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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper uses data from Statistics Canada’s School Leavers Survey (SLS) and School Leavers Follow-up 
Survey (SLF) to examine the reasons why some high school graduates do not pursue post-secondary 
education (PSE).

In 1991, the SLS surveyed a sample of young people aged 18 to 20 in all ten Canadian provinces.  
High school graduates who were not pursuing PSE at the time of the survey were asked to indicate 
the most important reason that they did not go on to university, college, or Cegep.  Although the 
largest proportion of respondents indicated that not having enough money was most important, the 
findings from this survey provide evidence that many young people believe non-financial reasons are 
more important than financial barriers to PSE.  Indeed, the majority of individuals in the SLS reported a 
non-financial reason rather than a financial reason as the most important reason for not pursuing PSE.  This 
does not mean that these individuals did not also face financial barriers, but rather that they viewed 
other barriers as more important.  The most commonly reported non-financial reasons included 
“wanting to take some time off from studying,” “couldn’t decide what to do,” and “no interest in 
pursuing further education.”  Being able to afford PSE will doubtless continue to pose a hurdle 
for young people; the evidence of this paper suggests, however, that in many cases there are other 
hurdles to be overcome first.

According to the SLS data, the level of respondents’ fathers’ education can be correlated with not 
having an interest in PSE.  Obviously, parents can be important role models for their children; young 
people receive greater exposure to the kinds of life trajectories that their parents are following and 
thus may choose a path simply because it is known to them.

Using data from the SLF (which re-surveyed the same respondents in 1995), this paper also examines 
whether high school graduates who were not pursuing PSE in 1991 had gone on to undertake 
post-secondary training or education by 1995.  Notably, while over three-quarters of the young 
people involved had undertaken some further education and training by 1995, only 20 percent had 
taken university-level training or education.  Those who reported “no interest in pursuing further 
education” as the most important reason for not furthering their education in 1991 were least likely 
to have undertaken any training or education towards a Bachelor’s degree by 1995.  While some of 
these young people may eventually decide to undertake some university level training or education 
(if they have not already done so), these results suggest that facilitating a direct transition from high 
school to university may increase the likelihood that a person ever participates in university.

Multivariate analysis was attempted to explore the factors influencing the reasons reported for not 
undertaking PSE, but very low levels of significance were achieved in the models. These results are 
presented in an appendix.
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Why Stop after High School?

A Descriptive Analysis of the Most Important Reasons

High School Graduates Do Not Continue to PSE

In 1995, individuals with some post-secondary training earned, on average, nearly $3,000 
more per year than individuals who completed only high school.  The earnings premium 
for university graduates was even larger: an individual with a university degree earned, on 
average, about 84 percent more than the a high school graduate (Statistics Canada 1996).  
Graduates of post-secondary education (PSE) not only enjoy higher earnings; they also 
have access to a more thriving labour market.  In the past 25 years, job growth for highly 
skilled workers outpaced average job growth by nearly 100 percent (HRDC 2000). Yet 
many young people never complete high school, and others who do complete high school 
choose not to pursue further education.

Previous research suggests that characteristics such as socioeconomic status may differ 
systematically between those who participate in PSE and those who do not.  In particular, 
higher levels of parental income and education are associated with a greater probability 
of participating in PSE (Looker and Lowe 2001).  What is not clear from the literature is 
how socioeconomic status influences participation.  Obviously, poorer students may be less 
able to finance their education.  Some researchers also assert that the cultural barriers 
associated with low socioeconomic status are an important influence (Lynch and O’Riordan 
1989).  There is as yet no definite conclusion as to which factor is most important.

This paper does not attempt to describe the characteristics of PSE participants or non-
participants. Instead, it examines the reasons why young people do not pursue PSE.  Using 
Statistics Canada’s School Leavers Survey and School Leavers Follow-up Survey, it focuses on 
young people who completed high school but did not pursue PSE.  In these surveys, 
young high school graduates who were not pursuing PSE were asked to select from a 
predetermined list the most important reason that they did not continue their education.  
This paper examines the reasons which were cited most frequently.  

This paper also investigates whether some groups of young people are more likely than 
others to select certain reasons for not pursuing PSE.  In particular, it examines differences 
by:

 i) geographic region

 ii) primary language

 iii) gender

 iv) immigration status (i.e., resident vs. landed immigrant)

 v) parental education, occupation, and attitudes toward education

 vi) access to good counselling in high school

 vii) work and level of income (if any) while in high school

Finally, the paper investigates how many of the people surveyed had gone on to participate 
in PSE by 1995, and it considers whether young people who reported certain reasons 
for not pursuing PSE in 1991 were more or less likely to have engaged in any further 
education or training by 1995.  
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Data, Sample, and Sample Members’ Characteristics

Data

This study employs data from the School Leavers Survey (SLS) and the School Leavers 
Follow-up Survey (SLF). The SLS was fielded in 1991 by Statistics Canada in order to 
examine the profiles of three “types” of secondary school students.  These three types 
are: “graduates” (i.e., those who successfully completed secondary school), “continuers” 
(i.e., those still attending secondary school), and “leavers” (i.e., those who left high school 
before obtaining a diploma or certificate). 

The SLS “universe” included all Canadians aged 18 to 20 as of April 1, 1991.  The “universe” 
for the SLF, which was conducted in 1995, comprised individuals who participated in the 
SLS.  The sampling frame for the original 1991 sample was created through the use of 
Family Allowance files.  Since the files were used to generate payments, it was hoped that 
address information gathered from them would be relatively current and accurate.

For the SLS, a sample of 18,000 individuals was determined to be sufficient for estimates 
that could be used to infer national dropout rates.  In the end, 9,460 individuals completed 
the survey. No more than two individuals within the same family were selected for the 
sample. Individuals whose Family Allowance payment was made to an agency - implying 
that the minor was in institutional care - were not included in the sample. 

In 1995, for the SLF, Statistics Canada successfully traced 7,233 SLS respondents and 
completed surveys for 6,284 individuals. 

Sample

This paper focuses on the reasons why some high school graduates do not pursue PSE. In the 
1991 SLS, high school graduates who were not pursuing PSE at the time of the survey were 
asked to indicate the most important reason why they did not continue on to university, 
college, or Cegep. Our analysis sample includes all 972 individuals who responded to this 
question; these 972 individuals represent a weighted sample of 191,201 Canadians1.  

The question was posed to two sets of individuals, and consequently the sample is made of 
up those two sets. The first group are high school graduates who had not undertaken any 
training or education beyond high school at the time of the interview.  The second group is 
made up of individuals who had undertaken some post-secondary training and education 
but had not completed the program and were no longer pursuing PSE.  While the first 
group represents those who never attended PSE, the second group roughly corresponds 
to post-secondary dropouts.

Sample Characteristics

The weighted sample used in the study represents about 18% of the total sample and thus 
represents Canadians aged 18 to 20 in 1991 who had not pursued PSE.  Results presented 
here can therefore only be applied to a select segment of the population.  While many people 
do not participate in PSE, this paper considers only high school graduates who were not 
pursuing PSE at the time of the survey; high school leavers who do not pursue PSE are not 
included in the study.  High school leavers who do not attend university or college may differ 

 

1   Non-response includes both  “Don’t Know” and refusals. See Appendix Table A.1 for a full breakdown of 
the sample.
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systematically from high school graduates who do not go on to PSE2,  and thus we cannot 
assume that the results obtained in this study would apply to high school leavers as well.

Table 1 compares the average characteristics of the analysis sample, which is comprised of 
high school graduates who did not pursue PSE, with those of high school graduates who 
went on to PSE.  It is clear that there are some substantial differences in these two groups 
of young people.  For example, female high school graduates were much more likely to go 
on to PSE than their male counterparts.  Those high school graduates who went on to PSE 
also tended to be slightly older than those who did not.  Young people who did not pursue 
PSE were 4.4 percentage points more likely than those pursuing PSE to be married or 
living with a common law spouse, and 3.8 percentage points more likely to have dependent 
children.  Overall, however, relatively few members of each group were married or had 
children at the time of the study.

Table 1: Selected Sample Characteristics for the Analysis Sample and High 
School Graduates Who Went on to PSE

   High School   
  Analysis  Graduates  Difference
  Sample Who Went
   on to PSE

Gender   
 Male 52.4 44.9 7.5***
 Female 47.6 55.1 -7.5***
Age on April 1, 1991   
 18 24.3 20.5 3.8**
 19 35.2 36.7 -1.5
 20 40.5 42.8 -2.3
Province of Study   
 Newfoundland 3.2 2.9 0.3
 Prince Edward Island 0.6 0.5 0.1
 Nova Scotia 2.5 3.2 -0.7
 New Brunswick 4.7 2.6 2.1***
 Quebec 18.2 30.7 -12.5***
 Ontario 32.3 31.2 1.1
 Manitoba 5.3 4.2 1.1
 Saskatchewan 4.7 4.1 0.6
 Alberta 13.1 8.9 4.2***
 British Columbia 15.4 11.6 3.8***
Marital Status   
 Single, Never Married 93.5 97.9 -4.4***
 Married or Living with Common Law Spouse 6.5 2.1 4.4***
Dependent Children   
 Yes 5.3 1.5 3.8***
 No 94.7 98.5 -3.8***
Immigration Status   
 Born in Canada 94.2 93.1 1.1
 Immigrated on or before 1980 5.1 5.4 -0.3
 Immigrated after 1980 0.7 1.5 -0.8*

2   See Gilbert and Frank (1995) for a full discussion of socioeconomic differences between high school 
leavers, continuers, and graduates.
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Primary Language   
 English 79.9 72.0 7.9***
 French 19.3 26.2 -6.9***
 Other 0.8 1.8 -1.0**
Gross Income in Last 12 Months   
 No Income 0.2 0.2 0
 Less than or Equal to $10,000 68.9 86.1 -17.2***
 Over $10,000 30.9 13.7 17.2***
Worked while in School   
 Yes 69.8 64.7 5.1***
 No 30.2 35.3 -5.1***
Last Average in School (Self Report)   
 Mainly A’s (80% or above) 14.0 38.1 -24.1***
 Mainly B’s (70% to 79%) 46.3 45.8 0.5
 Mainly C’s (60% to 69%) 33.1 13.8 19.3***
 Mainly D’s (50% to 59%) 2.5 0.3 2.2***
 Mainly F’s (Under 50%) 0.0 0.0 0
 Don’t Know 4.2 1.9 2.3***
Sample Size 191,201 518,020 

A two-tailed t-test was applied to test for difference between the two samples.
Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Table 1 also reveals that graduates in some provinces are more likely to pursue PSE than 
in others.  Young people who graduated from high school in New Brunswick, Alberta, and 
British Columbia were less likely to go on to PSE;  those who had graduated from high 
school in Quebec were more likely to have continued to PSE.

There were no significant differences between the two groups in terms of  immigration 
status, but there were some differences with respect to primary language; specifically, a 
larger proportion of the analysis sample spoke English rather than French or another 
language.

Those who had not pursued PSE were more likely than those who did to have an income 
of $10,000 or more.  Also, those who had not pursued PSE were more likely than those 
who did to have worked while in secondary school.

Previous research on the characteristics of PSE participants has shown that family 
background can be as important as young people’s own characteristics.  Unfortunately, 
only limited measures of family background are available in the SLS.  Table 2 shows the 
parental education levels and occupations for respondents who were living with their 
mother and/or father in their last year of high school3.   Information about the kind 
of work done by respondents’ parents was categorized into occupations using Statistics 
Canada’s Standard Occupational Classification 1980.  

3   For ease of exposition, throughout the paper we use father and mother to refer to father or 
step-father and mother or step-mother, respectively.
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Table 2: Sample Members’ Family Background for the Analysis Sample and 
High School Graduates Who Went on to PSE

   High School   
  Analysis  Graduates  Difference
  Sample Who Went
   on to PSE

Mother’s Education Level   
 Less than Grade 9 14.8 12.3 2.5*

 Didn’t Complete High School 23.1 16.3 6.8***

 Completed High School 37.0 31.4 5.6***

 Completed Some Trade/Vocational or College 14.3 19.6 -5.3***

 Completed Some University 10.9 20.4 -9.5***

Sample Size1 158,815 455,838 
Father’s Education Level   
 Less than Grade 9 18.8 14.3 4.5***

 Didn’t Complete High School 23.2 16.8 6.4***

 Completed High School 28.0 23.4 4.6***

 Completed Some Trade/Vocational or College 16.5 16.1 0.4

 Completed Some University 13.4 29.4 -16.0***

Sample Size 139,050 431,461 
Mother’s Occupation (1980 SOC)   
 Managerial, Administrative, and  7.9 6.7 1.2
 Related Occupations

 Occupations in Natural and Social  2.0 3.9 -1.9***
 Sciences, Engineering, and Mathematics

 Teaching and Related Occupations 3.3 10.2 -6.9***

 Occupations in Medicine and Health 8.4 8.5 -0.1

 Sales, Service, and Clerical Occupations 43.3 38.7 4.6**

 Farming and Primary Occupations 3.0 1.5 1.5***

 Trades, Transport, Product Assembly,  7.1 4.5 2.6***
 and Related Occupations

 Not Working2 24.1 23.1 1.0

 Other Occupations3 1.0 2.9 -1.9***

Sample Size4 169,306 466,383 
Father’s Occupation (1980 SOC)   
 Managerial, Administrative, and  11.3 14.3 -3.0**
 Related Occupations

 Occupations in Natural and Social  6.9 10.3 -3.4***
 Sciences, Engineering, and Mathematics

 Teaching and Related Occupations 2.1 6.2 -4.1***

 Occupations in Medicine and Health 0.9 3.0 -2.1***

 Sales, Service, and Clerical Occupations 18.2 18.8 -0.6

 Farming and Primary Occupations 9.9 8.3 1.6

 Trades, Transport, Product Assembly,  39.0 31.3 7.7***
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 and Related Occupations 

 Not Working2 7.8 3.4 4.4***

 Other Occupations3 3.9 4.5 -0.6

Sample Size 147,597 433,113 

A two-tailed t-test was applied to test for difference between the two samples.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Information about respondents’ mothers’ education and occupation was collected only if 
respondents lived with their mother in their last year of school.  Similarly, information about their 
fathers’ education and occupation was collected only if respondents lived with their father in 
their last year of school.  Step-parents are included in the respective categories.  “Don’t Know” 
responses are excluded from the sample in this table.

   2 “Not working” includes the following categories: students, housewives, homemakers, unemployed, 
not working, not at work, disability, handicapped, and “other-deceased.” 

   3 “Other occupations” include the following categories: occupations in religion; artistic, literary, 
recreational, and related occupations; and worker in an “industry-type unknown.”

   4 Sample sizes for mother’s and father’s occupation do not include individuals with uncodable 
occupations. 

The first and second panels of Table 2 indicate that the parents of young people who 
pursued PSE had, on average, completed higher levels of education than the parents of 
young people who had not pursued PSE.  Indeed, analysis sample members’ mothers were 
10 percentage points less likely to have university experience than mothers of high school 
graduates who had gone on to PSE.  The proportion of high school graduates who went 
on to PSE whose fathers had some university experience was more than twice as large as 
the same proportion for young people who had not pursued PSE.

Because education and occupation are closely linked, similar contrasts between the two 
sample groups’ parental occupations also exist.  Compared to mothers of  graduates who 
did not go on to PSE, the mothers of young people who did go on were more likely to 
be working in occupations in natural and social sciences, engineering, and mathematics or 
teaching and related occupations, and less likely to be working in sales, service, and clerical 
occupations; farming and primary occupations; or trades, transport, product assembly, and 
related occupations.  

The fathers of graduates who were not pursuing PSE were less likely to be employed in 
occupations that could be labelled “professional.” These occupations include managerial, 
administrative, and related occupations; occupations in natural and social sciences, 
engineering, and mathematics; teaching and related occupations; and occupations in 
medicine and health.  Instead, analysis sample members’ fathers tended to work in trades, 
transport, product assembly, and related occupations.
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Reasons for Not Pursuing PSE

SLS respondents were given the opportunity to indicate the most important reason that 
they did not continue to university, college, or Cegep after high school.  Although many 
respondents may have had several reasons for not pursuing PSE, they were asked to select 
only the one that they felt was most important.  Respondents selected one reason from 
among the following choices:

• Did not have enough money to continue;

• Wanted to raise a family;

• Had no interest in pursuing further education;

• Had a good job;

• Marks too low;

• Couldn’t decide what to do;

• No program of interest was offered close to home;

• Wanted to take some time off from studying;

• Wanted trade or vocational training;

• Illness; 

• Applied but was not accepted at school; and,

• Other.

This list of reasons reflects the kinds of barriers to PSE that respondents might  face. 
However, because respondents selected the most important reason based on their own 
subjective assessment of their situation, this question gives us insight only into what 
respondents believed to be important.  For example, a young person with access to 
financial resources and credit may have selected “did not have enough money to continue” 
when in reality he or she could have financed a college or university program.  In contrast, 
another young Canadian might have selected “had no interest pursuing further education,” 
even if he or she had limited financial resources and little access to public or private 
credit.

Nevertheless, this kind of subjective assessment of the potential barriers to PSE can be of 
great interest to policy makers because it helps explain what is relevant in young people’s 
lives and sheds light on their decision-making processes.  Often, what young people believe 
to be true is far more important in shaping their life outcomes than what is objectively 
true.  

In fact, young people may face multiple barriers to PSE. Unfortunately, because the survey 
question only permitted respondents to indicate one reason for not attending PSE, the 
actual extent of some barriers may be underestimated.  For instance, all participants who 
indicated that they had no interest in PSE may also have faced financial barriers, but the 
survey results only take into account that they reported that they had no interest in PSE.

Another drawback to the use of data from this question also bears highlighting.  When 
comparing the reasons reported by two different groups (e.g., men and women), the 
proportions within each group may be misleading.  One group may experience fewer of 
the barriers on the list; as a result, when the members of this group are required to select 
a single reason, there are likely to be relatively large proportions reporting a few reasons. 
In contrast, for a group facing relatively more barriers, the responses will be divided among 
a greater number of reasons, giving the impression that any one barrier is less important. 
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Figure 1: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE

Figure 1 shows that almost a quarter of young Canadians who graduated from high school 
believed that not having enough money was the most important reason that they did not 
pursue PSE.  Somewhat surprisingly, almost as many respondents (19%) said that they did 
not pursue PSE because they “wanted to take some time off from studying.”  It is not clear 
how much time these respondents intended to take off, nor what they intended to do 
during their time off.  (The extent to which these respondents were in fact delaying or 
foregoing PSE is examined later, by looking at the results of the SLF).

Nearly 13% of high school graduates did not pursue PSE because they “couldn’t decide 
what to do.” This group may have considered themselves to be only temporarily delaying 
PSE while they clarified their ambitions.  On the other hand, this answer may also be a 
sign of indifference and might in fact be a permanent decision to forego PSE.  Ultimately, 
it cannot be determined whether these young people were unable to choose between 
college and university, between work and PSE, or between programs within university or 
college.  This ambiguity is troublesome given the substantial portion of respondents who 
identified it as being the most important impediment to participation in PSE.

Ten percent of the sample stated that they “had no interest in pursuing their education” 
and that this was the most important reason for not continuing.  Although this reason 
reflects individuals’ preferences, it also represents an important psychosocial barrier to 
PSE.  There are a whole host of reasons that might diminish a person’s interest in PSE. 
These participants might feel, for instance, that they have nothing to gain from PSE - 
even though, as noted earlier, Canadians with a post-secondary diploma or degree earn 
significantly more, on average, than those without one.  Further research regarding the 
causes of this lack of interest in PSE could be very useful, insofar as it prevents some 
individuals from reaping the benefits of PSE.

Other reasons for not pursuing PSE were selected by much smaller proportions of the 
sample. Slightly more than 7% reported that they did not continue to university, college, 
or Cegep because they had a good job.  Another 7.6% said that their marks were too 
low, while 1.6% indicated that they had applied to PSE but were not accepted.  Only 2.2% 
wanted to raise a family.  Almost 3% of the sample did not pursue PSE because no program 
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of interest was offered close to home, and 0.5% wanted trade or vocational training. For 
another 0.5%, illness prevented them from continuing their education.  Finally, nearly 13% 
gave reasons for not pursuing PSE that were not available on the list.

PSE Leavers in the Sample

While the analysis sample is composed of young high school graduates who were not 
pursuing PSE at the time of the survey, there are two distinct groups within this sample.  
Just over 80% of the sample had never undertaken any post-secondary education or 
training.  The remaining portion of the sample had enrolled in a post-secondary program, 
but had not completed the program and were not pursuing post-secondary studies at the 
time of the survey.  This second group of post-secondary leavers may differ from the first 
group, who have never participated in PSE.

Table 3: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE among Those Who Never 
Participated in PSE and Those Who Ceased Pursuing PSE

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  Never  PSE 
  Participated Leavers
  in PSE 

Did not have enough money to continue 26.4 8.8 17.6***
Had no interest in pursuing further education 9.2 13.0 -3.8
Had a good job 7.8 4.2 3.6*
Marks too low 8.0 6.3 1.6
Couldn’t decide what to do 13.4 9.5 3.9
Wanted to take some time off from studying 19.7 16.1 3.6
Other1 15.5 42.0 -26.5***
Sample Size 154,027 37,174 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes: 1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to home,” 
“wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

Table 3 shows the most important reasons for not continuing to college, university, or 
Cegep reported by both groups.  For the largest proportion of the group who never 
attempted PSE, not having enough money was most frequently cited as the most important 
reason (26.4%).  In comparison, only 8.8% of the group of PSE dropouts reported that 
they did not have enough money to continue, a difference of 17.6 percentage points. This 
suggests that financial barriers play a far less important role in PSE persistence than they 
do in the initial decision to pursue PSE.  The most important reasons cited by the largest 
proportion of PSE leavers did not fit into any of the categories in the SLS: 42% of PSE 
leavers reported “other” reasons for not pursuing PSE.

Regional Variation

In a country as geographically large and diverse as Canada, regional differences in culture, 
politics, and economic opportunities can all potentially exert influence on individuals’ 
actions and decisions.  Young people deciding whether to continue their education face 
different environments depending on the region in which they live.  The costs of education 
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vary across the country, as does the distribution of post-secondary institutions.  Also, from 
one Canadian region to another, the appeal of an alternative to education - i.e., entry into 
the labour market - can vary tremendously.  Less tangible differences in culture may also 
influence young people’s desire for PSE. 

Table 4: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Region

   Proportion Listing Reason as Most Important

 Atlantic2 Quebec Ontario Prairies3 British
     Columbia

Did not have enough money  26.1 13.2*** 23.3 22.4 32.4***4

to continue 

Had no interest in pursuing  12.5 17.4*** 6.9** 7.7 9.2
further education 

Had a good job 5.3 10.0* 5.2* 8.6 6.9

Marks too low 11.4 13.2** 5.7* 9.3 0.05

Couldn’t decide what to do 9.8 3.2*** 19.5*** 10.7 14.5

Wanted to take some time  14.9 17.7 19.1 23.4** 16.5
off from studying 

Other1 20.0 25.3* 20.3 17.9 20.7

Sample Size 21,145 34,734 61,765 44,193 29,364

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:   1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2The Atlantic includes Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, and New Brunswick.

  3The Prairies include Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta.

 4 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect a difference between the region and the rest of 
Canada and do not necessarily reflect differences between two or more specific regions.

  5A statistical test cannot be performed when there are no observations in the cell.

Table 4 shows the reasons reported for not pursuing PSE within five Canadian regions: 
the Atlantic, Quebec, Ontario, the Prairies, and British Columbia.  The Prairies include 
Manitoba, Saskatchewan, and Alberta, and the Atlantic includes New Brunswick, Nova 
Scotia, Prince Edward Island, and Newfoundland.

For the most part, young people in the Atlantic, the Prairies, and British Columbia did not 
report reasons that were significantly different from the rest of the country.  Ontario and 
Quebec, however, exhibit the highest or lowest proportions for several of the reasons 
reported.  

The highest proportion of respondents who said they had no interest in pursuing PSE 
lived in Quebec.  Over 17% of respondents in Quebec had no interest, compared to only 
6.9% of respondents in Ontario.  Participants in Quebec were also almost twice as likely 
as participants in Ontario to say that they did not pursue PSE because they had a good 
job or because their marks were too low.  In Ontario, not being able to decide what to 
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do figured much more prominently as a reason for not attending PSE: specifically, almost 
20% of graduates in Ontario reported that they couldn’t decide what to do, which is 16.3 
percentage points higher than the proportion who reported the same reason in Quebec.

While not having enough money to continue on to PSE was cited as an important reason 
by many young people across the country, the largest proportion that reported this reason 
lived in British Columbia.  Nearly one-third of British Columbian respondents indicated 
that they did not have enough money, which is significantly larger than the proportion in 
the rest of the country and 6.3 percentage points higher than the next largest proportion 
(26.1%, in the Atlantic). Conversely, only 13.2% of participants in Quebec selected “did not 
have enough money to continue” as the most important reason that they did not pursue 
PSE.  This low proportion could be a result, in part, of the fact that PSE in Quebec includes 
Cegep, which for the most part is tuition-free.

Table 5: Proportion for Which Not Having Enough Money Was the Most 
Important Reason for Pursuing PSE, by Province

  Percentage 

Province of Study  
Newfoundland  26.11

Prince Edward Island  19.3
Nova Scotia  26.2
New Brunswick  26.9
Quebec  13.2***
Ontario  23.3
Manitoba  26.5
Saskatchewan  23.3
Alberta  20.5
British Columbia  32.4***
Sample Size  191,201

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1  In this table, statistical significance levels reflect a difference between the province and the rest 
of Canada and do not necessarily reflect differences between two or more specific provinces.  

Table 5 shows the proportion of young high school graduates in each province who 
indicated that they did not continue their education because they did not have enough 
money.  Only the proportions in Quebec and British Columbia differ significantly from the 
rest of Canada.  
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Figure 2: Proportion Reporting that They Did Not Have Enough Money/
Average Undergraduate Tuition (1988-1991)

Source: Statistics Canada

Figure 2 breaks down the relationship between the proportion of the sample in each 
province reporting that they did not have enough money to continue to PSE and the 
average cost of undergraduate tuition in that province from 1988 to 19914.   The vertical 
bars in the figure show the proportion of the respondents reporting that they did not 
pursue PSE because they did not have enough money, ranging from the province with the 
lowest proportion reporting this reason (on the left) to the province with the highest 
such proportion (on the right).  The line in the figure connects the average tuition for each 
province, as indicated by the dots.

The figure shows that Quebec had the lowest average tuition in 1988-91 ($647), and, 
accordingly, respondents living in Quebec reported least frequently that they did not have 
enough money to continue their education.  On the other hand, tuition in Newfoundland 
and Manitoba was also, on average, lower than in other provinces, yet there was no 
statistically significant difference between those two provinces and the rest of Canada 
in terms of the proportions of respondents reporting that they did not continue to PSE 
because of financial reasons.  And Prince Edward Island had the second highest average 
tuition, at $1,760, yet the second lowest proportion (19.3%) of high school graduates 
reporting that they did not have enough money to continue to PSE was in Prince Edward 
Island.

If there were a direct, straightforward relationship between the cost of tuition and the 
proportion of respondents reporting that they did not have enough money, the line in 
Figure 2 would slope smoothly upward; however, while the line does trend upward, it 
is not smooth but instead zigzags up and down between some provinces. This suggests 
that there is not always 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.

4   These years were selected because the oldest members of the sample would have been 17 in 
1988, and it seems to reasonable to assume that respondents would have been considering 
whether to pursue PSE from the ages of 17 to 20.  
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The lack of a clear relationship between tuition levels and the rate of young people 
reporting that they did not have enough money to pursue PSE suggests 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.  It could be that other costs, such as travel or living 
expenses, are in some cases more important in determining whether a person believes 
PSE is affordable.

Primary Language

Table 6: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Primary Language1

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  English French 

Did not have enough money to continue 25.8 11.8 14.0***
Had no interest in pursuing further education 8.4 15.9 -7.5***
Had a good job 6.8 8.2 -1.4
Marks too low 6.4 13.0 -6.6***
Couldn’t decide what to do 14.7 3.0 11.7***
Wanted to take some time off from studying 19.8 15.8 4.1
Other2 18.0 32.3 -14.3***
Sample Size 152,777 36,821 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1  Respondents were asked about the language they use most often. “Other language” is not 
presented because the sample size was too small for analysis.

  2  Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

Table 6 groups the reasons why young high school graduates did not pursue PSE by 
primary language, for those respondents whose primary language was English or French.  
Interestingly, there are statistically significant differences in most of the reasons reported.  
These results should be interpreted with caution, however, since descriptive statistics, such 
as those being used here, can be quite misleading.  For example, one might conclude from 
Table 6 that an individual’s language plays an important role in shaping his or her decision 
not to pursue PSE.  In Canada, however, language is highly correlated with region.  In the 
sample, 83.6% of French-speakers lived in Quebec.  Therefore, the differences revealed by 
Table 6 may stem from regional differences rather than linguistic differences.  

In order to shed some light on this issue, we can look for differences between young 
people who spoke English and French within each province.  Accordingly, Table 7 shows the 
reasons given for not continuing to PSE by both French- and English-speaking respondents 
in Quebec5.   

5   Quebec is the only province in which there were enough French and English speakers in the 
sample to perform statistical tests.  When we select a sub-group, such as those living in Quebec, 
we reduce the sample size and therefore diminish our ability to detect meaningful differences 
with statistical tests.  
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Table 7: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Primary Language (for 
Respondents Who Lived in Quebec in their Last Year of School)1

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  English French 

Did not have enough money to continue 14.3 13.1 1.2
Had no interest in pursuing further education 11.4 18.2 -6.8
Had a good job 11.3 9.8 1.4
Marks too low 25.6 11.7 14.0*
Couldn’t decide what to do 0.0 3.6 -3.63
Wanted to take some time off from studying 37.5 15.1 22.3***
Other2 0.0 28.6 -28.63

Sample Size 3,957 30,777 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Respondents were asked to identify the language they used most often. “Other language” is not 
presented as a sub-group because the sample size was too small for analysis.

  2 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  3 Statistical tests cannot be performed when there are no observations in the cells.

Although Table 7 again shows significant differences between French- and English-speaking 
respondents in terms of the proportion who stated that they did not pursue PSE because 
their marks were too low, many of the differences observed in Table 6 are no longer 
present in Table 7.

The difference between the proportions of French- and English-speaking youth reporting 
that they did not have enough money to continue their studies is no longer statistically 
significant, and is also substantively small at only 1.2 percentage points.  The difference in 
proportions of French and English speakers within Quebec who indicated that they had 
no interest in PSE is also not statistically significant (although it is still somewhat large).  
French Quebeckers were 6.8 percentage points more likely to have reported that they 
had no interest in PSE.

In Quebec, only 3.6% of participants indicated that they did not pursue PSE because 
they couldn’t decide what to do.  Notably, all of these participants were French speakers.  
However, in the sample as a whole, English speakers are 11.7% more likely than French 
speakers to have said they didn’t pursue PSE because they couldn’t decide what to do.  This 
suggests that the difference observed in Table 6 is a difference between Quebec and the 
rest of Canada rather than a difference between French- and English-speaking Canadians 
in all regions.

Table 7 reveals one difference between the language sub-groups within Quebec that 
was not observed between the language sub-groups across Canada.  Specifically, English-
speaking sample members in Quebec were more likely than French-speaking sample 
members in the province to have said they did not pursue PSE because they wanted to 
take some time off.  While 37.5% of the English-speaking respondents from Quebec stated 
that they wanted to take some time off from studying, only 15.1% of their French-speaking 
counterparts reported this reason.
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The differences between Table 6 and Table 7 indicate, to a limited extent, that the reasons 
for not pursuing PSE reported by linguistic groups may be distinct within provinces but 
not across the country. It appears that provincial differences are, for the most part, more 
important than differences of language, particularly in terms of the proportion of sample 
members who reported that they did not have enough money to pursue PSE.

Gender

Gender often plays an integral role in shaping outcomes that are of interest to policy 
makers.  For example, women earn less than men, on average, and part of this earnings 
gap can be explained by differences in educational attainment.  For this reason - and many 
others - one might reasonably expect that the reasons cited most often by young women 
for not attending PSE might be different from the reasons cited most often by their male 
counterparts.

Table 8: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Gender

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  Males Females 

Did not have enough money to continue 23.8 22.0 1.8
Had no interest in pursuing further education 9.3 10.7 -1.4
Had a good job 7.4 6.8 0.7
Marks too low 7.7 7.6 0.04
Couldn’t decide what to do 15.8 9.2 6.7**
Wanted to take some time off from studying 18.1 19.9 -1.8
Other1 17.8 23.8 -6.0**
Sample Size 100,124 91,077 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10 percent;  **  = 5 percent;  ***  = 1 percent.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

Perhaps surprisingly, the results in Table 8 indicate that most of the reasons cited for not 
attending PSE were not more likely to be mentioned by a particular gender.  It appears that 
young women, in 1991, were no more or less likely than young men to have no interest 
in PSE, to feel that their grades were too low, to believe that they did not have enough 
money to continue, to not pursue PSE because they had a good job, or to want to take 
some time off from studying.

There is, however, a significant difference in the proportions of male and female sample 
members who indicated that they did not continue to PSE because they could not decide 
what to do.  Almost 16% of male respondents selected this reason as the most important, 
compared to only 9.2% of female respondents.  

Women were also more likely to have reported “other” reasons as most important.  
“Other” reasons included “wanting to raise a family,” which could be the reason a higher 
proportion of women is represented within the “other” category. Since relatively few 
people in the sample reported this reason, however, it is impossible to test for significant 
differences according to gender.
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Although gender does not appear to matter for most of the reasons reported as most 
important, gender may still play a role in the decision to pursue PSE.  Data indicate that 
young men are more likely to drop out of high school (Gilbert and Frank 1995) and that 
among those young people who do graduate, men are less likely to pursue PSE (Table 1).

Parental Educational Attainment

In theory, there are a number of ways that parents can affect their children’s educational 
outcomes.  Parents may overtly encourage - or discourage - their children to pursue 
PSE.  Young people can also receive more subtle messages through the example set by 
their parents’ own educational experience.  Using the SLS data, it is possible to examine 
the differences in the most important reasons young high school graduates gave for not 
pursuing PSE according to their parents’ level of educational attainment.

Table 9: Reasons for Not Pursuing PSE, by Mother’s Education Level

 Proportion Listing Reason as Most Important

 Less than  Completed  Completed  Completed
 high school high school some trade/ some  
   vocational  university
   or college

Did not have enough money  22.2 21.8 30.4 20.22

to continue

Had no interest in pursuing  10.3 9.7 9.3 9.7
further education

Had a good job 4.8 6.3 5.2 5.5

Marks too low 8.4 6.1 8.0 5.0

Couldn’t decide what to do 12.8 15.5 8.7 11.0

Wanted to take some time off  20.1 20.9 18.7 21.6
from studying

Other1 21.4 19.7 19.7 27.0

Sample Size 60,137 58,696 22,741 17,242

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect differences between one of the proportions and 
at least one other.

Table 9 divides the members of the sample who lived with their mother in their last year 
of secondary school into four sub-groups: those whose mother had less than a high school 
diploma; those whose mother had completed high school; those whose mother had 
completed some trade/vocational school or college education, and those whose mother 
had completed some university education.  No significant difference is observed between 
the sub-groups in terms of the proportions who selected each of the reasons for not 
pursuing PSE.
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Table 10: Reasons for Not Pursuing PSE, by Father’s Education Level

 Proportion Listing Reason as Most Important

 Less than  Completed  Completed  Completed
 high school high school some trade/ some  
   vocational  university
   or college

Did not have enough money  22.0 24.9 18.7 25.02 
to continue

Had no interest in pursuing  16.9 6.1 4.4 7.4***
further education

Had a good job 5.2 5.4 4.8 9.1

Marks too low 6.9 5.4 12.1 6.3

Couldn’t decide what to do 9.2 15.7 15.2 12.5

Wanted to take some time off  19.9 19.7 23.8 14.1
from studying

Other1 20.0 22.7 20.9 25.5

Sample Size 58,436 38,931 23,002 18,681

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect differences between one of the proportions and 
at least one other.

Table 10 separates sample members who lived with their father in the last year of high 
school into sub-groups based on their fathers’ level of educational attainment, using the 
same categories as Table 9.  As was the case in Table 9, there are no significant differences 
in the proportions of respondents who selected a particular reason for not pursuing 
PSE in each sub-group, with one exception: almost 17% of respondents whose fathers 
attained less than a high school diploma indicated that they had no interest in pursuing 
PSE, compared to 7.4% of those whose fathers had completed some university education, 
6.1% of those whose fathers had completed high school, and 4.4% of those whose fathers 
had completed some trade/vocational school or college education.  It thus appears that 
the sub-group whose fathers had less than a high school level education is qualitatively 
different from the other three sub-groups in Table 10.



v18v W h y  S t o p  a f t e r  H i g h  S c h o o l ?
A Descriptive Analysis of the Most Important Reasons that High School Graduates Do Not Continue to PSE

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

Parental Occupation

Occupation and education are very closely linked.  Many occupations, particularly 
professional occupations, require certain levels of educational attainment.  Consequently, 
there is often considerable overlap between education and occupation.  It is therefore 
likely that analyzing the association between parental occupation and the reasons given 
for not pursuing PSE will yield results similar to the analysis of the correlation between 
parental education and the reasons cited for not pursuing PSE.  Indeed, the results in Tables 
9 and 10 are quite similar to the results in Tables 11 and 12, which divide the sample into 
sub-groups based on the occupation of respondents’ mothers and fathers, respectively.  

Table 11: Reasons for Not Pursuing PSE, by Mother’s Occupation

 Proportion Listing Reason as Most Important

 Professional   Sales, Service,  Primary Occupations,  
 Occupations2 and Clerical  Trades, Manufacturing,  
  Occupations and Related 
   Occupations 

Did not have enough money  26.2 23.1 23.8
to continue

Had no interest in pursuing  4.8 9.3 6.0
further education

Had a good job 6.2 6.4 8.7

Marks too low 6.9 8.8 5.2

Couldn’t decide what to do 10.2 13.7 14.5

Wanted to take some time off  22.6 19.1 23.8
from studying

Other1 23.2 19.5 18.1

Sample Size 36,465 73,347 16,961

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2 Professional occupations include managerial, administrative and related occupations, occupations 
in natural and social sciences, engineering and mathematics, teaching and related occupations, 
and occupations in medicine and health.  Primary occupations, trades, manufacturing, and related 
occupations include farming and primary occupations, trades, transport, and product assembly 
and related occupations. 

  3 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect differences between one of the proportions and 
at least one other.

Table 11 divides members of the sample who lived with a working mother during their 
last year of school into three sub-groups.  The sub-groups are defined by the mother’s 
occupation as follows: professional occupations; sales, service, and clerical occupations; 
and primary occupations, trades, manufacturing, and related occupations. Just as there was 
no statistically significant relationship between the level of sample members’ mothers’ 
education and the reasons given for not pursuing PSE, Table 11 shows that there is no 
significant difference between these occupational sub-groups in terms of the proportion 
of respondents citing each reason for not pursuing PSE.
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Table 12: Reasons for Not Pursuing PSE, by Father’s Occupation

 Proportion Listing Reason as Most Important

 Professional   Sales, Service,  Primary Occupations,  
 Occupations2 and Clerical  Trades, Manufacturing,  
  Occupations and Related 
   Occupations 

Did not have enough money  28.9 22.4 19.8*
to continue

Had no interest in pursuing  5.5 12.1 9.4**
further education

Had a good job 7.7 2.8 8.6

Marks too low 9.8 8.0 4.7

Couldn’t decide what to do 14.9 11.1 14.5

Wanted to take some time off  18.1 17.4 21.9
from studying

Other1 15.2 26.2 21.1

Sample Size 31,364 26,830 72,172

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2 Professional occupations include managerial, administrative and related occupations, occupations 
in natural and social sciences, engineering and mathematics, teaching and related occupations, 
and occupations in medicine and health.  Primary occupations, trades, manufacturing, and related 
occupations include farming and primary occupations, trades, transport, and product assembly 
and related occupations.

  3 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect differences between one of the proportions and 
at least one other.

Table 12 breaks down the group of respondents who lived with a working father in their 
last year of high school into three occupational sub-groups, using the same definitions as 
Table 11.  Unlike Table 11, Table 12 reveals some differences between the sub-groups with 
respect to the reasons given for not pursuing PSE.   

Respondents whose fathers were professionals were more likely than others to indicate 
that they did not pursue PSE because they did not have enough money to continue.  
However, since the association between the occupational sub-groups and this reason for 
not attending PSE is barely significant at 10%, one should not place too much confidence 
in this finding. 

Respondents whose fathers worked in a professional occupation were also less likely to 
report that they had no interest in PSE.  Only 5.5% of respondents with professional 
fathers had no interest in pursuing PSE, compared to 12.1% of respondents whose 
fathers were employed in sales, services, and clerical occupations and 9.4% of respondents 
whose fathers were employed in primary occupations, trades, manufacturing, and related 
occupations.
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Mother’s Labour Force Status

The level of education and the occupation of respondents’ mothers do not seem to have 
played a significant role in influencing sample members’ reasons for not  pursuing PSE.  
However, it appears that while  mothers’ occupational category is not important in terms 
of influencing reasons for not pursuing PSE, mothers’ employment status may exert an 
influence, as shown in Table 13.

Table 13: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Mother’s Labour Force 
Status

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  Working  Not Working2 

Did not have enough money to continue 23.8 17.9 5.9*
Had no interest in pursuing further education 7.5 16.9 -9.4***
Had a good job 6.6 7.9 -1.3
Marks too low 7.7 7.0 0.7
Couldn’t decide what to do 13.6 10.5 3.0
Wanted to take some time off from studying 20.5 17.5 3.0
Other1 20.5 22.3 -1.9
Sample Size 128,427 37,095 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

  2 Not working includes “student,” “housewife,” “homemaker,” “unemployed,” “not working,” and “not 
at work.”

Table 13 shows that almost 17% of respondents whose mothers did not work in their last 
year of high school selected “had no interest in pursuing further education” as the most 
important reason for not pursuing PSE.  This figure is over 9 percentage points higher than 
the proportion of youth whose mothers were working at the time that also selected the 
same reason. 

There is also a weak association between the labour force status of respondents’ mothers 
and the likelihood that respondents selected “did not have enough money to continue” 
as the most important reason for not furthering their education.  Specifically, respondents 
whose mothers worked were almost 6 percentage points more likely than those whose 
mothers did not work to have said that they did not have enough money to continue on to 
PSE.   It should be noted, though, that the difference between young people with working 
mothers and those with non-working mothers who selected “did not have enough money 
to continue” as the most important reason is just barely significant, at 10%, and thus one 
cannot place much confidence in the result.
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Respondents’ Work During Their Last Year of High School

Table 14 shows the reasons given for not pursuing PSE among respondents who worked 
during their last year of high school compared to those who did not work during this 
period.

Table 14: Reasons Given for Not Pursuing PSE, by Whether Respondent 
Worked During High School

  Proportion Listing Reason Difference
  as Most Important

  Worked During Did Not Work 
  Last Year of During Last Year
  High School of High School1

Did not have enough money  25.1 18.0 7.1**
to continue

Had no interest in pursuing  8.4 13.6 -5.2**
further education

Had a good job 8.7 3.5 5.2***

Marks too low 7.5 8.0 -0.5

Couldn’t decide what to do 13.6 10.5 3.2

Wanted to take some time off  18.3 20.6 -2.3
from studying

Other2 18.4 25.9 -7.4***

Sample Size 133,413 57,787 

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Respondents were asked whether they had a job during their last year of school, other than 
during the summer.

  2 Other reasons include “wanted to raise a family,” “no program of interest was offered close to 
home,” “wanted vocational training,” “illness,” and “applied but was not accepted at school.”

Eighteen percent of respondents who did not work in high school indicated that they 
did not pursue PSE because they did not have enough money to continue their studies; 
somewhat surprisingly, over a quarter of those who did work also cited a lack of money as 
the most important reason for not continuing.  Perhaps some respondents who worked 
during high school may have done so because they had other financial responsibilities 
and were therefore unable to save for post-secondary school.  Conversely, some sample 
members who did not work during high school may not have required to work because 
their parents had high levels of disposable income; for the same reason, they may not have 
cited a lack of money as their reason for not undertaking PSE.

Respondents who worked during their last year of secondary school were less likely than 
those who did not to report that they had no interest in pursuing further education.  
Specifically, 8.4% of those who worked during their last year of high school reported that 
they had no interest in pursuing further education, while 13.6% of the sample members 
who did not work reported the same reason for not pursuing PSE.

As one might expect, Table 14 indicates that sample members who worked in their final 
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year of high school were more likely to have foregone PSE because they had a good job. 
Almost 9% of the youth who worked in their last year of high school reported that they 
did not pursue PSE because they had a good job, while only 3.5% of those who did not 
work during that time reported the same reason.

Education and Training by 1995

The SLS provides an invaluable opportunity to examine young people’s attitudes toward 
PSE at the time when they are just completing high school.  The survey asked participants 
why they did not pursue PSE shortly after they made the initial decision not to move 
directly from high school to PSE;  thus, the data in the SLS reflect a decision that was recent 
in 1991.

The 1995 School Leavers Follow-up Survey (SLF) provides information on the SLS respondents 
when they were aged 22 to 24 and allows us to investigate which high school graduates in 
1991 had in fact continued their education by 1995.  

Table 15: Proportion Having Undertaken Post-Secondary Training and 
Education by 1995, among Those Who Did Not Pursue PSE in 1991 Because 
They Did Not Have Enough Money, Had No Interest, Couldn’t Decide What 

to Do, or Wanted to Take Time Off

  Proportion Undertaking 
  Education and Training by 1995 

1991 Reason for  PSE: Not enough  No  Couldn’t  Wanted  
Not Attending money interest decide to take
     time off

Some post-secondary  75.7 72.1 74.7 88.4***2 

education or training

Some education or training towards  55.0 50.2 63.2 69.1***
any certificate, diploma, or degree

Some education or training towards a  12.1 10.0 11.8 10.3
trade/vocational diploma or certificate

Some education or training towards a  26.0 28.9 37.2 31.8
college or Cegep diploma or certificate

Some education or training towards  17.1 6.1 10.4 18.4***
a Bachelor’s degree

Sample Size1 43,895 18,806 24,209 36,306

The Chi-Square statistic was used to test for differences.

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1Sample sizes vary by response rates to questions about education and training types.

 2 In this table, statistical significance levels reflect differences between one of the proportions and 
at least one other.

Table 15 groups together those respondents who selected one of four key reasons for 
not pursuing PSE in 1991 - “did not have enough money to continue,” “had no interest in 
pursuing further education,” “couldn’t decide what to do,” and “wanted to take some time 
off from studying.” The table presents the 1995 education and training outcomes for all 
four of these groups, based on the SLF data.
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The table shows that there is not a statistically significant association between the reason 
reported by respondents for not pursuing PSE in 1991 and the likelihood that they would  
have taken any training or education toward a trade/vocational diploma or a college or 
Cegep diploma or certificate by 1995.

The groups do differ significantly, however, in terms of the proportion of respondents 
who had participated in some post-secondary education or training by 1995.  Some post-
secondary education or training is a much broader measure and includes any career- or 
job-related education or training (programs, workshops, seminars, tutorials, etc.) or any 
education or training towards a post-secondary certificate, diploma, or degree.  In the 
sub-groups which indicated in 1991 that they did not pursue PSE because they did not 
have enough money, had no interest, or could not decide, over 70% had taken some post-
secondary training or education by 1995.  In contrast, 88.4% of the group who had wanted 
to take some time off from studying in 1991 had participated in some post-secondary 
education and training by 1995.  

The pattern is similar with respect to respondents’ participation in programs that are 
geared toward certificates, diplomas, or degrees (other than Bachelor’s degrees).  In other 
words, young people who wanted to take some time off in 1991 were more likely than the 
other sub-groups in Table 15 to have participated in programs geared toward a certificate, 
diploma, or degree by 1995.  Among this group, 69.1% had participated in such programs 
by 1995, compared to 50.2% of those who had no interest in pursuing PSE, 55% of those 
who did not have enough money, and 63.2% of those who couldn’t decide what to do in 
1991.  However, the difference between the sub-group which wanted to take some time 
off from studying in 1991 and the sub-group which couldn’t decide what to do in 1991 is 
only 6 percentage points, which is non-significant in this case.

Finally, Table 15 examines the differences among the four sub-groups with respect to 
participation in some education or training towards a bachelor’s degree.  Given the large 
income premiums associated with university education, policy makers may be particularly 
interested in the relationship between the reasons for not pursuing PSE in 1991 and 
participation in university programs by 1995.  

In keeping with our previous observations, sample members who wanted to take some 
time off from studying were more likely than members of other sub-groups to have taken 
some education or training toward a bachelor’s degree by 1995.  Approximately 18% 
of this sub-group had participated in training or education toward a bachelor’s degree 
by 1995.  Interestingly, among the sub-group who reported they did not have enough 
money in 1991, 17.1% had gone on to some university education by the time of the SLF 
- a difference of just 1 percentage point.  The sub-group who indicated that they had 
no interest in PSE in 1991 were least likely (6.1%) to have undertaken any training or 
education toward a Bachelor’s degree by 1995.

What is perhaps most striking in Table 15 is the fact that very few high school graduates, 
regardless of their reason for not pursuing PSE in 1991, had taken any education or 
training toward a Bachelor’s degree by 1995.  Over 80% of participants in each group had 
not undertaken any university education by the time they were aged 22 to 24.  While some 
of these young people may eventually decide to undertake some university level training 
or education (if they have not already done so), these results suggest that facilitating a 
direct transition from high school to university may increase the likelihood that a person 
ever participates in university.
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Conclusion

The School Leavers Survey and School Leavers Follow-up Survey provide valuable information 
about the most important reasons young high school graduates do not continue on to 
university, college, or Cegep.  However, limitations in the data mean that the lessons derived 
from the findings in this paper are preliminary.  Examination of more recent sets of data 
may shed further light on the influence of non-financial barriers on high school graduates’ 
decision to pursue PSE in comparison to the influence of financial barriers.  We hope, 
nonetheless, that the findings in this paper will suggest avenues for further investigation and 
provide insight for other types of research, including qualitative investigations.

As we have seen, some factors that are important in determining whether a young person 
participates in PSE are not important in determining why they did not pursue PSE.  For 
example, while gender has been shown to influence participation in PSE (Butlin 1999), the 
SLS/SLF data reveal no association between the reasons given for not pursuing PSE and 
respondents’ gender.  

On the other hand, some factors that are important in determining participation also 
seem to be related to the reasons why young high school graduates do not pursue PSE.  In 
particular, the level of respondents’ fathers’ education can be correlated with not having 
an interest in PSE.  Obviously, parents can be important role models for their children; 
young people receive greater exposure to the kinds of life trajectories that their parents 
are following and thus may choose a path simply because it is known to them.  While 
far from conclusive, the results of the SLS suggest that the psychosocial environments for 
young people growing up with undereducated fathers can be influential.

As Ellwood and Kane (2000: 293) note, 

Students in some households, particularly those with parents who attended college, may 
have a clearer understanding of what is involved in gaining post-secondary education 
and be less fearful of the endeavour.  Similarly, some students are more aware than 
others of the changing returns to college.  Thus, some students may respond more 
quickly to the changing marketplace for college-educated labour.

The findings in this paper also provide evidence that many young people believe non-
financial reasons such as indecision, wanting to take time off, and having no interest in PSE 
are, when taken as a whole, more important than financial barriers to PSE.  Indeed, the 
majority of individuals in the SLS reported a non-financial reason rather than a financial 
reason as the most important one for not pursuing PSE.  This does not mean that these 
individuals did not also face financial barriers, but rather that they viewed other barriers 
as more important.

This presents a challenge for policy makers who are interested in preparing young 
Canadians to compete in a knowledge-based economy.  It is difficult to imagine what policy 
levers are available to affect a young person’s preference for further education.  Programs 
to help overcome non-financial barriers may require larger up-front investments than 
financial aid programs. Additionally, programs to help encourage young people to pursue 
PSE may need to be more intensive and individually tailored to suit individuals’ varying 
needs.  For example, in the United States, the programs which have been most successful 
in terms of encouraging at-risk youth to pursue training and education (albeit mostly 
secondary education) have been of the more intensive variety (Currie et al. 2001).

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.
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Appendix A: Sample Sizes

Table A.1: Sample Sizes

  Weighted Unweighted

School Status in 1991  
Graduates 711,245 3,208
Continuers 241,325 994
Leavers 183,667 2,082
Total 1,136,237 6,284
Taken any post-elementary/secondary school training and education (Graduates)? 
Yes 555,194 2,398
No 156,050 810
Total 711,245 3,208
Taking a program or a course (Graduates with some education or training)?  
Program 471,708 1,902
Course 82,273 487
Don’t Know 1,214 9
Total 555,194 2,398
Completed the program (Graduates taking education or training programs)?  
Yes 63,934 270
No 408,988 1,641
Total 472,922 1,911
Still in the program (Graduates who have not completed education or training courses)? 
Yes 369,734 1,450
No 39,253 191
Total 408,988 1,641
Most Important Reason For Not Continuing to University, College, or Cegep   
Did not have enough money to continue 43,895 243
Wanted to raise a family 4,256 51
Had no interest in pursuing further education 19,029 115
Had a good job 13,634 82
Marks too low 14,593 65
Couldn’t decide what to do 24,209 106
No program of interest was offered close to home 5,513 27
Wanted to take some time off from studying 36,306 155
Wanted trade or vocational training 1,026 9
Illness 981 2
Applied but was not accepted at school 3,010 14
Don’t know 3,925 26
Refused 178 3
Other 24,750 103
Total 195,303 1,001
Analysis Sample1 191,201 972

Notes:  1 The analysis sample consists of all valid responses to the question “what was the most important 
reason why you did not continue to university, college, or Cegep?”. Respondents included 
graduates who did not take any training or education after secondary school (n=810), in addition 
to those graduates who did take a training or education program but did not complete the 
program and were not in the program (n=191) at the time of the study, and excludes those who 
responded “don’t know” (n=26) or refused to answer (n=3).
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Table A.2: Sample Sizes in Percentages

 Weighted Percentages

School Status in 1991  
Graduates 62.6
Continuers 21.2
Leavers 16.2
Total 100.0
Taken any post-elementary/secondary school training and education (Graduates)? 
Yes 78.1
No 21.9
Total 100.0
Taking a program or a course (Graduates with some education or training)? 
Program 85.0
Course 14.8
Don’t Know 0.2
Total 100.0
Completed the program (Graduates taking education or training programs)? 
Yes 13.5
No 86.5
Total 100.0
Still in the program (Graduates who have not completed education or training courses)? 
Yes 90.4
No 9.6
Total 100.0
Most Important Reason For Not Continuing to University, College, or Cegep 
Did not have enough money to continue 22.5
Wanted to raise a family 2.2
Had no interest in pursuing further education 9.7
Had a good job 7.0
Marks too low 7.5
Couldn’t decide what to do 12.4
No program of interest was offered close to home 2.8
Wanted to take some time off from studying 18.6
Wanted trade or vocational training 0.5
Illness 0.5
Applied but was not accepted at school 1.5
Don’t know 2.0
Refused 0.1
Other 12.7
Total 100.0
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Appendix B: Multivariate Results

Using regression analysis, a multivariate technique, we can further explore why young high 
school graduates do not pursue PSE and test more sophisticated hypotheses.  Regression 
analysis allows us to isolate a particular factor and determine whether it has an impact 
on a given outcome.  In regression analysis, we isolate the effect of one factor by holding 
other influential factors constant.  For example, we can use it to test whether language 
has an impact, independent of any impact that might be associated with the respondent’s 
province of study, which in turn allows us to infer causality6. 

Table B.1: Results of Logistic Regressions Predicting the Log Odds of 
Selecting “Did Not Have Enough Money to Continue” as the Most Important 

Reason Respondents Did Not Pursue PSE

Odds Ratios  (Standard Errors in Parentheses)

   Model A  Model B

Province (reference is Ontario)    

British Columbia 1.47(0.58)  -
Alberta 0.68(0.29)  -
Saskatchewan 0.80(0.37)  -
Manitoba 0.98(0.41)  -
Quebec 0.61(0.33)  -
New Brunswick 1.40(0.64)  -
Nova Scotia 0.54(0.29)  -
Prince Edward Island 0.61(0.35)  -
Newfoundland 0.73(0.33)  -

Region (reference is Ontario)    
British Columbia  - 1.47(0.58)
Prairies  - 0.78(0.27)
Quebec  - 0.53(0.30)
Atlantic  - 0.87(0.30)
Respondent is male  0.92(0.26) 0.91(0.26)
Respondent was born in Canada  0.67(0.37) 0.67(0.37)
Respondent’s primary language is English   2.09(0.91) 1.80(0.79)
Respondent’s father does not have a high school diploma 1.10(0.34) 1.11(0.33)
Respondent’s’ income is less than $10,000  0.87(0.27) 0.86(0.26)
Quasi-R2  .04 .03
Sample Size1 597  597

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes:  1 Sample sizes are weighted with a normalized weight. 

6   See Green (2000: 214-222) for a full description of the assumptions of classical linear 
regressions.
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Table B.2: Results of Logistic Regressions Predicting the Log Odds of 
Selecting “Had No Interest in Pursuing PSE” as the Most Important Reason 

Respondents Did Not Pursue PSE

Odds Ratios  (Standard Errors in Parentheses)
   Model A Model B

Province (reference is Ontario) 
British Columbia 1.47(0.96)  -
Alberta 1.03(0.66) -
Saskatchewan 0.50(0.43) -
Manitoba 0.97(0.66) -
Quebec 1.42(1.06) -
New Brunswick 0.98(0.72) -
Nova Scotia 2.92(1.95) -
Prince Edward Island 2.65(1.94) -
Newfoundland 1.23(0.86) -

Region (reference is Ontario) 
British Columbia - 1.46(0.94)
Prairies - 0.87(0.48)
Quebec - 1.63(1.15)
Atlantic - 1.52(0.80)
Respondent is male 0.74(0.28) 0.74(0.28)
Respondent was born in Canada 3.02(3.54) 3.04(3.54)
Respondent’s primary language is English  0.56(0.42) 0.65(0.42)
Respondent’s father does not have a high school diploma 3.13***(1.19) 3.08***(1.17)
Respondent’s income is less than $10,000 0.36**(0.14) 0.37**(0.14)
Quasi-R2 .12*** .11***
Sample Size1 597 597

Statistical significance levels are indicated as:  * = 10%;  **  = 5%;  ***  = 1%.

Notes: 1 Sample sizes are weighted with a normalized weight.

In the School Leavers Survey, high school graduates ages 18 to 20 were asked to select, from 
a list of predetermined reasons, the most important reason why they did not continue 
on to college, university, or Cegep.  In this exercise, we are particularly interested in 
two of those reasons - “did not have enough money to continue” and “had no interest 
in pursuing further education” - because they represent financial- and preference-based 
barriers to PSE, respectively.   Using a logistic regression, we can model the likelihood 
that a respondent said they did not have enough money.  Similarly, we can also model the 
likelihood that a respondent reported that they had no interest in pursuing PSE.  

Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable is the outcome in which we are interested.  That is, we would 
like to know what factors, or independent variables, help explain the dependent variable.  
The logistic regression model is a non-linear model in which the dependent variable is 
the log odds that a particular outcome occurs.  Thus, in our first model, our dependent 
variable is the log odds that a respondent selected “did not have enough money” as the 
most important reason for not pursuing PSE.  If the probability of selecting “did not have 
enough money” is the probability that D=1 or P(D=1) then the log odds is Ln[P(D=1)/1-
P(D=1)].  In our second model, the dependent variable is the log odds that a respondent 
selected “had no interest in pursuing further education.” 
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Independent Variables

Independent variables are the factors that we think have an effect on the dependent 
variable.  For each dependent variable, we use independent variables that we think are 
important based on our theoretical understanding of what influences young people’s 
decisions.

All of the independent variables used in each model are of a particular type called “dummy 
variables.” A dummy variable takes on the value 1 if the respondents possess the particular 
characteristic described by the variable and 0 if they do not possess the characteristic. The 
independent variables in our two models are:

Provinces
• British Columbia
• Alberta
• Saskatchewan
• Manitoba
• Quebec
• New Brunswick
• Nova Scotia
• Prince Edward Island
• Newfoundland
• (Ontario is the reference group)

Regions 
•  The Atlantic, which includes New Brunswick, Nova Scotia, Prince Edward Island, or 

Newfoundland 
• Quebec
• The Prairies, which includes Alberta, Saskatchewan, or Manitoba
• British Columbia
• (Ontario is the reference group)

Gender
• Respondent is male

Birthplace
• Respondent was born in Canada

Language
• Respondent’s primary language is English

Parental Education
•  Respondent lived with their father in their last year of high school and the father did 

not have a high school diploma

Income
•  Respondent’s gross individual income in the twelve months prior to the interview 

was $10,000 or less 
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Results

Table B.1 reports the results from our first model, where the dependent variable is the log 
odds that a respondent indicated that he or she did not have enough money to continue 
to college, university, or Cegep.   Two specifications - Model A and Model B - are used 
because we are unsure whether regional or provincial variations are most important.  
Additionally, we report odds ratios because log odds are difficult to conceptualize and 
interpret. The odds ratio of an event is the ratio between the probability that the event 
will occur and the probability that it will not occur.  This means, for example, that if the 
coefficient for the British Columbia variable is 1.5, a respondent from British Columbia 
is one-and-a-half times more likely than a respondent from Ontario (i.e., the reference 
group) to have said that he or she did not have enough money to pursue PSE.

Table B.1 shows that no single coefficient is significantly different from zero.  This means 
that, holding all else constant, none of the variables included in each specification of our 
model had an impact on the odds that a respondent would report that he or she did not 
have enough money to further his or her education. In the second to last row of Table B.1, 
we report a quasi-R2, which tells us how much of the variation in the dependent variable 
is explained by the independent variables.  In this case, the variables we selected account 
for less than 5% of the variation in the odds that a respondent would report that he or 
she did not pursue PSE due to a lack of financial resources.  This percentage is extremely 
low and casts doubt on the significance of the model.  To test the significance of the 
model, we can test the hypothesis that all of the coefficients are simultaneously zero - 
and, indeed, in both specifications the tests lead to the conclusion that all the coefficients 
are simultaneously zero, therefore both specifications the model are not statistically 
significant.  

Thus, the regression analysis unfortunately does not allow us to learn more about the 
factors influencing the odds that respondents would report that they did not have enough 
money to pursue PSE, even though the data in the SLS are a rich source.  This implies that 
the true determinants are either difficult to measure or totally random7. 

Table B.2 shows the results for the second model, predicting the odds that a respondent 
would have selected “had no interest in pursuing PSE” as the most important reason for 
not continuing his or her studies.  Again, two different specifications are presented: Model 
A, with provincial variables, and Model B, with regional variables.  Here, the quasi-R2 is 
considerably better than in our first model. More importantly, in both specifications, the 
model is statistically significant.

Nevertheless, only two of the coefficients are statistically significant.  Firstly, respondents 
whose father does not have a high school diploma are over three times more likely to have 
indicated that they had no interest in PSE compared to those whose father had completed 
high school, holding all else constant.  Secondly, young high school graduates with incomes 
less than or equal to $10,000 are less likely to have no interest in PSE than those with 
incomes over $10,000, holding all else constant.

7  Because all of the independent variables are dummy variables, there is very little variation in 
the data. This undoubtedly further contributes to the weakness of the model.


