


Why Don’t They Go On?
Factors Affecting the Decisions of Canadian Youth Not to Pursue 

Post-Secondary Education

E. Dianne Looker
Acadia University

Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation
Fondation canadienne des bourses d’études du millénaire

1000 Sherbrooke West / Ouest
Bureau 800

Montréal,QC
H3A 3R2

Tél: 1 877 786 3999 (Toll Free / Sans frais)
Fax / Téléc: 514 985 5987

E-mail: millennium.foundation@bm-ms.org
Courriel: boursesmillenaire@bm-ms.org

www.millenniumscholarships.ca / www.boursesmillenaire.ca



v1v

C a n a d a  M i l l e n n i u m  S c h o l a r s h i p  F o u n d a t i o n  R e s e a r c h  S e r i e s

W h y  D o n ’ t  T h e y  G o  O n ?
Factors Affecting the Decisions of Canadian Youth Not to Pursue Post-Secondary Education

Introduction

Why don’t more Canadian youth pursue post-secondary education?  There is a 
considerable amount of literature documenting the advantages of such an investment -- 
in terms of better paying and more secure employment and transferable skills, as well 
as personal development.  The question of who opts out of post-secondary education 
(PSE) and why these individuals make such a decision is of interest to policy makers and 
educational practitioners across Canada, who want to know what, if anything, can be done 
to increase the number of Canadian students who attend and complete a post-secondary 
program.  In particular, it is considered important that equitable access to PSE be available 
regardless of one’s background or where in Canada one lives. 

This paper provides some answers to these questions, based on recent research. It focuses 
on two studies of Canadian youth commissioned by the Canada Millennium Scholarship 
Foundation (Foley, 2001, and COGEM, 2001).  Each of these papers examines the factors 
affecting the decision not to attend post-secondary education. This paper will (a) present 
an overview of the research literature1 relevant to those studies, (b) describe the design 
and major findings of the two studies, and (c) present some policy implications based on 
this research. It will focus on the research literature dealing with factors affecting those 
who opt not to attend post-secondary institutions, particularly in Canada. 

Overview of Relevant Literature

The research literature indicates that certain sub-groups within Canadian society are less 
likely than others to attend post-secondary educational institutions.  The first issue, then, 
is to identify these sub-groups.  The next step is to move beyond the question of who does 
not attend to an understanding of why they do not attend.  

One method of differentiating the factors affecting non-attendance is to separate them 
into two categories: external (i.e., outside impediments) and internal (i.e., inhibiting 
factors specific to the individual). For example, while cost would be seen as an external 
impediment, lack of confidence would be considered an internal factor.  However, this 
method of categorization (and similar ones proposed by other researchers2) becomes 
less cut-and-dried when one realizes that potential students must be aware of external 
constraints, such as the cost of post-secondary education, if the categorization is to 
be valid, while their internal feelings about things such as debt come into play in the ways 
they handle this awareness. In other words, many external factors (some of which can 
be influenced by policy measures) have an internal dimension.  What is more, it is rare 
that there is only one key deciding factor that pushes youth away from a consideration of 
pursuing post-secondary education. Rather, as the COGEM report notes, most participants 
in their research “described their experiences regarding PSE as complex, and they could 
point to diverse factors that influenced their educational choices at multiple points in 
time.” (COGEM, 2001: 18).  It is important to keep this complexity in mind when reviewing 
the research on specific impediments and inhibiting factors.

1   For a more general discussion of factors affecting access to PSE, see Looker and Lowe (2001), “Post-
Secondary Access and Student Financial Aid in Canada: Current Knowledge and Research Gaps,” the 
annotated bibliography prepared by Adam Seddon that complements that work, and the summary of the 
workshop held in February, 2001, which dealt with issues of post-secondary access and student financial 
aid., available on the Canadian Policy Research Network’s Web site: http://www.cprn.com/cprn.html. 

2   See Perron, 1996, and Hossler and Stage, 1992.
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Who Doesn’t Go?

Research has shown that there are a number of factors which influence young people’s 
decisions about whether or not to pursue PSE. These are summarized in the table 
below.  Many are sociodemographic variables that raise questions about how equitable PSE 
access currently is.  Other school-related variables, which themselves are often related to 
sociodemographic background, can also have an impact - indeed, their impact is often larger 
impact than that of the sociodemographic variables. Academic performance and stream are 
built into entrance requirements for many, if not most, post-secondary programs.

Relevant factors* Source

Low parental income  Butlin, 1999; Newfoundland, 1998; Statistics Canada, 
2000; U. of Alberta, 2001

Low parental education  Andres and Krahn, 1999; Butlin, 1999; Choy, 1999,  
Clift et. al., 1997; Lowe and Krahn, 2000

Males  Butlin, 1999; Clift et al., 1997; Québec, 1998;  Thiessen 
and Nickerson, 1999

Francophones Butlin, 1999; Québec, 1998

Rural youth  Andres and Looker, 2001; Butlin, 1999; Looker,  1993; 
Looker and Dwyer, 1998; U. of Alberta, 2001

Aboriginal youth  British Columbia, 1997; Clift et al., 1997; Cloutier,  
1984; Sarkar and Stallard, 1997; U. of Alberta, 2001

Other minorities Cloutier, 1984

Physical disabilities  Butlin, 1999; Clift et al., 1997; Sarkar and Stallard, 
1997; Ticoll, 1995

Learning disabilities  Butlin, 1999; British Columbia, 2000; Clift et al., 1997; 
Sarkar and Stallard, 1997; Ticoll, 1995

Single parent families Butlin, 1999; Magee, 1998

Non-academic stream Andres and Krahn, 1999

Low academic performance Butlin, 1999; Looker, 1994; Perron, 1996

Negative attitudes to education  Andres, 1999; British Columbia, 1997, 1998; Butlin, 
1999; MPHEC, 1997; Looker, 1994; Perron, 1996; 
Ticoll, 1995

* Categories listed indicate those less likely to attend PSE.

Butlin (1999) uses data from the 1995 School Leavers Follow-up Survey to further explore 
the ways in which several of these factors affect youth attendance at post-secondary 
institutions.  Multinominal logistic regression allowed him to identify the effects of each 
predictor (such as a certain sociodemographic characteristic), while controlling on other 
factors. He finds that several factors affect the type of post-secondary institution attended, 
but only a few have a direct effect on whether or not an individual attends at all.  Based on 
his research, the only sociodemographic characteristic that has an effect on the decision 
to attend PSE, after controls, is parental level of education.   The school-related variables 
that affect attendance, after controls, are whether or not one has failed a grade, student 
participation in class, and participation in extra-curricular activities.

It is important to be careful when interpreting research reports of differences in post-
secondary attendance that examine one variable at a time.  Furthermore, it is necessary to 
look beyond patterns of difference in who attends PSE to understand why certain youth 
opt to limit their education in this way.
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Why Stop after High School? - Foley 

The Foley (2001) study, commissioned by the Canada Millennium Scholarship Foundation, 
explicitly addresses the issue of why students who are eligible to attend a post-secondary 
institution choose not to do so. Foley examines data from the 1991 School Leavers Survey 
(SLS) and the 1995 School Leavers Follow-up Survey (SLF) which tracks the activities of those 
who participated in the original SLS.  The SLS involved a sample of 18 to 20 year olds in all 
ten Canadian provinces.

Foley’s analysis focuses on a question asking respondents to identify the most important 
reason why they did not continue beyond high school to attend university, college, or 
Cegep (College d’enseignment general et professionnel).  This question was asked of 
individuals who had completed high school but who had not undertaken any PSE, as well 
as those who had started some PSE but who had not completed it and who were no 
longer in a PSE programme (20% of the sub-sample). It is important to note that this 
analysis excludes those students who fail to attend a post-secondary institution because 
they do not have a high school diploma - a prerequisite for many PSE programmes. The 
extensive literature on school drop-outs confirms that there are a number of factors, both 
demographic and attitudinal, related to patterns of high school completion.

Given the focus of the question on the most important reason for deciding against PSE, 
the SLS cannot provide information on multiple contributing factors or the ways in which 
youth consider several factors before making a decision. Nevertheless, the Foley analysis 
gives us some important insights into who stops after high school, and why.

The first step is to establish the demographic correlates of post-secondary participation for 
this sample of high school graduates (Foley, 2001: 5). Many of the findings parallel those 
reported above. In other words, gender, income, parental education, parental occupational 
status, and language were found to affect PSE participation rates.  Other differences 
between attendees and non-attendees include those related to age, region, marital status, 
income and marks.

Specifically, among the high school graduates in the sample, the sub-groups less likely to 
pursue PSE were males; older students; those in New Brunswick, Alberta, and British 
Columbia; anglophones; those who, by 1995, were married and/or had a child; those 
with lower marks; and those whose own annual incomes were over $10,000. Parental 
education and occupation had an effect, with those from higher status households being 
more likely to continue beyond high school.

The core of Foley’s study is an examination of the main reason non-attendees (which 
includes those who attended but did not complete) gave for not pursuing PSE. Respondents 
selected one reason from among the choices indicated in the following figure (Foley, 2001: 
11).
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Figure 1: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE

A key finding was that most students listed a non-financial reason for not attending PSE. 
That is, 77% gave reasons other than the first in the above list.  On the other hand, “did not 
have enough money to continue” was the most frequently cited individual reason (23%).  
The next most frequently mentioned reason was “wanted to take some time off from 
studying (19%).  The other two most commonly3 cited reasons were “couldn’t decide what 
to do” (13%) and “had no interest in pursuing further education” (10%).

When comparing those in the sub-sample who undertook some PSE but did not continue 
with those who never attended a post-secondary institution at all, Foley finds that a higher 
proportion of the latter group (26% versus 9%) indicated they did not have enough money 
to continue.  “This suggests that financial barriers play a far less important role in PSE 
persistence than they do in the initial decision to pursue PSE.” (Foley, 2001:  13).

Having identified the patterns of response to this core question, Foley looks at the extent 
to which various demographic characteristics are related to these responses concerning 
the main reason for not attending PSE.  There were some important differences in the 
proportions citing a particular reason as most important reason, as follows:

•  Region and/or province had an effect: Quebec respondents were less likely than 
those in other provinces to say that they did not have enough money, whereas B.C. 
respondents were more likely to give this reason4. 

•  Quebec respondents were also more likely than others to say they had no interest, 
they had a good job, their marks were too low, or to cite “other” reasons.  Conversely, 
they were less likely than others to say that they couldn’t decide.

3   Thirteen percent chose the “other” category, but this category does not reflect a single reason.

4   Interestingly Foley notes that there was not “a direct relationship between the proportion of respondents 
who reported that they did not have enough money to continue in each region and the cost of tuition 
in that region.” (p.17), suggesting that tuition is not always the most important financial factor in 
determining whether a person believes he or she has enough money to attend PSE. Other costs, such as 
travel or living expenses, may also be relevant. 
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•  Ontario respondents were more likely than others to say that they couldn’t decide, 
while they were less likely than others to say they had no interest, they had a good 
job, or their marks were too low.

•  Those from the Prairie provinces were more likely than others to state that the most 
important reaons for not attending PSE was that they wanted to take some time off.

•  There were differences by language, but these are conflated with region. Comparing 
language groups inside Quebec, anglophones were more likely than francophones to 
indicate that the most important reason was that their marks were too low; Quebec 
anglophones were also more likely to say they wanted to take time off from their 
studies.

•  There were few differences by gender, although males were somewhat more likely to 
say they couldn’t decide, while females more likely to list “other” reasons.

•  Those respondents whose fathers had a low level of education (i.e., less than high 
school) were more likely than others to report that the main reason they didn’t 
attend a post-secondary institution was because they had no interest in further 
education. Respondents’ mother’s level of education had no statistically significant 
effect on the most important reason for non-attendance.

•  Those individuals whose mothers worked were more likely than others to say that 
they did not have enough money, while those whose mothers did not work were 
more likely to cite a lack of interest.

•  Respondents’ own work patterns also had an effect.  Those who worked during their 
last year of high school were more likely to say they did not have enough money; 
they were also more likely to say they had a good job.  Those who were not working 
were more likely to identify the most important reason for non-attendance as lack of 
interest or “other”.

Having looked at the most important reason for non-attendance and its correlation with 
various demographic variables, the third section of Foley’s analysis examines how these 
reasons, given in 1991, relate to activities reported by respondents in the 1995 SLF Survey. 
Those who, in 1991, said they wanted to take some time off from studying were more 
likely than others to have undertaken some form of PSE by 1995.  These students were also 
more likely to have taken specific programmes that would lead to a degree, diploma, or 
certificate, and more likely to have registered for an undergraduate degree at a university.  
Those who had, in 1991, indicated they didn’t have enough money were more likely than 
those listing most other reasons to be in a degree programme by 1995. Overall, less than 
20% of those in Foley’s sub-sample had taken university-level courses that would lead to a 
degree, suggesting that “facilitating a direct transition from high school to university may 
increase the likelihood that a person ever participates in university” (p. 32). 

More generally, Foley points to the importance of non-financial reasons in these students’ 
decisions. “This does not mean that these individuals did not also face financial barriers, but 
rather that they viewed other barriers as more important” (p. 34).  Parental background, 
particularly parental level of education, appears to have an effect not only on whether 
or not an individual pursues PSE, but also the most important reason identified for non-
participation. 
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Foley concludes by saying: “Although securing access to PSE for all Canadians may involve 
more than just financial assistance, we cannot ignore the barriers posed by affordability.  
Being able to afford PSE will likely remain a hurdle for many young people.  The evidence of 
this paper suggests, however, that in many cases there are other hurdles to be overcome 
first” (p. 34).

One strength of Foley’s analysis is the fact that it reports data from a large-scale, 
Canada-wide survey5.  Having such a large, representative sample allows for fairly detailed 
examination of sub-groups, as Foley has done. A limitation of the SLS, SLF, and other large-
scale surveys, however, is that they cannot go into much detail on any one topic.  Thus, the 
SLS asks for only the most important reason for not attending PSE, and cannot provide any 
details regarding the complexity of this decision.

The second study, undertaken by COGEM, provides this detail by using in-depth interviews 
with a sample of youth who have not attended any PSE.  The following section provides a 
brief overview of the COGEM report.

Deciding about Post-Secondary Education: Hearing the Voices 
of Non-attendees - COGEM

The COGEM study, authored by Liesette Brunson, Kerry Butt, and Yves Déziel involved 
in-depth interviews with 62 young people aged 23 to 26 and who, as of July 2001, had not 
attended a post-secondary educational institution.  COGEM used quota sampling methods 
to obtain a sample of 29 high school graduates and 33 non-graduates6 in five cities and 
a rural suburb7 of Montreal, with equal representation of males and females. About one-
quarter of the interviewees were francophones; the remainder were anglophones. The 
young adults selected for inclusion participated in a one-on-one interview lasting 40 to 60 
minutes, which focused on their perceptions of and attitudes to PSE.  Specifically, they were 
asked to reflect on the factors that they felt had influenced their decisions about PSE, their 
perceptions of barriers to PSE and how their attitudes and perceptions may have changed 
over time.  The interviews were audio- and video-taped, transcribed, coded, and analysed 
with a qualitative software package.  

The strength of this approach is that it allows an in-depth examination of some of the 
complexities of young people’s decision-making regarding PSE. The trade-off is that the 
identified patterns are illustrative rather than generalizable, and the cross-sectional design 
requires heavy reliance on retrospective recall.  Nevertheless, through extensive verbatim 
quotes (which cannot be reproduced here), the report gives us a feel for the types of 
issues that young people face when they make important educational decisions.

The authors make a distinction between what they call “barriers” - that is, factors that 
made it “implausible if not impossible” (p. 10) for the respondent to attend PSE - and 
“reasons,” which are conscious choice factors that led participants to decide against 
pursuing PSE even though they theoretically had the means to do so.

5   The SLS and SLF include respondents from all ten Canadian provinces, but, like many Statistics Canada 
surveys, they exclude those living in the Territories.

6   The inclusion of those without a high school graduation certificate is an important difference between 
this sub-group and the SLS sub-sample analysed by Foley.

7   None were from a rural area remote from an urban centre.
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The barriers identified included:8

•  Lack of awareness of PSE as an available option;

•  Lack of money;

•  Lack of academic ability and/or the presence of learning disabilities;

•  Disruption to specific plans.

The reasons identified by these non-attendees included:9 

•  Other activities/responsibilities had higher priority, including family obligations, work, 
and travelling;

•  PSE was not seen as necessary or beneficial for the plans they had;

•  The perception that work experience better prepared you for a future career than 
did further education;

•  Given the job market situation, there was little likelihood of PSE providing an 
advantage;

•  Given their personal characteristics at the time (lack of clear goals, lack of discipline, 
lack of readiness for PSE) there was little likelihood of PSE providing an advantage;

•  Costs (in terms of time as well as money) were too high, relative to perceived likely 
benefits. 10

Having illustrated in some detail the types of barriers and reasons which influenced these 
individuals’ decision not to attend PSE, the authors of the COGEM report go on to discuss 
the extent to which there was reconsideration of the decision about PSE.  They found that a 
“significant minority” (p. 12) of the study participants had reconsidered their original idea 
to not attend a post-secondary institution.  

There were somewhat different patterns of response for those who had not yet 
completed high school versus those who had.   Those in the first group had an interest in 
returning to school, if only to complete their high school requirements.  However, because 
of a combination of barriers and reasons (such as those listed above), they were having 
some difficulty attaining this goal.11  Those who were high school graduates were fairly 
evenly split between those who were considering some PSE and those who were not. 
Those who were considering PSE at this point in their lives pointed to either changes 
in their own level of readiness for PSE or a change in their perception of the potential 
benefits of PSE. These potential benefits included the opportunity for a better job, a higher 
salary, and/or a better opportunity for career advancement.  These advantages were seen 
as reflecting the higher level of skill and/or the benefit of a PSE certificate, degree, or 
diploma.

8   These barriers could be seen as paralleling those faced by Foley’s respondents who reported lack of 
money, low marks, applied but was not accepted, the program they wanted wasn’t available or was not 
available close to home, and “had no interest” as the most important reason for not attending PSE.

9   These reasons can be compared to those given by Foley’s respondents who said that they wanted some 
time off, they had a good job, they wanted to raise a family, or they couldn’t decide what to do.

10   The authors emphasize the difference between cost as an external barrier and the conscious calculation 
of a cost/benefit analysis as a reason for not pursuing PSE.

11   Note that any young people who were successful in the goal of pursuing at least some PSE by the time 
of the interviews would have been excluded from the study.
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Despite these changes, the research participants felt they still faced a number of obstacles. 
These included a lack of familiarity with the process, being out of the school system for 
a while, family responsibilities and/or a lack of access to affordable day care, and the risk 
associated with giving up paid work, as well as concerns about costs and debt.

The next section of the COGEM paper looks at sources of support and information about 
PSE for these non-attendees. Family, friends, and schools were the sources most often 
listed.  Schools (through teachers and guidance offices) were often cited as sources of 
information, although many of the participants were critical about the lack of information 
provided, difficulties in accessing information and/or the counsellors, or inadequacies in 
the ways the information was provided. 

Family members were important role models for some of the young people in the study 
- sometimes in a positive way, encouraging them to go on, sometimes as a negative 
influence. Some family members provided support, but others, either by their negative 
comments or a lack of pressure, turned respondents away from considering PSE. Most 
often, parents were the most important family members in terms of influencing the 
decision to attend PSE, although siblings sometimes played a role.

Friends also served as role models for these young adults. Again, some friends were 
positive role models, encouraging them to consider PSE. Others were more negative, 
either in the attitudes they expressed or by the example they set.  When young people 
saw friends who had no PSE making good money in a secure job, this influenced their 
perception of the potential benefits of taking additional education themselves. 

In the final section of the paper, the COGEM authors report the suggestions that the 
youth themselves gave about how to increase the participation of Canadian youth in PSE. 

A central aspect of these suggestions was a plea for better and more accessible 
information - information about prerequisites at the high school level, information about 
program options, and information about possible careers, about financial aid, about 
support services.  The research participants felt that both the quality and quantity of 
relevant information provided to students could be improved. There was also a call for 
information to be provided at a fairly early stage, with the transition from junior high to 
high school being seen as a particularly important time. Some students, including those 
with special needs and/or those returning to school, would need special programs and 
support services. In summary, they felt there were ways that the process, particularly the 
support programs offered in the schools, could be improved to facilitate the transition to 
PSE for those interested in going beyond high school.
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Summary

What has been learned from these two studies?  First of all, it is clear that the decision 
about whether or not to attend a post-secondary educational institution after high school 
is a complex process.  Different factors have an influence on different youth.  Furthermore, 
it is rare for there to be one single reason that can account for the patterns of non-
attendance or for the decision of a given individual.  Rather, we need to consider the joint 
influence of several factors acting at different times on different students.

Specifically, the data from these two studies clarify that it cost factors are not the only 
deterrent to participation in PSE.  Cost issues do arise, both as a “barrier” (i.e., not 
having the necessary funds) and as a “reason” (i.e., weighing the cost against the predicted 
benefits), to use the terminology from the COGEM report.  That is, the cost of PSE and a 
fear of debt constrain many young Canadians from pursuing their education beyond high 
school.  In addition, their attitudes and perceptions about the potential value of investing 
that time and money are weighed against what they feel are the likely benefits, taking into 
account their priorities and the other options they see as being available to them.  Thus, 
while the cost of PSE cannot be discounted as an important factor, there are important 
subjective aspects involved in the potential costs that must be taken into account, as well 
as other factors not related to cost.

One of the interesting things revealed by both studies is the important role that non-
financial factors played in the decision about how much education to take.  Attitudes about 
oneself and one’s abilities, confidence levels, attitudes to formal schooling, preferred and 
expected jobs, and levels of certainty (or uncertainty) about the future all played a role.  
Friends, family, and school officials also played a part in providing either incentives or dis-
incentives to further education. 

Relationship to Existing Literature

How do the findings of these two studies relate to the existing literature on access to 
PSE?  As other research has shown, these two studies confirm that “the decision to pursue 
or not pursue post-secondary education is multi-faceted, touching a variety of social, 
economic, and psychological dimensions of an individual’s life experience” (MPHEC, 1997: 
5). This complexity is particularly well documented in the quotes cited in the COGEM 
report.  Both reports underscore the importance of internal attitudes, rather than simply 
the cost of PSE. As the MPHEC report notes: “Due to the multi-layered motivations which 
are at play in the decision to pursue or not pursue post-secondary education, it is unlikely 
that debt load in and of itself can or will tip the balance one way or the other.  Significantly, 
however, it can weigh heavily in the equation by confirming or reinforcing decisions taken 
for other reasons” (1997: 38). 

Both the Foley and the COGEM analysis found that the cost of PSE, while not the only 
factor, is an important factor in youths’ educational decisions. However, it is not just the 
cost of tuition that is a consideration; other costs associated with PSE - for example, the 
cost of living away from home - must be taken into account (COGEM, 2001: 36; Foley, 
2001: 17).  A study by the University of Alberta (2001) makes the same point.  See also 
Bouchard and Zhao (2000) and British Columbia (1998). 

Student attitudes, reflecting perceptions of their abilities, possible options, and the likely 
returns on the time and money invested in PSE are crucial to decisions about their path 
after high school.  This parallels the findings from other research on Canadian youth 
(Andres, 1993; Clift et al., 1997; Looker, 1994; University of Alberta, 2001).  
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The University of Alberta (2001) study emphasizes the importance of cultural factors in 
creating barriers for Aboriginal youth, as well as those from rural areas.  Ticoll (1995) 
focuses on the barriers specific to students with disabilities (see also McKenzie [1994]). 
Neither the Foley nor the COGEM analysis looked at these issues, but they clearly 
warrant further research. 

The Foley analysis, in particular, examines how specific sociodemographic characteristics 
are related to PSE attendance.  Parental background, as measured by education, 
occupational status, and/or income affect students’ paths after high school, as well as 
their reasons for taking a particular path.  Other researchers have found similar patterns 
(British Columbia, 1998; Butlin, 1999; Clift et al., 1997; Lowe and Krahn, 2000; MPHEC, 
1997). Cost issues are more of a barrier for those from lower socioeconomic strata (SES). 
As Clift et al. (1997:7) note: “Students from low SES backgrounds have been diverted from 
the universities to non-university institutions or away from the system altogether.”

The COGEM study emphasizes the importance of access to accurate, timely and 
appropriate information.  Some students are unaware of the possibilities that are available.  
In keeping with this finding, the University of Alberta (2001) report quotes a community 
worker who observes that “for most underprivileged youth in Alberta, university isn’t 
even on the radar screen” (p.6). Furthermore, that report notes that “a lack of awareness 
about the value of post-secondary education, the scarcity of role models, or the absence 
of encouragement are all barriers to higher learning” (p. 6). However, as the B.C. Ministry 
of Education document warns, “some students and parents are overwhelmed by the 
volume and complexity of the information they receive about post-secondary institutions, 
programs, and financial assistance (1997: 1).  See also Andres (1993), British Columbia 
(1998), and Looker (1994).  

Parents in particular play an important role in students’ decisions about whether to attend 
PSE.  This is confirmed in the COGEM analysis and in other research on Canadian youth 
(British Columbia, 1998; Looker, 1994).  What may be even more significant for policy 
initiatives is the fact that school officials (teachers and/or counsellors) play an important 
role for only a minority of students.  Several of the students in the COGEM study (and in 
Mackinnon and Looker, 1999) were critical of the information made available to them - or 
not made available to them - through their schools.

Policy Implications

What can the two studies reviewed here suggest in terms of policy interventions?  The 
assumption is that the goal of any such policy interventions is equality of opportunity. As 
the HRDC (1998) report notes: “The Government of Canada is committed to ensuring 
equitable access to post-secondary education for all Canadians” (p. 2). That is, the goal is 
not to have all Canadians (or all high school graduates) attend PSE. Rather, the desired goal 
is to ensure that there are no external barriers or impediments that prevent interested 
and qualified individuals from attending and completing PSE. In other words, how do we 
ensure that a young person’s background is not an impediment to attending PSE?

The oft-cited economic advantages of having a post-secondary education12 are not likely 
to persist if most Canadians have some sort of PSE credential. Rather, the effect would be 
to transform post-compulsory education into education compulsory for employment. In 

12   It is also important to note that one can pursue PSE for reasons other than job preparation.  PSE allows 
an exploration of personal interests and the development of a wide range of skills, not all of which are 
directly related to one’s labour force participation.
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that scenario, employers would have to look for other markers when choosing employees. 
While recognising the non-economic benefits of PSE, so long as there are jobs that do not 
require PSE it makes little sense to push everyone to prolong their education. It needs 
to be recognised that individuals can find other ways of obtaining a viable and sustainable 
living besides getting a post-secondary credential.  

The good news from the Foley analysis is that there are very few background variables 
that affect the reason for non-attendance of PSE. The Butlin (1999) report, with its 
multivariate analysis of the same data set, confirms that it is primarily parental education, 
rather than other background variables, that affects PSE attendance patterns.

The issue is not a simple one, however.  On the one hand, one would not want to 
try to prevent parents from influencing their children (even if one could succeed in 
such an unlikely task).  On the other hand, it is important to recognise the impact that 
parental education and parental values have on youth. Also, in the relevant research, 
parental education is essentially a measure of social class background and the myriad 
effects on student outcomes that result from that background. The relationship between 
the educational levels of parent and child are just one manifestation of the more general 
intergenerational transmission of class.

If the goal is to minimise the negative impact that parents with relatively low levels of 
education have on their children, one tactic might be to increase parental education 
through various “life-long learning” initiatives.  Another tactic could be to target the 
parents of children at the high school level to inform them of the advantages of PSE for 
their child, thus influencing the attitudes that they then transmit to their child.  A third 
would be to find alternate forms of support and encouragement for those who have the 
ability and interest to pursue PSE, so that educational disadvantage is not transmitted from 
one generation to the next.  

In terms of the youth themselves, information seems to be a key.  In both studies there was 
documentation of the importance of information about job and PSE options.  Many youth 
were undecided - and found the computer-assisted programs made available to them in 
the schools to be of little help (COGEM, 2001: 58). An active counselling service that 
seeks out undecided or struggling students (however impractical this might be in a time of 
education cutbacks) would be helpful. Students need information not only about possible 
careers but also about courses they need in high school.  If the focus of intervention 
programmes is primarily at the higher grades, the information may be too late for those 
who have opted out of key courses without recognising the long-term effects of these 
decisions. 

The provision of such information must, however, take into account concerns about 
information overload (B.C., 1997).  Also, those for whom PSE is “not even on the radar 
screen” are not likely to seek or to make use of such information, no matter how timely 
or appropriate.  The challenge, then, is to identify which modes of delivery for which types 
of information are most effective for which students. 

The two studies also emphasized the importance of accurate and timely information 
about financial assistance programmes. For example, many of the youth did not know 
about loan remission programmes (see also the 1997 MPHEC report).  It tends to be 
those who have already decided on pursuing PSE who seek out and obtain information on 
financial assistance options. Those with little initial interest in PSE are unlikely to seek out 
this information, although their interest could be raised if they could be shown that PSE 
was a viable option.
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Also linked to the issue of cost is the financial reason for non-attendance (rather than 
the barrier) identified in the COGEM report. Once students decide that PSE is a possible 
option, many of them seem to be balancing the cost (in time, energy, and money) to obtain 
a PSE credential against the perceived probable benefit in employability and quality of 
job they could command.  As the authors of the MPHEC (1997) report note: “debt is 
manageable as long as they find suitable employment. Indeed, debt is less an obstacle than 
is finding a job with a good enough salary to pay off the debt” (p. 36). 

In other words, a larger-scale, longer-term intervention (consistent with many recent 
federal government initiatives) is job creation. The more high school students who are 
convinced that they can and will obtain better, more secure, higher-paying jobs if they 
pursue PSE, the more students from all backgrounds are likely to continue beyond high 
school and invest in post-secondary options. Those who rightly or wrongly perceive that 
they will be left with a large debt and no way to pay it off will be hesitant to make this 
investment.  The jobs must be there and be seen to be there if more Canadian youth are 
to be encouraged to pursue post-secondary education as a viable path.
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