First Nation Nova Scotians and to im-
plement “more visuals for visual learn-
ers.” One respondent suggested the 
Summit become a biannual event: 
“The energy, enthusiasm, diversity 
of topics, friendly and easy going 
environment made this experience 
productive and worthwhile. I would 
recommend having these summits at 
least once every two years.”
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Conclusion

Nova Scotia’s economy remains tricky terrain for the 
province’s youth. To navigate it effectively, youth require a 
great deal of preparation, nerve, stamina, and creativity... 
Our economy must work to reward these traits, not send 
them away.  

The Summit on Youth in the Nova 
Scotia Economy is one of the 
most significant events that Stu-
dentsNS has coordinated to date, 
both in size and, we believe, in im-
pact. With the help of our partici-
pants, we have already identified 
ample room for improvement in 
future events; but overall, we be-
lieve the Summit was a smashing 
success.

We believe we were able to pro-
vide opportunities for all partici-
pants to explore a wide selection 
of issues facing youth in the Nova 
Scotia economy, in a way that we 
hope was meaningful, engaging, 
creative, and - perhaps most im-
portantly - useful.

Nova Scotia’s economy remains 
tricky terrain for the province’s 
youth. To navigate it effective-
ly, youth require a great deal of 
preparation, nerve, stamina, and 
creativity.

As mentioned earlier, at the Sum-
mit we ran live electronic polls in 
order to foster conversation and 
obtain instant feedback. When 

we asked the room what they 
thought was the most significant 
challenge facing youth in Nova 
Scotia, one three-word answer 
stood out:  “sense of defeat.” Lat-
er, when we asked, “What would 
you say to a friend who decided 
to leave Nova Scotia?” an even 
blunter response appeared on 
the screen: “I’m comin’ with ya!”

Clearly, youth who attended 
our Summit feel like they’ve got 
something to prove. They feel 

they have something to offer but 
too often cannot find a suitable 
job opportunity in Nova Scotia. 
As a result, some youth feel de-
feated and choose to take their 
talents elsewhere. The Summit 
made it clear that everyone in-
volved in Nova Scotia’s economy 
is expected to work harder to cre-
ate opportunities that can pre-

vent large numbers of youth from 
making that choice.

Our Summit didn’t provide all 
the solutions–it couldn’t possi-
bly–but we hope it was at least 
a good starting place for many 
other important conversations. 
We also hope it helped some of 
our youth participants to gain 
a greater understanding of the 
challenges they will face as they 
enter into the Nova Scotia econ-
omy and perhaps encouraged 

them to face those challenges 
with the determination required. 
For StudentsNS, this would be the 
clearest measure of the Summit’s 
success.

Thank you to all Summit partic-
ipants and all of our organizing 
and funding partners!


