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Executive Summary
The Canadian College Student Survey Consortium (CCSSC) comprises the Association of Canadian Community

Colleges (ACCC), participating colleges and the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation. Established in late

2001, the Consortium conducted its first survey of college students in the spring of 2002.

This report summarizes the findings of the Consortium’s third annual survey, which involved 25 colleges and

more than 9,400 students. Participating colleges were responsible for sampling (based on a standardized

procedure) and administering the survey in class. Completed questionnaires were then shipped to PRA Inc. for

coding, data entry and analysis.

Participating students were predominantly enrolled

in career and technical programs—over half of all

students reported being enrolled in such programs.

About one student in four reported being in uni-

versity preparation or transfer programs. The other

three program types account for the remaining

students: access or upgrading (10%), degree (10%)

and post/advanced diploma (5%).

Program types vary by region. Students in career

and technical certificate or diploma programs are

most common in Atlantic Canada and Ontario,

where over seven students in ten reported being in

such programs. Students in university preparation or

transfer programs are more common in Quebec and

British Columbia, where about four students in ten

are enrolled in such programs. Students in B.C.,

reflecting the province’s university college model,

were also more likely to report being in degree

programs. Students reporting enrolment in this type

of program were almost non-existent in Quebec and

Atlantic Canada. Students in access or upgrading

programs are fairly common in Western Canada, B.C.

and Atlantic Canada, but much less so in Quebec and

Ontario. Students in post/advanced diploma

programs are more common in Ontario and Atlantic

Canada than in other regions of the country.

As in previous survey years, almost all respondents

are full-time students (93%), which reflects the focus

of the study and therefore does not necessarily repre-

sent the true distribution of all students at Canadian

colleges. Over two students in three are involved in

college programs that typically take two years or

longer to complete, including more than one student

in three who reported that their program requires

three years or longer to complete. More than 

six students in ten have been in their program for

less than two years, including over 40% who have yet

to complete their first year.

At the time of the survey, almost half of the

students expected to complete their program within

two years, including 23% who had less than one year

left. About one student in three did not expect to

complete his or her program for three years or more.

Most students (91%) reported that before

enrolling in their current college program, their

highest level of secondary education was a high

school diploma or equivalent. Not surprisingly,

students in access or upgrading programs are the

least likely to have obtained a high school diploma or

equivalent (48%).

Overall, a slight majority of students (54%)

reported having no post-secondary education before
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enrolling in their current program. Conversely, a

substantial minority (46%) of students have been

involved in some form of post-secondary training.

In 2004, the typical college student was 24 years

old, female (61%), single (76%) and speaks English

(82%) as her primary language. Almost three students

in four are 24 or younger. Students in access and

upgrading programs are older—on average, 27 years

old—while those in university preparation programs

tend to be younger (21, on average). Students’ age

also varies by region. On average, students in Quebec

tend to be younger (20) while those in Atlantic

Canada tend to be older (26).

A minority of students reported being a visible

minority (13%), being of Aboriginal ancestry (11%)

or having a disability (7%). Notably, about three

students in ten in access and upgrading programs

identified themselves as being of Aboriginal descent.

College students are almost evenly split between

those who live on their own and those who live with

their parents: half of the students live independently,

most often in rental accommodation (35%) but also

in personally owned homes (10%) or on campus

(6%). Just under half of the students reported living

with their parents. Again, this varies by program.

University preparation students are the most likely to

live with their parents (61%), which reflects their age,

while those in access and upgrading programs are

half as likely to have this living arrangement (33%).

About one student in five reported having at least

one dependant, including 17% who have dependent

children. Again, reflecting the typical age of students

in these programs, those in access and upgrading

programs (49%) were the most likely to report

dependants, while those in university preparation

programs (10%) were the least likely to do so.

Most students (69%) reported that at least one of

their parents has at least some post-secondary

education. About half of the students reported that

their fathers have post-secondary education, most

commonly at a university or college. About half also

reported that their mothers have some post-second-

ary education, again most often at a university or

college. The remaining students (41%) reported that

their father’s highest level of education was high

school or less. Similarly, almost the same number

(44%) reported that their mother’s highest level of

education was high school or less.

In the 12-month period prior to enrolling in their

current year of studies, seven college students in ten

reported pursuing academic activities. Over that

same 12-month period, college students were also

involved in other activities, including two students in

three who reported working full- or part-time.

Almost all students plan to either work or

continue their studies after graduating. Over half

plan to work, while just over four students in ten plan

to continue their education. As in previous surveys,

over eight students in ten feel confident that they will

obtain a job related to their current field of study,

although only 44% said that they are very confident.

This appears to be true regardless of the region in

which they are attending school.
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Financing College Education 

Over the course of their current year of studies, virtu-

ally all students (99%) reported drawing money from

at least one of 14 different sources to finance their

education. The vast majority (86%) draw on two 

or more of these sources. Most respondents (84%) 

use money they have personally secured, most

commonly from employment income (68%). About

half also depend on personal savings. Some six stu-

dents in ten obtain money from their family, most

commonly their parents (52%). About half receive

money from some kind of government program, most

often in the form of a student loan (31%).

Students’ access to various forms of financial

support while at college appears to vary according to

their age. The youngest students (i.e., under 20) are

the most likely to use work income, personal savings,

academic scholarships and money from parents 

or other members of their family. As students get

older, they tend to use these sources less frequently.

Older students are less likely to rely on parental

support and more likely to report using government

assistance, such as employment insurance, money

from Indian and Northern Affairs Canada, training

programs and social assistance.

Expenditures

Almost all students (98%) reported spending some

money on tuition and mandatory fees for their

current year of studies. More than half of the

students reported paying from $1,000 to $3,500

annually in tuition and mandatory fees. About one

student in six reported paying $1,000 or less, while

over one in four reported tuition and fees of over

$3,500. Tuition and mandatory fees vary by program.

Students in access and upgrading tend to have the

lowest tuition, with a majority (57%) pay less than

$1,000 annually, including 22% who reported paying

nothing. Conversely, just over three degree program

students in four reported paying more than $2,500,

including 21% who pay over $5,000 per year in

tuition and mandatory fees.

Virtually all students also (98%) reported spending

something on books, education-related equipment

and supplies. About one student in three reported

spending $500 or less on books, equipment and

supplies for their current year of studies. The

remaining students (66%) spent over $500, including

22% who reported spending over $1,000. As with

tuition, students in access and upgrading programs

pay the least for such education-related material.

Not only did a majority (68%) report spending less

than $500, some 17% reported spending nothing.

Again, degree program students spend the most

when it comes to education-related materials—

a majority of these students (82%) reported spending

over $500, including 16% who spend over $1,500.

Students also indicated how much they spend in

an average month on 11 living expenses. Almost nine

students in ten reported some monthly expenditure

on clothing and personal incidentals, food, enter-

tainment and transportation. Almost eight in ten

reported spending some money on accommodation.

Over two in three reported expenditures on utilities

not included in their rent. About half make personal

debt payments and a similar number reported

making medical payments. About one in four

reported contributing to savings. Few reported any

spending on daycare, child support or alimony

payments. Students in the various programs have

different expenses.

Accommodation is the single biggest expense for

students. While one student in five reported no

monthly expenditures on accommodation, two in

three spend up to $1,000. For the majority of students,

each expenditure other than accommodation costs

less than $200 monthly, on average.



Financing education can be a barrier for some

students. Some students (14%) reported that they

had at some time either reduced their course load 

or temporarily discontinued their studies due to a

lack of money. Indeed, a few (8%) reported having

done both.

Overall, about half of the students reported that

they had accumulated some education-related

debt—that is, debt related to student loans or other

loans, or debts incurred as a result of education

costs. While debt of $10,000 or less (35%) was most

common, many (15%) reported debt of over $10,000.

Debt accumulated to date varies by program.

Students in access and upgrading programs are 

the least likely (75%) to report debt, which is not

surprising given that most of these students are just

beginning their post-secondary studies and also

because they are the most likely to have non-

repayable support such as social assistance, 

government bursaries, Aboriginal support programs

or employment insurance. Not only were students in

degree programs more likely to have debt (60%), the

average amount of debt reported by these students

was also among the highest. This may reflect the fact

that their program takes more years to complete and

also the higher average costs of such programs’

tuition and mandatory fees.

Regardless of whether students had debt at the

time of the survey or not, many expect to have debt

by the time of graduation or program completion.

Overall, most students (60%) anticipate having at

least some debt by the time they graduate. More than

one student in four expects a debt of $10,000 or less,

while one in three expects that it will be over $10,000.

Among those students who are anticipating debt,

over half expect that it will be over $10,000, including

17% who expect that it will be over $30,000.

Many students have concerns about financing

their education and the debt they may incur. Almost

three students in four are at least mildly concerned

about having enough funding to complete their

college education. This includes almost one student

in three who is very concerned. Two students in three

are at least mildly concerned about the amount of

debt they estimate that they will incur, including

over one student in three who is very concerned. A

slightly smaller proportion (60%) are at least mildly

concerned with their ability to repay the debt within

a reasonable amount of time, including over one in

four who are very concerned.
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Student Debt 



Student Use of Time 

In a typical week, almost all students (95%) attend

scheduled classes, labs or both; most (85%) spend

time on academic work outside of classes and labs;

almost as many (79%) spend time commuting to and

from campus; and few (10%) spend time participating

in student government, student clubs and the like.

The number of hours students spend on edu-

cation-related activities in an average week varies.

Some eight students in ten spend more than ten

hours a week in class, including half who spend more

than 20 hours attending class or labs. About half of

the students spend at least some time (ten hours or

less) on academic work outside of class and over 

one student in three spends over ten hours a week

doing other academic work outside of classes and

labs. About half spend at least some time (up to 

five hours) commuting to and from campus. About

one student in four spends over five hours a week

commuting, including 8% who reported more than

ten hours a week of commuting time. Almost all of

those who participate in student government,

student clubs and the like spend five hours or less

per week participating in these activities.

In a typical week, almost all students (93%) parti-

cipate in recreational or leisure activities; most (74%)

spend time dealing with family responsibilities;
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fewer, but still a majority (57%), are involved in work

for pay; about half (51%) attend social and cultural

events; and fewer (30%) participate in unpaid

community service or volunteer activities.

As with academic activities, the amount of time

students spend on non-academic activities in a

typical week varies. Almost six students in ten

reported spending more than five hours a week on

leisure and recreational activities, including 10%

who claimed to spend over 20 hours a week on such

activities. Most others (36%) devote five hours or less

to them. While one student in four claims to spend

no time on family, one in three indicated that family

time consumes up to five hours a week and four in

ten reported that it takes up over five hours a week.

Work also consumes a large amount of time for some

students. While four in ten reported that they do not

work, almost as many (37%) reported working for

pay for over ten hours a week, including 14% who

work more than 20 hours per week. 

Almost all students (83%) reported that in the past

year, they worked for pay during the summer or

other school breaks. Just over half (53%) had a full-

time job, working more than 30 hours a week. Many

others (25%) had a part-time job requiring 11 to 

30 hours a week.

Conclusion

Students’ financial situations and concerns vary by

program type. Many of the differences arise because

students’ personal characteristics tend to differ

depending on the program they are enrolled in. In

part, these differences are based on how long

students have been in their program, the cost of the

program in terms of tuition and fees, and the types of

financial sources students must rely on to pay for

their education.




